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Abstract 

Retention of special education teachers are critical. Vittek (2015) reports that special education 

teachers leave within the first few years due to stressful and demanding job requirements. Other 

researchers also report that job satisfaction, work conditions, low pay, the demand for 

paperwork, work expectation, lack of support, and several other factors also lead to attrition 

(Dupriez et al., 2016; Grant, 2017). Furthermore, Plash et al., 2006 projects that about 29% of 

special educators will leave within their first three years. Several researchers have discovered 

that teachers' satisfaction, positive working conditions, administrative support, and job-related 

resource can improve teachers' retention (Tyler & Brunner, 2014). Studies have shown that 

mentoring programs, administrative participation and support can impact all student achievement 

in a school (Cancio et al., 2013; Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019; Dempsey & 

Christenson-Foggett, 2011). In this field study, I analyzed related factors of job satisfaction 

affecting retention in special education. I used The Mind Garden Transformation Online Survey 

Scoring and Reporting System survey: Maslach Burnout Inventory-Education Survey (MBI-ES) 

and surveyed the participants. The study suggested that the years of teaching had no real effect in 

the level of burnout, yet emotional exhaustion was experienced by all. The study implied that 

less workloads and demands along with other factors such as more planning time and resources 

means less emotional exhaustion and a higher special education teachers' retention rate.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

A shortage of special education teachers has been a serious topic of discussion for the last 

couple of decades (Bettini et al., 2020: Kaff, 2004). There is a severe and constant shortage of 

Special education teachers (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). As reported in 

academic studies such as the Journal of Research in Special Education Needs, a lack of job 

satisfaction and working conditions are significant contributors to the shortages among special 

education teachers. Vittek (2015) alludes that special education teachers leave within their first 

few years of teaching due to stressful and demanding job requirements. Additionally, job 

satisfaction, work conditions, low pay (Dupriez et al., 2016), the demand for paperwork, work 

expectation, and lack of administrative support (Grant, 2017) lead to attrition. The national 

attrition rate for special education teachers is 17% higher than for general education teachers 

(Goldring et al., 2014). 

Retention of special education teachers is imperative for special education teachers' 

teaching effectiveness and student academic success. A school or a district losing a special 

education teacher, especially an experienced special education teacher, is costly (Billingsley & 

Bettini, 2019) and impacts student success. Milanowski & Odden, (2007), estimate that replacing 

a teacher can range from $9,000 to $23,000, and today's estimate could be higher. The shortages 

of special education teachers make retention even more challenging (Mrstik et al., 2019). Hence, 

researchers discovered that teacher satisfaction, positive working conditions, administrative 

support, and job-related resources could improve special education teachers' retention (Tyler & 

Brunner, 2014). However, no conclusive studies reveal which qualities are essential for retaining 

special education teachers (Kim et al., 2019). In chapter 2, I reviewed research literature 

pertaining to factors affecting the retention of special education teachers and provided the 
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background and factors causing a lack of retention. Furthermore, stating the needs and 

challenges that many special education teachers are currently facing. An in-depth analysis can be 

found in chapter 2. 

Acknowledging the challenges of special education teachers' retention nationally 

provoked me to focus on one school district's challenges around retention. As a first-year special 

education teacher in the district, I know three general education teachers who first started in 

special education. In addition, a recent teacher transitioned from special education into teaching 

art. A survey addressing the job satisfaction of special education teachers aimed to address the 

following research question: What is the level of job satisfaction of special education teachers in 

one district in their first three teaching years compared to those with greater than three years of 

experience?  

Definitions 

In this quantitative study, the following key terms were defined: 

Attrition: Attrition is when a teacher leaves the teaching profession altogether, transfers 

to another school or teaching position (Billingsley, 2004b). 

Emotional Exhaustion: Emotional exhaustion is a result of overexerting oneself and being 

overwhelmed by work (Maslach et al., 1986). 

Depersonalization: Depersonalization happens when educators who no longer feel 

positive feelings toward their students suffer from teacher burnout (Maslach et al., 1986). 

Personal Accomplishment: Personal accomplishment is feeling a sense of competence 

and success working with students (Maslach et al., 1986).   

Retention: Retaining a teacher means staying in the same school and assignment year 

after year (Billingsley, 1993). 
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The Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of the research was to identify related factors to the job satisfaction of 

special education teachers. This research was conducted in one district. I examined the research 

question by conducting a quantitative study using The Mind Garden Transform Online Survey 

Scoring and Reporting System survey: Maslach Burnout Inventory-Educators Survey (Maslach 

et al., 1986). The survey sought to answer the level of job satisfaction of teachers in one district 

in their first three teaching years compared to those with greater than three years of experience.  

I examined the research question by conducting a quantitative study using The Mind 

Garden Transform Online Survey Scoring and Reporting System survey: Maslach Burnout 

Inventory-Educators Survey (MBI-ES) (Maslach et al., 1986). The survey sought to answer the 

level of job satisfaction of teachers in one district in their first three teaching years compared to 

those with greater than three years of experience. Further discussion of the method analysis used 

can be found in chapter 3. 

The survey was distributed to all 15 special education teachers in the district to gather 

individual assessments on their burnout profiles consisting of emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and personal accomplishments. Only 6 special education teachers responded 

and answered. (40% response rate) The data collected from the survey were analyzed to find the 

relationship between job satisfaction and teachers' years of experience. Results of the completed 

study can be found in chapter 4. 

In chapter 5, the implications of the data were analyzed and discussed. The data 

examined emotional exhaustion in job satisfaction as a factor of retention. It implies a heavy 

workload, feeling overwhelmed, stressed, and work demand is emotionally draining. I 

recommend that schools lighten the workload, provide emotional support (Billingsley, 2004a), 
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increase administrative support, plan time, and reduce paperwork (Kaff 2004). Overall, 

discussion of practical and future implications for special education teachers and the need for 

future studies to possibly resolve retention issues such as workload and work demands. Further 

discussions and analysis can be found in chapter 5. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

Teachers in the current educational system are under public pressure to be held 

responsible for student success or failure (Luckner & Dorn, 2017). Researchers have identified 

an increase in teacher turnover in general education and special education throughout the K-12 

school system (Garcia & Weiss, 2019). However, according to DeAngelis and Presley (2011), 

the leave rate is most significant in special education. Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond 

(2019) suggest other factors related to critical teacher shortages include the decline in teacher 

preparation enrollment, higher student-teacher ratios, increased student enrollment, and high 

teacher attrition. Equally important, Garcia and Weiss (2019) attributed shortages stemming 

from the difficulty of hiring qualified teachers following layoffs during the Great Recession. 

Since credentials are factors in hiring qualified teachers, high-poverty schools are having 

difficulties finding and keeping qualified teachers. In addition, job satisfaction is another factor 

impacting the attrition of special education teachers due to work conditions.  

While the effects of attrition on teacher shortages can be minimal, researchers show that 

special education teachers and a few other teachers such as math, science, English, and foreign 

language are leaving the teaching field more than coming into the teaching profession (Carver-

Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019). Several factors lead teachers to exit the field within the 

first two years (Horrison-Collier, 2013) such as lack of training, low pay, administrative 

tensions, lack of help, poor classroom environment, and low job satisfaction. Other factors are 

work expectations, co-teaching relationships, burnout, the demand for paperwork (Grant, 2017), 

student problems, and school poverty (Bettini et al., 2020). Although not exhaustive, these 

factors have contributed to special education teachers' decline in more recent years. 
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While schools continue to see teacher shortages nationwide, the number of special 

education teachers has dropped by more than 17% (Samuels & Harwin, 2019). Samuels and 

Harwin (2019) discuss that the drop in special education teachers relates to job satisfaction 

associated with the student-teacher ratio (caseloads). The teacher-student ratio for special 

education teachers was 1 to 17 in the 2015-16 school year; however, teachers reported student 

caseloads up to 25 students. Special education teachers managing large caseloads with many 

students can find their jobs becoming more difficult and stressful, leading them to leave the 

teaching field. According to the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Postsecondary 

Education (2017), 46 states reported drastic losses in special education teachers due to burnout. 

Similarly, Park and Shin (2020) associated burnout as the leading cause of special education 

teacher shortages. In short, developing strategic interventions is needed to retain special 

educators (Hastings & Brown, 2002). 

According to Billingsley and Bettini (2019), voluntary turnover unrelated to retirement 

accounts for 67% of special education attrition. Additionally, the study reports that leavers, those 

who exit the teaching profession altogether, and movers, those who move between schools, 

contribute to the high attrition rate of special education teachers. The increasing number of 

leavers and movers is associated with teachers' lack of preparation, qualifications, and working 

conditions. These factors have created challenges to teacher effectiveness and student success. 

They also cause the school district to replace experienced teachers with less experience or 

unprepared teachers due to financial costs. Studies examined higher attrition for Title 1 schools 

accounting for 50% and 70% attrition rates serving schools with students of color. Moreover, 

skilled teachers moving from higher to lower-poverty schools create inequity adding to special 

education teacher shortages. 
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The shortage of special education teachers continues to grow, and students with 

disabilities receiving services remain a threat. Teaching in special education is often described as 

a multifaceted profession and has become more challenging when dealing with students with 

diverse needs (Shaukat et al., 2019). These challenges often lead to attrition because of the lack 

of professional training programs to assist special education teachers in meeting students' needs. 

Tyler and Brunner (2014) suggest that the cause of special education teacher shortages can be 

due to contradicting laws mandating collaboration and decision-making with other professional 

educators. Special education teachers rarely can collaborate with other professional educators 

and are seen as solo educators and separate entities. Hence, a theoretical model of attrition 

developed by Miller et al. (1999) and two other organizational perspectives conceived by Skrtic 

and Vroom (1959) help to explain how attrition works. 

Tyler & Brunner (2014) explain how Miller et al.'s variable systems contribute to the 

satisfaction/dissatisfaction of special education teachers and their attrition. These variable 

systems illustrate an early study done by Urie Bronfenbrenner in 1976 on the ecology of 

education using the Heuristic strategy's three levels properties, microsystem, mesosystem, and 

exosystem. These systems and processes measure real-life experiences, professional 

performance, and professional development (Bronfenbrenner, 1976). Real-time experiential 

educational settings contribute to low job satisfaction, limited-time student interaction, the 

limited practice of technology use during instructional, and limited classroom resources. 

Additionally, organizational structures may influence behaviors affecting professional 

performances like arranging students' schedules, instructional assistance, and consultations. 

Lastly, it includes special education teachers' professional development inside and outside the 

educational environment. These strategies are applicable to the special education teacher's daily 
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education environment. They form the framework to guide future research to understand attrition 

as it pertains to workplace decision-making contributing to job satisfaction (Tyler & Brunner, 

2014).  

Attrition in Special Education Teachers 

Attrition and retention is a crisis that many districts and schools face as qualified special 

education teachers exit the field resulting in a shortage (Borman & Dowling, 2008). Researchers 

Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond's (2017) survey suggests job dissatisfaction, family, or 

personal reasons to be the top factors for leaving teaching. Other notable factors include work 

environment, professional training, student enrollment, student problems, and classroom 

performance which contribute to special education teachers' attrition. Additionally, recent studies 

concur with prior findings that special education teacher preparation, administrative support, and 

salary scales contribute to the attrition of special education teachers (Carver-Thomas and 

Darling-Hammonds (2019).  

While the resolution for special education teacher retention is difficult, previous 

observers suggest that early training (Ingersoll & Smith, 2004), lighter workloads, and improved 

colleague relationships are plausible avenues. Other possible resolutions include induction 

programs, higher pay, mentoring (Borman & Dowling, 2008), observation, feedback, and a 

personal growth-focused program (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). In addition, 

Bettini et al. (2020) posit that strategic teacher retention can be facilitated through resourcing 

people and materials, suggesting that the more resources a special education teacher has at their 

disposal, the higher the retention rate.  

Attrition and retention affect all educators; however, the effects are visibly more 

apparent, with special education teachers' national attrition rate being 17% higher than general 
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educators (Bettini et al., 2020; Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; Goldring et al., 

2014). In addition, statistics demonstrate that about 9.3% of special education teachers leave 

their profession in the first year of teaching, and 7.4% move to general education annually 

(Boyer & Gillespie, 2000).  

The high rate of attrition is attributed primarily to burnout. Statistics support that burnout 

of special education teachers is related to emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and a low 

sense of personal accomplishment and is associated with a negative attitude toward their work 

and themselves (Park & Shin 2020). Additional reasons for burnout are problems involving work 

conditions and demands such as caseloads and complexities, student disabilities and behaviors, 

paperwork and non-teaching responsibilities, accountability, assessment, and support from other 

personnel within the teaching community and its administration (Plash & Piotrowski, 2006). 

When the demand for special education teachers is too heavy, it impacts their decision to leave 

the teaching profession.  

As mentioned above, heavy demands can lead to emotional exhaustion and personnel 

problems, resulting in early attrition (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). The cause 

can be an unsuccessful journey from a beginning special education teacher to a highly qualified 

special education teacher and a critical dropout in a 3-year period (Billingsley, 2004a; 

Mandlawitz, 2003). Studies by researchers such as Brunsting et al. (2013), Bettini et al. (2015), 

Vittek (2015), and many others suggest that administrators play an essential role in attrition and 

retention. While administrative support may play an integral role, according to Hagman and 

Casey et al. (2018), the administrator's expected task, such as "building relationships," is one 

aspect of demands that can lead to some special education teacher attrition. Some new special 

education teachers have found such tasks overwhelming as the demand can add to their daily 
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tasks, making them ineffective. Additionally, the lack of knowledgeable administrators can cause 

frustration and added stress to novice teachers. 

Research on the conservation of resources shows special education teacher attrition is 

likely due to their struggles with planning and delivering instructions, teaching students with 

behaviors, and teaching in high poverty schools. Studies have shown that working in high-

poverty schools may capture a range of disparities, including more demanding workloads, 

reduced autonomy, and less stable leadership (Beteille et al. 2012; Diamond & Spillane, 2004; 

Fall & Billingsley, 2011; Grissom, 2011). The overall findings on the conservation of resources 

showed that there are not one or two specific reasons for special education teacher attrition but a 

variety of factors leading to attrition (Bettini et al., 2020).  

According to Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond (2017), the demand for special 

education teachers is a constant issue nationwide and a challenge to fill with qualified special 

education teachers. Two factors compounding the demand are the lack of preparation programs 

for special education teachers and the lack of administrative support, collaboration, and 

paperwork. Billingsley (2004b) suggests that recruiting thousands of new teachers into special 

education to fill the shortage will not resolve the demand if many leave after a few short years. 

Retention in Special Education Teachers 

Mastropieri (2001) writes that resilience is an essential characteristic of special education 

teacher retention: "Positive attitudes, internal motivation, drive, desire to succeed, desire to teach 

difficult individuals, ability to view challenges as opportunities, and adaptability" (p73). Equally 

important are lighter caseloads, administrative relationships, and student relationships for the 

retention of special education teachers (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). Additional essential 

characteristics of special education teacher retention are administrators visiting classrooms and 
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providing professional teacher development throughout the school year, encouraging special 

education teachers and their professional growth impacting retention (Billingsley & Bettini, 

2019: Hagaman & Casey, 2018; Warsame & Valles, 2018).  

Ansley et al. (2019) investigated the effects work conditions produce on retaining special 

education teachers. The effects on work conditions could apply to any teacher, exploring areas in 

school leadership, workplace relationship, and job design that make the most difference in 

retaining special education teachers, fostering a better learning experience, and promoting 

student success. As seen, work conditions significantly impact special education teacher 

retention. Working conditions with less stress, more trust in teaching abilities, a positive work 

environment, and job commitment can produce a good working experience for a special 

education teacher. Likewise, good working conditions in high-need schools can support retention 

of special education teachers. As a result, job satisfaction results from good working conditions, 

which begins with school administration. They can develop the right working environment for 

special education teachers, leading them to more job satisfaction and retention. 

Another field of inquiry studied is the variables that directly and indirectly affect special 

education teachers' retention. The specific findings point to job satisfaction as the most 

substantial influence on special education teachers' retention in correlation to other variables 

such as commitment, employability, race, and experience. The findings interpreted that higher 

job satisfaction meant higher retention rates, and lower job satisfaction led to attrition: the less 

stress and perceived problems, the higher the intent to stay. Principal support is a significant 

contributor to retention and attrition. The more involved the principal is in support behavior, 

acknowledgment, direct feedback, and shared decision making, the more special education 

teachers are willing to stay. The principal has the most considerable influence on retention 
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because they shape the organization. However, a more profound study is needed to differentiate 

between special education teachers and general education teachers' intent to stay. In other words, 

the more a teacher is satisfied with their job, the more they intend to stay. The influence of 

retention rests on the environment created by the principal's involvement with their teachers, 

whether special education teachers or general education teachers (Cross & Billingsley, 1994). 

Factors Related to Attrition 

According to several researchers, the high rate of special education teacher attrition 

within the first five years (Tyler & Brunner, 2014) is due to the lack of administrative support, 

co-teaching relationships, the demand for paperwork, and working expectations (Grant, 2017). 

Crockett (2004) states that schools must become hospitable environments for adults to feel 

welcome and develop professionally, illustrating that a lack of care for special education teachers 

is a determinant of early attrition. Other factors to consider are ineffective induction programs 

that prepare new special education teachers with the necessary tools to meet standard teaching 

performance. In addition, ambiguous teaching roles contributed significantly to optimistic special 

education teachers who desire to become highly experienced teachers and leave the teaching 

profession within their first five years. The lack of a favorable work environment and the quality 

of teacher preparation programs may resolve the new special education teachers' desire to leave 

(Conderman et al., 2012).  

Several researchers concluded that the work environment is a significant factor in 

preventable attrition (Billingsley, 2004b; Gersten et al. 2001; Kozleski et al. 2000). Large 

caseloads, lack of respect in the building from the principal and colleagues, low salaries, and 

excessive responsibilities relating to paperwork are preventable factors that lead to attrition 

(Hagaman & Casey, 2018). As stressed by the findings, these working conditions lead to burnout 
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and attrition (Hester et al., 2020; McLeskey & Billingsley, 2008). Researchers concur with Tyler 

and Brunner et al. (2014), with previous factors of work conditions being essentially the cause of 

attrition with many of the conditions noted above and others such as time, space, materials, and 

technology. While work conditions remain a significant contribution to attrition, more research is 

needed to determine specific reasonable causes of classroom work conditions such as type of 

demands, interference with teaching, and most needed resources. 

According to Billingsley and Bettini's (2019) study, misunderstanding of teacher and 

student appreciation and misunderstanding of support leads special education teachers to feel 

marginalized, which causes attrition. For example, teachers anticipate appreciation or student 

support, but they do not receive it. Hence, collaboration among the special education teachers 

draws concerns in meeting students' needs, which leads to attrition. 

Overworked and unappreciated special education teachers expressed that stress is 

physically and emotionally draining, causing attrition (Hester et al., 2020). 52% of 366 

participants surveyed answered that they planned to leave the field due to the demands in the 

program with paperwork, workloads, and deadlines. In addition, lack of support and resources, a 

lack of professional development opportunities, student support, and low pay (Hester et al., 

2020). Billingsley & Bettini (2019) reports 37% of participants also discuss pursuing other 

careers and retirement. One other factor that researchers did not attribute to attrition is moving 

for reasons beyond intervention. They are personal choices regardless of the educational 

environment (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019), even though special education teachers' moving rate 

is high. Other factors attributed to early attrition are school characteristics, teacher 

characteristics, and classroom and student characteristics. For example, schools with better 

settings and better teacher engagement with students are less likely to see higher turnover. In 
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contrast, poorer school districts and teaching engagement leads to higher special education 

teacher turnovers (Gilmour & Wehby, 2020). 

Furthermore, the lack of administrative communication and support leaves the new 

special education teacher frustrated with confused expectations and unanswered questions 

leading to attrition. Additionally, the lack of professional training such as seminars, workshops, 

ongoing education, and conferences leaves the special education teacher feeling inadequate to 

teach, positing an early exit (Tyler & Brunner, 2014). Other contributing factors of attrition are 

lack of teacher mentorship/induction, lack of teacher preparation, and lack of workplace 

decision-making.  

Cancio et al. (2013) studied teacher shortages and attrition in special education 

supporting students with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) and how administrative 

support could resolve the attrition problem. The nature of the investigation collected data on the 

importance of administrative support and its influence on current special education teacher 

attrition for those supporting students with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD), looking at 

feedback, the opportunity for growth, appreciation, and trust of special education teachers by 

administrators. The findings in this study were specific to the nature of emotional and behavioral 

disorders (EBD) educators. The specific findings support special education teachers' attrition due 

to the lack of administrative support leading to special education teachers' level of job 

satisfaction, feelings, and school view. However, a common theme stands out: job satisfaction 

and working conditions are essential aspects of special education teachers' attrition as behaviors 

significantly influence the longevity of special education teachers. 
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Factors Related to Retention 

Although new special education teachers may start their career by positively thinking of 

making a difference in student life and academic needs, according to Billingsley (2004a), the 

initial response could be a "shock and survival" period for beginning special education teachers. 

Plash and Piotrowski (2006) state the need for adequate training and the importance of keeping 

special education teachers long-term. In a study by Billingsley (2004a), induction programs are 

one avenue meant to prepare, support, and assist new special education teachers when faced with 

challenges. A multifaced goal-oriented initiative program aimed to develop opportunities for 

facilitation and improvement. Furthermore, to reduce the stress and feeling of isolation special 

education teachers experience to improve retention (Billingsley, 2004b). Kutsyuruba and Walker 

(2015) mention that "induction programs and high-quality mentoring programs designed to curb 

the attrition can have positive impacts through increased teacher effectiveness, higher 

satisfaction, commitment, improved classroom instruction, and student achievement, and early 

career retention of novice teachers" (p.32). Both studies show that induction programs can 

increase the retention of new special education teachers. 

A study conducted by Dempsey and Christenson-Foggett, (2011) suggests external 

mentoring can be an influential aspect of retention in the first year for new special education 

teachers. In a nine-month research project, the participants were provided external mentoring 

through email to support teaching resources, advice on behavior support strategies and structures, 

and emotional support. Other areas of mentoring include robust teaching processes, students' 

learning outcomes, and forms of external professional support. In short, a good external 

mentoring program can significantly impact a special education teacher's decision to stay or 

leave.  
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Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond (2017) endorsed a policy consideration regarding 

retaining teachers. They stated that a comprehensive approach to sustaining teachers in all 

schools would need to consider an equitable compensation package across districts. All schools 

will have an equal opportunity in the labor market for highly qualified teachers to serve all 

students effectively. Therefore, comparable salaries across the district will influence the retention 

of special education teachers.  

Another factor in retention could be adjusting teacher preparation programs so that pre-

service teachers have more opportunities to engage in teaching practices to enhance their 

effectiveness (Henry et al., 2011). Preparation programs will allow teacher candidates more time 

to work alongside teachers and students and more classroom training before having their own 

classrooms full of students. Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond (2017) say teacher 

preparation allows for grooming a pool of qualified teachers who are trained and committed to 

teaching. Like bartering, the student would commit 3 to 5 years teaching for receiving training 

and earning their credential and master's degree. Providing such preparation could lead to more 

special education teacher retention. 

While some studies suggest principal support can be intimidating and an added workload 

to special education teachers, other studies suggest principal involvement is an impactful aspect 

of retention. Cancio et al. (2013) conclude that the more involved the principal is emotionally 

and informatively, the more satisfied are special education teachers. They also determined a 

school culture of built-in values and principal participation results in a positive support system to 

keep special education teachers longer. Kim et al. (2019) concur that influential principal 

leadership is excellent as it is critical in retaining special education teachers.  
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Factors Related to Job Satisfaction 

Job satisfaction is one of the leading indicators for leaving special education teaching 

(Emery & Vandenberg, 2010; Paquette & Rieg, 2016). Researchers have shown that 20% of 

special education teachers exiting the field are within the first five years of teaching (Glennie et 

al., 2016; Kaden et al., 2016). Horrison-Collier (2013) says teachers who have left the field have 

stressed their dissatisfaction with low salaries, lack of support from the administrators, and 

opportunity to make decisions in the school. If there is to be retention, there needs to be better 

principal leadership, more classroom autonomy, more opportunity for professional development, 

and more teacher engagement in decision making (Ingersoll & May, 2012; Liu, 2007). Glennie et 

al. (2016) also say these characteristics are an aspect of the school's overall culture that 

influences retention because of the positive feelings of the administrators and colleague 

relationships. 

Factor Relating to Working Conditions 

Combating special education teacher attrition is a nationwide concern, and like many, 

working conditions are a factor in attrition and retention (Mrstik et al., 2019). Billingsley 

(2004b) surveyed new special education teachers, which yielded a 32% response rate. The 

survey showed some common themes such as inadequate principal knowledge, lack of resources, 

juggling paperwork while teaching, and inability to keep up with the workload. New special 

education teachers also feel they are not part of the school team. They feel roles and 

responsibilities are so overwhelming that some question the amount of added workload received 

without affecting the program's quality to the student (Wasburn-Moses, 2005). These demands 

are daunting to new special education teachers with good physical and mental balance, yet these 
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demands over time may reduce work ethics and increase overall health problems (Robinson et 

al., 2019).  

As mentioned previously, work conditions are an aspect of job satisfaction. Researchers 

concurred that improved working conditions are likely to aid in special education teacher 

retention (Boyd et al., 2011; Gray & Taie, 2015). Billingsley et al., 2004 suggest that providing 

new special education teachers with a responsive support system can reduce special education 

teacher attrition and improve student success. Moreover, building a committed and qualified 

teaching team and working with new special education teachers can help "identify specific 

supports and a work context that develop and sustain special educators' commitment and growth" 

(Conderman et al., 2012, p.74). 

Self-Efficacy Perceptions and Teacher-Preparation 

In school psychology research, teachers' self-efficacy has gained an important role in 

instructional practices and classroom effectiveness (Klassen & Tze, 2014). According to Hattie 

(2009), teachers are the primary motivation for student success. Teachers who are sufficient in 

their instructional practices in student evaluation, classroom observation, and student academic 

achieve higher effect sizes for their students (Kane et al., 2014). The concept of teacher self-

efficacy derives from Bandura's social-cognitive theory of behavioral change (Bandura, 1977; 

Lee et al., 2011). Self-efficacy is a strong belief in a person's ability to make the necessary 

change in a situation. Hence, researchers examined how teachers' self-efficacy and personality 

are related to effectiveness and saw a strong correlation with teaching performance and self-

efficacy, the personality of the teacher, and job burnout (Klassen and Tze, 2014). 
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Teacher Self-Efficacy 

Teacher self-efficacy surfaced in studies in 1977, and since then, researchers have studied 

it (Lee et al., 2011). Teacher self-efficacy is a social cognitive theory in social learning that 

connects internal factors such as thinking and processing as an aspect of the individual's 

confidence and capabilities of an outcome or reaching a goal (Chu & Garcia, 2014; Lee et al., 

2011). Teacher preparation, specialized certification, and professional development have 

positively influenced teacher efficacy (Chu & Garcia, 2014). Likewise, even the best teachers 

can be ineffective in teaching if they are not well prepared (Lee et al., 2011). 

Chu and Garcia (2014) examined studies limited to special education teachers related to 

the relationship, practice, and outcome of culturally responsive teaching efficacy in culturally 

and linguistically diverse communities. They shared personal and professional characteristics 

and teaching assignments, believing that teaching efficacy and student learning outcomes were 

connected. According to their study and data collected, there was a unique relationship between 

several variables and culturally responsive teaching efficacy beliefs. The assumption is that 

teachers' culturally responsive teaching self-efficacy is more effective than the culturally 

responsive teaching outcome efficacy scores in culturally and linguistically diverse communities 

due to their certification in bilingual education. However, Chu and Garcia (2014) suggest no 

correlation between the culturally responsive teaching self-efficacy scores and the culturally 

responsive teaching outcome scores in the general population of teachers. Furthermore, based on 

the special education teachers' responses toward professional development, their scores were not 

significantly different from the outcome of the other teachers. In addition, the scores showed 

there was a close relationship to culturally responsive teaching efficacy in culturally and 

linguistically diverse communities. 
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Teacher Preparation 

Preparation is an essential driver of teacher confidence. Lee et al. (2011) explain that 

teacher preparation programs build on innovation designed to recruit and prepare new teachers to 

succeed in their careers. More recent findings by Conderman et al. (2012) show that teacher 

preparation programs are vital in the early clinical stages of a new special education teacher's 

career. Participants in the study expressed that "they gained considerable knowledge observing 

methods they now use" (p.72). One noted that they could prepare themselves to manage student 

behaviors because of the program. So using credentialed teachers and experienced teachers as 

mentors is crucial as they will need to work alongside new teachers to enhance special education 

teachers' social learning. The program prepared special education teachers for inclusion, 

differentiated instructions, the education of students with disabilities, and the acquisition of 

knowledge and skills within a specific context (Koellner & Jacobs, 2015; Lee et al., 2011). 

Purpose of Study 

 Understanding how job satisfaction and working conditions correlate to special 

education teachers' retention is essential to the overall educational system and student success. 

Few studies have examined the specifics of job satisfaction and working conditions and their 

correlation to special education teachers' retention (Ansley et al., 2019). As administrators 

become less aware of job satisfaction and the relationship between working conditions and 

teacher satisfaction, the more likely it is that special education teachers will be dissatisfied and 

leave the profession. (Lee et al., 2011).  

Though other researchers qualitative and quantitative studies have examined the effects 

of job satisfaction and working conditions on special education teachers, there are few studies on 

which qualities are essential for special education teachers (Kim et al., 2019). Researchers have 
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stressed that effective teachers have high levels of conscientiousness, emotional stability, 

extraversion, agreeableness, and openness. Teachers who have a high level of these traits will 

often do well in most working conditions, especially those with a high level of openness, yet 

when it comes to burnout, openness is the weakest trait of them all (Kim et al., 2019). Although 

numerous studies have been conducted, there are no conclusive answers to how job satisfaction 

and working conditions help special education teachers. While previous researchers may have 

examined job satisfaction and working conditions as affecting special education teachers 

addressing early factors can increase job satisfaction in special education teachers. Therefore, the 

purpose of this quantitative research is to address this question: What is the level of job 

satisfaction of teachers in one district in their first three teaching years compared to those with 

greater than three years of experience? 
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Chapter 3: Method 

This study surveyed special educators in one district to answer the following question: 

What is the level of job satisfaction of special education teachers in one district in their first three 

teaching years compared to those with greater than three years of experience?  

Setting & Participants 

This study took place in a rural public district in a North Central State consisting of five 

schools (early childhood, elementary, middle school, high school, and community school). There 

were 102 teachers within these locations, 15 special education teachers, 58 general education 

teachers, and a combined 29 paraprofessionals [general education, English language learners 

(ELL), and special education]. The district had fewer than 2,000 students and a prevalence rate 

of under 10% of students with disabilities.  

There were 15 Special Education Teachers in K-12 holding a teaching position targeted 

for this study. There were two males (13%) and 13 females (87%), of which 93% were white, 

and 7% were of other race/ethnicity. Participants varied in age, between 22 to 60 years, and 

experience as special educators in the district ranged from 0 to 20 years. The majority of the 

participants held a bachelor's degree (93%; n= 14), followed by a master's (7%; n= 1). Six 

participants responded with their consent to participate, yielding a response rate of 40%.  

The school district factors also varied across participants. About 13% (n=2) of the 

participants identified teaching in early childhood (5k) and 4k setting, 33% (n=5) taught 

elementary school (first through fifth), 27% (n=4) in middle school settings (sixth through 

eighth) and 27% (n=4) in the secondary settings (ninth to twelfth). The majority of the 

participants (73%; n= 4) were responsible for an approximate caseload of 10 or more students 

identified with a disability as categorized by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
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(IDEA), and 27% (n=4) were solely responsible for students with emotional behavior disabilities 

(EBD).  

Procedures 

A quantitative study using The Mind Garden Transform Online Survey Scoring and 

Reporting System was developed to collect data within the allotted time for the research. The 

No-Login Method for administering the survey was used for confidentiality. The Mind Garden 

privacy policy states, "with this method of administering a survey, we provide a link to your 

campaign that you may post, which requires no login. This is perceived by participants to be the 

least invasive method of taking a survey because it does not require them to provide an email 

identity" (Mind Garden, 2022, Campaign Administration Settings, para. 2). The participants 

received two separate emails. The first email provided their consent to participate in the study. 

The second email directly linked to the Maslach Burnout Inventory-Educators Survey (MBI-ES) 

was sent when the signed consent form was received. The survey took approximately 10-15 

minutes to complete. 

Measures 

The Maslach Burnout Inventory - Educators Survey (MBI-ES), created by Christina 

Maslach et al. (1986), measured three types of personal feelings that comprise burnout: 

Emotional Exhaustion (fatigue, exhaustion, and low morale), depersonalization (lack of 

sympathy for students and indifference towards students), and Personal Accomplishment 

(teacher effectiveness) levels. The Maslach Burnout Inventory - Educators Survey (MBI-ES) 

consisted of 22-questions that were measured using questions answered with a 7-point frequency 

scale for each sub-scale; Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, and Personal 

Accomplishment. The answer options were (0) Never, (1) A few times a year or less, (3) Once a 
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month or less, (4) A few times a month, (5) Once a month, (6) A few times a week, and (6) 

Every day. Participants were grouped based on the score according to their years of experience: 3 

years and less, and 3 years and more. The survey authors explained that a high score on the 

scales (Emotional Exhaustion and the Depersonalization scales) indicate higher degrees of 

burnout. In contrast, a higher score (Personal Accomplishment) indicates lower degrees of 

burnout.  

The data and scores from The Maslach Burnout Inventory - Educators Survey (Maslach 

et al., 1986) indicated the possible causes and outcomes of working conditions that may be the 

factors of attrition or retention in special education. Included in the Maslach Burnout Inventory - 

Educators Survey (Maslach et al., 1986) was one customized binary question related to job 

satisfaction making the survey overall comprehensive: "Have you ever considered exiting special 

education completely?" The results from the comprehensive survey disaggregate based on the 

teacher's years of experience. The choices were (1) In my 3 years or less, I have considered 

leaving special education completely, (2) In my 3 years or less, I have not considered leaving 

special education, (3) In my 3 years or more, I have considered leaving special education 

completely, (4) In my 3 years or more, I have not considered leaving special education.  

Reliability 

The Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey (Maslach et al., 1986) shows internal 

reliability, with the Cronbach alpha providing evidence showing that each sub-scale is 

unidimensional. As mentioned in the manual of Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey 

by Maslach et al. (2018), Iwanicki & Schwab (1981) reported the Cronbach alpha coefficient for 

the three sub-scale on the Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey as .90 for Emotional 

Exhaustion, .76 for depersonalization, and .76 for Personal Accomplishment. Gold (1984) 
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reported .88 for Emotional Exhaustion, .76 for depersonalization, and .76 for Personal 

Accomplishment. In addition, Chang (2013) reported .87 for Emotional Exhaustion, .76 for 

depersonalization, and .84 for Personal Accomplishment. In similar research, several other 

researchers have also used Cronbach alpha to formulate the level of job satisfaction (Robinson et 

al., 2019), and to determine support reduction of special education teacher burnout (Langher et 

al., 2017). 

Validity 

Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey (Maslach et al., 1986) supports the 

validity of burnout is evidenced by job conditions and varied work experience correlated with 

Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, and reduced Personal Accomplishment citing. A list 

of supporting factors attributed to burnout is role conflict, work overload, classroom climate, and 

social support from peers. The Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey does contain 

information about its validity, as evidenced by numerous other studies since its inception in 

1986. According to Byrne (1994), the study is consistent with Koustelios & Tsigilis (2005) other 

Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey scales study of physical education teachers from 

Greece showing supporting factors of burnout related to job conditions citing similar factors like 

work setting, the job itself, supervision, and the organization as a whole. The Maslach Burnout 

Inventory – Educators Survey further vilified teachers' burnout to students' misbehaving in 

classrooms, according to Chang (2013) and evidenced by other studies (Fernet et al., 2012) 

reporting teachers' low self-efficacy and lower personal accomplishment, greater 

depersonalization, and increased emotional exhaustion. Moreover, a meta-analysis examination 

of 116 studies shows that the relationship between workplace demands, resources, and 

experience burnout is consistent with the Conservation of Resource Theory (Hobfoll, 1989) that 
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workplace demands affect the teacher's performance and efficacy in the area of emotional 

exhaustion. The Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey further demonstrated through 

other studies that burnout experiences while working are costly to the teacher's personal well-

being and the student they teach. 

Data Analysis 

The collective data compared a range of scores in the Maslach Burnout Inventory – 

Manual (Maslach et al., 2018) to determine the level of burnout in each participant's emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment experience.  

The Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Manual (Maslach et al., 2018) was used in 

its original form without any questions, procedures, or scoring changes. The scores from the 

survey were calculated and interpreted as a group showing the mean for each scale: Emotional 

Exhaustion, Depersonalization, and Personal Accomplishment levels. The data were put into a 

table for clarity at each participant's average score and how they compare to each other. The 

higher the average score in emotional exhaustion and depersonalization indicates the group to 

likely be burned out, while the higher the personal accomplishments means a lower level of 

burnout.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

This study investigated job satisfaction factors affecting retention in special education in 

their first three teaching years compared to those with more than three years of experience. The 

study examined and explored special education teachers' perceptions in a K-12 learning 

environment in one district. This quantitative study looked at answering the research question: 

What is the level of job satisfaction of teachers in one district in their first three teaching years 

compared to those with greater than three years of experience? 

There are five schools in this rural district in North Central State (early childhood, 

elementary, middle, high, and community schools). A total of 15 special education teachers in K-

12 were targeted for this study. However, only six teachers expressed interest in participating, a 

response rate of 40%. Five participants with more than three years of experience in the field were 

enrolled in the study, and one participant with less than three years. There was a wide range of 

experience among the participants, ranging from zero to twenty years as special education 

teachers in the district. 

Burnout 

The Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey (Maslach et al., 1986) measured 

three types of personal feelings that comprise burnout: Emotional Exhaustion (fatigue, 

exhaustion, and low morale), depersonalization (lack of sympathy for students and indifference 

towards students), and Personal Accomplishment (teacher effectiveness). Table 1 and Table 2 

below categorizes the burnout scales of the three types of personal feelings. The burnout scale 

ranges from 1 to 6 for each category and provides the level of burnout for each category. For 

example, the higher the score for emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, the higher each 
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contributes to burnout. On the other hand, a high score for personal accomplishment reduces 

burnout. 

Table 1  
Participants and categories of Personal Feelings: Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, 
and Personal Accomplishment 

Participants Years Emotional Exhaustion Depersonalization Personal Accomplishment 

1 > 3 3.1 1.8 4.1 

2 > 3 2.1 2 4.1 

3 > 3 2.7 0.4 4.5 

4 > 3 1.4 0.8 5.3 

5 > 3 1.6 0.2 5.9 

     

AVG  2.18 1.04 4.78 
 

Table 2  
Participants and categories of Personal Feelings: Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, 
and Personal Accomplishment 

Participants Years Emotional Exhaustion Depersonalization Personal Accomplishment 

6 < 3 3.7 1.2 5.1 

     

AVG  3.70 1.20 5.10 
 

Emotional Exhaustion. Participant 1 scored 3.1 with 3 years or more experience, 

whereas participant 6 scored a 3.7 with less than 3 years of experience. Both experience 

emotional exhaustion a few times a month. However, given the data, a difference of .6 score 

suggests that participant 6 experiences a slightly higher emotional exhaustion, yet less than once 

a week. Participants 2 and 3 each have 3 years and more experience. However, their rating shows 

they each feel emotionally exhausted once a month or less, with participant 2 scoring a 2.1 and 
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participant 3 scoring a 2.7. The difference of .6 in score suggests that participant 3 experienced 

more emotional exhaustion than participant 2. Whereas participants 4 and 5 worked more than 3 

years or have more experience, scores of 1.4 and 1.6 suggest they experience emotional 

exhaustion a few times a year or less. Compared to the average score of 2.18, participants 1, 3, 

and 6 scored higher, while participants 2, 4, and 5 scored lower than the average score.  

Depersonalization. Participant 1 scored 1.8 with 3 years and more of experience, and 

participant 6 scored 1.2 with less than 3 years, which suggests that both experience 

depersonalization a few times a year. The given data of .6 difference in score shows that 

participant 1 slightly experiences higher depersonalization, yet less than once a month. 

Participant 2, with 3 years and more experience score of 2, suggests experiences of 

depersonalization once a month or less. Participants 3, 4, and 5 all have 3 years or more 

experience in teaching, and all scored less than 1, which suggests they experience 

depersonalization a few times a year or less. Compared to the average score of 1.04, participants 

1, 2, and 6 scored higher, while participants 3, 4, and 5 scored lower than the average score.  

Personal Accomplishment. Participants 1 and 2 scored 4.1, and 3 scored 4.5. They all 

experience personal accomplishment once a week, and all have 3 years or more of experience 

teaching in special education. Compared to participants 1 and 2, participant 3's score of 4.5 

suggests experiencing a little more personal accomplishment a week but less than a few times a 

week, given a midrange score between 4 and 5. While participants 4 scored 5.3, 5 scored 5.9, and 

6 scored 5.1, suggesting they all experience personal accomplishment a few times a week, 

participant 5, with a 5.9, shows a higher experience of personal accomplishment almost daily. 

Participants 4 and 5 had 3 years or more of teaching experience, and 6 had less than 3 years of 
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experience. Compared to the average score of 4.78, participants 4, 5, and 6 scored higher, while 

participants 1, 2, and 3 scored lower than the average score.  

The participants in the study shared their personal experiences of emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and personal accomplishment they were lacking and had received. The data 

yielded an average score for all three categories measuring the level of burnout the participants 

experienced in this study. The given data on Table 1 shared participants with experiences more 

than 3 years with an average for emotional exhaustion (2.18) experienced once a month or less, 

depersonalization (1.04) experienced a few times a year or less, and personal accomplishment 

(4.78) experienced once a week. While the given data on Table 2 shared one participant with 3 

years or less experience with an average for emotional exhaustion (3.70) experienced a few times 

a month, depersonalization (1.04) experienced a few times a year or less, and personal 

accomplishment (5.10) experienced a few times a week.  

Participant 4 experience emotional exhaustion once a few times a year and Participant 5 

experience more than once a few times a year. Participant 2 experience emotional exhaustion 

once a month or less, and participant 3 experience more than once a month or less. Participant 1 

experience emotional exhaustion a few times a month and participant 6 experience more than a 

few times a month. Participants 6 experience depersonalization a few times a year or less and 

participants 3, 4, and 5 experience less than a few times a year. While participant 1 experiences 

more than a few times a year. Participants 1, 2, and 3 experience personal accomplishment once 

a week, while participant 6 experience a little more than once a week. Lastly participant 4 and 6 

experience personal accomplishment a few times a week, and participant 5 experience personal 

accomplishment more than a few times a week. Further discussions of the findings and 

implications for both research and practice can be found in chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

This quantitative study examined factors affecting job satisfaction in special education. 

Participants were selected to participate in this study because they are currently special education 

teachers teaching students with disabilities in one school district. The study was guided by the 

following research question: What is the level of job satisfaction of special education teachers in 

one district in their first three teaching years compared to those with greater than three years of 

experience? 

Mrstik et al. (2019) say combating special education teacher attrition is a nationwide 

concern. Special education teacher shortages dropped more than 17% nationwide (Samuels & 

Harwin, 2019), with 9.3% of special education teachers leaving their profession in the first year 

of teaching (Boyer & Gillespie, 2000). In addition, the first five years of teaching special 

education account for 20% of teachers leaving the field. Billingsley and Bettini (2019) also 

report that 67% of special education teacher attrition is unrelated to retirement individuals. Many 

researchers have shared that special education teacher shortages and special education teacher 

attrition are related to job satisfaction and working conditions (Boyd et al., 2011; Emery and 

Vandenberg, 2010; Gray & Taie, 2015; Horrison-Collier, 2013; Paquette and Rieg, 2016; 

Wasburn-Moses, 2005).  

Emotions were factors that emerged during the analysis of the data in Chapter 4; 

emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment. These emotions were 

focused on the effect of years of experience on retention and attrition among special education 

teachers. The results and implications presented in this chapter will be followed by 

recommendations for practice and future studies as well as strengths and limitations. 
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Discussion 

According to The Maslach Burnout Inventory – Manual (Maslach et al., 2018) a higher 

score in emotional exhaustion and depersonalization indicates an increased likelihood of burnout. 

Conversely, a lower score in personal accomplishment indicates an increased likelihood of 

burnout. The scores are based on the 7-point response scale of their personal feelings. For 

example, each scale score has an average score of 3.5, indicating that several times a month, they 

experience the personal feeling of one of the following or a combination of emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, or personal accomplishment but not every week. A score of 5.5 

would indicate they experience the personal feeling several times a week on average, but not 

every day.  

The data collected examined emotional factors that led to special education teachers' 

retention in one school district. The study used the average scale scores given for emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment to determine the level of burnout 

experienced by the participants. The six participants' scores were compared with one another to 

understand better whether the years of experience correlate with their emotions. According to the 

data provided, the special education teachers (group overall) average score for emotional 

exhaustion is 2.18, depersonalization is a score of 1.04, and personal accomplishment is a score 

of 4.78. The average results concur with prior studies that while personal accomplishment and 

depersonalization are essential, emotional exhaustion is more critical (Ansley et al., 2019; 

Billingsley and Bettini's, 2019; Hester et al., 2020). School preparation programs, mentoring 

programs, and induction programs are crucial to special education teachers' mental and physical 

health (Billingsley, 2004a; Henry et al., 2011; Kutsyuruba and Walker, 2015).  
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My study agrees with prior studies that even though special education teachers are 

engaged, ineffective (loss of confidence in one's ability), and overextended, it does not 

necessarily lead to attrition. According to Bettini et al., 2020, the intent to leave does not 

perfectly predict actual attrition. Out of the six participants, two (participants 4 and 5) showed an 

engaged score indicated they scored well and experienced low emotional exhaustion, low 

depersonalization, and high personal accomplishment. This overall score indicates participants 4 

and 5 will not be leaving special education. Another two participants (2 and 3) had an ineffective 

score suggesting possible low confidence in work and little recognition for work well done. This 

overall score indicates participants 2 and 3 may leave special education based on their loss of 

confidence in their abilities, but due to their low emotional exhaustion score, it is unlikely 

participants 2 and 3 will leave special education. The last two participants (1 and 3) had an 

overextended score noting teaching fulfillment but were emotionally drained a few times a 

month or a little more than a few times a month due to possible long work hours. This overall 

score indicate participant 1 and 3 most likely will not leave special education due to their 

personal feelings of indicating a teaching fulfillment over the feeling of emotionally drained a 

few times a month. While these scores are limited in scope given the number of participants, the 

participant scores still underscore factors leading to job satisfaction and retention of special 

education teachers. Kaff (2004) noted in the study that conditions in retaining special education 

teachers included increased administrative support, the willingness of general education teachers 

to work with them, planning time, and reduced paperwork. Understanding what leads to burnout 

will lead to special education teachers' retention. 

The data further suggests retention possibilities in special education teachers who 

experienced certain conditions. Special education teachers who experience high personal 
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accomplishments, low emotional exhaustion, and low depersonalization are not likely to leave 

special education. Billingsley (2004a) noted that emotional support (discussion and appreciation) 

and instrumental support (helping teachers secure necessary resources) are connected to job 

satisfaction and school commitment. The lighter the workload and demand, the more committed 

the special education teacher is to remain in the school. In contrast, the special education 

teachers who experience high personal accomplishments, high emotional exhaustion, and low 

depersonalization may signal their likeliness to leave special education. A prior study by 

Billingsley (2004a) suggests that special education teachers who plan to leave as soon as possible 

often do so because their workloads are not manageable, which concurs with my study that it 

leads to attrition. 

Implications for practitioners 

If retention of special education teachers is to improve, attention to job satisfaction must 

be addressed in the area of emotional exhaustion. Kaff (2004) noted that change is vital for 

retaining special education teachers (2002). The study further noted that burnout is likely to 

happen when special education teachers are out of sync with the school. My study seems to 

imply that emotional exhaustion is the most significant problem among special education 

teachers among the factors studied. The results reveal that my participants are overworked and 

feel overwhelmed by the end of the workday. Working with other people stresses them out, 

strains them, and does not want to face another day at work. They feel they are at the end of their 

rope and frustrated that they are emotionally drained from work. A significant implication would 

be the need to decrease factors leading to emotional exhaustion. Factors include lightening 

paperwork and workload and providing more planning time, support, resources, and deadlines 

(Hester et al., 2020). Bettini et al. (2020), also state that the more resources special education 
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teachers have at their disposal, the less likely they are to leave the profession. Accordingly, the 

results implied understanding students' feelings much easier, dealing with students' problems 

more effectively, being a positive influence on other people's lives through work, and feeling 

very energetic. Additionally, it is easier for special education teachers to create a relaxed 

atmosphere with their students, feel exhilarated after working closely with them, feel they 

accomplished worthwhile things, and deal with emotional problems very well. Overall, 

decreased implementation of work demands and factors noted previously, the less emotional 

exhaustion special education teachers will experience, leading to more retention. 

Implications for future research 

Schools can better prepare themselves to retain new special education teachers and retain 

experienced teachers. More thorough research is needed on job satisfaction in emotional 

exhaustion concerning the hardship of working with other people and causing them not to want 

to face another day because they are stressed and drained out. Additionally, implement a stress 

management training class to help them better deal with their frustrations at work. These studies 

would help inform and train new special education teachers to prepare themselves better 

emotionally and physically for the job. The continued future use of the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory – Educators Survey (Maslach et al., 1986) is crucial to understanding the correlations 

related to job satisfaction factors. Since the survey measures three types of personal feelings that 

comprise burnout: Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, and Personal Accomplishment, it 

may give researchers a better indicator of retention factors. Lastly, the survey may examine other 

factors to improve retention for both new and experienced special education teachers.   

Strength and Limitation 
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The strengths of this study used a quantitative well-designed instrument that is 

recognized to provide validity, reliability, cost-effectiveness, and understanding of the attitudes 

and characteristics of the general population of special education teachers in one district. The 

Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey (Maslach et al., 1986) allows for objective 

analysis of the relationship between the burnout inventory and years of experience as it is 

focused on known variables such as job satisfaction and the experience of special education 

teachers. 

The electronic Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey (Maslach et al., 1986) is a 

cost-effective way of collecting data from my participants. Sending the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory – Educators Survey (Maslach et al., 1986) out electronically allowed me to save 

money on the cost of paper, envelope, stamps, and printing of all my documents (letter of 

notification of research, consent form, survey, and returned addressed envelop). The Maslach 

Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey (Maslach et al., 1986) is reliable because the questions 

are consistently phrased and measured using a 7‐point frequency scale so that participants 

receive the same questions and answers, allowing the survey to produce reliable results. Further, 

the Cronbach alpha is a measurement of internal consistency that gives evidence of the 

unidimensionality of each sub-scale of the survey that the Maslach Burnout Inventory – 

Educators Survey (Maslach et al., 1986) used to measure the reliability results. 

The Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey (Maslach et al., 1986) also provides 

validity consistent with my data reporting that emotional exhaustion is one of the leading causes 

of burnout. The data reported that four out of six participants experience emotional exhaustion a 

few times a month, which is high on the emotional exhaustion scale according to the average 

score scale. Additionally, the data concurs with the Conservation of Resource Theory that 
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emotional exhaustion is a primary factor in the retention of special education teachers. Although 

the data do not provide specifics on the causes of emotional exhaustion, it suggests job 

satisfaction (workplace demands, resources) as a source of burnout. Overall, the validity does 

support that current trends such as mentoring programs, more administrative support, and more 

resources in special education are needed. 

A limitation of the study is that the sample size of special education teachers is only from 

one local school district. Of the 15 special education teachers within the district, only six 

participated in the survey, making it difficult to collect sufficient data. The one district and 

sample size limited voluntary response to data collection. Because of this, I was unable to 

analyze the relationship between special education teachers' years of experience and the level of 

job satisfaction. Another limitation of the survey is that it did not collect demographics to 

consider the diversity of special education teachers, such as gender, age, race, ethnicity, culture, 

and inclusion, which can be a factor in special education attrition or retention. As a result, the 

study's findings were viewed from the perspective of one-sided perception reflections from 

special education teachers. If there would have been more participation in the study, had it been 

opened to a larger school district or a greater metro area, the data could have shown the relation 

between years of experience and the level of job satisfaction.  
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Appendix A 

Recruitment Email to Special Education Teacher 

Dear Colleagues, 

My name is Marry Her, and I am a Special Education Teacher here at the Elementary School. I 
am currently at the last stage of completing my master's degree. I will be conducting a field 
report in our district. I would appreciate you taking the time to review and respond to the consent 
form attached. You may email me with any questions. 

Sincerely, 

Marry Her 
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Appendix B 

Consent Form 

 

Job satisfaction and work conditions affecting retention in special education  

Consent to Participate in Research  

 
Purpose of the research:  Marry Her, from the Department of Special and Early Childhood Education at 
the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh, also a Special Education Teacher at Denmark Elementary School, 
is conducting a research project on the level of job satisfaction of special education teachers in one district 
in their first three teaching years compared to those with greater than three years of experience. The 
purpose of the research is to identify related factors to retention and attrition. You are being asked to 
participate because you work as a Special Educator, or you work in the Pupil Services at Denmark School 
District. This consent form contains important information about this research project and what to expect 
if you decide to participate. Please consider the information carefully. Feel free to ask questions before 
making your decision whether or not to participate.  

Procedures: Your participation will involve completing an electronic survey sent to you via email. 
Questions will revolve around emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishments. 
There will be about 22 questions. The following is a sample question: "I feel emotionally drained from 
my work." For each question, your choices range from (0) Never, (1) A few times a year or less, (3) Once 
a month or less, (4) A few times a month, (5) Once a month, (6) A few times a week, and (6) Every day. 
The data collected from the survey will be analyzed and used to determine the level of job satisfaction of 
special education teachers. In addition, the data information will be part of the paper. All data will be 
presented anonymously. No identifying information for individuals, or the district, will be contained in 
the final report.  

Time Involvement: Your participation will take approximately 10-15 minutes to complete.  

 

Risks & Benefits:  The risks associated with this study can increase your emotional reaction to the 
survey. It may increase your anxiety level, fear of incompetence, depression and frustration in the work 
environment which can negatively impact your daily performance. Lastly, a loss of time when you can be 
lesson planning or prepping for the next day. The benefits to participation include voicing your concerns 
because your voice matters to the general public. Although it may not be a benefit to you because this 
study is anonymous, your firsthand experience can help me prepare myself mentally, and physically to be 
a better teacher for the students and myself. Moreover, your responses will help me complete the field 
report and my master's degree. The findings from this project will provide information on the attrition and 
retention of special educators.  

 

Privacy & Confidentiality of your Information: The results of this research study may be presented at 
scientific or professional meetings or published in scientific journals. Your individual privacy will be 
maintained in all published and written data resulting from the study. Furthermore, due to the format of 
the survey, there will be no opportunity for any staff to be able to reidentify your responses. Data 
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collected will be analyzed, used to determine the level of job satisfaction of special education teachers. In 
addition, the data information will be part of the paper. All data will be presented anonymously. No 
identifying information for individuals, or the district, will be contained in the final report. The data will 
be kept a minimum of three years after the research is completed and the study closed with the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB). 

 

Right to Withdraw from the Research: Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You 
have the right to choose not to participate without loss of any service, benefits, or rights to which you 
would normally be entitled. Once you have submitted your survey response, you will be unable to 
withdraw your response as these are submitted anonymously. The researcher will have no way to identify 
your survey to remove it from the aggregate data.  
 

Questions about Research Study: 

The persons in charge of the study are Stacey Skoning (Phone# 920-424-7227) and Joseph Cook (Phone# 
920-424-7236) of the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh, Department of Graduate Education & Human 
Services. They are also the instructors for the study. If you have questions, suggestions, or concerns 
regarding this study or you want to withdraw from the study please use the following contact information 
is: Marry Her (Phone# (714) 478-4696; herm93@uwosh.edu), Stacey Skoning (Phone# 920-424-7227; 
skonings@uwosh.edu), or Joseph Cook (Phone# 920-424-7236; cookja@uwosh.edu). 

 

Independent Contact for Reporting Concerns about Research: 

If you have any questions, suggestions or concerns about your rights as a volunteer in this research, 
contact staff in the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh Institutional Review Board Office (IRB) at 920-
424-3215 or IRB@uwosh.edu. 

 

Consent:  
Your participation in this research is voluntary. By clicking the electronic survey via email will indicate 
you agree and below indicates that you have read this form, or the form was read to you and that all 
questions have been answered to your satisfaction. By signing this consent form, you are not waiving any 
of your legal rights as a research participant. A copy of this consent form will be provided to you by 
printing or an electronic copy will be sent to your email. 
 

Participant Signature:  I agree to participate in this research.  
 
____________________________ ____________________________ ___________________ 
Name of Participant               Signature of Participant   Date 
 

 

  

mailto:IRB@uwosh.edu
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Appendix C 

Thank you email and link to survey 

Thank you XXXX! Here is the link to the survey. Please only click on the link if you can 
complete the survey in one sitting. Thank you for your understanding. 

 

No-login Link: 

https://transform.mindgarden.com/survey/37223/41c 

  

https://transform.mindgarden.com/survey/37223/41c
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Appendix D 

Permission to administer the Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey (MBI-ES) 
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