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Abstract 

This thesis examines the way in which the communication relationship between special 

education teachers and educational assistants promotes feelings of either burnout or job 

engagement in special education teachers. Eight special education teachers and seven 

educational assistants were asked to explain the nature of their relationship with their special 

education counterpart. Grounded in the social information processing theory, this research 

utilized a qualitative thematic analysis to identify social motivators of burnout or engagement 

4 

that result from the communication between special education teachers and educational assistants. 

These motivators were identified in terms of the three dimensions of burnout and engagement 

that were established by Maslach et al. (2001 ). Conclusions from this study identify four 

progressive elements of a teacher/assistant communication relationship that play an important 

role in the motivation of burnout or engagement. 
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Chapter 1: Literature Review 

Equal opportunity is fundamental to the philosophy of a society that hopes to pride itself 

on equality and equity. Equal opportunity insures that every member of a society is given the 

same chance to succeed and to better their lives. The cornerstone of equal opportunity in any 

society must be education. Education is the process in which the youth of a society is equipped 

\:\<1th the knowledge and skills necessary to achieve and succeed, and a society can be neither 

equal nor equitable if all members of that society are not allowed the same opportunity to obtain 

that knowledge and those skills. Providing equal and adequate education to everyone is a 

daunting task for any society. Providing equal and adequate education requires a wealth of well 

tmined and experienced teachers in all facets of the educational realm. However, within our own 

society, the existence of well trained and experienced teachers within the special education realm 

has become threatened by a phenomenon that could leave those who are already less privileged 

than most without a quality of education that could be considered either equal or adequate. This 
..,,.-- ' .. 

phenomenon has been linked to heightened and ever-increasing attrition rates (Singer, 1992) 

amongst special education teachers. The consequences of these attrition rates threaten the 

quality of education that should be provided by well trained and experienced personnel. The 

phenomenon behind these consequences is burnout. 

The burnout phenomenon began seeing significant study in the late part of the twentieth 

century. Given the well documented heightened attrition rate among teachers. and especially 

special education teachers, both professions were not immune from the rise in meaningful 

burnout study. However, the existing literature has experienced significant shortcomings that 

have left critical holes in the special education research that require filling. These holes relate to 

practical and functional research results that can help teachers, administrators, and school 
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districts mitigate the experience of burnout and the impact burnout can have on both an 

individual and organization as a whole. While the existing research has done well to establish 

the prevalence, causes, and impacts of burnout in the special education profession, little has been 

done to study po~ential solutions, and one must not confuse discovering causes of burnout for 

providing solutions to burnout. 

One element the existing research has linked to the experience of burnout has been social 

support (Crreenglass, 2000). The social support an individual receives from members \vithin 

their organization is an important area of exploration for two reasons. First, the literature has 

established that social support can be both a cause of burnout as well as a means of mitigating 

the phenomenon (Grecnglass, 2000; llalbcsleben & Buckley, 2006; Rafferty, Friend & 

Landsbergis, 2001). This suggests tmderstanding existing communicative relationships between 

organizational members can provide functional information that would be useful to the 

prevention and resolution of feelings of burnout. Second, social support is a variable that can be 

controlled in many circumstances within an organization. Many elements of a job simply cannot 

be altered in an et1ort to alleviate burnout. However, social support is not one of these 

necessarily static elements. Rather, in most circumstances, social support and communication 

relationships are elements within an organization that can be altered in many ways. This makes 

understanding the communication relationships that special education teachers establish and 

maintain with other organizational members practical. fimctional, and absolutely necessary. 

One specific communication relationship that has been completely overlooked by the 

academic community is that between special education teachers and the educational assistants 

who work in special education classrooms. These individuals work side-by-side ,vith shared 

goals and shared experiences every day. There is perhaps no more important communication 
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relationship that special education teachers maintain than the ones they maintain with 

educational assistants. However, the existing burnout research has yet to examine this 

communication relationship and understand the importance it can have relative to the 

I 
development or mitigation of the experience of burnout. It is this gap vvithin the existing 

research on burnout that the current study intends to fill. 
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This study intends to examine the communication relationship that exists between special 

education teachers and educational assistants. This research ~ill analyze this relationship in 

terms that have been established by the existing body of literature on burnout. Specifically, the 

current study will examine the history of the study of burnout, the definition of burnout, the three 

dimensions of burnout, the importance of studying burnout, the concept of stress, the ways in 

which burnout has been studied in the education profession, the antithetical concept of job 

engagement, the causes of burnout that the literature has established, the coping strategies the 

literature has examined, and Socia] Processing Theory, which will provide a framework within 

which the current study \Vill operate. After establishing the foundation from which the current 

research will operate within the existing body of literature, a qualitative analysis of the 

communication relationship that exists between special education teachers ,md educational 

assistants will be conducted. This analysis will include interviews with special education 

teachers and the educational assistants that work in their classrooms. The aim of this analysis 

will be to identify the important elements of this communication relationship in terms of their 

influence upon the experience of bun1out amongst special education teachers. However, the 

discussion of this analysis cannot begin before a thorough review of the relevant literature is 

conducted. 
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Literature Review 

The History behind the Study of Burnout 

Today, burnout has become a well-established and significantly prolific area of academia. 
\ 

Thousands of publications have appeared on the subject of burnout. It is estimated that over 

6,000 books, chapters. dissertations, and journal articles have been published on the topic 

(Schaufeli. Leiter & Maslach, 2008). Countless congresses, conferences, and symposia have 

been held in honor of this topic. However, such notoriety has not always been the norn1. In fact, 

the discussion of burnout ha~ fairly contemporary beginnings. It was not until well into the 

second half of the twentieth century that the conversation had even begun, and its beginnings 

were humble (Freudenberger, 1975; Maslach. 1976). 

The literature suggests that there were two primary phases to the development and 

evolution of the study of burnout. These two phases were the pioneering phase and the empirical 

phase. In addition to the shifts that occurred between these two phases, there has been a shift in 

geographic scope ilHern1s of who and where burnout research is being conducted. The current 

study will grmmd itself in the prevailing phases of research and develop a greater understanding 

for the way in which research on the subject of burnout has spread internationally. 

The pioneering phase. The beginning study of burnout was a grass-roots phenomenon. 

Maslach and Goldberg ( 1998) argue the concept was not derived from theory and empirical 

studies, but rather from "the realities of people's experiences in the workplace" (p. 2). Given its 

grass-roots nature, the field has operated for some time with no standard definition and v.ith 

varying opinions about what it is and how it should be managed. Maslach (1982) pointed out 

that the term means different things to a lot of different people. These multiple interpretations 

lead to a lack of constructive com1mmication when considering the phenomenon and the 
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solutions for it. Additionally, many early studies were considered empty popular psychology 

and were disregarded (Maslach. 2003). It would not be until the evolution into the empirical 

phase ofresearch that the scholarship would become ultimately vindicated and validated by the 
\ 

academic community. 

Thus, the initial - or pioneering - phase of research was exploratory. The first articles on 

the subject were vvritten by Freudenberger (1975) and Maslach (1976), Freudenberger being the 

first to use the term professional burnout (Vanheule & Verhaeghe, 2005). These authors served 

to describe the characteristics of the phenomenon and demonstrate how common it could be 

(Maslach, Schaufoli & Leiter, 2001). Most of the studies at that time examined the experience of 

burnout in human service and health care professions. These were occupations in which the goal 

was to provide aid and service to others in need (Maslach et al., 2001 ). Since much of the early 

research was exploratory, the literature was mostly descriptive and qualitative in nature. Primary 

methodologies included interviews, case studies, ;:md on-site observations (Maslach et al., 2001 ). 

More quantitative srudy would not occur until the evolution into the empirical phase. 

The empirical phase. In response to critics of the study of burnout and as a natural 

academic evolution, research on the topic of burnout began to become more empirical by the 

1980s. The research became more systematic and quantitative and utilized elements like 

questionnah-es and surveys. The research would also seek to garner responses from much larger 

populations (Maslach et al., 2001 ). In order to facilitate this shift toward quantitative research, 

widely used measurement devices were developed. Most notable was the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory (MBI), developed by Maslach and Jackson (1981 ). Since its development, the MBI 

has become the most widely used tool for measuring the existence and magnitude of feelings of 

burnout, ,md several field-specific versions of the inventory have been developed to make 
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research more contextual. Relevent to this research, the Maslach Burnout Inventorv-Education 

Survey (MBI-ES) was created to measure burnout specifically in the teaching profession. 

11 

During this phase of research a theoretical shift befall to take place as well. Maslach et al. 

(2001) argued that the social psychology approach was beginning to mix with a new industrial

organizational psychology approach. The combination of these two approaches created a wide 

breadth of perspectives by which burnout was being exainined. This served to strengthen the 

scholarly support for research on the topic of burnout. 

The empirical phase continued into the 1990s and beca111e categorized by even broader 

standards. No longer was the study of burnout being reserved for the human service and medical 

fields; it was now being utilized in countless occupational areas (Maslach et al., 2001). This 

expansion spread study beyond fields that required service interaction into those with a greater 

focus on creativity, problem solving, a11d mentoring (Schaufoli et al., 2008). 

Additionally, the discipline had now existed long enough for researchers to conduct 

longitudinal studies:---This allowed for a wider scope of exainination and significantly broadened 

the understanding of the phenomenon. These longitudinal studies also allowed researchers to 

begin examining the ef1ectiveness of coping mechanisms and other interventions used to 

alleviate burnout (Maslach et al., 2001 ). 

The future of study. It is always diflicult to predict the direction in which the future of 

any discipline of academia may evolve. One can, however, note the areas in which current 

research has been scarce. These scarce areas of study may serve to identify the gap that requires 

filling by future research. Halbesleben and Buckley (2006) noted that little research has been 

done with regard to the social context of burnout. There is likely a major social element to 

burnout, and further research should seek to more fully understand how social interactions can 
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impact feelings of burnout. Vanheule and Verhaeghe (2005) point out that the modem study of 

burnout has been restricted to the organizational and social fields ofpsychology. This research 

has also been mostly quantitative in nature. This suggests that there is room for studies that are 

less psychological and strictly quantitative in nature and focus more on the social communication 

aspect of the phenomenon. 

Defining Burnout 

Establishing an official definition for the concept of burnout is difficult. Such would 

likely be the case Jor any other psychological and emotional experience. It would be like trying 

to establish an official definition for inspiration, anxiety, or even love. Certainly there are any 

nwnber of common characteristics between different individuals' experience of burnout, but 

. there is as much variance in the experience of burnout as there is commonality. This variance is 

the reason why obtaining a common understanding of a w1iversal definition for burnout is 

difficult. In fact at least fifteen distinct definitions of burnout can be uncovered in the modern 

literatw·e (Dillon & ·'funner, 1995). However, it is generally agreed that some universally 

accepted and adopted definition of burnout must be established in order to conduct consistent 

and mem1ingful examinations of the phenomenon. Upon investigation of the various definitions 

of burnout, one can determine that the differences are not conflicting, but rather complementary. 

The differences in definition illustrate a difference in the perspectives through which burnout is 

being examined. An understanding of how one's perspective influences that individual's 

definition w1covers just how interrelated these definitions of burnout are. The perspectives taken 

when determining a definition of burnout include general observation definitions, cause-oriented 

definitions, outcome-oriented definitions, and characterization definitions. Uncovering the 

definitions produced by each of these perspectives and their importance provides a greater 
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insight into the existing understanding of the phenomenon of burnout and the interrelated nature 

of the many definitions of the phenomenon. 

General observation perspective. One important perspective for examining burnout is 

that of general observation. General observation occurs when one simply seeks to observe and 

report activities that can be linked to the experience of burnout. Burnout was first proposed ( and 

subsequently defined) by Herbert Freudenberger (1974, 1975). Since the concept of burnout had 

yet to be articulated in an academic sense, general observation was the only manner in which 

Freudenberger could describe his underst:mding of burnout. Thus, Freudenberger reported that 

burnout was the observed depletion of activity among human service professionals. This 

observed depletion ofactivity served as the first definition of the phenomenon of burnout. 

Another definition being derived from the general observation perspective was conceptualized 

by Fedler and Counts (1982). They defined burnout as "workers becoming bored or 

discontented with jobs they have held for many years" (p. 6). It is plain to see that these 

definitions have come from the observation of specific behavior associated with the phenomenon 

ofbumout. 

Cause-oriented perspective. Another perspective that has yielded definitions of burnout 

is a cause-oriented perspective. Cause-oriented perspectives seek to uncover the environmental 

factors that lead to the development of feelings of burnout These definitions attempt to identify 

the various roots of burnout. One such definition was posited by Christina Maslach (1982, 2003) 

who has defined burnout as a chronic condition that i.s the result of a consistent exposure to 

everyday stressors in the workplace. These stressors were the result of an incongruence between 

a worker and their job. Greer and Wethered (1984) ofler a different cause-oriented defmition by 

stating that burnout is a reaction to job stress that most commonly occurs due to an individual's 
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inability to deal vvith excessive demands on their energy, strength and resomces. Both of these 

definitions demonstrate a perspective that is seeking to define burnout in terms of the ele~nts 

that cause it. 
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Outcome-oriented perspective. While a cause-oriented perspective focuses on the 

factors that cause feelings of burnout, an outcome-oriented perspective operates from a definition 

of burnout that identifies the observable symptoms that result from experiencing burnout. These 

definitions hope to provide a practical understanding of the influence burnout can have on an 

individual or an organization. A cause-oriented perspective does not have to be distinct from an 

outcome-oriented perspective, and o:tlen their definitions will overlap. For example, in defining 

burnout, Leiter and Maslach (2005) offer a definition that focuses on the impact of external job 

demands (stressors) on work-related outcomes (such as absenteeism). One can see that an 

important focus is placed on the outcomes that are produced by the experience of burnout. 

Schaufoli et al. (2008) offer another outcome-oriented definition of burnout through the use of a 

metaphor. They like1.1 burnout to the smother of a fire or the extinguishing of a candle. 1bis 

definition implies that at one time a fire had to have been burning, but that the sufficient 

resources to maintain a burn have been deprived and the fire cannot resume burning brightly 

again until sufficient resources are replenished. Again. this definition. though metaphorical, 

operates from a perspective that is concerned with the result of experiencing burnout. 

Characterization perspective. The final perspective by which the literature takes when 

defining burnout is the characterization perspective. The characterization perspective is not 

distinct from either the cause-oriented or the outcome-oriented perspectives. In fact, the 

characterization perspective is an extension of the two other perspectives. The characterization 

perspective seeks to categorize the causes and outcomes of burnout into three prevailing 
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dimensions: exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal inefficacy (Maslach, 1982; 2003) .. This 

perspective is the most inclusive of the perspectives, and it is the one most widely used within 

the literature. Thus, it is from this perspective of burnout that the current research will operate. 

In order to operate effectively, a greater understanding of these three dimensions will be essential 

to this discussion. 

The Three Dimensions of Burnout 

The three dimensions of burnout operate as more than a definition of the concept. The 

dimensions serve to characterize and categorize the psychological feelings that are experienced 

during the experience of burnout. It accomplishes this by establishing three core dimensions that 

can describe the common experiences of burnout. The three dimensions were established with 

the creation of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) (Maslach, 1982). The MBI is a tool 

utilized to measure the existence and magnitude of burnout being experienced within an 

individual. The MBI works by establishing the three dimensions of burnout as the burnout 

criteria to be measu.red. The MBI is now the standard within the field for measuring burnout 

\\:ithin an individual. Maslach (1993) explains the significance of the three-dimensional model 

as placing the individual strain experience vv'ithin the social context of a workplace. This 

involves a person's conceptions of themselves and others within their environment (Maslach & 

Leiter, 2008). 

The three dimensions of burnout that have been established are exhaustion, 

depersonalization (or cynicism), and personal inefficacy ( or a low sense of personal 

accomplishment) (Maslach, 1982). The exhaustion dimension is described as the feeling of 

being overextended and drained of both one's emotional and physical resources (Diestel & 

Schmidt, 2010). The depersonalization dimension is a feeling of being detached or indifferent 
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toward other people with whom one interacts with within an organization (Diestel & Schmidt, 

2010). Lastly, personal inefficacy is characterized by feelings of incompetence with regard~ to 

the duties that are required of an individual. 

Existing literature has sought to fully define and develop each of the three dimensions in 

terms of how they are experienced by an individual. The literature has also sought to examine 

the relationship between the three dimensions in terms sequential progression or causality. The 

discussion about the relationship of the three dimensions has yielded the development of several 

models that seek to explain sequential progression or causal relationship of the three dimensions. 

When considering the discussion of burnout, it is important to thoroughly understand each of the 

three dimensions and the different models that explain their relationships. 

Emotional exhaustion. Within the existing literature about the three dimensions of 

burnout, exhaustion is the most widely reported and, subsequently, the most thoroughly analyzed 

dimensions of the three (Maslach & Leiter, 2008). While some studies view exhaustion from a 

perspective that includes both physical and emotional elements (Dietsel & Schmidt, 2010), most 

of the literature examines exhaustion strictly from an emotional perspective. The dimension is 

even often abbreviated by "EE'', short for "emotional exhaustion" (Dillon and Tanner, 1995). 

Broadly, exhaustion was defined by Schwab (1986) as "a tired and fatigued feeling that develops 

as emotional energies are drained" (p. 18). It is often characterized by the drain or depletion of 

one's emotional resources to the point of feeling as though one has nothing left to give (Maslach 

& Florian, 1988). Maslach (2003) noted that exhaustion tends to emerge from the presence of 

work overload and social conflict. 

Maslach and Leiter (2008) acknowledged the shortcomings of the exhaustion dimension 

of burnout. While exhaustion successfully reflects the strain dimension of burnout, they say that 
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"it fails to capture the critical aspects of the relationships that people have with their work" (p. 2). 

They explain that exhaustion is more than a mere experience. Exhaustion provokes one to 

distance their self emotionally and cognitively from their work as a means of coping with the 

strain. It is for this reason that the other two dimensions of burnout are necessary. 

Depersonalization. Depersonalization is the second dimension of burnout and it is often 

abbreviated "DP" for short (Dillon & Tanner, 1995). Depersonalization is characterized by the 

development of negative and detached attitudes toward the people one interacts with within an 

organization (Maslach & Florian, 1988). Maslach (1982) described this dimension as being 

"when teachers begin to regard their most troublesome students as 'animals' or other lower 

forms of life'' (p. 78). Maslach and Leiter (2008) broaden the definition of depersonalization by 

describing it as an attempt to distance oneself from various aspects of the job. 

Depersonalization can arise as the result of a number of factors. Dillon and Tanner (1995) 

suggest that depersonalization begins when professionals use an individual's malady or problem 

to describe an individual rather than that person's name. For example, a doctor might refer to a 

patient as "my cancer patient." or a teacher might refer to a student as "my trouble maker." 

Maslach (2003) suggests that depersonalization, similar to exhaustion, may be the result of work 

overload and social conflict. Still, others would suggest that it results from the previous 

dimension of burnout (Leiter, 1989; Leiter & Maslach, 1988). This perspective suggests that 

depersonalization may serve a coping role when experiencing another one of the burnout 

dimensions. This would suggest that the existence of depersonalization by itself may not warrant 

a diagnosis of burnout. 

The results of depersonalization can be troublesome to both the individual and the 

organization. They can lead an individual to view their clients and coworkers as deserving of the 
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problems and maladies that plague them (Lerner, 1980; Ryan, 1971). TI1e prevalence of this 

attitude amongst human service workers (individuals whose job is to server and care for ot~ers) 

has been well documented (Maslach & Florian, 1988; Willis, 1978). 
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Personal ineflicacy. The final dimension of burnout is personal inefficacy. Personal 

inefficacy is often described as a feeling of decreased personal accomplishment and is 

subsequently abbreviated "PA'' for short (Dillon & Tanner, 1995). This dimension is the 

tendency for an individual to evaluate themselves negatively, especially in tem1s of the work 

they do for an organization (Maslach & Jackson. 1986). Often workers feel dissatisfied with 

themselves and with their achievement in their job (Maslach & Florian, 1988). 

Maslach (2003) suggests that feelings of personal inefficacy result from a lack of 

resources that are necessary for getting the job done. Examples of these resources include a lacI<. 

of critical information, a lack of necessary tools, or a lack of time. The result of feelings of 

personal inenicacy can be withdrawal from one's work on the job both psychologically and 

physically (Dillon &·Tanner, 1995). 

The relationship between the three dimensions. It is not enough to simply understand 

the three established dimensions of burnout. One must acknowledge that these dimensions do 

not operate in a vacuum or even independent of one another. In fact, many researchers have 

sought to examine the relationship that exists between the three dimensions. Such an 

examination would seek to answer sequential questions. in terms of the order in which the 

dimensions are experienced, and causation questions, in terms of one dimension being 

responsible for the development of another dimension. These studies have been the source of a 

number of models that explain the relationships of the three dimensions. These models are both 

numerous and significantly distinct. The first of these models is the phase model. 
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The phase model. The Phase Model is a way of describing the relationship that exists 

between the three dimensions of burnout. The Phase Model posits that the first of the 

dimensions to be experienced by an individual experiencing burnout is depersonalization. 

Depersonalization will subsequently lead to personal inefficacy which will finally result in 

feelings of emotional exhaustion (Golembiewski, 1989; Golembiewski & Munzenrider, 1988; 

Lee & Ashforth, 1993). Ibis model suggests that depersonalization is the first of the dimensions 

to be experienced because an element of professional detachment is functional when dealing 

with others while working within an organization (Lee & Ashforth, 1993). It is useful to detach 

oneself from a client, patient, or student in order to function successfully. This natural 

detachment can easily evolve into depersonalization and damage the ability to form necessary 

relationships with others. Since these relationships are essential to the adequacy of one's 

perfonnance, an individual will start to feel worse about their accomplishments triggering 

feelings of personal inefficacy. These feelings will lead to heightened work stress and ultimately 

feelings of emotionatexhaustion. This finalizes the phases that accompany the development of 

burnout in the phase model (Golembiewski et al., 1986). 

The low accomplishment model. Van Dierendonck et al. (2001 a, 2001 b) shared 

Golembiewski's idea that emotional exhaustion would be the final stage in the relationship 

between the elements of burnout (Diestel & Schmidt, 2010). They did, however, disagree over 

the relationship of the previous stages in the development of burnout. Van Dierendonck et al. 

(2001 a, 2001 b) theorized that feelings of personal inefficacy were the first stage to bum out, and 

these feelings of low accomplishment would trigger depersonalization. This depersonalization is 

then theorized to be the cause of exhaustion. However, it is worth noting that not all models saw 

exhaustion as the last of the dimensions to be experienced. 
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The Leiter and Atf a:r,lfach model. The Leiter and Maslach Model is, like the other models, 

describes the relationship between the three dimensions of burnout. This model, however, takes 

an antithetical approach to that of the previously explored models. Instead of considering 

exhaustion as the dimension of burnout that is experienced last, this model suggests that the 

process of burnout begins with exhaustion (Leiter, 1989; Leiter & Maslach, 1988). Specifically, 

this model suggests that burnout progresses from emotional exhaustion to depersonalization and 

finally to feelings of personal inefficacy. Exhaustion is seen as a form of strain derived from 

emotional fatigue. Individuals use depersonalization as a manner of coping ,vith these feelings 

of strain and emotional drain. Individuals then begin to sense their loss of commitment to their 

work relationships and develop feelings of personal inefficacy (Lee & Ashforth, 1993 ). Leiter 

and Maslach (1988) went on to suggest that supportive contact vvith one's coworkers can help 

decelerate this process of burnout. 

More recent research has lent credence to the theory behind The Leiter and Maslach 

Model when compared to the previously mentioned models for viewing the relationship between 

the dimensions of burnout. Empirical support for this model was provided Neubach and Schmidt 

(2004) and Neveu (2007). Lee and Ashforth (1993) also provided empirical credence for this 

model relative to the previous models, but they also fotmd greater support for another model, a 

revised version of The Leiter and Maslach Model. 

The Lee and Asliforth model. The Lee and Ashforth Model (1993) continues to suggest 

that exhaustion is the first of the three dimensions to be experienced by an individual 

experiencing burnout. However, instead of exhaustion being followed by depersonalization, and 

depersonalization causing feelings of personal inefficacy, this revised model suggests that 

exhaustion leads directly to both experiences of depersonalization and experiences of personal 
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inefficacy. This model also predicts that that both personal inefficacy and depersonalization 

develop independently from one ,mother (Diestel & Schmidt, 2010). Thus, there is no sequ~ntial 

order or causality between depersonalization and personal inefficacy besides the fact that they 

both are a result of the existence of exhaustion. 

This model has been empirically supported by a two-wave longitudinal study among 

teachers that was conducted by Brouwers and Tomic (2000). This study demonstrated lagged 

effects of emotional exhaustion on feelings of inefficacy and depersonalization (Diestel & 

Schmidt, 2010). Leiter (1993) suggests that this parallel development of depersonalization and 

personal inefficacy is a result of different contributing factors in the work environment. 

The feedback model. As a final amendment to The Lee and Ashforth Model (1993 ), 

Taris, LeBlanc, Schaufeli, and Schreurs (2005) proposed The Feedback Model. Ibis model 

integrates assumptions from The Leiter and Maslach Model ( 1998) to The Lee and Ashforth 

Model. This model affirms that the exhaustion is predicted to simultaneously trigger 

depersonalization and personal inefficacy (Diestel & Schmidt, 20 l 0). Taris et al. (2005) draw 

upon the idea that depersonalization is often used as a maladaptive coping strategy to feelings of 

exhaustion and personal inefficacy and apply this to the existing Lee and Ashforth Model. They 

suggest that depersonalization ha5 a feedback effect on both exhaustion and personal inefficacy 

heightening the intensity of their experience. The theory of this model has been partially 

confirmed by a longitudinal study conducted by Bakker et al. (2000). 

As the literature has developed. a great dependence on the three dimensional approach to 

burnout has been cultivated. Each of these dimensions plays an important role in both the 

experience i:md study of burnout Understanding the models that describe the causality and 
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relationship between the three dimensions is essential to further discussion of the burnout 

phenomenon. 

Importance of Understanding Burnout 
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Burnout is a content area worthy of study because of its practical value to both an 

individual and to an entire organization. Understanding burnout, its causes, its symptoms, and its 

remedies can make an organizational environment more inviting to an individual and more 

productive as a whole. For this reason, the study of burnout is absolutely invaluable. Until 

professions that are ripe with emotional stressors demonstrate a mitigated burnout rate and 

aiiTition rate, the study of burnout will always be meaningful. The existing literature has 

demonstrated this value in ways that can be categorized in two specific manners. These manners 

are the ways that burnout can effect an individual ,md the ways that they can effect an 

organization. In both cases, unchecked burnout can produce outcomes that are nothing short of 

catastrophic. The literature demonstrates that burnout is not. in fact, the end state. Rather it is a 

mediator and catalyst for other important outcomes. Most of these outcomes are negative to both 

the individual and _the organization (Maslach & Leiter, 1999). Understanding these potential 

outcomes is an important step in setting the stage for a meaningful discussion about burnout. 

Burnout's Influence on an Individual. Plainly stated. the literature suggests that an 

individual's experience with prolonged and unchecked burnout will result is potentially severe 

damage to one's psychological and physical well-being (Gonzalez-Morales, Rodriguez & Peiro, 

2010; Greenglass & Burke, 1990; Kahn & Byosiere, 1992; Leiter & Maslach, 2000; Maslach & 

Leiter, 2008; Sauter & Murphy, 1995; Schaufoli, Bakker, Hooduin, Schaap & Kladler, 2001; 

Schonfeld, 1989; Sonnentag & Frese, 2003; World Health Organization, 1992). Maslach et al. 

(2001) determined that the exhaustion dimension of burnout is the one that is the most predictive 
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of stress-related health problems. Certain physical manifestations that have been linked to the 

experience of burnout include headaches, gastrointestinal disorders, muscle tension, hypertt=.:nsion, 

clod/flu episodes, and sleep disturbances (Leiter & Maslach, 2000; Maslach & Leiter, 2008). 

These are all demonstrations of short term physical health disturbances that are caused by the 

experience of burnout. The literature has yet to be able to establish the long term physical threats 

that are also likely to be associated with the prolonged stress and exhaustion that is apparent in 

burnout situations. 

In addition to the physical dan1age that can be attributed to the experience of burnout, it is 

noteworthy that there is substantial psychological damage that can result from prolonged burnout. 

Maslach et al. (2001) demonstrated a link between burnout and the personality dimensions of 

neuroticism and the psychiatric profile of job-related neurasthenia. They point out that to some 

this would supp011 an argument that burnout is, in fact, a form of mental illness itself. However, 

they theorize that burnout is. instead, a cause of mental dysfunction and a precipitating factor in 

negative mental states such as anxiety, depression, and lowered self-esteem. The relationship 

between burnout and these negative mental states has been supported by other numerous studies 

(Greenglass & Burke, 1990; Schonfeld, 1989). Maslach and Leiter (2008) were also able to link 

burnout to dysphonic symptoms including emotional exhaustion and fatigue. 

It becomes clear that prolonged unchecked exposure to feelings of burnout can lead to 

severe physical and psychological problems for the individual, but it is not only the individual 

that suffers. When burnout is present, the whole organization is at risk. 

Burnout's influence on an organization. As one could suspect, when an individual or 

series of individuals is experiencing something that has a damaging impact on their physical and 

psychological well-being, these damaging impacts are likely to spill over to the organization. 
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This is especially true when the organization is at the root of the bun1out the individual is 

experiencing. The literature has long considered the negative implications that come as a re~ult 

of institutionalized burnout, and their findings demonstrate that it would be in the best interest of 

any organization that is demonstrative ofbumout to take the topic seriously (Burke & Greenglass, 

2001; Borg & Riding, 1991: Kahn & Byosiere, 1992; Maslach.2001; Maslach & Leiter, 2008; 

Maslach & Schaufe.li, 1993; Maslach et al., 2001; Platsidou & Agaliotis, 2008; Sauter & Murphy, 

1995). The existing literature has demonstrated that burnout within an organization leads to an 

individual's loss of job satisfaction, declining personal job performance, a negative working 

environment measurable costs to an organization, and increased rates of tmnover and attrition. 

The catalyst for damage being done to an organization is an individual's decrease in job 

satisfaction (Borg & Riding, 1991; Platsidou & Agaliotis, 2008). A number of studies have 

found that light levels of stress and burnout are related to diminished levels of job satisfaction 

(Borg & Riding. 1991 ). This diminished job satisfaction becomes the leaping off point for the 

other, more tangiblefonns of damage that arc done to an organization when burnout is prevalent. 

When experiencing burnout, one's personal job perfom1ance has been proven to suffer. 

Studies by Kalm and Byosiere (1992) and Sauter & Murphy (1995) have categorized burnout as 

a significant occupational hazard that can lead to impaired work performance. Maslach (2001) 

argued that burnout causes people to be less cooperative and give less effort to their job ta5ks. 

Maslach and Schauteli (1993) found that work performance stmggles because burned out 

employees demonstrate negative attitudes and behaviors. Leiter, Harvie, and Fri7.zell (1998) 

conducted a study that found that nurses who reported greater feelings of burnout were rated by 

patients as providing a lower level of care. Additionally, an individual's deteriorated job 
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performance is not localized to their individual performance. Burnout in one person can 

contan1inate an entire work environment. 

Research has demonstrated that people who are experiencing burnout can have a negative 

impact on the people that work around them (Burke & Greenglass, 2001 ). This happens because 

individuals experiencing burnout are more likely to engage in personal conflict and disrupt 

others from performing their job tasks. Additionally, if an employee is more irritable and 

uncooperative, the entire work environment can sutler (Maslach, 2001). The great concern is 

when burnout becomes contagious, passing from one person to those around them (Maslach ct al., 

2001 ). If burnout is able to perpetuate itself in a work environment, it can become an epidemic. 

This poor job perfmmance and negative working environment has a tangible cost to the 

organization that employees bmned out individuals. The first major tangible cost to the 

organization is in terms oflost productivity. The research has uncovered actual tangible 

financial loss that ~as been incurred through lost -productivity (Sonnentag & Frese, 2003). Hand 

in hand with low pro"o.uctivity comes excessive absenteeism which can also lead to missed 

opportunities and financial losses for an organization (Gonzalez-Morales et al., 2010; Maslach & 

Leiter, 2008). Finally, it is worth noting that physical and psychological damage that burnout 

causes to the individual can lead to costs fix an organization in terms of insurance demands and 

wellness programs. 

The final way in which organizations are hurt by burnout is in terms of attrition (Jackson 

& Maslach, 1982; Jackson, Schwab & Schuler, 1986). Attrition is the loss of a burned out 

individual. There are great costs incurred by recruiting and training new employees. 

Additionally, having a perpetually changing and inexperienced work force damages the quality 

and efficiency of an organization (Billingsley, 2004). Specifically, the research has found that 
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there are far-reaching implications to the quality of education that students receive in special 

education classes as a result of high attrition rates (Billingsley, 2004; Darling-Hammond & Selan, 

1996). The results of attrition include inadequate educational experiences, lower student 

achievement levels, and inadequate competence of graduates in the workplace (Darling

Hammond & Selan, 1996). 

Burnout is a threat to both the well being of an individual and an organization. Burnout 

can have immense physical. psychological, and financial implications when left unchecked. 

Understanding these implications demonstrates the importance for further research into the 

phenomenon of burnout. 

Stress 

Occupational burnout is a phenomenon that is interrelated with a number of other 

psychological phenomena. Most notably, one of these psychological phenomena is stress. Stress 

is a concept that has seen a great deal of attention in the literature, and is, thus, a worthy topic for 

discussion when co11Sidering burnout. Additionally, the existing research ha5 established stress 

as an occupational hazard that threatens an individual's physical health, psychological health, 

and work pe1formance (Kahn & Byosiere, 1992; Maslach & Leiter, 2008; Sauter & Murphy, 

1995). Stress is an issue that is closely interrelated with burnout, but while the two concepts are 

similar, they are still distinct (Farber, 1983). Some would argue that burnout is the result of 

stress, and in some cases, this would be correct. However, Farber (1983) has argued that burnout 

is not the result of stress, but of long-term, continuous. unmediated stress (Dillon & Tanner, 

1995). Further understanding the definition of stress and its relationship to burnout will help 

enlighten any conversation about the phenomenon of burnout. 
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Stress, like burnout, is one of those psychological concepts that is hard to define. 

Edwards (1988, p. 242) defines stress as "a negative discrepancy between i:m individual's 

perceived state and desired state, provided that the presence of this discrepancy is considered 

important by the individual." Essentially, this definition provides that an individual is 

dissatisfied with their current state in tenns of issues that are of significance to them. Gowler 

and Legge (1980) understand stress in terms a perceived helplessness to achieve expectations. 

'Ibey measure a stressful situation as one in which an individual is unable to cope with demands 

that are being made of them. 

The relationship between stress and burnout has been understood and interpreted 

differently by various scholars in the field. Some scholars see stress as a limited perspective of 

the same phenomenon as burnout (Maslach, 2003 ). Others sec stress as a causal factor in 

creating feelings of burnout (Dillon & Tanner, 1995; Dworkin, 1987; Farber, 1983; Shaw, 

Bensky & Dixon, 1981 ). Those who see stress as a limited perspective of the same phenomenon 

liken the experience-of stress to the experience of exhaustion in the three dimensional 

perspective of burnout (Maslach, 2003). When viewed in this manner, stress becomes a one

dimensional conception when compared to the multidimensional conception of burnout (which 

includes depersonalization and personal inefficacy). On the other hand, some scholars see stress 

as different than exhaustion and as an important fa.ctor in causing feelings of burnout. Shaw et al. 

(1981) see burnout as an individual's sense that they are incapable of adapting to or coping with 

the stressor. This leads to the development of the three dimensions that have been demonstrated 

to comprise burnout. 

Stress is an important prui of the burnout experience that has received a significant 

amount of attention within the existing literature. The difference between burnout and stress is 
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important to delineate. and their interrelated nature is necessary to identify. Understanding the 

role stress plays allows for a more specific understanding of the phenom.enon of burnout. 

Burnout Amongst Teachers 

28 

Studying burnout in teachers, even special education teachers, is not a completely novel 

idea. In fact, there have been a number of studies conducted in both North America and abroad 

that have investigated levels of burnout in school teachers. This research was as inevitable as it 

was important due to the abnom1ally high rate of attrition among teachers. Any job that 

demonstrates a great deal of attrition in its work force is worth investigating for signs of burnout. 

The existing research has sought to greater understand the reasons for such high attrition rates in 

the education field. The current research will first examine the research that has been done to 

finiher understand the stress producing factors that exist in a teaching career. Next. the current 

research will examine the body of literature that ha,;; studied the differences between the 

experience of burnout in general education classrooms versus the experience of burnout in 
.. ,,.-- ... , 

special education classrooms. Next. the cunent research will build upon those stressors by 

investiga~ng the research that has been done on the high aUrition rates that exist in the field. 

Finally, the current research will consider the absolute absence of research that has examined the 

relationship between special education teachers and special educational assistants. 

Stress producing factors in the teaching profession. Stress in the teaching business is 

not created equally. Given that every classroom is different, there a number of factors that can 

differ from one experience to the next. The existing research has sought for years to pinpoint 

various stress-producing factors that could be at the root of burnout in the classroom. The 

existing research has categorized the environmental and contextual factors that produce stress 

into four domains: organizational, interpersonal interactions, professional training, and 
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instructional assignments (Platsidou & Agaliotis, 2008; Wisniewski & Gargiulo, 1997). 

Organizational factors are factors that relate to the manner in which the classroom and the school 

are run. These are the procedures and policies that govern school activities. lnterpersonal 

interactions are the communication that occurs between a teacher and the individuals in their 

organizational environment. The individuals that are within a teacher's organizational 

environment could include students, coworkers, parents, and other staff. The importance of this 

domain should not be underestimated. A Greek study conducted by Tsiplitaris (2002) examined 

the prevalence and impact of poor relationships in schools. His findings demonstrated that 10% 

of school teachers feel undermined and 54% feel personally downgraded and emotionally 

wounded. Professional training relates to the type of education that has been provided for the 

teacher and its compatibility with the demands of the job. Finally, instructional assignments are 

all of the factors that relate to providing instruction to the students. This includes preparation, 

execution, and evaluation amongst other activities. The four domains of stress-producing factors 

can be used to categorize all of the stressors that may occur from one classroom setting to 

another. 

The existing research has established that teaching is a high stress social profession for a 

number of general reasons. The first reason is that teaching involves managing a large number 

of close relationships with other people. Professions requiring the management of such 

numerous close relationships have been linked to high levels of burnout (Papastylianou, Kaila & 

Polychronopoulos, 2008). An additional factor that has linked teaching to burnout is that 

teaching requires a lot of split-second decision-making, and these decisions could have serious 

economic and social impacts on others that are involved (Guglielmi & Tatrow, 1998; Kantas, 

1995; Kyriacou, 2001; Papastylianou et al., 2008). 
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One element that has been empirically proven to not be much of a factor relating to 

burnout in the classroom is location. Many studies have demonstrated that high levels of bm-nout 

in the teaching field can be found around the globe. A number of studies (Farber, 1991; Maslach 

& Schaufeli, 1993; Mearns & Cain, 2003) have demonstrated that North American countries 

show high levels of burnout and occupational stress among primary and secondary teachers. 

Borg and Riding ( 1991) uncovered high levels of burnout in European schools. The same trend 

has been found in studies conducted in Australia (Kyriakou, 1987; Laughlin, 1984) and New 

Zealand (Whitehead, Ryba & O'Driscoll, 2000). International studies have also determined that 

levels of stress and burnout are higher still arnong special education teachers than general 

education teachers (BiHingsley. 2004; Fore III, Martin & Bender, 2002; Singer, 1992). 

The difference between gene1·al and special education. It is not difficult for an 

individual to fathom that the experience of teaching in a special education setting could be 

significantly different than that of teaching in a general education setting. "TI1ese differences can 

certainly be both positive and negative. Some studies (Sutton & Huberty. 1984) have 

demonstrated that the job satisfaction for teachers working in special education settings is greater 

than that of their general education counterparts. This satisfaction, however, does not always 

equate to alleviated stress and lower levels of burnout.. In fact, much of the research in the field 

indicates significantly higher levels of both among special education teachers (Chaplain, 1995; 

Fore III et aL 2002; Gersten, Keating, Y ovanoff & Hamiss, 2001; Miller, Brownell & Smith, 

1999; Platsidou & Agaliotis, 2008; \Visniewski & Gargiulo, 1997). 

Much of the existing literature has demonstrated that the fundamental stress producers in 

special education are the same as those in general education. These stress producers include 

relationships with students, colleagues, and administrators, reasonableness of workload, student 
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caseload, professional development opportunities, and role conflict (Fore III et al., 2002; Gersten 

et al, 2001; Miller et aL 1999). These stressors just seem to be exacerbated in situations 

involving special education. A study conducted by Miller et al. (1999) reported that special 

education teachers that transferred to general education positions had experienced much higher 

stress in the special education setting. The same study showed that among teachers that 

continued to teach in a special education environment, feelings of satisfaction with their caseload, 

their personal teaching efficacy, and perceived support from building administrators were 

prevalent. 

A study conducted by Gersten ct al. (2001) demonstrated that stress in job design had a 

great etfoct on special education teachers' perceptions of their job. Poor job design was 

characterized by a lack of adrn.inistrative support, inadequate resources, and limited decision

making power. The result of poor job design was stress being developed from burdensome 

paperwork loads, extensive meeting time, limited opportunities for individualization, and 

significant ranges i1i"'student disability and performance levels. Often this poor design could be 

attributed to a lack of support from administration. This study underscored the importance of 

institutional support and planning in managing a special education environment. 

Understanding heightened attrition .rates. The existing literature has sought to 

understand the factors that are behind the heightened level of attrition among teachers. Issues of 

attrition are even greater in the special education realm. In 1977 The Education for All 

Handicapped Children Act (EHA) was passed into law. This law has since become kno\¾n as the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). IDEA is a law that guarantees free and 

appropriate public education to anyone with educational, emotional, developmental, or physical 

disabilities (Singer, 1992). It is clear that such a guarantee requires a large commitment to 
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providing trained and competent personnel to teach individuals with disabilities. This 

underscores the importance of stemming the existing trend of high attrition rates in special 

education classrooms. Despite efforts by IDEA to encourage less attrition and greater expansion 

in special education, the United States.continued to report difficulties in attracting and retaining 

an adequate number of special educators (Singer, 1992). This shortage has continued to be 

demonstrated through the decades and into the twenty-first century (Billingsley, 2004). In order 

to investigate this trend of attrition in special education classrooms, the current research will 

examine literature that demonstrates the trend of attrition, describes the types of attrition, and 

outlines the factors behind attrition trends. 

Boe, Bobbit, and Cook (1997) conducted a study that sought to identify the attrition rates 

in both special education and general education classrooms. This survey would determine if 

there were heightened attrition rates in the teaching field and if there was any differential 

between general and special education settings. This study utilized data collected by a national 
-r.-, .• 

survey that was doneby the National Center for Educational Statistics in 1987 and 1988. This 

survey collected data tracking 4,812 public school teachers as they transferred between schools, 

school districts, states, teaching specializations, public ,md private school settings, and non

teaching professions. This study confirmed two hypotheses. First, the study confirmed that 

there are heightened attrition levels in the teaching field. Second, this study confirmed that in all 

cases special education experienced even more elevated rates of attrition than did general 

education (Fore III et al., 2002). The study demonstrated a 13% attrition rate for general 

education teachers versus a 20% attrition rate for special education teachers. 6% of general 

education teachers left the field of teaching altogether versus 8% of special education teachers 

leaving the teaching profession. Additionally, the Center on Personnel Studies in Special 
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Education (COPSSE), estimated that the attrition rate amongst special education teachers in 

America ranged from between eight percent and thirteen percent annually. They further 

estimated that this would lead to a loss of 20,000 special education teachers every year 

(Brachmann, 2010). To m1derscore the greater attrition rates experienced by special education in 

comparison to general education, Schnon (1995) reported that of teachers who had plans to leave 

special education, 12% expressed a desire to transfer to general education. 

This study makes it important to note that there are different kinds of attrition when it 

comes to the teaching profession. Billingsley ( 1993) provided a four-category schematic 

representation of teacher retention, transfer, and attrition in the special education realm. 

Retention regarded teachers who remained in the same teaching assignment and school from 

year-to-year. Billingsley's second category, transfers to another special education teaching 

position, is characterized by people who stay in special education teaching but move to another 

assignment or school. The third category is transfer to general education teaching. These were 
-.re,~ ... 

teachers that stayed ifi the teaching community but sought to become general education providers. 

The final category, exit attrition. included teachers who left teaching altogether via retirement, 

pursuing their personal education, staying home with a faniily. or taking a non-teaching position 

(Billingsley, 2004). 

Research into discovering the factors behind attrition rates in special education have 

ranged from broad to specific. Broad research has sought to categorize elements that would be 

behind an individual's decision to leave the profession. Specific research has tried to uncover 

detailed demographic and situational reasons for a teacher's decision to change professions. The 

existing research has also ranged in tenns of its realm of inclusion. Some research has been 

specifically oriented to consider only occupational factors. other research has taken an 
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environmental perspective as well. Investigating the various factors for attrition (whether they 

are broad or specific, occupational or environmental) will permit a greater understanding of not 

only attrition but factors of burnout as well. 
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Singh and Billingsley (1996) conducted a study that sought to determine occupational 

factors that influenced attrition rates. They used 658 special education teachers (159 teachers of 

students with emotional /behavior disorders, 499 teachers of other areas of special education). 

The teachers were provided with mail-in questionnaires that would identify various factors that 

could contribute to teacher retention and attrition. This study fotmd that special education 

teachers who work in emotional and behavior disorder classrooms have the highest rate of 

attrition. This occm1:ence was attributed to higher degrees of stress and burnout in emotional and 

behavioral disorder classrooms. The study also identified job satisfaction as the greatest 

influence on a teacher's intent to stay or leave the field. Additionally, role-related problems 

increased attrition rates, and greater supp011 from one's principal increased retention rates. 

These on-the-job fi1crors can be important when trying to foster an environment that motivates 

greater teacher retention. 

Billingsley's (1993) schematic representation of special education attrition defined three 

broad categories of factors that influenced attrition/retention in the field. These three categories 

were external :factors. employment factors, and personal factors. External factors are things that 

are outside the control of both the individual and the employing district. These factors could be 

economic, societal, or institutional (Billingsley, 2004). External factors were hypothesized to 

have an indirect effect on a teacher's career decisions. Employment factors arc issues that 

concern the practice of actually teaching a special education class. These factors would include 

things like professional qualifications, working conditions, commitment to the job, and teaching 
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prof:essionalism (Billingsley, 2004). Billingsley hypothesizes that when qualifications and 

working conditions are low, a teacher's experience will be less rewarding and result in reduced 

commitment. Personal factors include issues that are outside of the employment environment 

that could influence an individual's career decisions either directly or indirectly (Billingsley, 

2004). 
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Billingsley (2004) also considered a number of specific demographic and situational 

factors that could be related to an individual's decisions to leave or remain in a special education 

teaching position. Billingsley considered the following factors in his study: age, personal 

factors, ce1tification, salary, administrative support, colleague support, role problems, and 

paperwork. Billingsley found age to be the only demographic variable that demonstrated 

consistent linkage to attrition rates. Attrition rates were high among young teachers, low among 

midcareer teachers, and high again near the retirement age. The personal factors Billingsley 

considered included personal finances and the perception of one's opport1.mities. It was 

discovered that special education teachers who were primary breadwinners were less likely to 

leave than those who were not (Westling & Whitten, 1996). Miller et al. (1999) found that one's 

certification status coul.d be a predictor for exit attrition, but not for transfer attrition. In terms of 

salary, Boe et al. (1997) reported that according to a national san1ple of special and general 

education providers that when salaries were increased, rates of attrition decreased. Research also 

uncovered administrative support to be a meaningful variable in detem1ining the likelihood of 

attrition (Boe ct aL 1999; Billingsley, 2004). In terms of support from one's colleagues, not 

much attention has been paid to its influence on attrition (Billingsley. 2004). This is a gap in the 

research that needs to be further considered. Gersten et al. (2001) suggested that it would make 

more sense to consider the suppo11 of principals, assistant principals, and fellow teachers 
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together rather than to only examine administrative supp011 separately. Many studies have 

established relationships between role problems and increased rates of attrition (Billingsley & 

Cross, 1992; Cross & Billingsley, 1994; G·ersten et al., 2001; Singh & Billingsley, 1996). Such 

role problems include role overload, role conflict, role an1biguity, and role dissonance 

(Billingsley. 2004). Lastly, studies have also attributed excessive paperwork as a problem that 

contributes to both bumout and attrition (Schnorr, 1995; Westling & V/hitten, 1996). 
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At this point in the examination of the existing literature on burnout in an educational 

setting, it is worth noting the absence of literature regarding educational assistants. Educational 

assistants are educational professionals that assist in the teaching and care of special education 

students in special education classrooms. These individuals work in close proximity and 

interdependence \Vith special education teachers. The intimate nature of the relationship between 

educational assistants and special education teachers makes the absence of literature regarding 

their communication relationship worth noting. 

Having a greater understanding of the existing literature about the levels of burnout 

among educators and the differences that exist between general education providers and special 

education providers is enlightening to one's understanding of the issue. Identifying the 

prevalence of and factors behind heightened levels of attrition in education ( especially special 

education) underscores the importance of a study that seeks to _provide functional solutions to the 

burnout experience in special education classrooms. Additionally, noting the literature gap the 

exists in terms of educational assistants demonstrates the need for further study in this area. 

Job Engagement 

When considering any organizational _problem. it is important to insure that there can be 

an organizational solution. Thus, the literature on burnout has had to consider the organizational 
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antithesis to burnout, job engagement. As much as btm1out is demonstrated through the 

chronically developed lack of motivation for continuing one's work, job engagement is the 

persistent vigor with which one can approach their work. The existing literature has succeeded 

in providing a definition for the concept of job engagement, characterizing the experience of job 

engagement, and demonstrating how burnout and job engagement are not the only available 

circumstances that can be experienced. Instead, there is a continuum of engagement ranging 

from completely burned out to complete job engagement. Investigating these elements can 

provide for a complete understanding of the concept ofjob engagement. 

The existing literature considers job engagement to be the positive antithesis to burnout, 

but that can yield a number of different definitions. Some researchers theorize that if burnout is 

the culmination of three dimensions (exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal inefficacy), 

then job engagement must be the opposite of those three dimensions: energy, involvement, and a 

sense of efficacy (Maslach, 2003). Other researchers view job engagement as independent from 

the cun-ent manner of considering burnout. Such researchers have defined job engagement as "a 

persistent, positive motivational state of fulfillment in employees that is characterized by vigor, 

dedication, and absorption'' (Maslach, 2003; p. 2). Maslach and Leiter (2008) offer a definition 

that combines these two perspectives, "an energetic state of involvement with personally 

fulfilling activities that enhance one's sense of professional efficacy" (p. 1 ). 

Research to this point has identified a number of factors that seem to characterize the job 

engagement experience. Maslach et al. (2001) argue that a job engagement experience would 

include a sustainable workload, feelings of choice and control, recognition of one's work, 

adequate rewards, the support of colleagues and management, fairness and justice, and 

meaningful work. Maslach and Leiter (l 997) used case studies of two hospital units to 
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empirically suppo.rt these characteristics. Employees in one of the hospitals demonstrated 

characteristics of burnout on the MBI (high exhaustion and cynicism scores and low personal 

efficacy scores). Employees at the other hospital had opposite indications; ones of job 

engagement (low scores on exhaustion and cynicism \:vith high scores in personal efficacy). 

They compared these scores to a six area job-person fit measurement to determine how 

characteristics of the job fit the individual. This six area measurement utilized items like the 

ones listed above, and, as hypothesized, individuals who fulfilled those characteristics of job 

engagement demonstrated such scores on the MBI (Maslach & Leiter, 1997). 
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Schaufeli established a different manner for characterizing job engagement. His 

perspective was one that was less tied to the MBI and the three dimensions of burnout. Schaufeli 

characterizes burnout by low levels of activation and pleasure (Maslach et al., 2001). He 

characterizes engagement as high levels of activation and pleasure. Those experiencing job 

engagement cm1 be identified by their demonstration of vigor. Schaufeli describes vigor as high 

levels of energy and-resilience with a willingness to invest effort into one's job and not be 

deterred in the face of difficulties. Engagement is also described by Schaufeli as experiencing 

absorption in one's work. Absorption is defined by Schaufeli as a state of total immersion. 

It should be understood that organizational m.embers do not have to be either in a burned 

out state or a state of job engagement. In fact, most organizational members do not fall into 

either specific category. Instead, there is a continuum of engagement upon which an individual 

can be characterized (Maslach & Leiter, 2008). An individual's placement on the engagement 

continuum is also constantly in flux. Any number of factors, including changes in one's working 

environment, could alter one's position on the engagement continuum. This continuum is 

characterized by the same three dimensions that are used to characterize the experience of 
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burnout: exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal inefficacy. However, when viewed on the 

continuum, they exist in flux, not just in the negative. So the three dimensions exist as a range 

between exhaustion and energy; depersonalization and involvement; inefficacy and efficacy 

(Maslach & Leiter, 2008). 

Visualizing this phenomenon in terms of a continuum between burnout and job 

engagement has practical and functional significance. Such a continuum provides an individual 

with a goal during a burnout intervention. A burnout intervention is any effort to identify and 

alleviate an individual· s experience with feelings of burnout. The existence of such a continuum 

permits a burned out individual to visualize and understand the experience of becoming less 

burned out and more engaged in one's job. Maslach (2003) suggests that such a goal or 

motivation can make interventions more effective since they reframe the discussion in terms of 

becoming more engaged rather than trying to reduce feelings of burnout. 

Causes of Burnout 

At the root <.1f it all, the practical reason for studying burnout is to understand the causes 

behind the phenomenon and methods to mitigate and cope with those causes. Thus, the variables 

that lead to burnout are the fondamental foundation for the literature that is produced on the topic 

of burnout. Without an understanding for these causes, the research can have no practical benefit 

to anyone. When examining the causes to burnout, the literature has adopted two types of 

variables that can detennine an individual's level of burnout. These two variable types are 

environmental variables and personal variables. Nearly all existing literature agrees that burnout 

is the result of elements of these two types of variables (Leiter & Maslach, 1988). 

Environmental variables are variables related to the outside elements that can influence the 

individual. In contrast, personal variables are characteristics of an individual that make that 
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person more predisposed to the possibility of developing feelings of burnout. Much of the 

existing literature suggests that environmental factors play a greater role in the development of 

burnout than do personal fa.ctors (Burke, Shearer & Deszca, 1984; Golembiewski & Scicchitano, 

1983; Leiter & Maslach, 1988). However, Maslach (2003) argues that this is due in large part to 

a lack of focus on personal variables by burnout researchers. Understanding these two types of 

variables and the specific causes they represent is absolutely cmcial to the study of burnout. 

Environmental variables. Environmental variables are ones that arise from the culture, 

routine, demands, and makeup of one's organizational environment. The study of environmental 

variables has been conducted in both a general sense and a specific sense. The general study of 

enviromnental variables examines the broad elements that influence an individual's level of 

stress and attitude towards their work. The specific study of environmental variables focuses on 

identifiable issues that are associated with feelings of burnout. _The general study has served the 

purpose of laying the gr0tmd work for more specific investigation into environmental causes. 

Maslach and Jacksan (1981) broadly identified that chronic stress and negative attitudes towards 

oneself and the individuals they serve are at the root of the burnout phenomenon. Schaufeli & 

Enzmann (1998) update these broad characteristics to include chronically difficult job demands, 

high demands combined with limited resources, and the existence of persistent conflict. Maslach 

and Goldberg ( 1998) have echoed these three general themes for environmental variables. Each 

of these general themes yields a number of more specific causes of burnout. The current 

research will identify seven specific variables that have an influence on one's experience of 

burnout. These eight themes include: workload, control, reward, community, values, 

incongmence between an individual and their job, and emotion work. 
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Workload. Workload is an environmental variable of burnout that relates to the amount 

of work and effort that is expected from an individual. Workload itself does not cause bun1<?ut, 

but prolonged overload of work has demonstrated a consistent relationship ,vith burnout. 

Particularly, excessive workload has demonstrated a positive relationship with the exhaustion 

dimension of workload (Maslach et al., 2001; Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). The literature 

explains that a prolonged excessive workload contributes to exhaustion by depleting one's 

capacity to meet the demands of their job (Maslach & Leiter, 2008). Shinn et al. (1984) found 

that excessive workload alone does not translate into feelings of burnout. It is when an 

individual is unable to recuperate from a period of excessive workload during a break period that 

burnout feelings begin to emerge. Thus, the concern is with regards to chronic excessive 

workloads. The ideal balance of the workload variable would be to achieve a sustainable 

workload. Landsbergis (1988) found that a sustainable workload allows an individual to refine 

their existing skills and develop new skills in areas of activity without developing feelings of 

burnout. 

Control. The existing literature has established control as an important variable when 

considering burnout in the workplace (Maslach & Leiter, 2008). The control variable is 

demonstrated by issues of role conflict and role ambiguity. Role conflict is when the tasks that 

one is asked to accomplish are in conflict either vvith one another or with one's norms or values. 

Role ambiguity occurs when one is uncertain about the roles they are expected to fulfill v.,ithin an 

organization, and they lack a sense of direction in their work. Both role conflict and role 

ambiguity are associated with a feeling a lack of control and personal determination. The 

research has demonstrated a strong relationship between roll conflict .:md the exhaustion 
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dimension (Maslach, Jackson & Leiter, 1996). Meanwhile, a weaker relationship has been 

demonstrated between role ambiguity and greater feelings of burnout. 

The positive perspective on control with regards to one's emotional state is called active 

participation. Active participation is when an organizational member feels a sense of self

dete1mination and professional influence within their organization. This has been associated 

with higher feelings of personal efficacy and lower levels of exhaustion (Cherniss, 1980; Lee & 

Ashforth, 1993; Leiter, 1992; Leiter, 2005). 
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Reward. Reward itself is. in fact, a mitigating factor for feelings of burnout. It is, instead., 

the perception that one's work is seldom rewarded and likely never to be rewarded that can 

produce an individual's vulnerability to experiencing burnout (Chappel & Novak, 1992; 

Maslanka, 1996; Maslach &Leiter, 2008). When one's work is met with a lack of recognition 

from managers, colleagues, and service recipients feelings of personal inefficacy have been 

found to emerge (Chemiss, 1981; Cordes & Doughetiy, 1993; Dejours, 2000; Maslach et al., 
·.Y-.·: .... 

1996; Vanheule & Verhaeghe, 2005). The positive alternative is the receipt of rewards, both 

material and intrinsic. Material rewards being things such as bonuses and pay raises. Intrinsic 

rewards are intangible rewards such as satisfaction, pride, approval. and feelings of 

accomplishment. Richardsen, Burke. and Leiter (1992) found that such rewards were associated 

with an increase in personal efficacy. 

Community. Community is one of the most multifaceted variables that research has 

determined to have an influence on the experience of burnout. Maslach and Leiter (2008) offer a 

broad definition for community a,;; the "overall quality of social interaction at work. including 

issues of conflict, mutual support, closeness, and the capacity to work as a tean1" (p. 3). Leiter 

and Maslach (1988) produced one of the first studies to examine the association between 
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inteq>ersonal relationships and the experience of burnout. They studied the effects of various 

inteq>ersonal interactions and relationships amongst nurses at a small general hospital. The!r 

results demonstrated that negative personal interaction had a positive relationship with the 

development of all three dimensions of burnout. In contrast, positive personal interaction had a 

mitigating effect on the development of the three dimensions of burnout. This distinction is 

important to note, because one might assume that inteq>ersonal interaction in a working 

environment can always relieve stress (Leiter & Maslach, 1988). To the contrary, it can 

sometimes be the greatest sources of stress and burnout in a workplace (Gaines & Jermier, 1983; 

Leiter & Maslach, 1986). Burnout research has primarily focused on inteq>ersonal relationships 

with supervisors, coworkers, service recipients, and family members (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; 

Greenglass, Fiksenbaum & Burke, 1994; Maslach et al., 1996; Maslach & Leiter, 2008). Support, 

or the lack there of, from one's supervisor has been most consistently associated with the 

exhaustion dimension of burnout. In contrast, support from one's coworker has been most 
.,,.----,~1" 

closely related to feelings of personal efficacy. This is because individuals who are prone to 

burnout seem to have a preoccupation with the idea that it is their responsibility to please 

everyone around them, and those around them lack confidence in their professional competence 

(Cherniss, 1995; Friedman, 1991; Vanheule & Verhaeghe, 2005). 

The positive factors behind the community variable are feelings of genuine support. 

Leiter and Maslach (1988) found that social support, regardless of its source, is positively 

associated \¾ith greater job engagement. This support diminishes feelings of exhaustion and 

personal inefficacy resulting in less intense feelings of burnout. Buunk and Schaufeli ( 1993) 

found that burnout is significantly less likely to occur in a workplace environment that cultivates 

positive and supportive interpersonal relationships. 
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Values. When considered in terms of the organization, Maslach and Leiter (2008) define 

values as '~the ideals fmd motivations that originally attracted people to their jobs ... they are the 

motivating connection between the worker and the workplace, which goes beyond the utilitarian 

exchange of time for money or advancement" (p. 4). These are the characteristics of the job that 

attracted the organizational member beyond the financial compensation associated with it. Since 

values are what attracted an individual to the organization in the first place, it is no wonder that 

they operate as an important variable in the tmderstanding of the burnout experience within an 

organization. The characteristics of an organization that attracted ,m individual at one time can 

either have been a mirage in the first place or change over time resulting in a conflict of values. 

When this happens, organizational members are forced to fbrfeit doing the work they want to do 

in lieu of the work they have to do. 

Leiter and Harvie (1997) found that an incongruence in values is positively related to all 

three dimensions of bumout. vVhen an individual's personal expectations are brought in 

congruence with those of the organization, a positive values situation arises. This is often 

characterized by a consistent organization and values of knowledge sharing (Maslach & Leiter, 

2008). When this situation occurs, greater feelings of personal efficacy amongst organizational 

members arise (Leiter, Day, Harvie & Shaughnessy, 2007). 

Job-Person Incongruity. A similar variable to that of the values variable is job-person 

incongruity. Where the values variable has to do with one's expectations of an organization 

meshing with the actual experience within the organization, the job-person incongruity variable 

has to do v.rith the match an actual person has with the environment they work in and the job they 

are expected to perform within an organization. Maslach and Leiter (2008) suggest that job

person incongruity can be a consistent predictor of either burnout or job engagement. When the 



45 

BURNOUT 

individual does not match their job, they will experience difficulties within an organization and 

likely struggle to perform their job successfully. This level of incongruence will lead to feelings 

of personal inefficacy and can be the tipping point in a battle with the experience of burnout. In 

contrast, a good fit between oneself and their job within an organization can result in resolved 

feelings of personal inefficacy and burnout and greater engagement in one's work (Maslach & 

Leiter, 2008). 

Emotion Work. The final environmental variable of burnout that the cunent research has 

uncovered is emotion work. Emotion work relates to the work that is done within an 

organization that requires interaction with clients or service recipients that is emotionally 

demanding. Such client-related stressors include conflicts when interacting with clients, 

frequency of interaction with clients who are chronically or terminally ill, and confrontations of 

death and dying. This type of work can be emotionally draining and distressing and has been 

associated within the research with the experience of burnout. Recent research has established 

emotion work variables that have demonstrated a variance in burnout scores that exceeds the 

variance produced by many other job stressors (Maslach et al., 2001; Zapt: Seifert, Schmutte & 

Mertini, 200 l ). The emotion work variables that were developed include a requirement to 

suppress emotions on the job and a requirement to be emotionally empathetic (Maslach et al., 

2001). 

Organizational Demographics. The seven variables listed above have been 

demonstrated through the research to have ,m important relationship with the experience of 

bum.out. It is important to note, however, that not all organizations balance those seven variables 

in the same manner. To the contrary, different organizations face challenges with those seven 

variables differently. To this extent, the literature has characterized certain professions in tenns 
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of their likelihood for producing feelings of burnout and the manner in which that bumout is 

produced. 
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Schaufeli and Enzmann ( 1998) conducted a comparison between five occupational 

sectors that have been the fbcaI point of research in the field of bmnout. These five occupational 

sectors were mental health workers, social services, medicine, law enforcement, and teaching. 

The purpose of this comparison was to determine how these different sectors experienced 

bumout differently. The study found that, of the five, mental health workers in the United States 

experienced the least amount of burnout Social service workers experienced relatively high 

levels of depersonalization, but not noticeably high levels of exhaustion or personal inefficacy. 

The study found that medicine was characterized by slightly higher levels of personal inefficacy, 

but average levels of exhaustion and depersonalization. Members of law enforcement were 

found to demonstrate high levels of depersonalization and personal inefficacy, but relatively low 

levels of exhaustion. In contrast, teachers were characterized by the highest level of exhaustion, 

but with depersonalitation m1d personal inefficacy close to the national average (Maslach et al., 

2001; Schaufeli & Enzmam1, 1998). 

Personal variables. The existing literature has determined certain types of people have a 

greater predisposition toward experiencing feelings of burnout in their lives. There are certain 

organizational environments in which one person will be wrought with feelings of burnout and 

another person will thrive (Dillon & Tanner, 1995). Given this, there must be some 

characteristics that people poses that make them more or less likely to experience feelings of 

burnout. The current research has addressed the following variables in terms of their relationship 

to the experience of burnout: age (Cook & Banks, 1993; Mearns & Cain, 2003), gender (Byrne, 

1998; Eichinger, 2000; Sari, 2004), marital status (Maslach et al., 2001; Schwab & Iwanicki, 
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1982), and emotional variables (Alarcon, Eschleman & Bowling, 2009: Semrner, 1996). 

Understanding these personal variables could prove beneficial both to an individual and to an 

entire organization when seeking to understand and mitigate the existence and influence of 

burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 2008). 
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Age. The existing literature has reached a general consensus that an individual's age can 

be a predictor of their likelihood to experience burnout. Studies have repeatedly and universally 

discovered that younger subjects are more likely to develop feelings of burnout than older 

subjects (Cook & Banks, 1993; Mearns & Cain, 2003). Maslach et al. (2001) repo1ted that with 

regards to all of the personal demographic variables that have been studied, age is the one that 

has been most consistently related to burnout. 

Age is often also considered alongside the variable of experience within the occupation. 

It is important to note the distinction between the two while still identifying their interdependent 

nature. Like age, less experienced individuals have been demonstrated as more prone to burnout 

than more experienced individuals. The reasons for age and experience's consistent relationship 

with burnout have yet to be concretely discovered. 

Maslach et al. (2001) do offer a warning to the consideration of the age and experience 

variables. They caution researchers to be aware of the survival bias. The survival bias is that 

people who burnout early are likely to leave their jobs. This would leave behind only the 

survivors who would have subsequently exhibited lower levels of burnout. 

Gender. The gender variable is not necessarily a predictor of burnout itself The existing 

research does not discern one gender that experiences burnout more frequently or in greater 

intensity than the other gender. Instead, the research has discovered that males and females 

generally experience burnout differently. In studies, females have demonstrated a greater 
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likelihood of experiencing exhaustion, but also higher levels of job satisfaction than their male 

counterparts. Males, on the other hand, have demonstrated a greater level of depersonalization 

than females (Byrne, 1998; Sari, 2004). Specifically among special education employees, 

Eichinger (2000) found that women report higher levels of job-related stress. Again, one should 

be cautious when considering these demographic findings, because they may be confounding the 

role of gender with the occupation that is being worked. There are a number of occupations that 

are primarily dominated by one gender over another. Thus, the role the occupation plays may be 

greater than that of the role that gender plays (Maslach et al., 2001). 

Marital status. In terms of marital status, the research seems to indicate that married 

individuals are the least susceptible to feelings of burnout (Scwab & Iwanicki, 1982). 1be 

research seems to indicate that the diflerence in burnout experience between single men and 

married men is greater than the difference between single women and married women. The 

research has also found that never-married individuals experience higher burnout levels than 

those who have beerf'aivorced. Again, one should proceed with caution when considering this 

variable, because it could be confounded v.-ith age. Married and divorced individuals are likely 

to be older than their unmarried counterparts. As determined earlier, one should be cautious 

whenever the age variable is a consideration, because it could demonstrate a survival bias. 

Emotional variables. Certain individuals have a greater propensity to exhibit specific 

personality traits than other individuals. These tendencies create different personality types 

between people. Research on personal variables of burnout has sought to determine if certain 

personality types are more prone to the experience of burnout than others. Semmer (1996) 

determined that individuals who exhibit low levels of hardiness, poor self-esteem, an external 

locus of control, and ~m avoidant coping style represent the profile of a more stress-prone 
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individual. Research has uncovered shared tendencies between the experience of burnout and 

neuroticism. Nemotic behavior includes trait anxiety, hostility. depression, self-consciousn9ss, 

and vulnerability. Thus, individuals who display this type of emotional behavior demonstrate a 

personality type that is more prone to burnout. In contrast, Alarcon et al. (2009) found the 

follo\\-ing emotional characteristics to be linked with higher levels of job engagement: high self

esteem, self efficacy, a personal locus of control, emotional stability, extraversion, 

conscientiousness, agreeableness, positive affectivity, optimism, proactive personalities, and 

hardiness. 

Developing an understanding for both environmental and personal variables of burnout is 

essential to any discussion of the phenomenon. Until the causes of burnout can be identified, 

there is no hope in the efl<.)ft to mitigate its influence and existence. Only when the causes of 

burnout have been identified can an informed discourse on the subject take place. 

Coping \Vith Burnout 

It is not enough to simply understand the causes behind burnout. In order for research to 

be truly meaningful it has to understand ways in which bumout can be prevented or managed by 

an individual or an organization. The existing literature on the discussion of coping with burnout 

has been more theoretical and broad than it has been practical and specific. The reason for this is 

because it is hard to generalize any specific technique for alleviating burnout to an entire 

population. Difforent people face difforent demands within an organization. Besides that, it is 

intuitive to assume that the way to manage or mitigate burnout is to understand the causes of 

burnout and then reverse, reduce, or resolve those causes. The real issue at hand is how one 

would go about reversing, reducing, or resolving those causes. This has been the primary focus 

of the existing body of literature. 
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The current research has established a number of dit1erent perspectives when examining 

effective coping strategies. Understanding these perspectives can help an individual develop a 

strategy for coping with the experience of burnout. The perspectives that the research has taken 

include preventative/direct action coping vs. responsive/palliative coping. changing the 

individual vs. changing the environment, managing burnout in terms of its three dimensions, and 

providing social support. While none of these perspectives have yielded specific suggestions for 

successful methods of coping, they do establish a theoretical arena within which an individual 

can consider burnout and develop a coping strategy. 

Preventative vs. responsive. The existing research has looked at the viability and 

practicality of taking a preventative strategy or a responsive strategy to coping with burnout. A 

preventative strategy is also known as direct action coping (Gonzalez-Morales et al., 2010) and 

is characterized by taking steps to prevent feelings of burnout from occurring in the first place. 

In contrast, a responsive strategy is also known as palliative coping (Gonzalez-Morales et al., 

2010) and is an effortto treat the symptoms of feelings of burnout. The major difference is 

represented in terms of whether the experience of burnout has already begun. Examining 

burnout from the perspective of this categorization has been proven to be useful when 

investigating the influence coping can have on strain (Gonzalez-Morales et al., 2010). 

Preventative strategies. Preventative coping strategies refer to an individual's attempt to 

eliminate or preempt a perceived threat befr,re the threat's influence can be felt (Dewe, 1989). 

The research has positively related preventative coping strategies to an individual's well being 

(Gonzalez-Morales et al., 20 l 0; Grossi, 1999; Hobfoll, Dunahoo, Ben-Porath & Monnier, 1994). 

The difficulty with preventative methods of coping is to know what needs to be prevented and 
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how. It can be hard enough to identify the source of burnout once it is already being experienced, 

but to predict it and prevent it can be asking a lot of an individual and an organization. 

Responsive strategies. Responsive strategies to coping arc easier than preventative 

strategies to plan and execute, but the existing research is still w1certain of their effectiveness in 

successfully mitigating feelings of burnout. Dewe (1989) describes responsive strategies to 

coping as aims to lessen emotional discomfr.lrt that can be triggered by a burnout-causing 

situation. \Vhcn measuring the effectiveness of responsive strategies, Day and Livingstone 

(2001) fow1d less consistent results in terms of the direction of the relationship between these 

types of strategies and burnout. This inconsistency could be due to the heterogeneous nature of 

responsive coping strategies (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Gonzalez-Morales et al., 2010). 

Changing the individual vs. changing the environment. Another theoretical 

perspective the research has examined is whether the key to solving for feelings of burnout is to 

change the nature and behavior of the individual or to change the process and procedures of the 

organizational environment. The existing literature has had an overwhelming focus on how 

changes to the individual could correct feelings of burnout (Homer, 1985). Meanwhile, much 

less research has considered how organizations could be changed as a means of solving for 

burnout (Maslach & Goldberg, 1998). Maslach and Goldberg (1998) have fow1d that even when 

research has focused on worksite strategies to improving a working environment, the focus has 

not been to change the job, but instead to change the nature of the people who fill that job. They 

offer the example of establishing employee counseling to deal with feelings of burnout. While 

the organization is making the change to offer employee counseling, the goal of the coooseling is 

to change the nature and behavior of the individual. 
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Changing the Individual Studies that have focused on changing the individual have 

approached the subject from the perspective that the organizational member is the incongru~nt 

piece that results in the feelings ofbumout. Maslach and Goldberg (1998) established two 

assumptions upon which the individualistic rationale for coping \X.ith burnout relies. The first 

assumption is the basic idea that the cause behind the experience of burnout lies more within the 

organizational member rather than the organization (Homer, 1985). The second assumption is 

that the burden to resolve the issue of burnout falls on the individual, not on the organization. 

Maslach et al. (2001) have established three questions that are at the root to the 

discussion about the individualistic approach to coping. The first question is "Can people learn 

coping skills?" The existing literature suggests that individuals can, in fact, learn techniques 

that have the possibility of changing their perspective, nature, and behavior (Maslach ct al., 

2001). The second question behind the individualistic approach to coping is "Can people apply 

their learned coping skills at work?" Interestingly enough, the research suggests that the 

application of these C'Oping skills in the workplace is far more diflicult and far less likely. The 

various constraints of a workplace environment have been found to impede upon an individual's 

ability to apply their newly learned coping skills (Maslach et al., 200 l ). These constraints 

include organizational procedures and expectations that impose demands upon an individual's 

behavior. In order for there to be a substantive change in the manner in which an individual 

conducts their work, that individual must have an uncommon amount of workplace autonomy. 

The third question is: if individuals were in fact able to apply their newly learned skills, would 

this lead to changes in their experience of burnout? A wide variety of intervention strategies 

have been employed that have sought to achieve this end result. These intervention strategies 

include: stress inoculation training, relaxation, time management, assertiveness training, rational 
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emotive therapy, and training in interpersonal social skills (Maslach et al., 2001). In some, but 

not all, cases, a reduction in the amount of experienced exhaustion has been discovered. 

However, little change in depersonalization or personal inefficacy have been reported (Maslach 

et al., 2001). 
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Changing the Environment. The second perspective one can take when considering 

how to prevent or manage feelings of burnout would be to at1empt changing the working 

environment. This burnout coping perspective has been far less studied within the literature. 

There are a number of reasons that could be behind the literature deficit. It is possible that 

changing the enviromnent of an organization is riskier than attempting to change the behavior of 

an individual. especially for the purposes of mere research. It is possible that feelings of burnout 

are viewed by many organizations as the individual's problem, since other organizational 

members seem capable of coping without feelings of burnout. Maslach et al. (2001) point out 

that organizational burnout interventions are difficult to implement due to their complexity, cost, 

and time commitment requirements. The rea..-;on for the lack of ex,m1ination into changing the 

environment is not apparent within the literature at this time. Despite the scholarly deficit, 

Maslach et al. (2001) argue that a focus on both individual and environmental factors is essential 

when considering interventions to deal with burnout. They suggest that an intervention should 

focus on behavioral changes of both management as well as the individual in order for any hope 

of success. 

Of the literature that does exist on environmental methods, the focus tends to be upon 

finding ways to enhance the job experience (Ma,;;lach & Goldberg, 1998). Ways of enhancing 

the job experience that have been studied include giving workers a say in policy decisions, 

providing interpersonal skills training for organizational members, and attempts to provide a 
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greater sense offaimess and equity in the workplace (Mac-Bride. 1983; Maslach & Gold.berg, 

1998; Maslach et al., 2001). Maslach and Goldberg (1998) point out that a notable deficit in_ the 

existing research is strategies that seek to eliminate or modify workplace stressors. One thing 

that seems apparent is that certain professions do, in fact. report greater levels of turnover and 

attrition than others. Thus, greater research is certainly warranted in terms of strategies that can 

be employed within an organization in order to reduce the likelihood of burnout. 
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Multidimensional approach to preventing burnout. A multidimensional approach to 

preventing burnout is any approach that considers the prevention of burnout in tenns of the three 

dimensions that the literature has determined makeup burnout: exhaustion, depersonalization, 

and personal inefficacy. Thus, a multidimensional approach would examine the elements within 

an individual or an organization that influence any or all of the three dimensions of burnout. 

This approach would then seek to reduce any characteristics that can be associated with 

excessive amounts of exhaustion, depersonalization, or personal inefficacy. These approaches 

typically consider both the individual and the environment when considering the three 

dimensions (Maslach & Goldberg, 1998). The multidimensional approach is utilized for the 

purpose of insuring that an intervention strategy is, in fact, addressing the phenomenon of 

burnout. 

Maslach and Goldberg (1998) point out that the multidimensional approach does not have 

to be focused on reducing elements that promote exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal 

inefficacy. They acknowledge that burnout exists on a continuum. Thus, efforts to promote 

energy, involvement, and efTicacy would be just as successful in diminishing feelings of burnout. 

Social support. A significant amount of research has been conducted on the importance 

of social support in preventing and mitigating feelings of burnout. It is been established that not 
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all interpersonal interactions within the organization decrease feelings of burnout. Only 

interactions that involve an element of social support have been proven to alleviate the 

experience of burnout (Gonzalez-Morales et al., 2010; Greenglass, 2000; Van Emmerik, 2002; 

Viswesvaran, Sanchez & Fisher, 1999). Research has determined that positive social support has 

been associated with reduced exhaustion (Van Emmerik, 2002), reduced experience of strain, 

mitigation of perceived stressors, and moderation of the stressor-strain relationship (Gonzalez

Morales et al., 2010). Thus an examination into the importance of positive social support is 

essential when considering the coping mechanisms of burnout. 

Social support can occur in a multitude of ways and from a multitude of sources. 

Viswesvaran et al. (1999) detennined that it did not matter if the support was actually received or 

was simply perceived by the recipient in tern1s of its influence. Additionally, many studies have 

found that any number of sources can provide positive support that has a mitigating influence on 

the experience of burnout (Rafferty et al, 2001; Halbesleben & Buckley. 2006). These sources of 

positive social support could include supervisors, coworkers, or family members. 

Only by understanding the ways in which an individual or an organization can prevent or 

cope with the experience of burnout docs the study of burnout become meaningful and 

worthwhile. Both personal and environmental perspectives to dealing with burnout are 

important to consider when establishing an intervention plan. An tmderstanding of the existing 

perspectives that are taken by researchers when considering strategies of coping with burnout 

will infonn the current research in terms of how burnout could be dealt with. 

Socia) Information Processing Theory 

Given the expansive nature of the burnout phenomenon, it is essential for any research to 

approach its study vvith a theoretical framework through which the phenomenon can be 
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perceived and understood. Despite this, Miller, Ellis, Zook, and Lyles (1990) point out that 

much of the early research on the subject of burnout adopted a variable analytic approach t~at 

failed to specify any theoretical mechanisms through which communication influenced burnout. 

Establishing a theoretical mechanism allows a researcher to guide their research and ground their 

findings in an established framework that provides a link between the examination of burnout 

and communication. For the purposes of this research, the phenomenon of burnout will be 

examined through Social Information Processing theoretical framework (Salanicik & Pfeffer, 

1978). 

Social Infonnation Processing Theory (SIPT) was established by Salanicik and Pfeffer 

(1978) as a means of identifying the role that social interaction in the work environment plays in 

influencing an individual's experience of either burnout or job engagement. They hypothesized 

that job attitudes could be understood in terms of the "infonnational and social environment 

within which behavior occurs and to which it adapts" (Salanicik & Pfeffer, 1978. p. 226). An 

individual's perceptiem of their work environment and their attitudes toward that work 

environment are subject to the communication process that exists within that environment, not 

the characteristics of the job (Miller et al., 1990). This theoretical framework operates from the 

assumption that one's interpersonal communication interactions with salient others has an 

influential power over that individual's attitude and workplace perception. 

The use of the social information processing theory has been supported by a number of 

burnout communication scholars (Miller & Monge, 1985; Miller et al.. 1990; Zalesny & Farace, 

1987). The research these individuals conducted has validated that workplace communication 

provides information to an individual that facilitates the interpretation and management of 

stressful situations. Thus, one's interpersonal interactions in a \vorking environment can have a 
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direct influence on the magnitude of and manner in which an individual experiences either 

burnout or job engagement It is from this perspective that the current research will examin~ 

how the communication relationship between special education teachers and educational 

assistants influences the experience of burnout for special education teachers. 

Literature Summary 

A number of importlmt themes have emerged from the existing literature that are worth 

specifically noting, because of the relevant manner in which they will enlighten and frame the 

current research. These themes include the acknowledgement of the functional importance of 

understanding burnout within an organization, the importance of the three-dimensional approach 

to identifying bumout and job engagement, a persistent lack of literature about the experience of 

burnout amongst special education professionals, a complete lack of literature regarding the 

relationship between special education teachers and educational assistants, and a prevailing 

emphasis on the influence social suppmi can have on an individual's feelings of burnout within 

an organization. 

The existing literature that has examined the importance of understanding the 

phenomenon of burnout unanimously agrees that understanding the phenomenon is of crucial 

importance. Bumout can have devastating implications to both an individual and entire 

organization. These implications have been demonstrated to be even more relevant in 

organizational disciplines that experience abnonnally high levels of employee attrition. It is the 

elevated degree of importance that makes understanding burnout in the education, and especially 

special education, profession important. Thus, the organizational and societal benefits that could 

be reaped due to a greater understanding of the experience of burnout in special education are 

immense. 
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The existing literature has consistently and universally adopted the multidimensional 

approach to lmderstanding and quantifying burnout within an individual and within an aggregate 
•, 

of individuals. The three dimensions of exhaustion. depersonalization, and personal inefficacy 

and their antithetical counterparts have consistently be identified and confim1ed in existing 

studies as the best method of identifying an individuals' location on the burnout continuum. 

Thus, any forthci)ming research would be wise to continue to examine the existence, nature, and 

intensity of burnout in terms of these three dimensions. 

The current body of burnout research, which started in the service indush-y and has 

spread throughout numerous organizational environments, has still failed to adequately examine 

the nature of the experience of burnout amongst special education professionals. The existing 

literature has deftly quantified the impact of burnout and attrition within the special education 

profession, but it has done little to characterize the causes of burnout, the nature of the 

experience of burnout, or the coping mechanisms that are specific to this line of work. This hole 

in the literature invites future research to pioneer the experience of burnout amongst special 

education professionals in a more qualitative manner. 

Additionally, the researcher found absolutely no existing research that has examined the 

communication relationship of social support between a special education teacher and the 

educational assistants that work together in a special education classroom. The existing literature 

has examined social support that a teacher can derive from their interactions with other teachers 

and administrative coworkers, but no research has examined the role of social support between 

the special education teacher and educational assistants. This leaves an important gap in the 

literature that warrants in-depth investigation. 
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Finally, the literature consistently points to the importance of social support in 

determining the experience of burnout for an individual. The existing research confesses a lack 
•. 

of study into an element of the phenomenon that can be important. The relevance of social 

support in an organizational environment has been widely theorized as being crucial. However, 

thus far, insufficient study has been conducted to identify the nature and importance of social 

support in terms of an individual's experience of burnout. 

It is in accordance with these five literature themes that the researcher offers the 

following research questions: 

Research Question: What relationship exists, if any, between the way in which special 

education teachers and an educational assistants communicate and a teacher's experience of 

burnout or job engagement? 

For the purposes of this research, burnout and job engagement are considered two 

polarities on the same burnout continumn. These polarities are identified and charactedzed by 
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the three dimensions,,of burnout. The combination of these three dimensions and the intensity 

with which they are experienced determines and individual's location on the burnout continumn. 
' 
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Chapte:r 2: Methodology 

Burnout is an experiential phenomenon. Burnout is not a short lived occurrence, bu~ a 

chronic and persistent experience that wears on an individual over time. It is for this reason that 

a phenomenological perspective must be taken when examining burnout and the manner in 

which people experience it. The current research has employed an interpretive perspective by 

interviewing special education teachers and their classroom educational assistants in order to 

determine the influence their communication relationship has on the level and nature of burnout 

or job engagement experienced by the teacher. Specifically, the research looks for indicators of 

burnout or engagement in terms of the three dimensions of burnout. Additionally, this research 

tries to understand how the communication relationship between a teacher and their educational 

assistant has generated feelings of burnout, provided an outlet for alleviating the experience of 

burnout, or provoked job engagement. 

Interviews have been utilized because they allow for the optimum combination of 

description and researcher/participant intimacy. When studying a phenomenon like burnout, it is 

important for the researcher to be able to control the development and direction of the 

conversation in order to cultivate the most meaningful data. Interviews uniquely offer the 

researcher the improvisational opportunities to do so. Additionally, given the personal nature the 

experience of burnout can be, it is important for the researcher to be able to develop a 

comfortable and trusting environment for the pru1icipant. Interviews provide an opportunity for 

just that. Interviewing both the teachers ru1d their assistants will provide multiple perspectives of 

the communication relationship and its influence on the teacher's potential experience of burnout. 

It will also reduce the amount of bias inherent in the data collection by including an outside 

perspective. 
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Participants 

For the purposes of this research, interviews were conducted with fifteen participant~ that 

are currentlv emploved at prirnarv and secondarv public schools in the state of Wisconsin. Of 
~ ~ V V 

these fifteen participants, eight of them were current special education teachers, and the other 

seven were educational assistants that work in the classrooms of the selected teachers. Special 

education teachers were selected because this research aims to understand their specific 

experience with burnout. Thus, all general edu.cation teachers were excluded from participation. 

V anheule and Verhaeghe (2005) demonstrated that fifteen interview participants were all that 

was necessary to establish meaningful findings from participants for research on this topic. 

Five of the participants were selected from a primary school setting, two of the 

participants were selected from a middle school setting, and the other eight participants were 

selected from a secondary school setting. This distinction is not being made for analyticai 

comparison purposes. Rather, the sample is including all levels of education professionals in an 

effort to produce more thorough responses. Without considering all levels of education, the 

researcher could miss important relationship elements that exist in one setting but not in the other. 

Including all settings ensured that all relevant data was collected. 

All of the participants were required to be currently employed as either a special 

education teacher or an educational assistant. It is necessary for this research that all of the 

participants were currently acting in their relevant roles for a number of reasons. First, former 

professionals will have left the field for some reason. That reason could introduce new external 

variables that could influence or even corrupt the data being collected. Second, it is hard to 

determine a threshold of how long a professional could be out of the field and still be eligible for 

the study; being currently employed provides a clear threshold. Third, former professionals may 
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not have experienced communication relationships in the same manner that modern professionals 

do. This could make the results of the interviews less comparable and, thus, less meaningfyl. 

Lastly, it was easier for the researcher to obtain data from currently employed special education 

professionals. 

The participants were limited to public school professionals as a means of providing a 

more unifonn standard for the way in which special education classrooms are organized and the 

relationships between teachers and educational assistants are established and governed. Legal 

standards ensure that public education classrooms adhere to some degree of uniformity 

(Wisconsin Administrative Code, 1996). Additionally, public schools receive funding in a 

manner that is meant to be equitable. To the contrary, private schools are permitted to have 

proprietary procedures and receive private funding. Also, some private schools do not offer 

special services to children with disabilities. Selecting public schools v,,ill control for some 

differences in the way in which care and education is provided. With no comment as to which is 

a better system, seleeting only public schools has allowed for more uniform circumstances and, 

subsequently, more uniform data. 

The data was collected only from employees of the state of Wisconsin for a number of 

reasons. First, conducting regional or national level interviews could introduce a multitude of 

variables relating to burnout that are hard to account for. States design their educational 

environments diflerently. This could include the manner in which educational assistants are 

utilized and communicate with their teachers. By limiting the geographic scope of the study, it is 

easier to witness what, if any, relationship can be found between our independent variable (the 

nature of the communication relationship between a special education teacher and their 

educational assistant) and our dependent variable (the experience bumout). Second, the 
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researcher has connections vvithin the ·wisconsin school system and \\rill have greater success 

conducting the study in this state. Since the important thing is simply to maintain uniformi~y in a 

way that limiting the research to one state can provide, it is not important which state is selected. 

Thus, selecting Wisconsin for its proximity and accessibility is pmdent. 

Instruments 

For this study, interviews were utilized as a means of data collection. Interviews were 

conducted with both special education teachers and educational assistants. Since special 

education te£ichers and educational assistants experience a special education environment in 

different ways, two sets of interview questions were utilized. One set of questions was utilized 

when interviewing teachers (Appendix A). and the other set when interviewing assistants 

(Appendix B). 

The current research utilized interviews in order to uncover and understand a teacher's 

experience with burnout as it relates to their communication relationship \Vith their educational 

assistants through the- emergence of real-life stories and responses to hypothetical scenarios. 

These stories and responses emerged from a semi-strnctured interview process consisting of 

predetermined questions and sub-questions as well as uniform hypothetical scenarios that the 

participant will be asked to respond to. For the purposes of this research, the independent 

variable being studied is the communication relationship between the teacher and the educational 

assistimt. The dependent variable is the special education teacher's experience of burnout. 

Both interview processes were designed in a way that initially disguises the intention of 

the interview from the participant. The researcher was careful to not influence the responses of 

the participant in a way that could either coax out a specific answer or prevent the participant 

from being candid. If the participant was immediately aware of the researcher's intention to 
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study burnout. the participant's responses could haye fabricated or embellished in a way that 

would be meant to fulfill the researcher's desires. In contrast, the participant may also bec~me 

self-conscious of their experiences with burnout and be less willing to open up. Whatever the 

case, the researcher is best served to disguise the intention of the interview during its early stages. 

Nearer the end of the interview, the researcher ceased disguising the intentions of the 

study, and began to candidly probe~the participant for experiences that relate burnout to their 

communication relationship with their educational assistant. If the entire study is conducted 

under a veil of disguise. the participant may never unwittingly reveal valuable experiences that 

the researcher is looking for. Understanding the purpose of the interview in the latter half of its 

process allowed the participant to become actively cooperative. Conducting the interviews in 

this manner has allowed for both responses that are unbiased by understanding as well as being 

characterized by informed cooperation. 

All of the interviews began with a number of preliminary questions that were designed to 

break the ice, establish rapport, and put the participant at ease. These questions also serve to 

provide accurate background information about the participant. Examples of these questions 

include, "How long have you been teaching/assisting in a special education classroom?" and, 

"Tell me how you got started in special education." 

From there, the researcher began to ask the participant open-ended questions about the 

nature of the relationship that exists between the teacher and the educational assistants in the 

classroom. These questions sought both descriptive and evaluative responses. Descriptive 

responses arc ones that desclibc the nature of the relationship in terms of its organization and 

makeup. Some of the descriptive questions would include how long they have worked as a 

special education professional and how many educational assistants they have worked with. 
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Evaluative questions sought to look for responses that characterize the participant's perception of 

the value of their communication relationship. These questions serve the purpose of both 

describing how the communication relationship exists and the way that it influences the teacher's 

experience with either burnout or engagement. -

Up to this point in the interview process, the questions have continued to disguise the 

purpose of this research. lt is at this stage that the researcher began to ask questions that 

specifically allude to the experience of burnout and how it is influenced by the communication 

relationship of the teacher and their educational assistants. These questions directly address the 

issue of burnout in order to provoke stories and exan1ples that may have been overlooked when 

the subject was being disguised. 

The final stage of the interview process asked the participants to respond to scenarios. 

Teacher participants responded to two scenarios, and assistants participants responded to one 

scenario. The first of the teacher scenarios involves a situation in which an educational assistant 

has become a cause fur stress in the teacher's work experience. The second of the teacher's 

scenarios involves a situation in which a tmsted educational assistant is unavailable for an 

extended period of time, presenting a scenario in which the teacher must coordinate their 

classroom in the absence of their typical assistant. These two scenarios were utilized, because 

they draw upon the two extremes of a potential communication relationship. The first extreme is 

a situation in which the communication relationship is a cause of burnout. The second extreme 

is a situation in which the removal of the communication relationship is being exan1ined. The 

educational assistant participants were asked to respond to a scenario in which they begin to 

observe a teacher exhibiting signs of burnout. They were asked to describe how they would 

respond when witnessing a teacher experiencing burnout. These scenarios were entirely 



--
66 

BURNOUT 

hypothetical. These scenarios were ultimately uniformed from one respondent to the next with 

minor tailoring to specific characteristics that might be different from one participant to the _next. 

An example of such a characteristic would be whether the teacher works in a primary classroom 

or a secondary classroom. After hearing the scenario, the participants were asked a series of 

questions in tenns of similar experiences or stories they have or how they would hypothetically 

respond in such a circumstance. Examples of such questions include, "Have you or one of your 

coworkers ever experienced a situation similar to the one I have described?", or, "If you were in 

this position, how would you feel and how would you respond?" These scenarios and 

subsequent questions allowed the researcher to ensure that every participant addressed an issue 

that is related to both the communication relationship between teachers and educational 

assistants and the experience of burnout. This ensured that every interview provided some 

important and relevant responses. 

\Vhile the interviews will differ between the teachers and the educational assistants, they 

will all follow the aferrementioned structure and formula. The hypothetical scenarios are 

designed to gauge the teacher's response in order to indicate perceptions of increased or 

decreased burnout. These interviews were pilot tested on a special education teacher and one of 

their educational assistants that work in a kindergarten and first grade special education 

classroom at a public primary school in central Wisconsin. The pilot test allowed the researcher 

to ensure that the questions could be addressed within the allotted time and would cultivate 

meaningful responses. None of the results of the pilot interviews were included in the analysis 

of this research. The complete interview questions can be found in appendices A and B. 
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Procedure 

The procedure for the current research was conducted in two phases. The first phas~ of 

research is the selecting and contacting of the participants. The second phase of research 

involves the actual interviewing process. 

In the first phase of this research, the researcher contacted special education staff via 

telephone and email at a number of primary and secondary public schools in the state of 

Wisconsin. Upon interviewing some early participants, the researcher utilized a snowball 

method to obtain more participants. Current participants were asked to refer the researcher to 

other special education professionals who might be interested in being interviewed. Once 

participants were selected and had agreed to participate, a time and place of convenience was 

established by the participant where the researcher traveled to meet with the participant and 

conduct the interview. All participants were offered coffee or a similar beverage by the 

researcher as compensation for participation in the rese,u-ch process. 
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The second phase of the research involved the actual interviewing process. The interview 

process took between 25 and 7 5 minutes per interview. The interviews were recorded with an 

electronic audio recording device in order to allow the researcher to focus on taking handwTitten 

notes about nonverbal cues being given by the respondent during the course of the conversation. 

At the immediate conclusion of each interview, the researcher transcribed the audio recording 

and supplemented the transcript ,vith any handwritten notes. This was conducted at the 

immediate conclusion of each interview to ensure that the all important and relevant impressions 

the researcher had obtained were included in the notes. The interview transcripts were created 

with the use of pseudonyms in order to protect each participant's identity. Additionally, all 



--
68 

BURNOUT 

electronic recordings were permanently erased at the conclusion of each transcription session. 

These transcripts were electronically stored for ease of access and manipulation by the researcher. 
•, 

Analysis 

The research utilized an axial emergent coding strategy guided by the established three 

dimensions of burnout (Maslach, 1982) and focusing on the communication relationship between 

each teacher and educational assistant. This strategy identifies experiences of either bumout or 

job engagement through the recognition of cues represented by the three dimensions of burnout. 

Additionally, the research sought to uncover pattems that naturally emerge from the data that 

identify the relevant influence of the communication relationship on the existence of either 

burnout or job engagement. This guided emergent strategy aHows for unbiased patterns to 

emerge within the existing framework established by the literature while still being able to 

operate within a theme that grounds the findings in a manner that will ensure that they remain 

pertinent and have an enlightening effect on further study. Through the use of this analysis 

method, the researcher was able to identify characteristics of the communication relationship that 

exists between special education teachers m1d educational assistants that have a relationship with 

the experience of either burnout or job engagement by the special education teacher. 
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Chapter 3: Findings 

In order to obtain an understanding of how a teacher's feelings of either job engagement 
•. 

or burnout is influenced by the communication relationship they share with their educational 

assistants, a number of interviews had to be conducted. During this process the researcher spoke 

with eight special education teachers and seven educational assistants whose students varied in 

age and disability classification. These interviews considered the communication relationship 

that exists between special education teachers and their assistants and the issues that exist 

relevant to the idea of either job engagement or burnout in special education teachers. As a 

result of these interviews. five important major themes arose that are relevant to the discussion of 

this commm1ication relationship and how it relates to burnout or engagement. These five major 

themes include a recognition of burnout in special education, the importance of the 

communication relationship that exists between special education teachers and their assistants, 

time, work related communication, and emotional support. This research utilizes these five 

major themes and their subsequent subthemes in order to develop an understanding of how the 

communication relationship between special education teachers and assistants influences feelings 

of burnout or engagement in a special education teacher. The first of these major themes was the 

recognition of the existence of burnout. 

A Recognition of Uurnout 

The purpose of this study is to determine if any relationship exists between the nature of 

the communication that occurs between special education teachers and their educational 

assistants and a teacher's experience on the burnout and job engagement continuum. Before any 

other thematic findings could become relevant, the research first had to uncover whether there 

was a perception of either job engagement or burnout an1ongst teachers. If no variance along 
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that continuum existed, then the cmmmmication relationship could not have an impact on 

feelings of burnout and engagement. The researcher approached this study with the assumption 

that all special education teachers had experienced job engagement at some point as a motivation 

for entering the field. This assumption was confirmed throughout the interviews. Additionally, 

it was confirmed that the existence of burnout was either an experience the participating teachers 

had experienced themselves or something they had witnessed or heard about through the 

experiences of others. In order to demonstrate the thematic emergence of a lmiversal perception 

of the existence of bwnout in the special education profession, this research will explain how 

participants identified an initial and often continued feeling of job engagement, had experienced 

prolonged burnout themselves, had experienced brief periods of what they described as burnout, 

had witnessed burnout in others first hand, and had heard stories of when other special education 

teachers had experienced burnout. The emergence of this theme sets the grmmd work for this 

study. By determining that burnout is truly something that had been experienced in some 

manifestation by the participants of this study, this research demonstrates relevance for 

examining the communication relationship of special education teachers and their educational 

assistants in order to determine if that relationship generates any influence on this uncovered 

experience of burnout. 

It is important to remember that burnout is not a mere symptom or chronic experience. 

Instead, burnout represents one extreme of the burnout/job engagement spectrum. That said, it is 

just as imp011ant to identify job engagement throughout the interviews as it is to identify the 

existence ofbm11out. The existence ofjob engagement was not hard to find. All eight of the 

participating teachers and all seven of the participating educational assistants expressed a feeling 

of great job engagement at one time or another. One teacher who continues to teach at an 
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alternative school fr>r emotionally disturbed students expressed her persistent foe lings of job 

engagement. When asked if she is contented to continue working in her current position for the 

foreseeable foture she responded: 

"Yes .. .I've never been this happy in ajob. I get up and want to go to work. I 

want to get here early. I don't mind staying late. I many times don't take my 

lunch break, because kids want to do something .. , 

This response demonstrates a sense of energy, involvement, and personal efficacy. These three 

dimensions characterize an individual experiencing job engagement (Maslach, 2003). 

An educational assistant and former teacher working with students with emotional 

disabilities at the high school level explained the motivation behind why most people get 

involved in special education. 

"When you touch a few kids, or, even in general. if you help somebody out that 

really changes their lives, it's that that keeps you here. It's where you can take 

that most chaHenged student and see them smile. Just the rewards; the personal 

rewards you can get. Money? You don't get rich being a teacher." 
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This demonstrates that an engagement in one's work is what draws them to the special education 

field. Likewise, it is engagement and not compensation that motivates a continued career in 

special education. 

Having detem1ined that a deep sense of engagement at one time or another is frequently 

described among special education professionals, the research must also demonstrate the 

existence of burnout within the field. Six of the eight special education teachers interviewed had 

expressed some experience with burnout either themselves or witnessed in another person. The 

other two teachers had heard about burnout existing, but they had not witnessed it firsthand. 
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Additionally, two of the educational assistants interviewed had described witnessing burnout 

being experienced by a teacher that they had·worked with. TI1us, the existence of the 

phenomenon of bm11out was well acknowledged by the participants of this study in terms of 

either firsthand or secondhand experience. 

One teacher who works with primary students with cognitive disabilities expressed 

vvitnessing burnout in one of her assistants and another teacher in her school as well as having 

experienced it herself. When asked of her experience with burnout she responded: 

"Yeah. I mean, I know that I had only been teaching now in [this school district] 

for a total of two-and-a-half years, but I felt that I was just burned out of dealing 

with parents, and assistants, and situations that might not be ideal. I know that I've 

definitely experienced it, and I think that I've seen it in my one assistant that she 

has felt that way as well. .. and like I said, there are days when she doesn't want to 

have any1hing to do with them. So, yeah. and the other teacher that I work with 

also. I knowthat she's experienced some mr~jor issues as well, and has even 

expressed to me, 'I don't know how much longer I can do this."' 
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Other teachers had expressed feeling as though they experienced brief moments of 

burnout. \¾'bile burnout is often regarded as a chronic experience, these responses demonstrated 

an acknowledgement for the circmnstances necessary for the development of burnout. One 

teacher who works with students with emotional disabilities expressed that there are times when 

the exhaustion and feelings of inefficacy associated \\:1th burnout can get the better of a special 

education teacher. She said, "I don't think you can work with [emotionally and behaviorally 

disturbed] kids everyday and not sometimes be ovenvhelmed, sometimes go home and go, 

'Today, everyihing I did just did not work.'" Another special education teacher working at the 
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secondary level expressed how moments of burnout get the best of everyone. \Vhen asked if she 

felt like the phenomenon of burnout is something that's ever associated with being a special_ 

education teacher, she responded, 

"Oh, I'm sure. And I know ... we all \Vork really well together in this aspect 

because we know when we've just had enough. And thank goodness that it comes 

at different times for all of us. And sometimes it's just, you just take a sick day, 

and stay home ... because it just gets to be enough." 

Other teachers who had not experienced burnout themselves expressed having witnessed 

the phenomenon in other colleagues. One teacher recalled a time when she had worked in a 

previous location vvith secondary students with emotional disabilities and had witnessed a 

colleague· experiencing burnout. 

"Yes I did. Burnout was a perfect word. When I first started at [that school], I 

worked with a teacher who had been there for I think eight years, and she was a 

wonderful person, had some wonderful ideas. But by the time I got there, she was 

so fried with the behaviors that it was just gone." 

She went on to say, 

"I mean, she had nothing left. She had nothing. There was no more even 

excitement about it. There was no more. Not that getting her all screaming is 

good, but I mean if people arc throwing things around your room you should 

maybe be a little bit, you know? And she had nothing left, and she actually left 

after another year.'' 

This statement demonstrates the prevalence of burnout and how burnout can lead to 

attrition in the field of special education. 
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The remaining teacher who had not expressed a firsthand experience with burnout had 

acknowledged hearing about burnout being prevalent ,vithin the profession. One teacher w~o 

has taught special education at both the primary and secondary level began her career in special 

education by being warned about burnout, 

"I remember my interview with [the principal] when I crune to [a high school], he said, 

'So, the other [emotionally disturbed] teacher that just left, I heard a lot from her about 

how burned out she was. So what are you going to do about that? You know, how long 

can you give us?''" 
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This teacher's statement demonstrates how burnout has become ru1 important consideration when 

fiUing a special education position. Another teacher, when asked about her experiences ,vith 

burnout in special education responded, "Me personally? I've never met somebody that has 

burned out, but I know that it happens a lot especially in the [emotionally ru1d behaviorally 

disturbed area]." This response demonstrates well that burnout is considered prevalent within 

the profession. 

Having uncovered thematic patterns that describe both the prevalence of job engagement 

and burnout within the special education profession, this reseru·ch warrants further investigation 

into the communication relationship that exists between special education teachers and 

educational assistants. Si.nee the existence of both job engagement and burnout ha5 been 

established, it is important to establish a pattern that identifies that the relationship between 

special education teachers ru1d their assistants has an influence on a teacher's feelings of either 

job engagement or burnout. 
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The Influence of the Communication Relationship 

When considering the impact that the communication relationship that exists between 
•. 

special education teachers and their educational assistants can have on a teacher's experience, it 

is important to understand the influences of both positive and negative relationships. The current 

research has detennined that both positive and negative communication relationship have a 

relevant influence on the experience of the teacher. \\t11en speaking of positive relationships, 

teachers expressed that they would not be capable of doing their job without the assistant(s) they 

work with. When talking about negative experiences, teachers described a situation that was 

frustrating, generated more stressors and a greater workload. and often could not exist in a 

persistent state for long. A further examination of both the positive and negative relationships 

will demonstrate the impact that this communication relationship can have on the experience of 

the teacher. 

Positive Relationships. All eight of the special education teachers who were 

interviewed for this research had expressed experiencing at least one positive relationship with 

an educational assistant. The result of these positive relati.onships was universally an expression 

that the teacher could not fathom doing their job without their assistant(s). When speaking of 

positive relationships, the teachers beamed, and this appreciation for such a positive relationship 

was frequently exalted. \Vhen describing an educational assistant that she had worked with, a 

secondary level special education teacher said, "A wonderful. wonderful woman ... and I worked 

together for [a great number of yea.rs] at [a high school]. And she and I, it was just this flow, and 

I don't even know how it happened other than we just happened. And I think it's rare and it was 

wonderful." 
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Some teachers stated how they could not do their job without the help of their assistant(s). 

One teacher who works with students with emotional and behavior disabilities stated, ··1 gue_ss in 

my experience, without those people, we can't do our jobs.'' Two secondary teachers were even 

more emphatic in their expression of how essential the assistants with whom they had a positive 

relationship with were to their experience teaching special education. One said, 

"This place would not work without them. Period. It absolutely would not work. 

It's like l said, some of the things that need to be done, it's just 'ask [this assistant], 

ask [that assistant}.' I just think, man, if we didn't have them, none of that stuff 

could happen. We just wouldn't be able to take the time to do it." 

The other stated. 

"They're my right hands, my left hand, my feet, my hands, my mouth. We do 

everything together. I mean, there's no way. And I'm sure you're going to find 

that throughout the school. There's no way any of us could do our jobs without 

th.e1n." ..... 

The certainty of these statements explicitly demonstrates that the existence of positive 

relationships between these teachers and their assistants is essential to a positive experience. 

/\ positive relationship with ru1 educational assistant has a noticeable influence on the 

experience of a special education teacher. In fact, when asked how important it is to being a 

special education teacher to have a positive relationship with one's educational assistants, a 

teacher from an alternative school stated, "It's everything. It's everything." However, it is not 

enough to establish that positive relationships benefit the experience of special education 

teachers. This research also demonstrates that a negative relationship can have an antithetical 

impact 
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Negative Relationships. While positive relationships were described as essential in 

nature, negative relationships were described by the participants in the opposite manner. O~ly 

four out of the eight teachers that had been interviewed spoke of experiencing a negative 

communication relationship with an educational assistant. However, all four of those 

respondents had expressed the negative impact that such a relationship had on their experience as 

a teacher. Teachers expressed how the negative relationships they had been a part of with their 

educational assistants had resulted in frustration, an elevated degree of stress and demand from 

the job, and the impossibility that a negative relationship could persist without something having 

to change. 

One teacher who worked with primary level students with cognitive disabilities spoke of 

how frustrating it can be to work with a teacher whom you have a poor communication 

relationship with. 

"There are some days where she doesn't want to be around the kids at all, and 

she's very quiet and standoffish. and that frustrates me. I need her to be doing 

certain things and she just doesn't want to do it. There are other days 

where ... she's discovering things about the kids that have been known for years, 

and she's acting like she's never seen it before which might be true, because it's 

just a little frustrating to think that somebody I have working with these kids all 

day, every day has just noticed that they can give a high five or that they can wave. 

It's just very frustrating." 

lt is worth noting how this teacher specifically p6ints to deficits in the nature of their 

communication relationship. She identifies times when the teacher is "quiet and standoffish" and 



BURNOUT 

how she has been unaware of student's abilities that have been demonstrated for years. In this 

situation the communication between the teacher and the assistant is neither open nor effective. 
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Teachers also spoke of how having a negative relationship \vith an assistant can generate 

stress rather than alleviate it. When asked if this was the case, a secondary special education 

teacher responded, 

"It made more stress. I mean, we had a really tough group of kids. The program 

wasn't very organized, so I was kind of starting at the bottom and had to like build 

up the system and to have all of, not only the kids fighting me, but the [assistants] 

fighting me too was especially stressful. It's one of the reasons that I didn't stay 

there." 

.Another teacher expressed, 

"Sometimes I feel like I'm a teacher to my assistant ... in that I need to break 

things down for her to the point that I would for some of my kids ... I just had to 

break it down·like I would ifI was explaining it to one ofmy kids that's in 

kindergarten. So, in that respect, she has added to my workload in many many 

MANY different times and ways." 

The teachers that had experienced these negative relationships stated that that a negative 

relationship could not be tolerated by a special education teacher for very long. When describing 

a relationship with a previous assisumt, a primary school teacher said, 

"She did not work out at all, and it became a real sticky kind of a situation in here. 

But she ended up quitting her job before her three month probation period was 

over. But, I think, teachers who arc in a position like this, you tend to know 

pretty easily if someone is going to work out." 
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After describing a negative relationship, one teacher was asked if she believed she could have 

made it work out with her assistant, ''No. No. It wouldn't have. It wouldn't have worked. On 

the long term? No. No." 
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Most prevalent when examining the responses of the teachers interviewed is how 

different an assistant's worth is described by their teacher when the relationship is positive 

compared to when the relationship is negative. When teachers are describing a positive 

relationship, they have expressed how essential that individual is to the job of the special 

education teacher. In contrast, when describing a negative relationship, they have expressed how 

the job is made more difficult and even impossible to persist. One secondary level teacher who 

had not experienced a negative relationship pointed to this contrast. She stated, 

" ... but we sit around and go 'wow, we're lucky', and I hear horror stories too 

from my friends who arc teachers. And just to hear some of the talks of the way 

assistants behave in other buildings. It's just like, I feel bad." 

Having estabHshed that the nature of the communication relationship that exists between 

special education teachers and their assistants plays a role in the experience of the teacher, the 

important themes behind how a positive or negative relationship is constructed and maintained 

must be examined. Before this research can examine the specifics behind positive and negative 

relationships, an important theme involving the amount of time that teachers and their assistants 

have to commw1icate must be addressed. 

Time 
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Before beginning a deep examination of the specific elements of the comnumication 

relationship that exist between special education teachers and their educational assistants, it_is 

worth noting one other theme that emerged from the interviews regarding time. There are any 

number of environmental variables that could influence the way in which special education 

teachers and their assistants are able to communicate. These environmental aspects could vary 

from one circmnstance to the next. However, the one environmental aspect that was consistently 

acknowledged as being a hindrance to the cmrummication of a teacher and their assistant was 

time. Six out of eight participating teachers and two out of seven participating assistants 

expressed a concem over the amount of time that is afforded for communicating during the day. 

In addition to expressing a noticeable lack of time for communication, the participants discussed 

a number of reasons why time has become an issue and the result a lack of time can have on the 

relationship between the teacher and the assistant. 

Nearly all of the participating teachers had expressed a desire to have more time to 

communicate with their assistants and colleagues. One secondary level teacher who works with 

students with emotional disabilities expressed that time was at the heart of a number of the 

communication problems tlmt exist between the teachers at her school and the assistants that 

those teachers work with. She explained how the department she worked in only has a two-hour 

block of time to meet and communicate each week. "So, other than Mondays during this like 

two-hour block where we're trying to get aH of our meeting stuff done, there's no time for 

debriefing." She even expressed how it is not only her assistants that miss important 

communication time, but that she often feels uninformed due to the lack of time the teachers 

have to communicate as well. She said, 
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" ... just not being able to have the time to talk. Like during our meetings, a lot of times 

[.one of our assistants] and [another one of our assistants] will have to leave during the 
•, 
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meetings to go do drives and stuff. So. they don't always get to hear the nuts and bolts of 

what's happening. Well, I don't even always get to hear the nuts and bolts of what's 

happening." 

This teacher is frustrated because even the minimal amount of time dedicated toward 

communicating is frequently intenupted. Another middle-school teacher echoed the daily lack 

of time for communication by describing how he often only has minutes each day to 

communicate with his assistant. When asked about the amount of time he has to communicate 

with his assistant, he responded, " ... if there's anything in passing. Basically, in those four 

minutes that we have during passing time or during lunch, dming that time we can meet and talk." 

This teacher has expressed how he often has to utilize his own time, his lunch period, in order to 

have adequate communication with his assistant. Other teachers expressed a similar need to seek 

out communication on their o,~m time. One secondary teacher echoed this sentiment when 

comparing a previous job that afforded more communication time to the one she worked at now, 

"We always had time for feedback. This place, we don't have that. So I'm usually calling [my 

assistants J or, you know, whoever I need to talk to. A.nd usually I do need to talk to somebody 

about concerns... Another primary school teacher explained how she and her assistants would 

often have to stay after school in order to have time to communicate, 

"No, there is not a lot of time. Probably the most often time that we talk about things is 

after school when the kids are gone on the bus. One of my assistants stays until three 

[o'clock] and one of them stays until 3: 15, so most days that's when we end up talking 

about things. Just because there isn't a lot of time dming the day." 
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While expressing his desire for more time to communicate, one teacher explained why he 

thought there was less time. 

"I \Vish we had more time to com1mmicate. I wish we had more collaborative time. But, 

especially like the mainstream teachers and I guess [teachers that teach learning disabled 

students] and special education as a whole, just that there's more and more paperwork 

that's involved. there's a lot more responsibilities now, and especially with the budget 

cuts and everything else, we just don't have the time anymore. And I guess we never did, 

but it's even less now. And that's the biggest thing." 

This statement indicates that this teacher foe ls as though a lack of time has become a bigger 

problem than it once was. He attributes the lack of time to increased amounts of paperwork and 

variables that are associated with budgetary cutbacks. He also indicates that an increased lack of 

time is the biggest thing behind a number of communication struggles. 

A number of teachers also explained the impact that a lack of time for teachers to 

communicate with tfaeir assistants can have. One teacher expressed how she never gets a chance 

to train her assistants. they are often just forced to learn as they go, and she simply has to set an 

example, "We don't get a lot of time to train the [assistants]. You know, they get here about five 

minutes before the kids get here, and then they leave right after the kids leave. So there's not an 

awful lot of time, so what Itry to do is to model how I expect these things to be used." A 

secondary level assistant echoed this lack of time for her O\Vl1 training, "For a long time it was 

kind of hard to know what my role was. because I was kind of left to figure it out. So, I just kind 

of figured out where I need to go and where I need to be." 

Beyond training, a lack of communication impacts the way important information can be 

disseminated. One assistant said, 
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"The hardest thing. I think, about my job is that we don't have a lot of chance to talk to 

each other, and when something happens we have to somehow get to everybody to ~ay, 

'Ok. this just happened. This is what l was just told by this kid, and this kid just did that', 

so ifs really hard to communicate there, and that's something that I wish was improved." 

The lack of time can also lead to miscommunications that impacts the daily schedule and 

routine. When asked if there was enough time to communicate with her colleagues, one 

secondary teacher told of experiences where a lack of communication time led to colleagues not 

being aware that a guest speaker had been scheduled, 

"No. that's the one thing about this sort of job. it can be tough a lot ohimes, because a 

speaker will show up, and. 'oh yeah, I forgot to tell you guys that I set that up.' We're 

with each other all day long, and many times it's just. We're just flying, you know, every 

which way." 

A lack of training, problems spreading important infonnation. and disruptions to the daily 

schedule can all lead-to greater workloads and heightened levels of stress. Nearly every 

participating teacher expressed a desire to have more time to communicate with their assistants, 

and a number of those teachers identified time as the leading cause to the problems that arise in 

their communication relationships with assistants. Thus, understanding the role that time can 

play in the communication relationship of special education teachers and their educational 

assistants is crucial. Having developed that understanding, this research will examine thematic 

patterns that arose from interviews with teachers and assistants regarding work-related 

communication. 
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\Vork-Related Communication 

Emerging from the interviews was an understanding that two major types of 

communication occur between special education teachers and their educational assistants that are 

relevant to the development of either burnout or job engagement. These two types of 

communication are work-related communication and emotional support. Work-related 

communication involves all communication that is directly relevant to the daily functional 

operation of the special education classrooms and programs. In contrast, emotional support 

includes all of the communication that is not directly relevant to the function of a classroom but 

plays a role in the emotional and psychological state of the teacher. Included \Vithin the work

related communication that occurs between special education teachers and their assistants are the 

concepts of trust, collaboration, the availability of multiple perspectives, and candor. 

Understanding how these four concepts manifest themselves in special education environments 

and how the nature of that manifestation influences the feelings of either burnout or engagement 

in the special education teacher will demonstrate the role that work-related communication plays 

for special education teachers. To begin this discussion, the current research considers the 

concept of trust. 

Trust. Trust between special education teachers and their assistants has emerged from 

the interviews as an important theme regarding the burnout and engagement phenomenon. Six 

out of eight teachers and three out of seven assistants mentioned the concept of trust as being 

important when considering the nature of the communication that exists between the teachers 

and·assistants. Participants' responses described how valuable trust is to the development and 

maintenance of the teacher/assistant relationship and the ways in which trust is achieved and 

demonstrated within a classroom setting. Trust was explained by participants in a work-related 
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sense. Since this research attempts to understand how elements of the communication 

relationship, such as trust, influence a teacher's emotional state with regards to burnout and. 

engagement, it is best to first understand how valuable trnst is in these communication 

relationships. 

The value of having a trusting relationship between special education teachers and their 

assistants was made apparent by a number of the participants. To demonstrate this value, 

teachers spoke both about the benefits that emerge from trusting relationships as well as the 

difficulties that are inherent to relationships that lack such trust. One teacher demonstrated the 

value of a trusting relationship when reflecting on a relationship she used to have with a former 

assistant, "I knew we could work together. We've always been able to work together, it was just 

awesome ... it's nice to work with people that you really trust.'' Another teacher offered a more 

specific explanation of why that trust is so important by talking about how that trust allows for a 

more effective teaching environment. "If you have to stop and explain what you need or what's 

going on, and there is lots going on, you know, you can kind of lose the moment, and she's very 

good at that." This demonstrates how a teacher's ability to trust their assistant allows them to 

maintain the focus necessary to effectively work with their students. Another teacher 

demonstrates this same phenomenon from the other perspective. one in which trust is not a part 

of the communication relationship, "It bothers me, because I'm supposed to be able to count on 

this person to do their work and do their job. but it makes it more obvious and apparent to me 

that that's just not what's happening." 

This teacher demonstrates two important ideas in this statement. First she identifies that 

an expectation exists that a teacher should be able to trust their assistant. Second she identifies 

that it is difficult when this expectation is not fulfilled. This teacher is expressing how her job is 
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made more difficult, because she cannot trust her assistant. She is also expressing that she is 

emotionally "bothered.'' by the fact that her expectation of trust is being violated. In this sevse, it 

can be understood that a relationship void of trust is troublesome to a special education teacher 

on multiple levels. An educational assistant offers a more specific description of how a fellow 

assistant causes a greater workload and stress upon the teachers at their school, because she has 

lost the trust of the school's teachers. 

" ... because the teachers ask her to do something, and I don't know why she 

doesn't do it, but then that's something added, like that we have to deal \-Vith. Like, 

we'll get a phone call from [the district office] saying, 'we didn't get this order." 

Like when we go on field trips, we have to place an order, so they can give us 

money or something for it. I don't know what happens, but she just won't send it 

in or something, and so then [ our lead teacher] has to deal with that when really 

he should be dealing with the kids, or dealing with school and teaching, and doing 

all this other !rtuff." 

This assistant demonstrates how a violation of tmst between an assistant and a teacher can lead 

to important and relevant ramifications associated with burnout. These ramifications include a 

greater workload for the teacher and a loss of effectiveness in the classroom. A greater workload 

is often associated with exhaustion (Maslach et al., 2001 ), and a loss of effocti veness is 

associated with a sense of efficacy. Exhaustion and efficacy have been established as two of the 

cornerstones of burnout (Maslach, 1982). These examples provide a demonstration for how trust 

can be associated with the development of the symptoms found in burnout. One teacher spoke of 

an experience when she could not work in a situation with an assistant that she could not trust, 

"There were also issues such as, fifteen minute breaks in the morning, fifteen minutes in the 
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afternoon, I schedule those. I post them. They're up there every day on the bulletin board, but 

she never necessarily came back on time, and I just don't tolerate stuff like that.'' This teac~er 

went on to describe how this lack of trust in the relationship led to the teacher having to request 

that the a'3sistant was removed from her classroom. 

When talking about how trust is either established or tarnished in a special education 

setting, the participants of this study identified two primary ways in which teachers hope to trust 

their assistants. The first manifestation of trust is that an assistant is capable of working and 

interacting with the students independent of the oversight and instruction of the teacher. One 

teacher explains how she trusts her assistants' capacity to help with the education in the 

classroom, 

"My aides don't plan any of the lessons, but I know that ifI had an issue, I could 

ask her to plan something, and she would come up with it, and it would be 

appropriate, and she would carry through \Vith it. She takes her time with the kids 

and she undcrstands that some of them need time to process and respond a little 

slower than others, and really, she gets them." 

This teacher demonstrates that she trusts her assistants beyond mere supervision of students and 

into the actual instruction of students. Additionally, she c,m tmst that her assistants are capable 

without her oversight or instrnction. Another teacher echoed this ability to not have to 

micromanage her assistants. 

"The way that we've developed a relationship in here is that I know that they 

understand. They understand the board over there, they tmderstand the needs of 

the kids, and they'll follow everything without me having to be, 'everyday this is 
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what you're doing today; kind of thing. I think I've been able to make it pretty 

· clear to them what I expect." 

In contrast to this sentiment, another teacher spoke to how trust can be lost because of an 

assistant's inability to operate without micromanagement. 

"My other assistant is not as responsible and self-admittedly has an attention 

deficit disorder, and so if I give her a task, it won't necessarily get followed 

through to the end. I've tried to have her be responsible for some kind of 

educational aspects in our classroom, but things just don't work out. She's very 

good at certain things, but I don't trnst that she could really help the students in an 

academic kind of setting." 
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This statement demonstrates how the failure to fr>llow through with tasks when granted a degree 

of seJf-determination has led to a loss in trust. 

In addition to an assistant's capacity to interact ,v:ith students independent of teacher 

oversight, teachers consider their own freedom to be able to leave the classroom for periods of 

time and have everything nm smoothly in their absence an important part of a trusting 

relationship. Participating teachers expressed concern for the times in which they were called to 

leave the classroom either in the hands of a substitute teacher and their assistants or under the 

care of only their assistants. This level of trust extends beyond that of an assistants ability to 

interact without the direct supervision of a teacher, because this is a scenario in which the teacher 

has no oversight or capacity to step in. One teacher spoke of this level of trust when considering 

a relationship she used to have with a former assistant of hers. She spoke of times when she 

would be called away from the classroom for extended periods of time leaving only her assistant 

to oversee the students, "You know, my lessons would have kept going. The science 
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experiments we were going to do would have been out. The lab materials would have been 

everywhere. It would have just flowed like it was no big thing. It was very seamless, whic~ was 

nice." Another teacher offered the same sentiment toward one of her current assistants, "IfI 

need to walk out of the room for a while, like say if this interview had been during the day, I 

would leave [my assistant] in charge and walk out of the room fr)l· a little while and nothing 

would be amiss." 

A number of the participating assistants expressed that this scenario was an important 

part of their expectations as educational assistants. When asked what the most important thing 

she provided for the teachers she worked with was, one assistant responded, 

"To be able to take [the students] when needed. Like. today ,vith this girl. I was 

in a classroom, and actually [the teacher] was reading a story, and I just really 

wanted to sit in, and [a different teacher] had some stuff going on in the hallway, 

and [this other teacher] had it for a while, but then he needed to make a phone call 

so he was able to tap on the window and say, 'come on', and I was able to go out 

there and sit with these 2 students and then talk to them while he made a phone 

call." 

Another assistant was telling about why she believed things worked better in her current position 

than in a previous position she had worked at. She was describing how teachers in her current 

position trusted their assistants enough to be able to leave the classroom under their supervision. 

"I can be left with the class because they have to do something else sometimes 

where in the elementary school that was just such a, 'well, you can't do that, 

because you're not a teacher, so you can't be left alone with, you know, a group of 

more than 2 students.· And it's totally different here. It's like, 'could you take 



-
BURNOUT 

this class for me for a few minutes." l think it's just a trust issue. l think that once 

they get to know you and they feel like you know what's going on, then they're 

more trusting and more accepting of your ability." 
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Another assistant and fonner teacher explained how he felt comfortable managing a classroom 

when the teacher stepped away. He also expresses that many of his follow assistants would be 

capable of fulfilling this request as well, "This morning a teacher had to leave, and I was capable 

of starting the lesson plan for her. And she was just gone, but having the experiences of a 

teacher, I could do that. And a lot of the [assistants here] have that knowledge also." 

Special education teachers require educational assistants in their classrooms so that every 

student can receive the attention they require. Often a teacher is pulled in enough directions that 

the teacher must trnst that their assistant can fulfill their expectations without supervision or 

instruction. When this expectation is validated, tmst can blossom. However. when this 

expectation is violated, the ramifications can result in issues that are directly related to the 

development and experience of burnout. In positive situations where tmst is obtained, many of 

this study's participants spoke of the importance of classroom collaboration between teachers 

and assistants. 

Collabo:ratfo.11. The ability for special education teachers and educational assistants to 

work as a co.llaborative unit proved to be a theme that was richly represented by the participants 

in the interviews. All eight of the participating teachers and four out of the seven participating 

assistants spoke about the existence and importance of a collaborative special education 

environment. Collaborative teaching environments were described by participants in terms of 

their philosophical view of an equality of status, an equality of input, and teamwork. This 

research will develop these three dimensions of collaboration as well as examine the benefits of 
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collaboration as they are described by the participants. The first of the three dimensions of 

collaboration is an equality of status. 
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Equality of status. Equality of status was often described by participants as an important 

part of the collaborative process and of the communication relationship between special 

education teachers and assistants in general. Equality of status was represented within the 

interviews as a perspective that viewed teachers and assistants as equals in the special education 

environment. One secondary teacher of emotionally disturbed students stated this approach 

succinctly, "I have a strong belief that an [assistant] is my equal in the classroom. They are my 

partner in the classroom." One teacher spoke of equality by focusing on more specific roles 

within a special education environment. She described the positive collaborative nature of her 

classroom as being one in which no job was above or below anyone, "I think it's excellent. We 

have so much fun. lf [either of our assistants] is unable to do something or whatever, we'll do it, 

because it needs to be done. And, I guess, we all foel that none of the jobs we do here are 

beneath anyone." Atwther teacher expanded on this perspective by identifying that it is because 

they share their jobs and work hard together that the collaborative relationship can prosper, "I 

perceive them as equals. I mean, we all work our fingers right to the bone together." Another 

secondary teacher described how she viewed her assistants as equals by expressing how she 

forgets that her assistants arc not teachers, "I feel like it's more of a partnership between us and 

the [assistants]. Sometimes you don't even remember that they're [assistants]. They're just 

another teacher in the room." 

\Vhile many of the teachers interviewed acknowledged a belief in equality of status, they 

recognized that not every special education teacher shares that perspective. \\'hen asked about 

her philosophy of status equality, one secondary teacher described how she has witnessed several 
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other teachers with an opposite philosophy, "Personally, I know a lot of teachers don't feel this 

way. They feel that their [assistants] arc, I don't want to say 'their slaves·, but their worker~. 

'I'm going to control everything you do.,., 

All of the participating teachers that were able to describe an equality of status in their 

classrooms spoke fondly of that philosophy. One teacher even described this equality as 

essential to a successful relationship between special education teachers and their assistants. 

This teacher said, "They're not somebody belo\v me just because I have a teaching degree. 

They're my equals, and that's how we work it in here. It has to be that way." This teacher 

demonstrates a belief that an equality of status must be apparent before a collaborative teaching 

environment can be fostered. 
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Equality of input. In addition to a belief that an equality of status is necessary for a 

healthy, collaborative relationship, many participants spoke of the value of an equality of input. 

An equality of input allows for both teachers and assistants to have an equal say in the fimction 

and direction of the e:!assroom. One teacher who had been teaching special education for over 25 

years described how an equality of input was utilized in her classroom while lessons would be 

taught, "I would say something, and [my assistant] may expand on it. Or [my assistant] would 

say something and I would say, 'Oh my gosh, good point!' and, you know, 'here's this and what 

I'm thinking about that."' This demonstrates a complete openness of input being allowed for 

both the teacher and the assistant. Not only are each other's opinions being heard, but they are 

also being considered and appreciated. Another secondary special education teacher described 

how an equality of input was demonstrated in her classroom when teaching lessons as well, 

"They add to discussion and, you know, if I've forgotten something they'll, chip in." 
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Participants also spoke about how important it was for teachers and assistants to have an 

equality of input outside of teaching lessons. One teacher described how important it was t~ take 

a moment for open input between her and her assistant each day before leaving school. 

"Neither one of us ever left there any day ·without being okay with how the day 

went and what we did. I mean, there were times when we needed discuss how 

things went and are going. Obviously every day it was, 'Well, okay, so tomorrow 

what do you think about this? Or let's do this, or let's try this, because this sure 

didn't work today.' It was always in a supportive and helpful way for both ofus." 

For this teacher, it was important to make sure that alJ of her concerns and the concerns of her 

assistant were heard before they left for the day. A participating assistant described how equality 

of input would be an important aspect of her classroom if she were to ever be the teacher, ··1 

personally think that if I were a teacher, I would want another [assistant] in the class just to kind 

of, it's just kind of nice to have that conversation, and that other person may think something that 

the other one doesn't,:,:' This statement demonstrates how having an equality of input can 

improve the collaborative nature of a classroom. 

Teamwork. The third dimension that was often described by participants as being 

important to the collaborative relationship between special education teachers and assistants was 

teamwork. Teamwork was often characterized by the ability fr)r the teacher and the assistant to 

work in coordination seamlessly. Universally, patiicipants identified that true teamwork could 

not be achieved without first establishing the aforementioned collaborative dimensions of 

equality of status and equality of input. However, once those dimensions were realized, 

teamwork became the embodiment of a collaborative relationship. One teacher described the 

way that teamwork can develop under such circumstances. "You're able to develop a working 



-
94 

BURNOUT 

rapport They know what you're going to do; you know what they're going to do in the 

classroom." In addition to knowing how each other operate, teamwork was described by a 

number of teachers as understanding each other's strengths and weaknesses as \vell. This allows 

for an environment to be created that accentuates one's strengths while deemphasizing one's 

weaknesses. One teacher described how understanding each other's strengths allows for a much 

more successful teaching environment. 

"Everybody has something that they are especially good at, and everybody has 

things that they're not so good at. But, as a team, and using each other's strengths, 

you become a very strong team ... Sometimes it takes all of us." 

A different teacher echoed the importance of understanding each other's strengths, "When [my 

assistant] and I work in the [classroom], we know what each other's strengths and weaknesses 

are. So, I can help the kids with English and History. She does science and math, and that just 

works really well." 

Many of the participants described how effective teamwork allows the classroom to be 

nm more effectively and alleviates burden from both the teacher and the assistfmt. A primary 

level teacher who works with students with cognitive disabilities explained how utilizing her 

assistants skills for designing and teaching reading lessons allows them to be more effective than 

they would be as individuals. 

"My one assistant I have her doing a lot of curriculum work, and I've got a group 

of non-verbal students whom she is working with, teaching them reading and 

math. And I've got a program that she's working through with them for reading 

and for math. I've just kind of got an outline. and I've listed things that I'd like 

them to improve on or work on to get better, and she's able to create lessons just 
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from that list. So, it's really awesome to just have her and know that she's capable 

of carrying out those duties and helping me. I mean, she's really helping my 

students more than I would be able to help them if it was just me." 

This holistic view demonstrates that effective teamwork in a collaborative environment allows 

teachers and assistants to become more valuable than the sum of their parts. This increase in 

effectiveness is important for alleviating stress and exhaustion and establishing feelings of 

personal efficacy (Maslach et al., 2001). 
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In addition to the functional manifestations of teamwork in the classroom, a number of 

participants described social and emotional aspects to teamwork. When working as a 

collaborative team, teachers and assistants are able to extend support for each other when needed. 

One assistant explained how teamwork extends beyond the fu11ctional realm and into support for 

one another. 

"We have the rough hour. Seventh hour's a rough hour, mid there are times 

between the tiwo of us that we have to support each other, and we tag-team. She'll 

come up and just say, 'I cm11t do it today.' 'Okay, I'll take this one fr>r you." You 

know? There are certain students who are just way more trying than others and, 

we s,vitch of[" 

This statement demonstrates how teamwork is used to do more than teach more effectively. 

Te,m1work allows teachers and assistm1ts to support one another emotionally and mentally. 

In addition to establishing the three importm1t dimensions of a collaborative relationship 

between special education teachers and their assistants, some participants expressed why 

collaboration is such an important part of the communication relationship of teachers and 
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assistants. One teacher talked about an assistant who had resisted collaboration and how that 

situation created greater stress and work for the teacher. 

"When I work with someone like [my old assistant] it was harder fr)r me, because 

I personally am not really great at delegating. I'm not great at creating that list [ of 

things for them to do]. because for me, by the time I know I need to make ten 

copies of something, I can go make the copies faster than I can write a list for you 

or go tell you, 'Okay, I need this page collated here.' So, I prefer the type of 

person that's more of my partner that just sees that something needs to be done 

and just helps out doing it instead of waiting for me. That's my preference." 

To demonstrate the importance of collaboration in the classroom, an educational assistant 

expressed how a lack of collaboration could make it dif1i.cuh to continue as a teacher or as an 

assistant. 

"If you're working together as a team. you're going to last a lot longer. If you 

have people working with you, you're able to collaborate with each other to talk 

about a tmubled situation or an issue. That's going to help you, because you're 

not in this alone.'' 

This teacher identifies how collaboration can ease the burden of a teacher. She also expresses 

how having collaboration can prevent burnout and allow for a .longer and more fulfilling career. 

Collaboration is a concept that consistently emerged as being an important part of the 

work-related communication between special education teachers and their assistants. 
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Participants described collaboration in terms of three primary dimensions, equality of status, 

equality of input, and teamwork. The participants also identified how collaborative 

environments reduce the stTess and workload experienced by teachers. Additionally, participants 
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spoke of how collaborative environments can be more effective. This greater effectiveness can 

lead to an increased sense of efficacy for a special education teacher. Eliminating sources ~f 

exhaustion and promoting a sense of efficacy will lead to a greater feeling of engagement and a 

diminished likelihood of burnout (Maslach et al., 2001). 

In addition to a collaborative teaching environment, the availability of multiple 

perspectives has emerged as an important aspect of the work-related communication that exists 

between special education teachers and educational assistants. 
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Multiple perspectives. The concept of multiple perspectives in a special education 

classroom was an important work-related theme that emerged from the interview process. Six 

out of eight pai1icipating teachers ai1d five out of seven educational assistants spoke of the value 

of multiple perspectives. The ability for a teacher to have multiple perspectives in their special 

education environment is a concept that emerged from the interviews as similar but distinct from· 

collaboration. While collaboration involves an equality of input the idea of multiple 

perspectives explain~· how that input is provided and the value that can be derived from that input. 

Specifically, the participants of this study described how having assistants in their classroom 

afforded another set of eyes for observation, someone whom ideas cru.1 be bounced off ot: 

someone who can generate new ideas of their own, and the value of new and fresh perspective. 

Additionally. participants described the value to both the communication relationship and the 

teacher that is derived from having multiple perspectives in the special education environment. 

Perspectives t~f observation. The first imp011ant issue that arose from the idea of 

multiple perspectives was that educational assistants provide a teacher with the ability to observe 

ai1d report about issues and events that would have otherwise gone unseen in the classroom. 

Teachers often described how difficult it is to keep up with everything that goes on in a special 
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education classroom. They established their assistants as a great resomce for observing 

important issues that allow the classroom to be run more efficiently and effectively. Five o~t of 

the eight participating teachers spoke specifically about the importance of having multiple points 

of observation. One teacher of students with emotional disabilities described how their assistant 

is able to monitor the progress of each student and each student's ability to follow a lesson while 

the teacher is able to teach. That assistant is then able to relay that infonnation to the teacher so 

that appropriate changes can be made. This increases a teacher's ability to teach. This teacher 

categorizes this process as one of the greatest benefits she receives by having an assistant in her 

classroom. 

INTERVIEWER: "What would you describe as the greatest benefits you get 

from having [ an assistant] in your classroom?" 

PARTICIPANT: ''Another perspective. They see things in the classroom that I 

don't see. If I'm busy teaching this, then I've got ten kids in my class, and I may 

not see that [enc student] in the back got lost halfway through the lesson. The 

[assistant] later is able to say, 'Did you notice that half\vay through the class, he 

completely got lost? It seemed to be about here.' And they can tell me that, 

because thev can sec it " ., . 

Another teacher expanded upon this idea. She was also asked to describe one of the benefits to 

having an assistant in the classroom. Her response provides a more detailed description a 

specific way in which her assistant allowed from more perspectives of observation. 

"Mainly be another set of eyes if kids need help. Especially today, we were 

writing, and that's always difficult for kids. So, I did half the room, and she did 

the other half: and then we just kind of rotated around and made sure that 
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everyone's doing what they need to be doing. And it's nice if there's a behavior 

problem, because she can take it, and I can continue teaching, which is very nice." 

Another teacher demonstrates how having another point of observation is particularly useful 

when combined with collaborative trnst. In this circumstance the assistant is afforded the 

autonomous ability to assist a student in a specific way based upon their unique observations. 

"I give [my assistants] opportunities to give me information about it if they know 

something that's working particularly well. Or, if they know something that a 

student is pretty strong in or pretty weak in, they can take them. out of this room 

and work with them." 
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A secondary teacher described how adding additional perspectives from educational assistants 

alleviates workload, stress, and exhaustion. This teacher had been describing how her classroom 

tends to get emotionaHy stressful and overwhelming at times. When asked how she alleviates 

these problems when they happen, she describes the value of multiple perspectives. 

INTERVIEWER: "When you have some of those harder times, how do you 

alleviate that?" 

PARTICIPANT: "For one thing, we can get the help. I didn't start out with any 

assistants in my room at the beginning of this year, but we have an especially 

rough group of [students], and so it got very stressful. So. we found me 

[assistants] to put in both of those classrooms. So, that helps to have another 

person in there, another set of eyes.'' 

Bouncing ideas. In addition to having another observational perspective, participants of 

this research often observed that it was important to be able to bounce ideas off of someone else. 

Teachers often described moments of unce1tainty about a specific course of action. During these 
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moments, teachers expressed the value of being able to run their ideas by another person and 

receive feedback and supp01i about the direction of the classroom. When considering moments 

of uncertainty as a potential demonstration of a diminished sense of efficacy, the ability to 

bounce ideas off of another person and receive support is import,mt to m,maging the 

engagement/bmnout status of a teacher. 

One teacher who had recently changed teaching positions described how her ability to 

bounce ideas off of assistants was different than her old position. In her new positions, there is 

less communication and more of a struggle to receive feedback. She described how it had used 

to work and how she is trying to establish that same situation in her new position. 

"That's usually where talking with [my old assistant] about ideas helped, you 

know? And that was something that we had there that I'm slowly starting to get 

here as I keep interrupting people, 'Hey, c,m I bounce this off of you quick?' I 

guess that's one of the vvays I'm trying to change it is just when I have a thought, 

'Hey, can I s.te you in the office for a second and let's do this .. ,, 

Another teacher built upon this idea by expressing how educational assistants are in a unique 

position to provide this kind of support. A teacher might be able to bounce her ideas off of 

another colleague, friend, or family member, but none of those individuals have as intimate of 

knowledge about how the classroom works as the teacher's educational assistant does. 

"I tend to bounce ideas off them. [I'm] a great person to be able to say, 'Hey, you 

know what? What do you think about doing this activity, but instead of doing it 

here, how about if we take it outside? How do you think the kids would respond 

out there?' Just having somebody else to throw ideas out there and another 

opinion. Another person who knows the kids as well as I know the kids. Another 
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person that knows my cuITiculum and what we're doing as well as I do. To be 

able to say, 'What do you think? Can we try this?' and to have that support of 

someone to say 'Yeah, I'll back you. \Ve'l1 vvork through this."' 
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This statement also demonstrates the value of such support when teachers question their sense of 

efficacy. When a teacher is feeling uncertain about the direction of their classroom, having 

someone to bounce ideas off of and who will "back you". can be very valuable to the emotional 

state of the teacher. Another participating teacher expressed how having someone to bounce 

ideas off of gives a teacher a greater sense of confidence in the direction of their classroom. 

When speaking about the ability to bow1ce ideas off of her assistants, the researcher asked if 

such an ability was important to a teacher. 

"Yes. Yes. Yes. You make sure. A lot of times you wonder it: 'Is there 

something that I could have done differently?' So, I'm always bouncing stuff off 

of them ... [Our assistants] are two people that I'll say, 'Oh man, this happened, 

and l don't knew.'. or, 'what do you think we should do about so and so?' I 

definitely am always bouncing stuff off of them." 

Different ideas. In addition to expressing how important it is for a teacher to be able to 

bounce their O\Vn ideas off of ,m assistant. particip,mts described the value of having different 

opinions and ideas that are generated by the assistants. One teacher talked about how an 

assistant's insight can change a teacher's perspective of their students, •· ... and sometimes you 

can get great insight from somebody else who's worked with them, and you have a totally 

different understanding of them when you walk away." Participants expressed how these 

different opinions are often like revelations that can change the entire direction of the class. One 

teacher described this as playing a big role in the dynamic of the classroom and the relationship, 
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''You know, you get someone else in there who will step in for you or will say [something new] 

and it can change the route of things and you realize there's another direction. So, I think it plays 

a huge role." A teacher who works on the secondary level with students who are emotionally 

disturbed talked about how she tries to solicit new ideas from her assistant when they can find 

the time to meet, "Afler school we'd meet and talk about what went v,Tong, what went well, what 

should we try different." This kind of dialogue develops an atmosphere that breeds new ideas 

and allows the assistants to feel free to bring new ideas to the table. One teacher described how 

she finds it particularly beneficial to be able to generate new ideas with an assistant that has been 

around and is familiar \;,,,1th the students and the classroom. 

"Sometimes it will just be, 'What do you think we should do with them?', and 

then they'll come up with an idea. And because we've worked together so long, I 

think that makes. a difference. I think if you had someone coming in fresh that 

didn't quite knovv how things worked at the school that would be different. But, if 

you look at tl:½e ones that we have that have been around for a long time. it's real 

easv to come UIJ with solutions together.'' ; ~ 

In contrast to that perspective, there are a number of paiiicipants that spoke of the value 

of a fresh and new perspective. Instead of looking for a continuity that is developed from years 

of working together, they exalted the value of fresh ideas. One teacher vocalized the importance 

\ 
of having a bala11ce between new m1d consistent. This teacher had been working in special 

education for more than 25 years, and she describes the importance of multiple perspectives. 

She identifies that her school has a balance between newer and veteran perspectives. 

"We have a very new teacher, we have an experienced kind of teacher, and then 

there's me. And fix all of us, I think, we rely on [ our assistant who is brm1d new 
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to special education] to, you know, 'Well I saw this.·, ·You know? I didn't quite 

see it like that, I kind of folt like .. .' So we can talk about that." 

An educational assistant expressed how she felt that fresh ideas helped keep special education 

professionals engaged. \Vhen asked what might contribute to helping the teaching staff feel 
\ 
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engaged in their work, she responded, "Well, 1 really think the positive attitude is huge. 1 think 

new and different is good. You know? Trying new things." Additionally, younger teachers and 

assistants are often able to generationally relate to the students better than more experienced 

special education staff. One 25-year old educational assistant that works with secondary-level 

emotionally disturbed students described his ability to relate to the students in a way that is 

valuable to his teaching staff, "I can kind of give them a perspective on what these guys are 

thinking ... [one of the teachers] is pretty young yet, but all the rest of them arc a bit older. I'm 

only what? Eight years removed from here. So, it's a lot easier as far as that goes.·• 

The value of multiple perspectives. In addition to many participants describing the 

different ways in which multiple perspectives are utilized in the classroom and the benefits that 

arise from their use, some spoke about the struggles and disadvantages that are associated with a 

lack of perspectives being generated in the classroom. Wnile participants had spoken about how 

multiple perspectives help generate fresh new ideas, make the classroom run more efficiently and 

effectively, and help instill confidence in the teachers. the opposite was often described by 

teachers when discussing environments that lack multiple perspectives. One teacher briefly 

explained a relationship she has with an assistant in which the assistant is resistant to discussing 

the affairs of the classroom, "She's not as talkative about what goes on with the kids. It's harder 

to chat with her about what goes on." This teacher goes on to describe how it is difficult to 
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interact vvith this person and that she appreciates the input she can derive from bouncing ideas 

off of her other assistant. 

"For me, it's harder to talk 'With somebody like that in any real in depth about the 

kids and stuff. There's no, 'You know, that really didn't work' [My other 

assistant] on the other hand is a good one to say, 'You know, that really just did 

not work What do we need to do? How can we make ... ' You know? Bounce 

ideas back and fo1th which I really value in a coworker and in a personal 

relationship with a coworker." 
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Another teacher specifically linked the availability of these multiple perspectives and the 

experience of burnout. She said, "I think you could get easily burned out in a place like this if 

you didn't have somebody that you could bounce things off of." Another teacher echoed this 

sentiment. When asked if having multiple perspectives plays a role in the development of 

burnout she responded, "Y eal1, I think having that other person to bounce ideas off, the other 

person that's going t0-·challenge you and say what they're thinking, or that person that's there to 

kind of challenge you and keep you moving." This response demonstrates an acknowledged link 

between having multiple perspectives and the manifestation of burnout. 

TI1e participants of this research identified that the availability of multiple perspectives is 

something that is important to the work-related side of the communication relationship that exists 

between special education teachers and educational assistants. Specifically, they identified the 

importance of having multiple observational perspectives. having someone to bounce ideas off of, 

and having someone to generate new ideas of their ov.n. Participants established the impact that 

such perspectives can have on the communication relationship and the sense of burnout or 

engagement experienced by the teacher. However, these perspectives can only be appreciated if 
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they are able to be vocalized freely. It is because of this that the idea of candor emerged as 

another vital theme to the work-related communication relationship that exists between spec~al 

education teachers and their assistants. 

Candor. The ability for special education teachers m1d educational assistants to speak 

candidly with one another emerged as an important part of work-related communication. Five 

out of eight teachers and two out seven assistants spoke specifically about the importance of 

candor in their work relationships. Additionally, all of the teachers and assistants spoke 

indirectly about the importance of open and honest communication in a special education 

classroom environment. The important elements of candor that were uncovered had to do with 

the ability to speak candidly about expectations, the ability to speak cimdidly about each other's 

emotions, the difficulty of utilizing candor, and the benefits that are experienced by developing 

an environment that encourages candor. Understanding these important elements of candor will 

demonstrate why open, honest, and direct communication is an important clement to the work

related part of the communication relationship. 

The first major theme that emerged relating to candor was the idea of being candid about 

a teacher's expectations for their assistant. One special education teacher was discussing the use 

of candor when beginning a new relationship with an educational assistant. She stated, "You 

need to be upfront. You need to be pretty specific about what their job role is going to be." This 

demonstrates the perspective that it is important to be very clear, upfront, and specific about 

what a teacher expects from their assistant right when the relationship between the teacher and 

the assistant is formed. Another teacher discussed the use of candor when confronting one her 

assist,mts about a behavior that she believed her assistant needed to change. She said, "At that 

point too, you talk just kind of frankly about, you know, 'here's what I usually count on you to 
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do, you know, because it makes it run better."' In this statement, the teacher is demonstrating 

that it is important to be direct about what the expectation is and the reason for that expectation. 

Another teacher discusses how being candid can sometimes be unpopular. However, she 

believes it is essential to effective commtmication, and she is vvilling to continue being candid 

despite its potential drawbacks. 

"I've never really said hurtful things, but you know, I'm very straight forward. 

I've said, 'this is what needs to be done for this kid. I get your opinion, but this is 

what needs to be done.' I've made a couple of people cry. But not in a bad way, 

just by telling people's story. Everybody has their story, and I wouldn't say I 

don't work well with people who don't get that people have a story, but I don't let 

it go. I'm assertive, and my coworkers give me a Jot of crap for that, but I'm not 

going to apologize for it either." 

This statement demonstrates that even when it is unpopular, candor is often still the best practice 

for this teacher. She .... asserts how important candor is through her advocacy for her students and 

having their stories be heard and known. As a teacher in an alternative school setting, she views 

.the advocacy of her students as a top priority, and she demonstrates this advocacy through candid 

communication. 

Not all issues of candor are related to expectations. Participants also discussed the 

importance of candid communication about the emotions and feelings of both teachers and 

assistants. Every participant expressed an acknowledgement that special education is an 

emotionally charged profession. Several of the participants described how it is important to be 

candid about those emotions that are experienced. One teacher spoke about an experience with 

another teacher who used to be a colleague of hers. She expressed that this co-worker would 
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tend to snap at her when things were emotionally charged. This teacher's response was to 

request greater emotional candor from her colleague. 

"I had a teacher that I worked with that I told, 'You just need to tell me you're 

having a bad day if you're just going to snap at me, or scream at me for nothing. I 

can take it. You know, if you need to let off on somebody, feel free. Could you 

just let me know? Could you just say, 'Hey, I just need to offload right now.' 

Then feel free to scream at me. That's good, but don't just snap at me for no 

reason."' 
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While this statement describes a scenario that is between two teachers rather than a teacher and 

an assistant, the situation can still be paralleled and is still applicable. When the researcher asked 

this participant if her request for candor was met, the teacher affirmed that it was met and that 

the results were positive for their relationship going forward. Another teacher described how a 

school that she used to teach at promoted candor as a policy. This policy required teachers and 

assistants to be open-about confronting emotional issues and conflicts before allowing the issues 

to escalate. The teacher expressed satisfaction with this policy. This is how she describes her 

experience with the policy. 

"A big oven-iding thing at [ my old school] was through the social services, and 

their big theory was 'fearless communication'. If you did something that really 

pissed me off: as professionals it's my job to come to you and say, 'You know 

what? What you did wasn't okay, and it really, you know, pissed me off. What 

can we do?' If you went to a supervisor and said, 'Hey, I'm having a problem 

with this person.' The first thing they're going to say to you is. 'Did you talk to 

them?', and they were really big on that." 
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An important idea to be taken from this statement is how even while the issues being confronted 

were personal and not directly related to classroom procedures or expectations; it was still t~e 

policy of the school to advocate for candid confrontation and communication. This demonstmtes 

an administrative recognition of the influences that can emerge from interpersonal conflict. 

Additionally, it demonstrates that the school's administration supports the candid confrontation 

of emotional issues. A final demonstration of the importance of emotional candor was discussed 

by a teacher who had been working for more than twenty years. She told a story about how she 

had begun to feel disengaged and depersonalized in her old position. In her time teaching in that 

position she had developed a strong friendship with her educational assistant, and she appealed 

to her assistant for advice about whether she should look to move on. This story demonstrates 

the importance of candor, especially when confronting issues that could be related to burnout. 

"You know, I chose to be [my assistant's] friend ... You asked before about, •Did I 

ever feel burnt out.' When I left [my old school], and I had always said to [my 

assistant], ·y em have to tell me ifl, you know, am just being this lazy, no-account 

teacher. You know? If I've lost it, please.' And she never said anything. But 

when I asked her in my last year at [my old school] before I transferred to [my 

current school], and I just needed a change. 20 years is just too long to be in one 

place, and I was being really complacent. You know, I just didn't, just didn't have 

it. .i\nd when I said, 'I don't know, I'm thinking about transferring.', and she said, 

'I think you need a change.' 

This story demonstrates how important it can be to have developed a relationship of candor when 

it comes to discussing issues associated with burnout. Despite the difficulties of telling a long 

time co-worker and friend that they appeared burnt out and in need of a change, this educational 
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assistant recognized the importance of being candid in their relationship. The idea that it can be 

difficult to demonstrate candor in one's communication relationships was another important. 

theme that emerged. 

An environment that welcomes candor can be difficult to cultivate and nurture. 

Participants often expressed that utilizing candor can often be uncomfortable, and accepting 

candor can often be difficult. One teacher expressed a consistent difficulty with getting her 

assistant to accept candid feedback in their relationship. This teacher explained how her 

. . 
assistant often took feedback and constructive criticism personally and responded defensively. 

"As gentle as I put it to her, she took offense, and, I mean, that's who she is no 

matter what is said. It's very defensive. I'm not sure she looks at herself a whole 

lot and sees, 'What can I do differently?' and '\¥hat's going on here?' type of 

thing. And you know, a lot of people don't do that, but she just, you know, 

became pretty defensive. So, I just kind of let it lay, because I had to work with 

her every day;so I didn't want to ruffle too many feathers." 

This teacher expresses a number of concerning issues when explaining her assistant's resistance 

to candid feedback. When this teacher expresses that this resistance to candor is simply ''who 

she is", she demonstrates a sense of hopelessness for trying to establish an environment that 

would welcome candor. She confirms this hopelessness by "letting it lay" so that she would not 

"ruffle too many feathers". This situation also demonstrates how candor is a two-way street for 

all participants. Each participant must be willing to speak candidly as well as receive candid 

feedback. One assistant described a situation that demonstrated a deficit with the other side of 

this two-way street. She spoke about a teacher that she used to work with who would not 
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communicate candidly with the assistants in her classroom. She expressed dissatisfaction with 

this lack of candor in their relationship. 

"She was a teacher that sometimes played mind games with you ... She didn't 

always say things out right. It was just kind of an under-dig kind of thing. If she 

didn't like something that you were doing, you know, she wouldn't come out and 

say it, and I would prefer if you don't like something, just say it." 

This statement provides perspective on the multiple issues that can pose a hindrance to an 

environment that welcomes candor. A teacher of primary level students \Vith cognitive 

disabilities expressed the implications that can be associated with a lack of candor. She 
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describes a situation in which her assistant went behind her back to express dissatisfaction to the 

teacher's superior. The teacher explains that the complaints were unsubstantiated, but the lack of 

candor lead to a sense of hostility that made the environment less comfbrtable and less effective. 

"One of my assistru1ts, like I said, she avoids confrontation. She, I mean, she's 

had problemtf"in the past. She's been moved arnund a lot from classroom to 

classroom, because she is more difficult to work with. She's one of the sweetest 

ladies you'll ever meet, but she's very difficult to work with. That being said, she 

got upset about something, and went and complained to my principal about it. 

She was saying that I was bullying her, and when my principal would ask her for 

specific exrunples of when this vvas taking place, she didn't have anything or any 

evidence or any situations that she could present to him. And so because of that, 

there was a lot of tension in our room and avoidance between the two of us, and I 

just felt very sad and frustrated at the fact that she would say those things. And 
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it's not that she thought that she would be ruining my reputation, but even that she 

would put it into question. I think that was very inappropriate." 
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This story demonstrates a situation in which a lack of candor in their relationship resulted in an 

environment that was negative for the teacher, the assist,mt, and the students. 

To contrast some of these snuggles, some teachers had positive experiences they related 

to their use of candor in the classroom. One teacher talks about how candor can be difficult at 

first, but how it has been worth it in her experience. She said, "'[It's hard] especially with 

somebody you really respect and is really good at their job. It's very hard to say that, but it's 

worked every time. And it's very uncomfortable at first. And it's very uncomfortable for both 

parties at first until they get used to it, but then I think it helps.'' Another teacher expressed the 

value of candor when considering confrontations. She said, "Not all confrontation has to be a 

negative thing either. I think that if you've got an open relationship with somebody that you're 

working with, I think that it can work a lot better instead of letting things build up and then 

boiling over." These---statements contrast the difficulties that can arise from a lack of candor and 

point out the positives that are a part of an environment that welcomes candid feedback. 

Emergent in the interviews was the idea that trust, collaboration, multiple perspectives, 

and candor play an important part in the work-related communication that occurs between 

special education teachers and educational assistants. Also apparent in the interviews with the 

participants was the link that exists between these work-related communication concepts and 

important issues relating to both bumout and job engagement. Having developed an 

understanding for the emergent themes that are important to the idea of work-related 

communication that exists between special education teachers and their educational assistants, it 
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becomes important to consider the emotional supp01i element that makes up the other half of that 

communication relationship. 

Emotional Support 

A second important element of the communication relationship that exists between 

special education teachers and educational assistants is the idea of emotional support. Contrary 

to the :functional nature of work-related communication, emotional support is communication 

between the teacher and the assistant that is not motivated by classroom processes, procedures, 

or functions. Instead emotional support represents communication that is motivated by an 

interest in the personal well-being of the other individual and of the communication relationship. 

The concept of emotional support was an idea that was universally represented in the interviews 

of all participants of this research. Every participant spoke in some context about the existence 

of emotional support in the special education environment and the importm1ce of the idea of 

emotional support in terms of a teacher's feelings of job engagement or burnout. Specifically, 

themes regarding the-management of a personal versus professional relationship, providing 

social support, and promoting feelings of efficacy emerged as relevant and consistent topics from 

the interview process. Developing an understanding for these three themes and their relationship 

to a teachers experience on the engagement/bmnout continuum will provide a complete picture 

of the impmiant aspects of a special education teacher and educational assistm1t' s 

communication relationship. This discussion begins with the idea of the development and 

balance of personal and profossional relationships. 

Personal vs. professional relationships. An important theme that emerged from the 

interview process regarding the concept of emotional support was the need for a teacher to be 

able to balance the personal and professional aspects of their communication relationship ,vi.th 
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the assistants they work with. Six out of eight participating teachers and four out of seven 

participating assistants spoke to some extent about the balance ofpersonal and professional. 

aspects of the relationship. Many participants spoke of the benefits of developing an emotional 

and personal bond with their colleagues in a special education environment. A number also 

expressed an inevitability of such a bond being generated. Specifically, participants explained 

the balance of personal and professional aspects of the relationship in terms of emotional 

bonding, communication outside of the school environment, the benefits of having personal 

relationships, the importance of distinguishing between personal and professional aspects of the 

relationship, and some of the dangers associated with the relationship becoming too personal. 

Understanding these important elements behind the balance of the personal and professional 

relationships will further enlighten how emotional support is relevant to the communication 

relationship of special education teachers and their assistants. 

111e first important aspect of balancing the personal and professional relationship was the 

emergence of emotional bonds. The professional relationship is implicitly formed due to the 

nature of a teacher and their assistant's interaction. The personal relationship, however, must 

develop as the relationship participants interact. Many participants of this research spoke of the 

desire and willingness to intentionally develop personal relationships with their colleagues. 

However, some participants expressed that emotional bonds form naturally in a special education 

environment. A teacher in a secondary school expressed how and why people who work in this 

environment tend to end up friends, "People share their Jives and their activities and their 

experiences, and they share them with students and they share them with their coworkers . .. .I'd 

say yom relationships start as professional, but as everybody works together they're friends. You 

end up friends." Another special education teacher spoke about people's willingness to 
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participate in the development of personal relationships. She expresses how her colleagues 

choose to celebrate and interact with one another, and how these activities are what brings them 

closer together. She said, "We all laugh together. We have good times together. You know, we 

celebrate each other's birthdays, and we go to family parties together with each other. because 

we've gotten to be that close." An educational assistant spoke about how deep these personal 

bonds can develop. For him, his coworkers have become more like a family. When asked how 

he would describe the nature of the relationship he shares with the teachers, he responded, 

"Great. Family. [One teacher], l never knew my father, and so he's more of like a 

father figure. And [another teacher]. she told me not to call her 'mom' in this 

interview, but she's kind of more like a motherly figure. And the rest are brothers 

and sisters. It's a pretty tight knit group here, and I would do anything for them." 

This statement demonstrates the level to which personal bonds can be established in a special 

education working environment. It is clear that personal elements of a relationship often do 

emerge between speeial education teachers and educational assistants. 

An important aspect of the personal relationship that many participants discussed was 

social communication that occun-ed between teachers and assistants outside of the school setting. 

While work-related communication often occurs within the confines of the classroom and the 

school day, personal communication is often manifested in settings outside of the school 

environment. Understanding the existence and frequency of social interaction outside of school 

is important, because it demonstrates a teacher and assistant's willingness to interact socially. 

Interaction within the school setting is obligatory, but interaction outside of school demonstrates 

an interest in further development of a personal relationship. One secondary level special 

education teacher explains how her and her colleagues organize routine interaction outside of 
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school, "We have a group that gets together every other Friday that's made up of teachers and 

[assistants], anybody wants to come out and spend some time. So we'll have people showi11:g up 

for that." \Vhile this participant spoke of a routine bi-weekly social gathering, one participating 

educational assistant expressed more frequent interactions with colleagues outside of the 

classroom. When asked how frequently she socializes with colleagues outside of the school 

environment, she responded, "There are certain ones that I see fairly often, so, probably at least a 

couple of times a week away from school." One teacher who works with emotionally disturbed 

students spoke of how personal conversations often need to happen outside of the school 

enviromnent, "Sometimes it has to be outside of school. Sometimes you can't talk about things 

here; you don't have the time to talk a lot of times. So, let's go have a bloody mary and visit:' 

An educational assistant spoke of how interaction outside of the school environment can extend 

beyond socializing. He also expresses how important it is to reach out to a colleague in need 

regardless of the environment. In his description, he expresses a willingness to shovel the snow 

off of the driveway of colleague if that is what they needed. 

"I mean, if they're having a tough time out there, the teacher I do work with, her 

husb,md passed away a couple of years ago. I mean, me and her have gotten so 

close, you know, anything that she needs. If she needs her driveway shoveled, 

you know, anything like that. I would do anything like that fr>r anyone here .. , 

While interaction outside of the classroom was discussed frequently by participants when 

considering the personal nature of their relationships, this was not universal. One primary level 

teacher expressed that she prefers to contain interpersonal interaction with her assistants within 

the classroom setting, "I choose not to have a social relationship with the [assistants] in my room 

outside of the school day, but, while we're here. we have a great relationship." This statement 
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demonstrates that interaction outside of a school environment is not obligatory to the 

development of personal relationships. However, particip,mts described the frequency and 

importance of interaction between teachers and assistants outside of the classroom. When 

considering the personal nature of the communication relationship, whether inside the classroom 

or outside, it is necessary to consider the benefits that one receives for cultivating those personal 

relationships. 

Participants frequently spoke of emotional and psychological benefits they experienced 

from developing personal relationships. Many of the participants expressed how having a 

personal relationship with colleagues makes getting through the day easier. One educational 

assistant told about how the two teachers she works with are often sharing jokes. She explains 

how their sense of humor alleviates tension and stress, "He makes it sometimes easier throughout 

the day because of his jokes, and [ the other teacher] too. They're both very very humorous ... 

sometimes when I'm stressing out, they'll crack a joke and I'll just laugh and relax about it." A 

teacher from another.school expressed sharing a similar relationship with her assistants, "It's like 

having sisters around. We goof around, we tell jokes, you know, on our own. It's a very special 

relationship." This teacher goes on to explain how having these kinds of relationships is 

important to preventing bum.out in any sort of environment. 

"We laugh, we have fun, if somebody finds a good joke. they tell it, you know? I 

don't think that work just has to be just work. Work should also be fun, because if 

you don't enjoy it, you're going to bum out no matter where you are. No matter 

what you're doing, if you're folding laundry. or you're a teacher, or you're an 

assistant, you're going to bun1 out if you don't find some joy in it. So, I think 

that's the key." 
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This teacher identifies that bumout can exist in any environment if one does not find joy in their 

work. She explains that for her and her colleagues, joy is f0tmd in the development of their 

personal relationship. Another teacher explained how the personal side of this relationship can 

help teachers persevere even during stressful times. When asked if the personal side of their 

relationship is important to working in special education, she responded, 

"I do. \Vhen everybody's on the san1e page, and even ifwe aren't on the same 

page, I think that helps us through. You know, I can be upset about one thing, but 

tomorrow, it's a new day. So, they're family. It's just the way it is I guess. It's 

just like getting through any squabbles anybody would have ,vi.th a normal family." 

This statement demonstrates one way in which maintaining personal aspects of the 

communication relationship can benefit the psychological state of a teacher. 

While most pruiicipating teachers endorsed the development and maintenance of a 

personal relationship, some teachers expressed that it was still important to be able to distinguish 

between the personaJ. .. ,and professional roles in the communication relationship. These teachers 

acknowledged that their relationships had to maintain a professional element when it came to 

discussing the procedures and direction of the classroom. One teacher explained how she was 

direct in maintaining a line between her personal relationship and her professional relationship. 

"Because [my assistal).t] and I did become friends outside of work too, we had to 

have that line of work is work. You know, personal life is personal life. Because 

the other teachers we work vvith could become upset and say, 'Well you guys are 

friends,' and we had to draw a lot of lines that, you know. when we're at work, 

we're at work, and work has to come first." 
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This teacher acknowledges that a special education professional must be able to allow a given 

environment to dictate the appropriate commu11icative role they should take. She speaks directly 

to a concern that other colleagues might feel threatened and that their working environment 

could suffer. Another teacher expressed how it can be hard to balance the professional side of 

one's communication relationship ¥iith the personal side. However, she indicates that it is 

something that is important to her classroom. 

PARTICIPANT: "I think what's tough for me is that I like to feel like we get 

along, so you sort of need to have a friendship. Yet, you can't. I rarely see [ my 

assistants] outside of the school day. They see each other, but I'm not really 

included in that, and that's alright with me." 

INTERVIEWER: Do you prefer it that way? 

PARTICIPANT: I do. I do just because once in a while there've been some 

instances where I've had to sit dovvn and discipline people, and that makes it hard. 

Some teachers even felt that it was best to refi:ain from developing much more than a friendly 

professional relationship in the first place. When asked how she would approach beginning a 

relationship with a new assistant, a primary teacher of cognitively disabled students said that she 

would do things differently in the future by avoiding a personal relationship so that she would 

not be as upset if a negative situation were to arise. 

"I feel that it's important to establish a professional relationship with that person 

rather than a personal one, even though sometimes it's hard. Because, like I said, 

you're in each other's faces a lot. l think that going through the experiences that I 

have, I don't think that it would have made me so upset ifI didn't know my 

assistant on such a personal level. Sometimes that clouds my vision as well, 
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because I know that things aren't the greatest i()f her when she's at home, so I 

think that sometimes I end up making excuses for her when really when she's at 

work, she's supposed to be doing a job ,md she's not. So, I'd probably just 

establish a professional relationship light away. I'd let her know that she can 

come to me if she's got any issues and I will definitely try to help her and 

definitely let her know that I am on her side." 
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Balancing the personal and professional aspects of the communication relationship 

between special education teachers and their educational assistants is an important consideration. 

While many teachers -..:vill exalt the benefits that are associated with forging deep bonds in the 

workplace, there are some teachers that caution against allowing the relationship to become too 

personal. The underlying theme is that a teacher needs to determine what is best for them and 

their classroom and remain vigilant in nurturing that relationship so that it will remain in the 

desirable balance. This process involves establishing the appropriate emotional bonds, 

determining the natUFe of communication that exists outside of the cla5sroom environment, 

understanding the benefits that are associated with a personal aspect of the relationship, and 

balancing the personal side with the professional one. Once a teacher is able to establish the 

balance between the professional aspect of their communication and the personal aspect, ideas of 

social support can be considered. 

Social support. Key to understanding the role of emotional support in the 

communication relationship between special education teachers and educational assistants is 

understanding how social support is both provided and derived by the participants in the 

relationship. Social support is utilized when one member of the communication relationship 

becomes emotionally distrnssed and the other member of the relationship is able to provide 
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assistance to the distressed individual through supportive and interpersonal means. The concept 

of social support in this communication relationship was universally recognized by participants 

as important to the burnout or engagement that is experienced by the teacher. A great number of 

important themes relating to social support arose from the interview process. Among these 

important themes were feelings of isolation, the ability for an individual to perceive when a 

colleague is in need of social support, venting, commiseration, covering for an individual who 

needs a moment to themselves, and the value of having social support. \Vhile these elements are 

many, each one of them was described by participants as playing a vital role in the social support 

process between special education teachers and educational assistants. The first of these 

elements to be discussed is isolation. 

Isolation. Many participating teachers expressed a feeling of isolation that is associated 

with being a special education teacher. Specifically, teachers expressed how they felt that no 

other teachers or administrators were able to understand what it is like to be a special education 

teacher. This isolatioo would manifest itself in a number of different ways for each teacher. 

These manifestations ranged from literal geographical separation from the rest of the school to a 

perception of social isolation. One teacher expressed the discomfort associated with isolation 

when describing her response to having one of her fellow special education teachers experience 

an extended absence away from the school, "When he came back, I said, 'Do not ever do that 

again, because, yeah, I didn't like it. I didn't like the alone part, and I felt very much alone.'" 

While a substitute was brought in to fill in for the absent colleague, most special education 

teachers agree that there is no substitution fi_)f the support you can receive from other special 

education teachers. One secondary level teacher who works with students with emotional 

disabilities expressed this feeling by stating, "I don't think a regular [education] teacher has a 
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total knowledge of what this kind of a job is and what you're responsible for at any one time." 

Another teacher who works with students with cognitive disabilities on the primary level ec~oed 

this feeling, "I don't think the teachers, unless they've really worked in here, I don't think they 

really understand the level of need [ of our students] and the differences between the kids." 

Clearly this feeling of isolation from the general education teachers is shared across multiple 

levels and categorizations of special education teachers. One teacher acknowledged this same 

feeling of isolation from the general education teachers while stiB expressing an appreciation for 

the efforts of those teachers. When asked if she felt like other teachers understood what it was 

like to teach special education, she responded, "I think that they definitely try to. I really feel 

like the people that I work with, at least the kindergarten and 1st grade teachers, do a really nice 

job working with my students. But I don't know that they quite understand what it's like to be in 

my classroom all day long." Another assistant explained that it is not just the general education 

teachers that do not understand, special education professionals feel as though they cannot vent 

to their friends and loved ones either. She stated, "You can't take it home and vent to your 

husband, because he doesn't have a clue as to what's going on." 

In addition to social isolation, a degree of literal isolation occurs as well. Many of the 

teachers that were interviewed expressed how their classroom was in a comer of the school that 

was separated from most of the general education classrooms. One teacher acknowledged this 

literal isolation when expressing her disconnect from general education teachers, "We're isolated. 

And you see where my room is located; I'm way down in the comer." For this teacher, the 

isolation wasn't only geographical. This teacher expressed how she also feels as though this 

geographical isolation has translated into a social isolation as well. 
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"In a building like this, a person who does what I do doesn't necessarily have 

another coworker to go bounce things off of My first inclination is to want to say 

something to the other assistants that are in the room, but that's not a good thing to 

do. I don't, you know, I don't have someone else who teaches what I teach here in 

this building. So. I can't go to my next door colleague and say, 'this is happening,' 

you know? So the stress tends to build up in here, and then I'm sure it shows." 
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This statement demonstrates a number of important things. First, it demonstrates the important 

implications that are associated with a perceived isolation. The teacher feels as though she has 

no one to bounce ideas off of and no one to help her relieve the stress that builds up in her 

classroom. Ultimately, she feels like this build up of stress begins to show in herself and her 

perf01mance as a teacher. Second, this statement demonstrates the imp01iant role that 

educational assistants could play in alleviating these feelings of isolation. This teacher feels as 

though she cannot approach her assistants to alleviate her stress. However, those assistants are in 

a role that allows them to completely understand what it is like to be this teacher. Thus, 

developing a communication relationship with one's assistants could help alleviate similar 

feelings of isolation. 

Teachers also spoke of strategies for avoiding isolation and the value of being able to 

avoid those feelings. One teacher had the good fortune of working in a school in which her 

husband was also a special education teacher. She expressed how this good fortune has 

prevented a great deal of isolation and provided support for her. She said, "I think I'm lucky, 

because I have my husband here. Our jobs are not the same, but they're similar, and he knows all 

the people I know, so that's a really good support for me." Other teachers who are not as 

fortunate have found a break from feelings of isolation by bonding with other special education 
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teachers in their school. Such a bond was described by one teacher I interviewed who had 

witnessed this support in two teachers in another school. 

"I think it would be difficult if I didn't have someone in the building to support 

me. I know at [a different school], the two teachers over there both have 

cognitively disabled kids in their classroom. So, I don't know that they're really 

good friends, but they really can work together well, and they share a lot." 
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Another teacher expressed how she seeks out support in order to overcome feelings of isolation. 

When asked how she copes with isolation, she explains how she solicits support and the value 

that this support can have. 

"I talk to my colleagues a lot, and I talk to my assistants a lot, and I talk to my 

principal, and I just try to get through it. I think sometimes the more people that I 

talk to that are involved in it, the better it is, because they are able to offer me 

different perspectives and they're able to give me advice. and they're able to let 

me know thauhey've been through similar things and that they've made it through 

and that I should be able to make it through as well:' 

The idea of isolation played a big part in the conversation about social support. Isolation 

provides one demonstration for why social support can be so import,mt to special education 

teachers. Without it teachers expressed feelings of being stressed, overwhelmed, and less 

effective as teachers. These are symptoms that have been shov.-n to develop into the documented 

dimensions of burnout (Maslach et al., 2001). Having examined how isolation demonstrates a 

teacher's need for social support, the discussion shifts to perceiving a colleague's need for social 

support. 
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Perceiving a need/or social support. Social support was established by participants as 

an important element of the emotional support aspect a teacher and assistant's communication 

relationship. However, providing an individual with social support requires a recognition that 

the individual is experiencing a degree of emotional distress. Thus, in the case of social support, 

timing is everything, and if a person experiencing emotional distress is either unable or unwilling 

to express their distress, then it is important for an individual to be able to perceive that distress. 

One teacher expressed that it becomes easy to tell when a teacher has become emotionally 

distressed and that his assistant is able to pick up on those cues and provide him support when he 

needs it. 

"Say I had a rough day. There's a rough morning fiJr a student, and they had a 

major blow up. You can just tell when a teacher's been through the ringer, and 

[my assistant] will say 'Hey, are you alright? Wliat can I get you?" ... and [my 

assistant] can read that, and most teachers can read that in the building as well." 

Another secondary teacher \Vas asked what the greatest benefit she receives from having the 

assistants that work in her classroom. Her response was, "The greatest benefits that we get are 

the emotional support they give us ... As individual people, they are really good at picking up if 

you're having a bad day. They bring you a cup of coffee or just say something funny to lighten 

you up a little bit." These two statements demonstrate the importance of being able to perceive 

when a teacher is experiencing emotional distress. One cannot provide social support if they are 

unaware that social support is necessary. Many participants expressed that providing such social 

support simply meant allowing their colleague to vent to them. 

Venting. The importance of venting about an individual· s emotional distress was widely 

expressed by participants. Part of feeling isolated was not having an outlet to which one can vent 
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their emotions and frustrations. Venting allows an individual to express their emotions to 

another individual. This allows the other individual to provide insight and support for the o_ne 

venting; however, the simple act of venting itself was regarded as imp011ant an1<mgst participants. 

One participant expressed this importance by stating. "It's just important to have that 

vent ... Some things you just need to get out, and otherwise it's just going to drive you crazy." 

This statement demonstrates that not being able to vent allows issues to metaphorically build up 

inside an individual. This statement also expresses the emotional and psychological duress that 

can be prevented by having an outlet to vent to. .An educational assistant pointed out the 

importance of allowing someone to vent even \Vithout providing vocal support in response. She 

was asked to respond to a scenario that described a hypothetical teacher with whom the 

respondent worked that was exhibiting signs of burnout. The participant said, "First of all, I 

would just listen to her, because it sounds like she needs someone to really listen to what she's 

feeling. So, I'm not sure that I would respond right away. I would do more listening than 

anything." This demonstrates hm-v just allowing someone to vent can sometimes be the most 

important response. Another educational assistant described a technique he had learned that 

allows an individual to find the answers they seek by allowing them to vent. He describes how 

he would use this tecru1ique when responding to the same hypothetical scenario that was 

previously described. 

"First, I would want to sit down and chat with her and find out what the real 

problem is, dig deeper. There's a method of coaching that you could use to allow 

[the hypothetical teacher] to figure out her own problems. and that's probably the 

method I would use and allow her to reflect on what's wrong, why is she 

overwhelmed. There's a reason.,. 
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Another important issue that arose from the conversations about venting was how it is 

vital for a special education teacher to be able to vent to someone who understands, such as their 

educational assistant. One educational assistant spoke specifically about how it can be hard for 

special education professionals to vent to people who would not understand the experience. 

"You need to be able to talk to each other and vent and say, 'Oh my gosh! This 

was rough!", because you understand each other, and you can't really talk about it 

with people who don't work with you, because they don't understand. I think that's 

a relationship you should have with your coworkers, especially in a job \:vith high 

stress." 

This assistant is able to speak to the importance of venting and the role that venting must play in 

overcoming feelings of isolation. Since there are only a few individuals with whom a special 

education professional feels they could vent, it is vital that such communication relationships are 

nurtured. Another educational assistant described a teacher's benefit for being able to vent 

specifically to their eaucational assistant, "You just need to vent to somebody sometimes. So, a 

lot of time that can happen between the teacher and the [assistant], because they understand and 

they don't take it negatively either way, and they understand that it's a venting process." Another 

assistant described how it is important to be able to vent to someone who understand. This 

assistant explains that sometimes teachers will even telephone her after working hours in order to 

get a chance to vent and discuss the direction of the class. 

"If there's any chance, and this is very rare, that more than one teacher is in the 

office, and they're having a hard time, they'll vent. .. and just letting them talk 

about it, and just being able to understand, because I was there too. i\.nd [two of 

the teachers], I've had this with both of them, they've called me after work, and 
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we've talked about the day and what could have gone better, what we should do 

differently.'' 
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Participants demonstrated the value of being able to vent in a special education 

environment. Specifically, a number of patiicipants spoke about the value of being able to vent 

to someone who understands, such as an educational assistant. Participants also demonstrated 

the emotional and psychological duress an individual can experience when they m·e not able to 

vent in a healthy manner. While simply allowing an individual to vent can have an important 

influence on that individual, sometimes an individual experiencing emotional distress also needs 

to know that someone else is experiencing similar feelings. Sometimes a special education 

teacher needs to commiserate. 

Commiseration. Commiseration is a theme that emerged in a number of participant 

interviews. Commiseration involves the sharing of difficult struggles with someone who is 

either experiencing the same struggle or has experienced it at sometime. Only someone who has 

experienced the smne-feelings is able to commiserate with a distressed individual. A number of 

participants expressed the value of commiseration in a special education environment. One 

teacher expressed that knowing others are going through the same difficulties provides her with a 

degree of support. She said, "I think it's just knowing that there's a support system there, that, 

you know, we're all feeling this." This statement also demonstrates how experiencing similar 

feelings makes the support system stronger and more beneficial. Another teacher was asked if it 

makes the experience easier to be able to commiserate \\1th other colleagues who are 

experiencing the same struggles. She explains how it can be difficult to not let certain issues 

bother you, but hearing that someone else has experienced the same issues makes you feel better. 
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INTERVIEWER: "Does it make it easier to commiserate v.ith and know that 

other people are going through it with you?" 

Pl\RTICIPANT: "Yes! Yes it does! And to know that they're having the same 

problems. You know, when you get sworn at by a kid, you try to let it roll off, but 

it doesn't But when you hear that, 'oh, they did this to me,· and that it's 

happening with other people, I think that that makes it, you know, that we're all 

going to be consistent in how we treat them and alleviate the behaviors. I think 

that that provides a lot of support." 

128 

One teacher even described the ability to commiserate with her assistants as one of the greatest 

benefits of working with educational assistants, "I think that one of the greatest benefits is that 

there's somebody there to understand and to feel your frustration and somebody there that can 

offer you words of encouragement or kind of commiserate with you." This teacher also 

demonstrates that commiseration can be combined with "words of encouragement" in order to 

generate frniher suppbrt. However, the true benefit she experiences is knowing that there is 

somebody with her who understands. An assistant explains how commiseration can also make a 

classroom more effective. By explaining struggles to one another, patterns of behavior in 

students can be uncovered. Understanding these patterns of behavior can be important when 

caring for and teaching a student. The assistant explains, 

"I'll say, 'Wow, I have this one [student], and I'm really struggling with this one.' 

And sometimes they feel the same way, and then through some conversation, we 

kind of come to an understanding of, you know, maybe it's somebody that they've 

had lots of problems with and I had never seen that problem, and so we talk about 

it." 
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Commiseration was an important theme that extends upon the idea of venting and 

providing social support. Participants expressed how commiseration serves to make a teach~r 

feel better about their situation and share in similar experiences. AdditionaUy, commiseration 

can allow a special education professional to identity patterns of behavior which can be 

important to the development of a student. Commiseration, like venting, provides social support 

for a distressed individual by being present \\1.th them. However, sometimes social support is 

best provided by allowing ru1 individual a mom.ent for themselves. In these circumstances, it is 

necessary for an assistant to be able to cover fi.)r a teacher when they need a moment to regroup. 

Covering for a teacher. A number of participants described how social support can 

manifest by covering for someone when they are feeling distressed. Covering frlr a distressed 

individual can happen in a number of ways and in a number of different settings. Fundamentally, 

it involves someone caring for the duties of a distressed person while they take the time they 

need to regroup, however much time they may need. One teacher explains this idea by talking 

about the give and take relationship she used to have with a former assistru1t. This assistru1t 

could perceive when the teacher was having a bad day and would do her part to alleviate that 

burden. This teacher also expressed that this works both ways between teachers and assistants, 

" ... just identifying that, 'I know you're having a bad day,' and taking the burden off that other 

person so that they can have a lighter day. You know? And I would expect the same thing. If 

I'm falling apart, can you step in a little bit for me?" Another teacher expressed how this give 

and take cru1 work both \vays by citing a specific exmnple. She also identifies that she feels as 

though covering for another teacher provides emotional support for that individual. 

INTERVIEWER: "Do you ever find that you draw emotional support from the 

people that you \Vork with? PARTICIPANT: "Absolutely. Case in point, 
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Tuesday was a really rough day. Really rough! And Wednesday. [my assistant] 

came to school and said, 'I just can't get rid of this headache. Oh my goodness!" 

Shejust wasn't feeling the love that day. And I just said, 'I'm going to take these 

guys, and I'll be back.' She said, 'A,"1"\VW ... would you?!' And she has done the 

same. So, yeah, it works real well that way." 
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One teacher explains how sometimes the need to cover for a colleague arises during emergency 

situations as a means of alleviating the emerging stress. She describes how her assistant would 

cover the classroom for her when her daughter would be sick so that she could make the 

necessary phone calls so that her daughter could be cared fr>r. She said, "Different times when 

meetings or my daughter would be sick, I've got a 6 year old. So if she'd get sick, [my assistant] 

would be wonderful about, 'Okay, I've got the classroom, you go make a call. Make sure you've 

got a place for her.' It is definitely a two-way street I've had many times." 

Some participants described how important it can be to have someone step up and cover 

their duties for a mmnent while they are able to regroup. These brief recesses from the stress of 

the day allow an individual to get things back in order as well as make any necessary 

arrangements in the case of an emergency. In those circumstances, stressors are avoided 

altogether by preventing the circumstances of the emergency from evolving. Standing in for a 

distressed individual is just one of the ways that social support is valued in a special education 

environment Understanding just how important social support can be demonstrates its relevance 

in the discussion about a teacher's feelings of engagement and burnout. 

The value of having social support. Participants universally spoke to some extent about 

the value of having social support in a special education environment. \Vhile some heralded the 

importance of social support, other warned of the implications that could arise from not having 
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social support, including burnout. Both perspectives made it clear that social support is an 

important element of the special education teacher/assistant relationship. One teacher spoke 

about how having a support system amongst her colleagues at school allowed her to never end 

the day feeling as though it was hopeless. 

"I never once had a time when l thought that I can't deliver and that I went home 

and cried, because I always had that suppmt. There vvere times, oh my gosh, that 

during the day ... but I always had people that were able to say, 'Wow. What do 

we need to do different?', 'Hey, you did wen with this.', 'This didn't work. What 

do we need to do?', and having that support system is huge. So, I think a huge 

part of that relationship is support staf1~" 
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This statement explains how this teacher's support staff allowed her to overcome stressful times 

that may have otherwise gotten to her. Her support staff prevented her from ever feeling like she 

would not be able to continue. Another teacher shared a similar sentiment. She was asked how 

important social suppmt was to her job. She explains how a job in education is uniquely 

demanding and how social support must play a big role in an education setting. 

INTERVIEWER: "How much is [social support] important to the job that you 

do?" 

PARTICIPANT: "Oh, it's essential. You need to be there personally. I mean. it's 

just not for us a 7: 15 to 3: 15 job. It's a job that where you're dealing with kid's 

emotions. You're dealing with their academics. You're dealing with their life 

after school, and then you have your own life besides that, and then your career, 

and it all intervenes. Since you work together so much, you need to have that 

good relationship. It's nice to have such a good support. 
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While a number of teachers to Id of similar feelings about social support, others described its 

importance by considering a special eductition environment without social support. One 

132 

assistant had expressed how valuable social suppo1i had been in her experience. When asked 

how her experience might be \Vithout the same level of support, she responded, "Oh, it would be 

a lot harder I think. Way harder. Yeah, I think it would be really depressing to be honest with 

you." Another teacher was telling about a fi.)rmer colleague who had demonstrated feelings of 

burnout before leaving the profession. When asked what she believed motivated that 

individual's feelings of burnout, she said. "A loss of passion. A loss of support. .. when you 

don't have somebody respond immediately when you've constantly got kids throwing things in 

your classroom. and you don't have anybody bringing new ideas in either." In the circumstance 

described by this teacher, a teacher was overwhelmed by her environment and had no one to lend 

social support to her. The result was burnout and the teacher leaving the school. Finally, when 

asked what she believes causes burnout in special education teachers, one teacher indicated that a 

lack of social support is likely one of the culprits. 

I think that it's probably a combination of multiple factors. I mean, even if you're 

working with a fellow colleague or a fellow teacher and they don't support you, or 

they don't want your kids in their classroom, that could definitely lead to burnout. 

If you're passionate and you're an advocate for these kids, it's difficult to 

constantly go up against opposition." 

The role of social support in a special education classroom plays a vital role in the 

emotional support available for a teacher and in the communication relationship between special 

education teachers and educational assistants. When social support is lacking, a special 

education teacher is likely to feel a greater sense of isolation, stress, ineffectiveness, and, 
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subsequently, burnout. However, in an environment which nurtures social support, an individual 

is likely to experience a greater sense of engagement vvith their job. Social support allows an 

individual who is experiencing emotional distress to be assisted by the people around them. This 

concept is key to understanding the value of the emotional support that is provided by an 

educational assistant to the experience of either burnout or job engagement in a teacher. The 

final important element of emotional support that emerged from the interview process was the 

idea of managing an individual's sense of efficacy. 

Efficacy. The final important theme regarding emotional support that was discussed by 

participants was the role of personal efficacy. Personal efficacy is an individual's sense of 

accomplishment and competence at conducting their work. Seven out of eight participating 

teachers and three out of seven participating assistants described the important role that efiicacy 

plays in the level of engagement and well-being of a special education teacher. When discussing 

efficacy, participants spoke of teachers experiencing a loss of efficacy and the role an assistant 

plays in boosting a teacher's feelings of efficacy, and the role an assistant plays in reinforcing a 

sense of efficacy in the teacher. Understanding these concepts will give a greater perspective of 

how an educational assistant can influence a teacher's sense of efficacy. 

The issue of efficacy arises when a teacher begins to feel as though they have not been 

making a difference and lack the skills and competence to do their job. Pmiicipants expressed 

that feelings like this can occur frequently in a special education teacher even though this is often 

not the case. One assistant described how she m1d a teacher she had worked with had discussed 

how, after a certain mnount of time, special education professional develop a degree of cynicism 

and a belief that they are not making much of a difference. She said, "I think after time, [a 

teacher] and I have talked about this, you get a little bit cynical. You knm,v? Because you just 
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don't see what you're doing is making that much of a difference, and you just think that you 

should be making this huge huge difference." This statement denotes that a lowered sense of 

efficacy can be the cause of expectations that were perhaps too high. Another assistant explained 

how a teacher she's interacted with has always strnggled with self-confidence due to a learning 

disability she has strnggled with herself, "She tells her students,·and it's pretty well known, that 

she's learning disabled herself. I sometimes think that she uses that as an excuse, because she's 

not very organized. So, she's not super self-confident. I think she, you know, struggles with 

confidence, esteem things." It's important to note that this statement identifies that the lack of 

confidence is what actually manifests into problems for the teacher, not the disability itself. 

Thus, her feelings of inefficacy become a self-fulfilling prophecy. In addition to personal issues 

that degrade an individual's sense of accomplishment in a job, one teacher described how 

restraints within her school make it feel like she is not as effective as she wishes she could be. 

"Just a lot of it could be avoided. There's not a lot of teaching time, which is very fiustrating to 

me as a teacher, bec~use I want to work with the kids. I want to see those light bulb moments, 

and I haven't had a lot of those here." In this circumstance the teacher is not questioning her ovvn 

abilities, but she stiH is questioning her effectiveness. One teacher describes how a feeling of 

efficacy can swing from one moment to the next. She explains how the success in a classroom 

will have her feeling great about her abilities one day, and the setbacks can bring that crashing 

dow11. 

"11mt's a daily thing in my classroom. We're either up on cloud nine or we're way 

dovvn under the ground. You know, you think that you've gotten through to [the 

students], and then, as it tums out, they can't remember the next day or even an 

hour later what you were talking about. But it goes in spurts. Some days I'm 
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feeling awesome like rm the greatest teacher in the world, and some days I feel 

like I don't even know what I'm doing." 

These statements demonstrate how a person's sense of efficacy can be in constant flux. 
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Any number of circumstances can influence a teacher's sense of accomplishment and 

competence, and these feelings can change in an instant. Thus, it is important to understand the 

roles that educational assistants play in managing a teacher's sense of efficacy. 

It was established previously when considering work-related communication that there 

are a number of things that a teacher can do to help a classroom be more effective and more 

efficient. Fulfilling these roles will generate more desirable outcomes in the classroom and in 

the students. Thus, fulfilling these roles will increase a sense of efficacy in an individual who 

measures their accomplishments with an outcome-oriented metric. Thus, teachers such as one 

secondary level participant who express that, "There's no way any ofus could do our jobs 

without [our assistants]," could generate a sense of eflicacy from the increased effectiveness in 

the classroom. In otlrer circumstances, it can be important for an assistant to offer reassurance to 

a teacher. A primary level teacher of students with cognitive disabilities expressed how her 

assistants reinforce her sense of efficacy and the benefit that such reinforcement can provide, 

"Both of my assistants have told me that I'm a good teacher. Things like that just kind of really 

help." Teachers have also expressed that sometimes they question their sense of efficacy over 

specific issues. One teacher expressed how she often wonders whether a given course of action 

was the right one. In these circumstances she turns to her assistants for support and to stand up 

for her decision. 

"I think that we talk about students, we try to figure out the best way to work with 

students. Just hearing, 'Yeah, you were right in how that was htmdled.' Because 
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sometimes you'll think, '\Vas I too hard on that student?', and they'll say, 'No, I 

thought it was totally appropriate. I thought they were being out of line from the 

beginning.· So it does provide emotional support that way." 
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Another teacher was able to derive a greater sense of efficacy by the fact that her assistants 

continue to choose to work in her classroom. In her circumstance, she has assistants who have 

the seniority and qualifications within the district to be able to choose their placement. Their 

decision to stay in her class provides a reaffirmation that she must be doing a good job. She 

explains, "I actually think that [ my assistants] have got a lot of seniority in the district, and 

they've chosen to stay here. I think that says a lot. It says a lot about this classroom and what I 

want it to be and that they're happy to be here, because they're very good at what they do." This 

is a unique way in which a teacher was able to have her own abilities reaffirmed by her assistants. 

A secondary level teacher of students with emotional disabilities explained how one of her 

assistants told her about how she had been learning a lot from the teacher. She said, "A couple 

of times [my assistant] has said, 'I've really learned a lot from watching you interact with the 

kids,' and she is doing great this year as well. So that was really nice for me.' This 

demonstrates how a teacher can be reaffinned for her abilities teaching the assistants as well as 

teaching the students. Finally, one teacher explained how a reaffinnation of her efficacy makes 

her experience as a teacher better, "To be reaffirmed, to say, 'No, you did a good thing. That's 

exactly how you should have approached it.' That makes me feel better, because then I'm not 

thinking about it all night long." 

The concept of an individual's sense of efficacy is an important one when considering the 

emotional support element of a teacher and assistant's communication relationship. Personal 

efficacy is included as one of burnout's three major dimensions, and a loss of efficacy can have 
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important ramifications on a teacher's experience of either job engagement or burnout. 

Participants described ways in which teachers lose a sense of efficacy in a classroom and th~ role 

assistants play in reinforcing this sense of efficacy. Understanding the role of an individual's 

sense of efficacy is the final major theme regarding emotional support that arose from the 

interview process. 

Emotional support is an element of the communication relationship between special 

education teachers and their assistants that is motivated by an interest in the well-being of an 

individual and the well-being of the communication relationship. Balancing the personal and 

professional aspects of the relationship, providing social support, and promoting a sense of 

efficacy arose as the major themes regarding the issue of emotional support. Having developed 

an understanding of these three important themes, one can better understand the role of 

emotional support and the influence it can have on a teacher's experience of either burnout or job 

engagement when considering the communication relationship that exists between special 

education teachers ar.rd their assistants. 

Emerging from interviews with 15 special education professionals was a series of 

important major themes that described the influence that the communication relationship that 

exists between special education teachers and their assistants can have over the experience of 

either job burnout or engagement as experienced by the teacher. Among these five themes was a 

recognition of the existence of burnout, the importance of the quality of the communication 

relationship between special education teachers and their assistants, time, work-related 

communication, and emotional support. Having developed an understanding of these five 

important themes, a relevant analysis of these findings can now occur. 
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Chapter 4: Analysis 

Existing literature has sought to understand the experience of burnout and engagem~nt in 

special education teachers by quantifying its prevalence and seeking to understand work-related 

factors that have an influence on a teacher's experience. This previous literature ha<; overlooked 

the importance of understanding the communication relationships that exist in a special 

education environment. This chapter will examine the most prolific of these communication 

relationships by analyzing 15 interviews that were conducted vvith special education teachers and 

educational assistants on the subject of their communication relationship and its influence on 

either burnout or engagement. 

The time spent speaking with special education professionals gave a valuable glimpse 

into the special education enviroriment. This glimpse demonstrated the absolute importance of 

the communication relationship that exists between special education teachers and their 

educational assistants. This relationship is essential on two levels. The first of these levels is 

work-related communication. Teachers rely on their assistants to allow a classroom to run 

efficiently and effectively and to create a safe and rich learning environment for students. When 

a classroom is effective, the demands of a teacher a lessened, and they develop feelings of 

competence and self efficacy. However, when the environment is not efficient or effective, 

work-related stressors begin to pile up, and a teacher's sense of professional efficacy suffers. 

The second level of the communication relationship between special education teachers and their 

assistants is one of social support. Special education professionals experience demands and 

stressors that are unique to any other profession. These demands can have emotional and 

psychological effects on a special education professional. Additionally, the unique nature of 

these demands and stressors can become problematic in its own right. Often, special education 
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teachers feel isolated in their profession. Participating teachers explained how family, friends, 

and general education coworkers do not understand what it is like to work in a special education 

environment. Teachers often feel as though they have no source from which to derive support, 

and this generates a feeling of isolation. This isolation adds to the burden of a special education 

professional ,md prevents any reaffirmation of their abilities and value. The only individuals 

who have a complete tmderstanding for the experience of a special education teacher are the 

educational assistants whom they share the classroom with. Educational assistants are the 

individuals who are m.ost capable of providing this social support for special education teachers. 

Understanding these two levels of the communication relationship that exists between special 

education teachers and educational assistants and the elements that influence the nature of this 

relationship have proven to be paramount in the discussion of a teacher's experience of either 

burnout or engagement. 

This research has considered the question, "Wlmt relationship exists, if any, between the 

way in which speciareducation teachers and educational assistants communicate and a teacher's 

experience of burnout or job engagement." Upon exan1ining the findings of this research, a 

relationship between the communication of special education professionals and the emergence of 

either burnout or engagement can be observed. The important consideration becomes how such 

a communication relationship influences the experience of a special education teacher. The 

important elements that have arisen from the interview process as having relevance to this 

discussion have proven to be dual-sided. This means that these elements have demonstrated a 

capacity to either generate burnout or engagement depending on the manner in which they are 

manifested. Since these elements could serve to cause burnout, mitigate burnout, or motivate 

engagement, one cannot simply analyze the findings of these interviews by considering either 
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causes ofbtm1out or causes of engagement. Instead, this research wiU demonstrate the 

progressive nature of these elements. In order to advance away from feelings of burnout and 

establish an engagement experience, these elements must be understood and appropriately 

utilized in a progressive fashion. This means that one of the elements cannot be completely 

actualized without first achieving actualization of the previous elements. The order of this 

progression begins with trust. While the other three elements can exist in some fashion v.ithout 

the foundation of trust, none of them can reach their ultimate fruition \Vithout it. After achieving 

trust, the communication relationship can establish sincere equality. Sincere equality exists in 

the communication relationship between special education teachers and educational assistants 

when both equality of status and equality of input are achieved. After accomplishing the 

attainment of both trust and equality, teaniwork is the third communication element to be sought. 

Comprehensive teamwork is achieved when a teacher has access to multiple Classroom 

perspectives, collaboration, and a complete understanding and utilization of everyone strengths, 

weaknesses, and preferences. Only after first achieving trust, equality, and teaniwork can the 

fourth communication element, social suppmi, be completely actualized. Social support 

supersedes work-related communication and considers communication motivated by an interest 

in the wellbeing of one's coworkers. Additionally, this research will consider other factors 

relevant to this communication relationship that are not something a teacher can control. 

Understanding the progressive nature of these communication relationship elements through this 

analysis will demonstrate how the communication relationship that exists between special 

education teachers and educational assistants influences the experience of either btmiout or 

engagement in teachers on both a work-related level and a social support level. This analysis 

begins with the element of trust. 
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In order to cultivate an environment that prevents causes of burnout and generates 

engagement for a teacher, trust must be established between teachers and educational assistants. 

While trust itself was specifically identified as playing a role in both burnout and engagement, it 

also served to lay the foundation for all of the other important elements associated with the 

communication relationship that exists between special education teachers and educational 

assistants. Without an environment of trust, sincere equality cannot develop, comprehensive 

teamwork crumot emerge, and social support is not encouraged. Thus, a special education 

teacher should begin their prevention of burnout by cultivating trust in their classroom. In order 

to understand the role trust plays as the foundation of a beneficial communication relationship, 

this research will explain why the other important elements of the relationship cannot exist 

without trust. Next, this rumlysis ,vill identify the benefits of having a trusting communication 

relationship in tem1s of the mitigation of burnout and the- development of engagement and the 

manner in which a tmsting environment can be cultivated. Having these understandings of the 

element of trust \:\-ill allow a teacher to consider how trust exists in their communication 

relationships. 

Before any of the other important elements of the teacher/assistant communication 

relationship can achieve the absolute fruition of their value, trust must lay a foundation. It is 

important to realize that trust can exist in the absence of equality, but equality crumot exist in the 

absence of trust. A superior can trust that a subordinate is capable of performing desired tasks 

regardless of an equality of status or input. Likewise, a teacher can trust that their assistant will 

follow a specific schedule ru1d perform certain duties without considering that assistant an equal 

in the classroom. Thus, trust cru1 be established without first the development of equality. 
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However, equality cannot be achieved if either individual does not trnst the capacity or input of 

their counterpart. Likewise, trnst is a requisite foundation to the development of seamless 

teamwork. Unless each individual can trust their counterpart to posses the capacity and 

responsibility to follow through with their expectations, comprehensive tean1work cannot be 

achieved. This is especially the case in a special education environment. Special education 

professionals are not only charged vvith the responsibility of educating their students, they are 

also often required to care of serious health-related concerns and many confidential issues. Thus, 

complete teamwork cannot be achieved if one member of the relationship does not trust their 

counter-parts capacity to care for such important issues. Lastly, complete social support cannot 

be generated in the absence of trust. When describing feelings of isolation, participants often 

expressed how they did not have someone whom they trusted to share their struggles with. In 

order to vent about issues related to the stress of a special education environment. an individual 

must be able to trust their counterpart with sensitive emotional issues and potentially confidential 

subjects. Thus, before any of the other three elements associated with the communication 

relationship between special education teachers and educational assistants for which a teacher 

can control, trust must first be established. Not only does trust serve as the cornerstone of a 

positive communication relationship by allowing for the establishment of the other important 

elements, it can have positive emotional benefits for a teacher by itself: 

Establishing an environment of trust in a special education classroom can have important 

emotional implications frn· a special education teacher. In addition to laying the fi.rnndation for 

other important elements relating to burnout and engagement, trust itself can mitigate feelings of 

burnout and promote feelings of engagement. Being able to trust the other adults in an 

individual's classroom provides two important implications when considering burnout. First, 
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having an individual whom one trusts in their classroom allows for a teacher to not foel so 

isolated in their environment. Ideas of social support aside, participants of this research 

expressed how having another adult in their classroom whom they could trust allowed them to 

feel more secure and less alone. With so many students providing unique demands all at once, 

this support is paramount. This sense of security brings us to the second important implication, a 

heightened sense of efficacy. By trusting another individual to help in the classroom, a teacher 

accepts that the other individual adds to the effectiveness of that classroom. This 

acknowledgement of greater effectiveness provides a sense of personal efficacy, and it is to be 

noted that heightened efficacy is a dimension associated with the development of job 

engagement. The most telling way to demonstrate the role trust plays in terms of burnout and 

engagement is identified by the participants who expressed having the least amount of trust in 

their assistants of all of the teachers interviewed. 1l10se two individuals also expressed an 

experience of developing feelings of burnout. Thus, trust operates to encourage engagement and 

mitigate burnout by alleviating burnout symptoms that are associated with isolation and 

promoting a sense of individual efficacy. 

Participants of this research described important ways in which trust can be expressed 

and obtained between a special education teacher and an educational assistant. The fundamental 

essence that was at the core of the participants' expressions of trust was an assistant's ability to 

follow through on expectations in the absence of the teacher's supervision. Specifically, teachers 

expressed the importance of an assistant to be able to supervise and instruct students 

independently of a teacher's micromanagement. Teachers must manage the unique learning 

development of many different students all at once. Each student can offer unique challenges 

and require custom educational development plans. It is a great benefit to teachers when 
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assistants understand each student's needs and are able to facilitate their demands il~dependent of 

the teacher's constant oversight. Participants also explained the value of a teacher being able to 

leave their classroom for an extended period of time with the confidence that everything would 

remain within the status quo in their absence. In order to achieve a degree of trust in this 

capacity, participants expressed the value ofproper training and explanation to their assistants as 

well as the importance of being able to provide candid feedback. These two methods should be 

utilized in order to communicate expectations and develop an environment in which an assistant 

can be trusted with the supervision and instruction of students independent of the teacher's 

supervision. 

Trust is the most important clement of the communication relationship that exists 

between special education teachers and educational assistants in terms of mitigating burnout and 

promoting engagement. Trnst lays the foundation for the other important elements and can serve 

to alleviate burnout and promote engagement in its own right Understanding the role trust plays 

in the communication relationship as well as the means through which trust is established and 

expressed wiHallow teachers to better their experience in tern1s of the other important elements 

of their communication relationship. 

Sincere Equality 

After an environment characterized by trust has been cultivated, establishing sincere 

workplace equality between teachers and assistants is the next important element of the 

communication relationship. It should be noted that absolute equality between teachers and 

assistants in a special education environment is neither possible nor completely recommended. 

Ultimately, a teacher has the final say in terms of the direction of a classroom, and a teacher 

remains liable for the outcomes of any decision. However, a perspective of sincere equality can 
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still be cultivated while maintaining an understanding of each other's interests and roles. 

Specifically, the interviews for this research have demonstrated that equality is best establisped 

when work-related responsibilities are willingly shared by both individuals, and input from each 

member of the relationship is both welcomed and pem1itted foll consideration with regards to the 

direction of the classroom. This analysis will consider why the element of equality must be 

established before the elements of comprehensive teamwork and social support can be 

established it will also examine the manner in which sincere equality is developed through both 

status equality and input equality, and it will demonstrate the value that sincere equality can have 

for a special education teacher. 

Similar to how sincere equality cannot be folly achieved without the development of trnst 

in a special education classroom, comprehensive teamwork and social support cannot be 

completely realized in a special education setting without first establishing sincere equality. In 

order for a teamwork environment to operate optimally, members of that team must feel as 

though their efforts and input are equal to that of their counterparts. Until this equality is 

achieved, many work-related benefits associated with teamwork cannot be realized. The same 

can be considered tme for social suppmt. Certainly social support can exist in a relationship that 

is not entirely equal, however the more individuals feel like equals, the more comfortable they 

will feel appealing for social support and offering social support to their counterpart. This 

demonstrates the role sincere equality plays in developing the important progressive elements of 

the com1mmication relationship. 

Developing sincere equality in a special education environment requires perspectives of 

equality on two fronts. First, it requires a philosophy of status equality. Status equality is the 

belief that no individual in a special education classroom is either superior or inferior to their 
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counterparts. In an enviromnent that demonstrates status equality, all people in the environment 

are seen as equals. The interviews for this research have demonstrated how this fom1 of eqµality 

can manifest by making no classroom task either above or below any member of the workplace 

environment. Participants of the research likened this perspective as a partnership or co-teaching, 

because each member of the relationship is believed to have the same status as the others. The 

second perspective of equality is equality of input. This perspective requires that each member 

of the relationship be afforded an appropriate channel through which to voice their opinions and 

have those opinions receive sincere consideration. In order to have an environment that 

completely welcomes equal input, individuals must feel comfortable to both offer and receive 

candid feedback. Participants of this research identified candor as an element that is essential to 

the communication process between teachers and assistants, and true input equality cannot exist 

in an environment that fears candor. When candor is unwelcome, communication relationship 

members will choose to ,vithhold their input for fear of generating an unpleasant environment. 

Vv'hile status equalit1 can exist without input equality, and input equality can exist without status 

equality, complete sincere equality cannot be established without both elements. Until both 

elements are achieved, the complete emotional benefits of an equal environment cannot be 

experienced by a special education teacher. 

Participants of this research often expressed the emotional value that can be obtained by a 

special education teacher when establishing sincere equality in their classroom. Teachers 

expressed how equality opens doors for a better working and personal relationship between 

teachers and assistants. These open doors lead to a sense of teamwork and an environment that 

promotes emotional support. Additionally, participants expressed how generating equality 

created a unified and unifonn front in front of their students. Both teachers and assistants 
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described how having a unified front generates a sense of personal efficacy and makes a 

classroom run more efficiently. This increase in efficiency can further boost one's sense of 

efficacy while also reducing feelings of exhaustion by alleviating one another's workload and 

strain. Additionally, being seen as an equal in one's environment can serve to reduce a special 

education professional' s sense of cynicism toward their place \V:ithin the classroom. These are 

all important dimensions to the consideration of burnout and job engagement (Maslach et al., 

2001 ). Additionally, this research discovered a preference for a holistic perspective amongst 

both teachers and assistants. This holistic perspective believes that a relationship of equals 

creates an effectiveness that is greater than the smn of its parts. Participants expressed how 

achieving this holistic effectiveness is important to the communication relationship of teachers 

and assistants. By opening doors toward other important elements of the communication 

relationship that exists between special education teachers and their assistants, making an 

effective and efficient classroom easier to achieve, and producing a holistic effect, sincere 

equality plays a valuable role as a progressive communication element in alleviating burnout and 

promoting job engagement for a special education teacher. 

After having achieved trust with a communication relationship, participants demonstrated 

the value of sincere equality. This sincere equality plays an impmiant role as one of the burnout

reducing progressive elements that exist in a communication relationship between special 

education teachers and educational assistants. By achieving sincere equality, both 

comprehensive teamwork and social support become more possible to completely achieve in a 

special education environment. This sincere equality is developed by cultivating both an 

equality of status and an equality of input. When these two elements combine, important 

burnout/engagement-related benefits are experienced by a special education teacher. Chief 
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among these benefits are the availability of the remaining elements of the communication 

relationship, an environment that is more effective and efficient. and a holistic effect that creates 

a sum that is greater than its parts. After having generated an enviromnent of sincere equality, a 

teacher should consider the value of comprehensive teamwork in a special education classroom. 

Comprehensive Teamwork 

After having established a trusting environment and sincere equality between special 

education teachers and educational assistants, comprehensive teamwork becomes the next 

important element when considering the communication relationship's influence on engagement 

and burnout. Establishing comprehensive teamwork in a special education environment serves 

to lighten a teacher's burden, enhance their ability to teach in the manner that they desire. and 

allow a teacher to be able to teach and care for students more effectively. These three results 

correspond directly with the three important dimensions of burnout and engagement. In order to 

understand the value of comprehensive teamwork as an element of a teacher and assistant's 

commm1ication relatronship, this research analyzes how comprehensive teamwork must be 

established before social suppmi can be successful, how comprehensive teamwork can be 

established in a special education setting, and the important benefits a teacher can experience by 

having comprehensive teamwork. Understanding these three ideas will allow a teacher to 

cultivate an environment that is more prone to engagement than to burnout. 

It is important to remember that the important elements of a communication relationship 

that have arisen from this research as having an influence on the experience of both burnout and 

engagement in special education teachers are progressive. This means that one of these elements 

cannot be completely achieved at full fruition until the previous progressive elements have been 

achieved. In this instance, comprehensive teamwork cannot be achieved m1til both trust and 
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equality exist. Likevvise, teamwork in a special education setting creates the possibility for 

absolute social support to exist. Certainly social support can exist in an environment that d~)es 

not operate well as a team. However, social support requires a complete understanding for a 

counterpart's experience in a special education setting. Many participating teachers spoke of a 

feeling of isolation that is generated in part because no one else can fully understand their daily 

strnggles. Comprehensive teamwork allows participants of a communication relationship to 

fully understand the strengths, weaknesses, triumphs, and tribulations of their counterparts. Only 

when this is achieved does complete social supp01i become possible. 

Participants of this research spoke at lengths about the various factors that are important 

to the establishment of teamwork in a special education classroom. Chief among these 

teamwork factors were the existence of multiple perspectives, a collaborative environment, and 

an understanding for one another's skills, strengths, and weaknesses. When these three elements 

can be achieved, teamwork thdves. Participants established the role of multiple perspectives in a 

special education cl~sroom by considering those perspectives' importance in the teacher's own 

environment and how their absence can be noticeably limiting and damaging for a teacher. In 

order to establish an environment that welcomes multiple perspectives, teachers spoke of seeking 

out feedback from colleagues. Teachers would bounce ideas off of their assistants, ask assistants 

to provide feedback about the successes and failures of lessons and the progression of students, 

and ask assistants for fresh new ideas. Seeking out this feedback is only valuable for a teacher is 

they are willing to receive candid responses. Many times the feedback might be negative or in 

contrast with a previously-held disposition. A teacher must welcome this perspective in order to 

achieve the benefits associated with having multiple perspectives. The value of multiple 

perspectives becomes fully achieved when assistants begin to feel comfortable volunteering 
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important feedback and suggestions to a teacher who readily welcomes such feedback. In 

addition to utilizing the multiple perspectives that exist when having an assistant in a special 

education environment, teachers expressed the value of developing a collaborative working 

environment with their assistants. Collaboration becomes actualized when both members of the 

relationship work together in the care and instruction of students. Certainly, participants 

expressed how there were some classroom duties that could not be shared between a teacher and 

a11 assistant. These duties included much of the paperwork and Individualized Education Plans 

(IEPs), which are plans teachers create and maintain to chart the goals and progress of students 

in a special education environment. However, there are a number of other areas in which a 

teacher and an assistant can cooperate to achieve certain goals and desirable outcomes. In order 

to make this collaborative teamwork successful, it is important to generate an understanding fiJf 

each other's greatest assets to the classroom. It is important to open up a dialogue about one 

another's strengths and weaknesses in the classroom. This dialogue should include discussion of 

each other's working-preferences and areas where individuals would like to improve. This on

going dialogue can help a teacher utilize the assets of their assistants more effectively and more 

productively. Such a dialogue also generates an understanding of a teacher's preferences by an 

assistant. This allows an assistant to be able to facilitate a classroom and benefit a teacher more 

readily. Additionally, this dialogue ,;i.ill allow a teacher to exploit their ow11 strengths. 

Developing this complete sense of teamwork has important benefits for a teacher in a special 

education setting. 

Developing teamwork within a special education teaching environment has import,mt 

benefits related to the mitigation of burnout and promotion of engagement for a special education 

teacher. Developing teamwork in a special education environment allows for the highest 
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potential of classroom effectiveness to be achieved which can reduce a teachers feeling of 

exhaustion. It allows both teachers and assistants in the classroom to utilize their strengths 

which promotes feelings of efficacy. And, it ensures members of the classroom are able to 

personalize with the tasks they undertake on a daily basis. Given that exhaustion, inefficacy, and 

depersonalization, are the three established dimensions ofbumout (Maslach et al., 2001), 

creating an environment of comprehensive teamwork goes a long way toward reducing feelings 

ofbumout and promoting engagement in special education teachers. The greatestpotential for 

workplace success exists only when comprehensive teamwork is established. When entities 

within a special education classroom work independently of one another without 

acknowledgement of one another's strengths, weakness, and preferences, misunderstandings 

arise, and people's greatest assets are underutilized. Only when teamwork is achieved is the 

possibility for the apex of effectiveness available. As this effectiveness is achieved, tasks are 

completed more quickly and with fewer struggles, lightening the workload for special education 

professionals. Team"\iv'ork also allows individuals to utilize their greatest strengths more 

regularly. By identifying each other's strengths and weaknesses, special education professionals 

can minimize the tasks that diminish one's sense of efficacy while maximizing the tasks that 

promote efficacy. Additionally, teamwork promotes personalization vvith one's task. \\:'hen an 

understanding for one's preferences is achieved, those preferences can be exploited to permit the 

individual to do more of the tasks that generated their interest in special education in the.first 

place. This decrease in exhaustion, inefficacy, and depersonalization demonstrates important 

psychological benefits for a teacher that are associated with bumout and job engagement. 

Generating comprehensive teamwork is an important progressive element in the 

communication relationship of special education teachers and educational assistants. 
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Establishing teamwork allows for social support to be generated and creates an environment that 

is more conducive to mitigating burnout and promoting job engagement. Understanding how 

teamwork can be cultivated and the benefits it can have is valuable for any special education 

teacher. Once an understanding of teamwork's importance to job engagement is established, the 

importance of social support can be considered. 

Cultivating Social Support 

The final element of the communication relationship that exists between special 

education teachers and educational assistants that arose as being relevant from the interview 

process was the development of social support. Social support extends the communication 

relationship beyond work-related dialogue and considers an individual's emotional wellbeing. 

The interview participants demonstrated that social support played an important role in the 

degree of burnout or engagement that is experienced by a teacher in a special education 

environment. This analysis explains why social suppo1i cannot be completely successful without 

the development of the aforementioned elements of the communication relationship. It will also 

explain how social support can be cultivated, how it should be maintained and the important 

influences it can have in terms of a special education teacher· s experience of either burnout or 

engagement. 

Social support is the culminating progressive element of the commm1ication relationship 

that exists between special education teachers and educational assistants. It cannot be absolutely 

actualized until the previous four progressive elements have already been achieved. Thus, one 

cannot expect to benefit from absolute social support in a special education environment before 

first developing trust, sincere equality, and comprehensive teamwork. Trust is at the absolute 

core of social support. An individual is less likely to foel comfortable divulging the nature of 
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their feelings to someone whom they do not trust. Additionally, individuals are less willing to 

provide support for someone with whom they do not share a trusting relationship. Likewise,, 

sincere equality is vital to the development of social support. Participants who described special 

education environments that were not equal also spoke of an uneasiness felt by teachers and 

assistants when it came to broaching sensitive subjects. Inequality creates power differentials 

that can influence an individual's comfi)rt with discussing issues of emotional support. Finally, 

teamwork opens the door for an optimization of social support. Without the interpersonal 

understandings that are developed through comprehensive teamwork, absolute social support 

cannot be achieved. Comprehensive teamwork allows counterparts to develop an understanding 

for each other's strengths and weaknesses. This understanding also allows relationship members 

to perceive when another is in need of social suppoti. This ability to perceive social support was 

identified by participants as vital to the utilization of support in a special education environment. 

After having accomplished the three previous progressive elements of the special education 

communication relationship, social support can flourish. 

Establishing an environment for social support in a special education classroom is a 

multi-faceted unde1iak.ing. At the core of it all, it is essential to Lmderstand that social and 

emotional support must be reciprocal. Both teachers and assistants will have times when social 

support is important in one manner or another. In order to cultivate a supportive environment, a 

teacher must be willing to offer support as well as expect to receive support. Once such an 

understanding is established, suppmi c,m be sought out and demonstrated in a number of ways. 

Having developed comprehensive teamwork and equal candid communication, it should be 

easier for members of a special education environment to perceive when a relationship 

counterpart is in need of social supp01i. This ability to perceive emotional distress wa<, 
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expressed by participants as being vital to the social support clement of the teacher/assistant 

commw1icatio11 relationship. Having perceived the need for social support, it is important to 
. . 
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understand the different ways in which social support can be provided. One can provide social 

support by simply listening as a counterpart vent about distressing issues. Social support can 

occur when cmmterparts commiserate about shared experiences with stress and frustrations that 

are a part of the special education experience. Participants even described how covering a 

I 

classroom or responsibility for one another can operate as a form of emotional support for an 

oven:vhelmed and distressed individual. Participants also identified the important role that 

humor and laughter can play in the providing a distressed individual with emotional support. 

These participants explained how special education classrooms can often be stressful and 

demanding. and it is important to be able to reframe a situation in a hwn.orous light in order to 

not become overwhelmed. Lastly, it is important to acknowledge that individuals become 

distressed by situations that exist outside of the walls of a special education classroom as well. 

Many participants eA1Jressed the importance of'seeking an understanding of a colleague's 

personal life in order to fully understand how emotional support can be provided. Likewise, a 

teacher can benefit by sharing elements of their personal life with their assistants. Sharing these 

personal sides of one's self demonstrates how having established trust and equality makes 

cultivating social support easier. Having cultivated social support. one must be able to maintain 

a supporting environment. 

Maintaining a social relationship between special education teachers and educational 

assistants can be a difficult proposition. Times arise in which one's personal relationship clashes 

vdth their mandatory professional relationship. As established when talking about equality, there 

are inherent differences benveen teachers and assistants that cannot be avoided. Among these 
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differences is the reality that a special education teacher remains liable for the decisions made in 

the classroom and, subsequently, has the final say in the direction of the classroom. Additionally, 

participants of this research explained that professional evaluations are oflen a mandatory part of 

this professional relationship. These evaluations can proceed both ways with a teacher 

evaluating the performance of an assistant and an assistant evaluating the performance of a 

teacher. These professional realities can make maintaining social support difficult. This 

research has discovered a number of ways to facilitate the balance between the socially 

supportive relationship and the professional relationship; First, it is necessary for boundaries to 

be established, clearly stated, and absolutely understood. These boundaries dictate when social 

communication can occur and when professional communication must occur. It is not enough 

for both parties of the relationship to assume these boundaries, they must be stated and their 

understanding must be acknowledged. This will make it clear to both parties whether the 

communication that is occurring is from a professional interest and is motivated by the wellbeing 

of the classroom or is from a supportive interest and is motivated by the wellbeing of one another. 

Second, it is important to appreciate candid feedback vv:ithout personalizing criticism. When 

professional evaluations must be made, individuals must be able to acknowledge constructive 

criticisms as professional communication. Since candor is needed for trust, equality, and 

teamwork as well, its importance in a special education classroom cannot be overstated. Lastly, 

it is important to determine the degree to which the relationship should become social. 

Participants in this research have expressed a great range of preferences regarding the personal 

degree of their relationships. Some participants had allowed the relationships to become "like 

families." Other participants preferred to maintain mostly professional relationships. Ideally, a 

balance between the two should be forged. Understanding, as an individual, where in the 
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balance one is most comfortable with their relationship is important to maintaining its health. 

\\-'hen the health of a socially supportive relationship can be maintained, great emotional anµ 

psychological benefits can be achieved for a special education teacher. 
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Developing supportive relationships between special education teachers and educational 

assistants plays an invaluable role in the mitigation of burnout and development of engagement 

ina teacher. Social support can eliminate feelings of isolation, boost an individual's energy, and 

promote one's self of efficacy. Each of these important benefits is directly associated to the 

mitigation of burnout and the promotion of engagement (Maslach et al., 2001 ). The most 

individually identified communication-related cause of burnout by participants in this study was 

isolation. Many participants described colleagues in an educational setting that are unable to 

empathize with the daily rigors of a special education classroom. Additionally, traditional 

channels of support such as friends and fan1ily are likewise unable to understand, commiserate, 

or offer guidance to a special education teacher. This perception manifests into feelings of 

isolation. This isolatron was described by participants as being something that contributes to the 

development of burnout in teachers. However, an educational assistant is in a unique position to 

provide social support for a teacher of special education. When support from educational 

a5sistants is present, feelings of isolation dissipate from a special education teacher. 

Additionally, social support allows overwhelmed individuals to take moments to regroup, and 

vent about stressors to another individual. Alleviating one's burden prevents excessive 

exhaustion and promotes an individual's energy. Finally, social support also exists in the fonn 

of emotional promotion. Distressed individuals can have their perfonnance and effectiveness in 

the classroom reaffirmed by their counterpart. This reaffirmation and promotion will boost an 

individual's sense of efficacy and self-esteem. By counteracting feelings of isolation, alleviating 
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one's exhausting burde1i, and promoting a teacher's self efficacy, social support is able to make 

great strides in reducing a special education teacher's experience of burnout and promoting their 

engagement in the profession. 

Social support is the important culminating element of the communication relationship 

between special education teachers and educational assistants. After having achieved trust, 

equality, and teamwork, social support exists as the apex of a positive communication 

relationship in a special education environment. For special education professionals, it is 

important to understand how to establish socially suppmiive relationships, how to the balance the 

maintenance of those relationships, and the benefits that such relationships can have on an 

individual. These benefits reduce feelings of isolation and promote both energy and efficacy in a 

special education teacher. Achieving absolute actualization of a socially supportive environment 

in a special education classroom represents a communication relationship that is most beneficial 

for a teacher in terms of their development ofjob engagement. However, it should be noted that 

achieving the optimat communication relationship is not easily achieved. In fact, there are a 

number of factors that are beyond the control of a special education teacher that can inhibit the 

development of an optimal communication _relationship. 

Factors Outside of a Teacher's Control 

Before concluding the analysis of the role that the communication relationship that exists 

between special education teachers and educational assistants plays in the development of either 

burnout or job engagement, it is impmiant to consider factors that exist that are beyond the 

control of a special education teacher. The previously considered elements in this analysis 

section are all issues that a special education teacher can have a hand in shaping. However, there 

are enviromnental elements that emerged from the interview process that can influence the 
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communication relationship that exists between a special education teacher and their assistants. 

These factors are beyond the control of a special education teacher. These factors do not 

catalogue the other stressors that are prevalent in a special education environment and can 

influence a teacher's experience of either burnout or engagement. Rather, these factors only 

consider issues that influence the communication relationship of a teacher and their assistant in a 

way that could impact the experience of either burnout or engagement. These factors include 

time, the placement and hiring of educational assistants in a classroom, and the input and 

response of an assistant. \Vhile certain circumstances might pennit teachers to have some degree 

of influence over these three factors, they are mostly factors that are beyond a teacher's control. 

Universally, participants of this research expressed that an absence of time fi.)r 

cmmnunication strained the communication relationship between special education teachers and 

educational assistants. Participants expressed that there never seemed to be enough time to 

communicate and that such time has only seemed to become less and less in recent years. This 

trend of decreasing time for communication presents challenges to all three previously discussed 

progressive elements of communication. Time is intricate to the development trust, equality, 

teamwork, and support. Without adequate time, a truly beneficial communication rel.ationship 

becomes more difficult. Special education professionals can attempt to combat this deficit of 

time by utilizing available personal time outside of the classroom to communicate, practicing 

more efficient communication in order communicate more information in shorter time, and by 

appealing to the administration to provide for more communication time. One participating 

teacher was creative in her development for more time. She sought to involve the students in 

more private art class experiences each week with the school's art teacher. This afforded the 

teacher a few more moments each week without their students. Meanwhile, the students were 
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afforded important opportunities to develop creativity and art skills. This is one demonstration 

for how more time can be creatively sought by a special education teacher. 

In addition to time, the hiring and placement of educational assistants into special 

education classrooms is often beyond the control of a special education teacher. This problem 

exists in terms of having an adequate number of assistants to provide classroom suppo11 and 

having assistants that are a good fit in a given classroom, with given students. and with a given 

teacher. Additionally, for any number ofreasons, the assistants in a classroom can be increased, 

reduced, or changed from one semester to the next and even one month to the next in certain 

circumstances. Losing assistants altogether can have important influences on the feelings of 

either burnout or engagement in a special education teacher. The loss of an assistant could mean 

a heightened workload for the remaining professionals in the classroom. This can lead to greater 

exhaustion and a lowered sense of accomplishment. The loss of a teacher could also signal the 

loss of an outlet for social suppo1i and be the source of social distress itself. Impo1iant emotional 

bonds can be danmged when one member is removed from the environment. In som.e 

circmnstances, the loss of an assistant can be a benefit. Teachers who have negative 

relationships with their assistants may be afforded the opportunity to start fresh, or at least have 

some hard feelings removed from the classroom. New assistants offer challenges of their own as 

well. It requires new relationships to begin being forged starting from the first progressive 

element of the commm1ication relationship. Once again, a teacher \¾ill have to begin establishing 

trust, equality, teamwork, and suppmi ,vi.th a new member of their special education environment. 

These changes are often due to factors far beyond the contrnl of a special education teacher, and 

they can have important implications. 
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Finally, teachers cannot fully be responsible for the response, input, and feedback of their 

assistants. A teacher can appeal to their assistant to help establish environments rich with trust, 

equality, teamwork, and support,. but they cannot force their assistant to share those interests. 

Explaining the importance of these four elements to an assistant and modeling the behavior of 

each element can go a long way toward motivating an assistant's participation. However, there 

is no guarantee that the assistant will fit into the classroom environment a teacher is attempting 

to establish. An assistant may make no effort to demonstrate trustworthy qualities or discuss 

one's strengths or weaknesses. Additionally, ru1 assistant may have no interest in offering or 

accepting social support. \Vhen this is the case, there is little a teacher can do. Continued 

appeals to further develop the relationship might ultimately translate into some long-term success. 

Additionally, a teacher cru1 speak with their administrators to request a change in personnel or 

placement, but no such changes are guaranteed. Thus, the response, input, and feedback of an 

assistant is something that is often beyond the control of a teacher, despite its importance in the 

wellbeing of the communication relationship. 

There are factors involved in the communication relationship between special education 

teachers and educational assistants that beyond the control of a teacher. 1bese factors have 

implications in terms of the establishment of the four progressive elements of the communication 

relationship. Subsequently, these factors have implications that can influence the burnout or job 

engagement that a special education teacher experiences. The three major factors that were 

beyond the control of a teacher that became apparent in this research were time, hiring and 

placement, ru1d the participation of an assistant. While there is little a teacher can do about these 

factors, it is important to understand why they exist and the implications they can create. 
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The communication relationship between special education teachers and educational 

assistants plays an important role in the experience of either the burnout or engagement that is 

experienced by a special education teacher. A negative communication relationship is 

characterized by a lack of trust, inequality, a lack of teamwork, and an absence of support. Such 

a relationship produces feelings of exhaustion, depersonalization, and a lowered sense of ability 

and accomplishment. In contrast, a positive relationship is characterized by trust, equality, 

teamwork, and social support. A positive relationship can generate energy, emotional 

involvement, and a sense of personal efficacy. Thus, a negative relationship can produce 

dimensrons of burnout, while a positive relationship can produce dimensions of engagement. 

This analysis considers these important elements and synthesizes how a teacher's relationship 

with their assistant can be established and maintained in a way that will best promote 

engagement. Through the development of the four progressive elements of trust, equality, 

teamwork, and support, a teacher can achieve a positive communication relationship \Vi.th their 

assistant in its absolute manifestation. However, it is impmiant to recognize that there will 

always be factors that exist beyond the control of any teacher that have important implications to 

their communication relationship, and, subsequently, to their experience of either burnout or 

engagement. Understanding these important elements of the communication relationship and the 

factors that are beyond the control of a teacher demonstrates how the communication 

relationship that exists between special education teachers and educational assistants plays an 

important role in a teacher's experience with either burnout or job engagement. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

As the spouse of a special education teacher and a scholar interested in the motivational 

implications of communication in an organizational setting. the researcher sought to understand 

role of communication between special education teachers and educational assistants in terms of 

the burnout or engagement experienced by teachers. This research determined a relationship 

exists between the communication between teachers and assistants and a teacher's development 

of either burnout or job engagement. The findings of fifteen interviews with special education 

professionals demonstrated that the communication relationship that exists between special 

education teachers and assistants is defined by four progressive elements. These four elements 

are trust, sincere equality, comprehensive teamwork, and social support. The progressive 

development of these elements in respective order can afford a special education teacher the 

opportunity to mitigate feelings of burnout and promote feelings of engagement This study has 

also identified a number of factors that influence the communication relationship between special 

education teachers aml educational assistants that are mostly beyond the control of a teacher. 

These factors include time, placement, and the response of an assistant. By establishing the 

existence of a relationship and developing an understanding for the four progressive elements of 

the communication relationship. this study has been a success. In a final step, this chapter \vill 

outline a number of suggestions that could benefit special education teachers, educational 

assistants, and academic administration. A number of research limitations of this study will also 

be identified. Lastly, there w"ill be a discussion of future directions for research on the subject of 

the communication between special education teachers and educational assistants and the role of 

their relationship on the development of either burnout or engagement. 
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Suggestions 
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This research has generated a number of important suggestions that could be successful 

to the management of successful communication relationships between special education 

teachers and educational assistants. This research identifies three parties that are capable of 

influencing the nature of this communication relationship. These three parties are special 

education teachers, educational assistants, ,md academic administration. Subsequently, this 

research will offer suggestions for each of these individuals respectively. These suggestions will 

serve has guidelines in developing the four progressive elements of this communication 

relationship. 

Managing a relationship with one's educational assistants is dy11an1ic and ongoing. Thus, 

this researQh ,vill offer its suggestions to teachers for two circumstances. The first circumstance 

will consist of suggestions for teachers to develop their communication relationship with new 

educational assistants. These suggestions will center on relationships that are new to a teacher 

either due to a teacher starting new in a special education classroom or an assistant starting new 

in a teacher's classroom. The second circumstance to consider is the development and 

management of an existing communication relationship with an educational assistant. These 

suggestions \\ill consider how a special education teacher can confront existing relationships 

with educational assistants. First, this research will consider new communication relationships. 

At many times throughout the career of a special education teacher, new communication 

relationships ,vill have to be forged with educational assistants. Teachers will change jobs and 

assistants will be shuffled around for a number of reasons including changes in demographic 

demand, retirement, and budget implications. Vlhen faced with beginning a new relationship 

with an educational assistant, there are a number of things a teacher can do to facilitate the 
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development of the four important progressive elements of the communication relationship. In 

order to develop the four progressive elements, a teacher should consider the following 

suggestions: 
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• Develop an environment that welcomes candor. This means offering candid feedback as 

well as _demonstrating a willingness to receive candid feedback from the assistant. 

• Express the importance of trust in the special education environment and identify the 

important ways in which an assistant can earn and demonstrate trust. 

• Display a willingness to perfonn any classroom duty or responsibility that might be 

expected from an assistant. 

• Solicit new ideas and feedback about the direction the classroom is headed in. Offer 

genuine consideration of this feedback. 

• Probe an assistant to find out their strengths, weaknesses, preferences, and places they 

would like to improve. Compare this identity with one's 0\\-11 strengths, weaknesses, and 

preferences tc'; determine the roles that best utilize the attributes of the members of the 

classroom. 

• Attempt to perceive when an assistant might be in need of social support and extend an 

offer of social support. 

• Be willing to express one's o,vn need for social support. 

• Clearly identify the boundaries that divide the personal and professional elements of the 

relationship. 

Following these suggestions will allow a teacher to guide a new relationship with an 

•, 

educational assistant in a positive direction that promotes engagement and diminishes burnout. 
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It is also likely that a teacher \Vill find the need to refra:me an existing communication . ~ 

relationship with an educational assistant during the course of one's career. This can become the 

case when a relationship has begun to stagnate or a teacher has identified signs of burnout 

existing in their environment. Many existing relationships could benefit from reevaluation from 

time to time. At these times, individuals should consider the following suggestions: 

• Consider the existing status of the relationship. Do any of the four progressive elements 

appear more damaged than the others? 

• After having identified the areas of the relationship with the greatest need, begin with the 

earliest of the progressive elements that is in need of repair and detennine what is 

inhibiting it from reaching its potential. 

• Have a candid conversation with the assistant in question about any concerns and discuss 

options for improving the relationship by utilizing the progressive elemental building 

blocks and the s1:ggestions listed above for establishing positive co:mmunication 

relationships ..... 

• When having these conversations, demonstrate an interest in the assistant's input, and a 

willingness to receive honest negative feedback. Offer full consideration of the 

assistant's input. 

It is important for teachers to take a proactive role in the management of the relationships 

vvith their educational assistants. There are a number of ways in which a teacher can take action 

in order to improve their relationship with an assistant. However, there are also things that an 

assistant can do in order to make the relationship more beneficial for both parties, The following 

are suggestions for educational assistants: 
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• Express a willingness to receive candid feedback, and respond proactively to such 

feedback. 

• Identify the expectations that are most important to the teacher, and be sure to follow 

through and fulfill those expectations as often as possible. 
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• Ask a teacher how you can alter your role to better suit the effectiveness of a classroom. 

• Be forthcoming with ideas and suggestions that could improve the communication 

relationship and the classroom. 

• Express strengths, weaknesses, and preferences to the teacher, and offer suggestions 

about how these attributes could be best utilized. 

• Attempt to perceive a need for social support in a teacher, and determine the best means 

of providing that support. This could include listening to a teacher's venting, offering 

commiseration, offering guidance, or simply covering the classroom in order to allow a 

teacher a few mo_ments to regroup. 

• Understand the delineation between the personal and professional aspects of the 

relationship, and honor those differences respectfully. 

In addition to the things that teachers and assistants can do to better their ovvn 

communication relationship, there are a number of things that are beyond their control. The 

administration of a school district and the administration of an individual school have some 

control over certain factors that influence the communication relationship of teachers and 

assistants. Thus, it is important for these administrative professionals to be aware of these 

factors. These are some suggestions for administrative professionals that might seek to improve 

a special education setting: 
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• Make efforts to reduce both tangible and intangible perceptions of isolation. A void 

separating special education classrooms from the rest of the academic community. and 

encourage support and involvement from general education practitioners. 

• Help develop additional time to allow for communication between special education 

teachers and educational assistants. Institutionalizing time for communication prevents 

the need for special education professionals to utilize personal time for work-related 

communication. 

• Solicit feedback from both special education teachers and educational assistants about 

how their relationship and the special education classroom could operate better. 

• Express appreciation for the effr)rts of both teachers and assistants. 
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Through the interviews that were conducted with 15 special education professionals, a 

number of suggestions were generated to help teachers and assistants cultivate positive 

communication relationships that would minimize burnout and promote engagement. These 

suggestions considered the perspective of teachers building new relationships, teachers 

approaching existing relationships, educational assistants, and school administrators. These 

suggestions can operate as guidelines to individuals representing each of these perspectives in 

order to generate more positive communication relationships between special education teachers 

and educational assistants. Having developed a series of suggestions, this research will consider 

its own limitations. 

Limitations 

Inherent within any study are a number of potential limitations. This research offers no 

exception. ·while successful in identifying and characterizing the relationship between the 

communication of special education teachers and educational assistants and the development of 
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either burnout or engagement in teachers, unavoidable limitations provide directions for future 

research. Chief among these limitations are a degree of researcher bias, a broad focus, the 

inclusion of only currently active special education professionals, utilizing a limited locality for 

the sample selected, developing only a brief snapshot of a professional' s experience, and the 

examination of only two-person relationships. Understanding these limitations and their 

influence on the results of this study will help infonn the development of future scholarship on 

this topic. 

The researcher began the process of this research with a degree of bias on the subject. 

This bias acted as both a benefit and a detraction to the development of the research. The 

researcher is married to a ~pecial education teacher who works with kindergarten and first grade 

students with cognitive disabilities. It was discussions with the researcher's spouse about the 

experience of being a special education teacher and the importance of a teacher's communication 

relationship with an educational assistant that inspired the development of this research. This 

experience with the stibject offered positive and negative influences. Positively, this previous 

exposure to the subject matter enlightened the researcher to much of the jargon and procedures 

of a special education environment. This allowed the interview process to nm more smoothly 

and encouraged more openness in participants. However, this exposure could have also 

generated a degree of bias in the researcher. Any bias always risks influencing the findings and 

analysis ofresearch. However. given the exploratory nature of this research. pre-existing biases 

offer little detraction from the generated findings. 

The broad focus of this research offers a potential limitation. The exploratory nature of 

this research generated a scope that included teachers of all age groups, disabilities, and 

emotional situations. Since no demographic was excluded or controlled for, less specific 
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information can be generalized from this research's findings. It is possible, even likely, that 

there are elements of a primary school special education teacher's communication relationship 

with their assistant that are difierent from the elements of a secondary special education teacher. 

Likewise, it is possible that teachers of cognitively disabled students have .situational differences 

with teachers of students with leamirig disabilities, teachers of students with emotional 

disabilities, or teachers with cross-categorical classrooms. This research needed to develop a 

broad scope in order to identify the prolific importance of a communication relationship between 

special education teachers and educational assistants when considering burnout and engagement. 

However,- there is a need for future research to take more specific examinations of this topic. 

Additionally, this research did not examine only individuals who were either experiencing 

engagement or burnout. Allowing for a specific focus on a given emotional status could generate 

a greater depth of findings. Having developed a broad perspective, future research will now be 

able to utilize more specific methodologies. 

This researclrwas also limited by only including currently active special education 

professionals. Since the experience of burnout has been linked v,ith heightened attrition, it is 

possible that the exclusion of former special education professionals could have skewed the 

findings of this research. It is possible that a better perspective of the experience of burnout 

could have been identified by including professionals who have left the teaching profession. It is 

likely that the participants of this research were still experiencing a heightened degree of 

engagement, because they are still willing to be actively involved in the profession. Individuals 

who are no longer working in the special education profession should be considered for inclusion 

in future research on this subject. 
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Additionally, the participants that were interviewed represented a very narrow geographic 

snapshot of special education culture. All of the participants utilized in this research lived and 

worked in central Wisconsin. This poses both geographic and demographic limitations to the 

sample utilized for this Tesearch. Central \Visconsin offers a rather homogenous population 

ethnically, culturally, and socio economically. Expanding the san1pling scope of this research to 

consider a more broad sample of participants could help produce a wider degree of relevant 

findings. 

The limited amount time for which data could be collected for this research offered an 

additional limitation. Since bumout and engagement are phenomena that ebb and flow changing 

significantly in nature and intensity, a longitudinal study could offer advantages in future 

research. A longitudinal study would allow for observations of how relationships change and 

evolve and the influence these evolutions have on a teacher's degree of either burnout or 

engagement. Such findings would offer a more realistic understanding for the role of the 

commtmication relatfonship of special education teachers and educational assistants and the 

experience of both burnout and job engagement. 

The final limitation of this research was its consideration of only two-party 

communication relationships. Special education environments often consist of more than two 

individuals. Often there are multiple teachers, multiple assistants, or both that could be involved 

in communication relationships. Considering communication relationships consisting of more 

than just two people could have offered enlightening results to this research. 

While successful in accomplishing its objective, this research did have a number of 

inherent limitations. These limitations included a degree of researcher bias, a broad focus, the 

inclusion of only teachers and assistants that are currently working in the special education 
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profession, the lack of a longitudinal approach, and the limited perspective of two-person 

communication relationships. These limitations were necessary for the development of this. 

research, but they identify areas in which future research could develop a greater tmderstanding 

for this subject. 

Future Research 

This exploratory research has yielded some avenues down which future research could 

pursue. This future research could attempt to minimize some of the limitations inherent in this 

research and develop more specific and detailed understandings of this subject. Specifically, 

there are four directions future research could examine in order to develop a deeper and more 

meaningful understanding of this topic. These four directions are a quantitative approach, an 

ethnographic approach, a narrower focus, and a longitudinal examination. Future research will 

be necessary for the development of a complete understanding of the influence of the 

communication relationship between special education teachers and educational assistants on the 

development of either burnout or engagement. 

Future research could approach the exan1ination of the commlmication relationship 

between special education teachers and educational assistants and the influence of that 

relationship on either the experience of burnout or engagement in a teacher quantitatively. It 

would be useful to generate a generalizable statistical perspective about how important this 

communication relationship is to the emotional and psychological experience of a special 

education teacher. Such research could identify the prevalence of either burnout or engagement 

in special education teachers and how important the various elements of this communication 

relationship are to the development of either. Quantitative research could also be used to test the 

prevalence and influence of the four progressive elements of the communication relationship that 
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are established by this research. Thus, quantitative data would provide a valuable supplement to 

the findings generated in this research. 

Another different m.ethodological perspective that could be taken to generate a better 

understanding of this research's findings would be an ethnographic examination. By minimizing 

the influence of researcher participation in the data collection process, an ethnographic 

examination could generate a more natural description of the communication relationship 

between special education teachers and educational assistants. Additionally, this approach could 

examine how job engagement and burnout are manifested and expressed in the workplace 

environment. It would also allow for a more natural examination of the implications of either a 

burnt out or engaged individual in terms of the wellbeing of that individual and the classroom 

environment. The minimization of researcher participation could yield important findings when 

considering a topic that can be very personal to participating individuals. 

Future research could also pursue a more specific understanding of these communication 

relationships and their influence on either burnout or engagement. Research could narrow its 

focus to consider teachers who only work with a specific age group or disability. Rather than 

considering elementary school, middle school, and grade school special education professionals, 

future research could narrow in on one segment of this population. Additionally, future.research 

could develop specific findings for teachers whom work with cognitively-disabled students, 

learning-disabled students, emotionally-disturbed students, or cross categorical classrooms. 

Future research could also seek to compare and contrast these difforent demographics to 

determine any differences that might exist. Finally, future research could also seek to examine 

only burnt out individuals or only engaged individuals. This narrower focus would allow for a 

greater understanding of the experience of both burnout and engagement and of the causes that 
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lead specifically to those psychologicaland emotional states. This research served to establish 

the existence of a relationship between the communication of special education teachers anq. 

educational assistants and the development of either bumout or engagement. A narrower 

approach could develop a deeper understanding for how this relationship exists in a number of 

more specific circumstances. 

173 

Finally, future research could be conducted longitudinally. This research only met with 

each participant on a single occasion. Since the experience of burnout and engagement is 

perpetually dynamic, conducting research that examines the emotional state of individuals over 

time could be beneficial. Such research would give a better perspective about the true nature of 

the communication relationships. Additionally, longhudinaI research would be able to track the 

emotional and psychological state of the participants over time to examine how they shift along 

the burnout/engagement continuum. A final benefit of a longitudinal-style study would be the 

potential for more candid responses of participants. Participants would develop a greater 

comfort and familiarity with the researcher. This enhanced comfort might welcome more candid 

responses during the interview processes. Thus a longitudinal study would offer a more realistic 

description of how special education teachers communicate with their educational assistants and 

the importance of that communication. 

This research has only begun to understand the importance of the communication 

relationship that exists between special education teachers and educational assistants and the role 

that relationship plays in the development of either burnout or job engagement. Future research 

\\ill be able to approach this subject from different perspectives. These new perspectives will 

offer descriptions that give a more detailed and deeper understanding of this subject. These 

future perspectives include quantitative research, ethnographic research, a narrower focus, and a 
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longitudinal examination. Understanding this subject from new perspectives will allow 

researchers to enlighten teachers and assistants about the nature and importance of their 

communication in order to facilitate their ability to have greater influence over the nature of their 

communication relationships and, subsequently, the mitigation of burnout and the promotion of 

engagement. 

This research sought to understand what relationship, if any, existed between the 

communication relationship of special education teachers and their assistants and the experience 

of either burnout or job engagement in a teacher. Having established the existence of such a 

relationship, and developing an understanding of that relationship in terms of four progressive 

elements, this research was able to generate a number of practical suggestions that could be 

considered when developing the relationship between special education teachers and educational 

assistants. These suggestions considered the perspectives of teachers beginning a new 

relationship with their assistants, teachers attempting to alter the nature of an existing 

relationship, educatid'hal assistants, and school administration. Each of these perspectives can 

influence the nature of the communication relationship between special education teachers and 

assistants. In addition to the generation of these suggestions, this research was able to consider 

its potential limitations and make suggestions for future scholarship on the subject. This future 

scholarship will hopefully generate a deeper functional understanding of this communication 

relationship and its impact on burnout and engagement. Despite feelings of isolation, it is 

imperative that special education professionals recognize that they are not alone in their 

I 

classroom. In an age where textbooks, computers, and other teaching materials fall victim to 

budgetary cutbacks, it is important for special education professionals to remember that their 

greatest resource is likely each other. 
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Appendix A 

-Teacher Interview-
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This interview will ask you to describe some of your experiences working with your 

educational assistant. It will ask you about some of the greatest challenges within that 

relationship, as well as the beneficial and rewarding moments. I'm very interested to learn about 

how working with special education children makes such a relationship w1iquely challenging 

and/or rewarding. More than anything, I'll be looking for stories and personal examples that you 

can share with me about your experiences or experiences of your colleagues. The interview will 

last between thirty minutes and an hour. The infonnation shared during this conversation will 

remain strictly confidential and will only be used for the purposes of this study. Your name and 

identity will never be revealed within the context of this research. With your approval, I would 

like to request that this conversation be recorded for my personal reference. Again, I would like 

to extend my greatest appreciation for sharing your time and your experiences with me. 

1. For starters, why d<m't you tell me a little about your background as a special education 

teacher? 

-Have you always taught special education vs. general education? 

-When did you stmi? 

-Where did you start? 

-Where all have you worked? 

-What ages have you worked with? 

-What kinds of disability have you worked with/do you work with now? 
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2. What role do educational assistants play in your classroom? 

-How often are they there? 

-How many? 

-What are their roles? 

-Present or in the past. 

3. What are some of the benefits you experience by having educational assistants in your 

classroom? 

-Workload benefits? 

-Emotional support benefits? 

-How important is the educational assistant to the function ofthis classroom? 

-Experiential Questions (feel free to t.1.ke a moment to think or to say "no"). 
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-Can you think of any experiences you have had with an educational assistant that really 

relieved your workload? 

-Can you thirrk of any experiences you have had v.ith an educational assistant that have 

made you appreciate your job more? 

-Can you think of a time when an educational assistant made you feel better about your 

abilities as a teacher? 

4. What are some of the challenges you face or have faced when working with educational. 

assistants? 

-Communication difficulties? 

-Personality incongruence? 

-Do you ever ,.v:ish that your educational assistants did things differently? 
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-Experiential Questions (feel free to take a moment to think or to say "no"). 

-Can you think of any experiences you have had in which one of your educational 

assistants made vour workload feel more demanding? ., . -
-Can you think of any experiences you have had in which one of your educational 

Assistants made you feel like you would prefer working somewhere else? 
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-Can you think of any experiences you have had in which an educational assistant made 

you feel as though you weren't as effective as you could be with your students? 

5. How would you describe the current relationship you have with your educational . 

assistants? 

-Positive or negative? 

-How so? 

-Stressful or supportive? 

-How so? 

-Professional"'br personal or both? 

-How so? 

Now we are going to shift gears a little bit and talk about the phenomenon of burnout and 

job engagement (job engagement being the opposite of burnout). I run going to ask you some 

questions about your perceptions of burnout and any feelings you may have ever experienced. I 

run hoping to understand the role an educational assistant can play in alleviating bmnout, igniting 

job engagement, or even causing feelings of burnout. Are you alright with discussing burnout? 
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6. Has there been any time during the course of your career in which you felt as though you were 

burning out in terms of a prolonged feeling of stress, exhaustion, emotional separation from your 

job, or self doubt? 

-If yes: 

A) When did you have this experience? 

B) How often do you have this experience? 

C) How would you describe the experience? 

D) \Vhat role has an educational assistant that you work with played in these 

feelings of burnout? 

-Did they add to the burnout? 

-Did they alleviate the burnout? 

A) Have you ever known a colleague who has had a similar experience? 

"' -How would you describe that experience? 

-Did you know much about their relationship with educational assistants? 

B) ·what role do your educational assistants play in influencing such feelings? 

-Alleviate these feelings? 

-Provide stressors that have required managing? 

7. Can you think of a time in which an educational assistant motivated and invigorated your 

commitment to your job? 
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Scenario #1: 

Kim is a special education teacher teaching ~primary/secondary~ students in your school 

district. In her classroom, Kim gets the assistance of one educational assistant named Lisa. In 

recent weeks, Lisa has become disconnected from her work and has become less willing to 

follow prescribed lesson plans and motivate student learning. When Kim confronts Lisa about 

the problem, Lisa becomes emotional and defensive ·without making any behavioral changes to 

cmrect the problem. Kim is already stretched too thin and is unable to compensate for the lack 

of education being provided by Lisa. This has heightened Kim's feelings of emotional and 

physical exhaustion, helplessness, and self doubt in tenns of her own ability to coordinate a 

classroom effectively. 

A) Have you ever had an experience that was similar to the one described for Kim? 

-If no: Have you ever had a colleague with a similar experience? 

H) \Vhat feelings would you develop if you had an educational assistant similar to Lisa in 

your 

classroom? 

C) How would you respond to a challenge similar to the one described for Kim? 

Scenario #2: 

Kim is a special education teacher teaching ~primary/secondary~ students in your school 

district. In her classromn, Kim gets the assistance of one educational assistant named Lisa. 

Lisa's duties include assisting the teacher in instructing the students in a manner that is essential 

to their educational gro\vth. Kim has gro\vn to trust and rely on Lisa in the day-to-day demands 

that arise in the classroom, and the two have formed a strong and positive professional 

relationship. Lisa has just informed Kim that a family emergency will require her to be away 
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from the classroom fbr two weeks. In this time, a substitute educational assistant will have to 

step in and fill Lisa's roll. 
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A) Have you ever a situation where a trusted educational assistant would be gone for an 

extended period of time? 

-If yes: 

-What was your initial reaction? 

-How did you respond to their absence? 

-Flow did the time that the educational assistant was away compare to the 

normal routine? 

-If no: Have you ever had a colleague with a similar experience? 

B) Do you now or have you ever had an educational assisti:mt that you feel like you could 

simply not do without? 

C) How would you respond to hearing that one of your current educational assistants 

were going t<.fbe gone for an extended period of time? 
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Appendix B 

-Educational Assistant Interview-
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This interview will ask you to describe some of your experiences with the challenging 

aspects of your profession. I'm very interested to learn about what specifically makes this job 

m1iquely challenging. More than anything, I'll be looking for stories and personal examples that 

you can share with me about your experiences within this profossion. The interview will last 

between thirty minutes and an hour. The infomiation shared during this conversation will 

remain strictly confidential and \\1111 only be used for the purposes of this study. Your name and 

identity ,v11l never be revealed within the context of this research. With your approval, I would 

like to request that this conversation be recorded for my personal reforence in the future. Again, 

l would like to extend my greatest appreciation for sharing your time and your experiences with 

me. 

l. For starters, why don't you tell me a little about your background as an educational assistant in 

special education classrooms? 

-When did you start? 

-Where did you start? 

-Where all have you worked? 

-What ages have you worked with? 

-What kinds of disability have you worked with? 

2. What role do educational assistants play in your school? 

-Present or in the past. 

-How many educational assistants are in most classrooms? Your classroom? 

-How many teachers do you work vvith? 
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-Your responsibilities? 

3. Has the job been what you expected it to be? 

-Why? 

4. Is there anything you wish you could change about the job that you do? 

-Your responsibilities. 

-Your expectations? 

5. How would you describe the current relationship you have with the teachers you work with? 

-Positive or negative? 

-Stressful or supportive? 

-Professional or personal or both? 

6. Do you ever change the way you work or interact with the different teachers that you work 

,vith? 

7. Are there any teachers that you have had a better or worse relationship than with the others? 

-Explain. 

8. In what ways are educational assistants beneficial to the students in your special education 

setting? 

9. In what ways are educational assistants beneficial to the teachers in your special education 

setting? 

-Workload. benefits? 

-Emotional support benefits? 

-Flow important are the educational assistants to the function of this classroom? 
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Experiential Question: Feel free to take a moment to think of an answer. 

a) Can you describe for me a specific time in which you were able to greatly alleviate the 

workload experienced by the teachers you work with? 

b) Can you describe for me a specific time in which you were able to offer the teachers 

that you work \\rith emotional support? 

10. Has there ever been a time when one of the teachers you were working with appeared to be 

overwhelmed by the job? 

-Exhausted? 

-Emotionally drained? 

-How did you respond? 

11. Do you consider managing your relationship vvith your teachers as a part of your job?. 

12. In your career have you ever worked with a teacher who appeared bun1t out in terms of a 

prolonged feeling of stress, exhaustion, depersonalization, and self doubt? 

-If yes: 

-If no: 

A) When did you observe this experience? 

B) How often have you witnessed this experience? 

C) How would you describe the experience? 

D) What role did you play in tem1s helping the teacher with these feelings? 

A) Have you ever knovvn a colleague who has had a similar experience? 

-Flow would you describe that experience? 

-How was their relationship with educational assistants? 

B) What role does your relationship with a teacher influence their feelings of 
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burnout? 

-Alleviate these feelings? 

-Provide stressors that have required managing? 

Scenario: 

You are a paraprofessional who works in a secondary public school. One of the teachers 

that you work \\ith is named Sherri. When you first started working in Sherri's classroom, you 

noticed that Sherri appeared to be very engaged with her job. She was full of energy, she would 

show up early to prepare the day's plans and lessons, she was always talking about her students, 

and she had expressed to you that she felt like she was making a difference in her students' lives. 

Her passion for working with her students often impressed you, and it invigorated you when 

working with the students as well. However, over the past couple of months, you've noticed a 

change in Sherri. Sherri was no longer coming into work early and paperwork was piling up on 

her desk. You've noticed that she has begun to vent more about students in her class that she 

calls "The Troublemakers". On a particularly frustrating day she confided in you that she feels 

like there are some students who feels she's '~just not able to reach". When you've asked her 

about how she's feeling about the classroom, she says that she feels overwhelmed by all the size 

of the caseload, the parents, the administration, and all of the paperwork. She says that she just 

doesn't know if she's good enough to do this job. 

A) Ffow would you respond to Sherri? 

B) Would you feel like it was necessary for you to step in and try to help? 

C) If you would try to help, in what ways would you try to help? 
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Appe.m:HxD 

-Informed Consent to Participate in Human Subject Research-

Greg Ormes, a student of communication in the graduate program at the University of Wisconsin-Stevens 
Point, would appreciate your participation in a research study examining the relationship between special 
education teachers and educational assistants. Your participation will include a recorded interview 
process that will last between 30 minutes and an hour. 

The researcher anticipates no risk to you due to your involvement and participation in this interview 
process. If at any time you are unwilling to continue participation, you are eligible to remove yourself 
from the study without explanation. 

The information that you share will be documented through the use of an anonymous audio recording and 
notes taken by the researcher. Your name will never be tied to your interview responses, and the 
information you submitto the interviewer will remain confidential. The recordings and notes will all be 
kept electronically on Greg Ormes' secure computer and will not be made available to anyone other than 
Greg Ormes. Additionally, the electronic documentation will in no way be linked to your name. 

If you would like to see the completed results of this study, they can be made available to you at no 
charge when the process is complete. If any questions or concerns arise, please contact Greg On11es at: 

Greg Ormes 
Graduate Student/ Instructional Assistant 
Communication Department 
University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point 
Stevens Point, WI 54481 
(715) 346-2060 
gormes@uwsp.edu 

If you have any complaints about your treatment as paiticipant in this study, please call or vvrite: 

Dr. Jason R. Davis, Chair 
Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects 
School of Business and Economics 
University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point 
Stevens Point, WI 54481 
(715) 346A598 

Although DL Davis will ask your name, all complaints are kept in confidenc-e. 

Your signing of this document represents your consent to serve as a sub,ject in this research. 

This research project has been approved by the lJWSP Institutional Review Board for the 
Protection of Human Subjects. 

Signature: _________________________ Date: _______ _ 
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