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Abstract

Burnout is a syndrome commonly characterized by the three dimensions of Maslach and
Leiter's model, namely emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and lack of professional
accomplishment. While burnout affects individuals in all professions, teachers are recognized
as being at particular risk, a fact explained in the literature by the high level of relational
demands inherent to the profession. During the pandemic and subsequently, these demands
have even increased. Several studies have focused on the influence of individual,
interpersonal, and organizational factors predicting teacher burnout risk. Yet, less is known
about special education teachers working in inclusive and non-inclusive settings and how the
pandemic has particularly affected their burnout risk. Thus, this study aimed to examine (1)
whether burnout risk among special education teachers has increased since the pandemic and
(2) whether burnout risk is related to individual, interpersonal, and organizational variables,
including factors related to the pandemic. For this purpose, a cross-sectional study was
conducted among a sample of special education teachers in Switzerland (n = 358) using the
Maslach Burnout Inventory. Since there are three distinctive dimensions of burnout, which
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might also be differently associated with risk and protective factors, we conducted separate
logistic regression analyses to predict risk status for emotional exhaustion, depersonalization,
and personal accomplishment by individual, interpersonal, and organizational variables.
Results indicate that for emotional exhaustion, individual teaching satisfaction and health
problems are most important, whereas for depersonalization individual teaching satisfaction,
good relationships with parents and working in an inclusive setting decrease burnout risk. An
inclusive setting increases the risk, regarding lack of personal accomplishment, while all other
effects are non-significant. Implications for practice are discussed.

Keywords
Burnout; special education teachers; individual predictors; interpersonal predictors;
organizational predictors

1. Introduction

Burnout is «a psychological syndrome emerging as a prolonged response to chronicinterpersonal
stressors on the job. The three key dimensions of this response are an overwhelming exhaustion,
cynicism and detachment from the job, and a sense of ineffectiveness and lack of accomplishment»
[1]. In research, the terms emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and lack of personal
accomplishment are often used in this context [2, 3]. According to ICD-11, it is emphasized that
burnout is exclusively related to the professional context [4]. Although it affects people in all
professions, research has shown that teachers are among the professionals most likely to suffer
from this syndrome. A systematic literature review by Squillaci [5] including 45 studies provides the
following results: for emotional exhaustion, 18.36% of teachers at low risk, 76.42% at moderate risk
and 5.21% at high risk; for depersonalization, 38.04% of teachers at low risk, 60.83% at moderate
risk and 1.13% at high risk; for lack of personal accomplishment, 0.37% of teachers at low risk, 12.73%
at moderate risk and 86.89% at high risk. These data are supported by research on teachers' health
in the French-speaking part of Switzerland [6] which indicates that 61.3% of the teachers' health
status has worsened over the past five years, while 19.4% cannot guarantee that they will remain
in their job for the next two years. International data confirm this increase in teacher stress [7], as
well as an increase in burnout among this population [8]. Reasons for these findings might be related
to several trends over the last thirty years affecting, for example, the identity, functions, and roles
of teachers, the high relational demands placed upon them, the growing heterogeneity of school
populations, the increasing number of behavioral problems among students, the plurality of
learning goals, the need for adaptation to different reforms, the decreasing economic resources
provided for education, and the horizontalization of teachers' careers [9-11]. International data
suggest that approximately 20-40% of teachers experience burnout during their careers [12].
Focusing on special education teachers (SET), Squillaci's [13] research among Swiss SET found scores
of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization in the range of low risk and scores of personal
accomplishment in the range of moderate risk, which corresponds to data of Fiorilli et al. [14], who
found similar average scores in the Swiss and Italian teaching population. Such increased stress
levels are accompanied by various negative consequences [15], either on a personal level (fatigue,
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disengagement, burnout), on an interpersonal level (impact on work with students and colleagues),
or an organizational level (impact on students’ learning opportunities, management of supply
teaching, etc.). Focusing on student outcomes, a lack of teacher enthusiasm might be related to
lower attention and negative emotions among students, all of which impede learning processes [16,
17].

1.1 Burnout Risk in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

While the teaching profession was already considered particularly at risk of burnout before the
pandemic (e.g., [5, 9, 10]), the advent of COVID-19 brought many challenges for teachers, such as
the schools closing, distancing and/or hybrid teaching, management of quarantine-related absences,
sanitary constraints, lack of access to technology for some pupils, and cumulative backlogs of
curricula, all of which placed principal stakeholders in the school system in stressful situations [18,
19]. Worldwide, about 90% of students from primary to tertiary level students had to interrupt their
schooling, representing 1.7 billion youth and no less than 63 million primary, secondary, and tertiary
teachers impacted by restrictions [20]. SET were particularly affected by this situation, since they
had to provide adequate learning opportunities in the context of distance learning to students with
special needs, who were already facing learning difficulties before the pandemic [21-23]. It has also
been found that students with special educational needs have suffered the most from the
restrictions, which could have also indirectly affected teachers [24]. The impact of the pandemic has
not ceased following the end of the main restrictions-the consequences will be apparent for a longer
period, both for the teachers and the students [25].

The extent to which these consequences affect SET remains to be clarified. Several factors may
increase or decrease the risk of burnout among special education teachers, whereby a distinction is
often made between individual, interpersonal, and organizational factors [1, 26].

1.2 Individual Predictors

Individual characteristics (such as age, work experience, gender, and work satisfaction) are
crucial to better understand why different persons, facing the same working conditions, would be
differently affected by burnout [27].

Findings concerning age indicate higher emotional exhaustion in two age groups: young teachers
after training, and those aged around 40-45 years, i.e., with more professional experience [28-31].
Hence, age cannot be considered independently of work experience. This result could be related to
horizontal careers in the teaching profession [5]. In relation to the pandemic, contrasting results
were found regarding age effects. A study by Amri et al. [32] identified a higher risk of burnout
among the more experienced teachers, a finding attributed to a probable lower mastery of IT tools
[33] while Pressley [34] and Minihan et al. [35] found no relation between the teacher's age and
their burnout risk.

About gender, research reveals that women are more likely to have high emotional exhaustion
and reduced personal accomplishment [36-39], while men score higher on depersonalization [37].
This finding might be partially explained by the rate of work, which seems to influence personal
accomplishment [13, 40]. In the sample investigated by Squillaci [13], men worked close to 100%
overall and reported a greater sense of achievement than women, most of whom worked 50% or
less. The hypothesized explanation is that a lower percentage of work could affect teachers'
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perceived sense of control and thus their achievement. Regarding the context of the pandemic, a
meta-analysis by Ma et al. [41] reported a greater risk of emotional exhaustion and lack of personal
accomplishment among women and a greater risk of depersonalization among men, a finding
supported by other studies [22, 42, 43]. Although some researchers hypothesize the difference
between men and women might be related to differing levels of computer literacy [33] or by the
complex articulation between home-based work and household management [22, 42, 43], the
differences between men and women correspond to studies conducted before the pandemic.
Hence, results do not directly point to a specific effect of the pandemic on gender differences.

Besides demographic factors, research shows that individual satisfaction with the work situation
[44] should also be considered in assessing risks for burnout. Individual satisfaction with salary
conditions, the social value of the profession and the possibilities for career development can
explain why for two teachers working under the same conditions (e.g. in team coaching), one is
vulnerable to burnout and the other is not. Intrinsic satisfaction would act as a protective effect
against perceived stress and burnout [44]. Also, in the pandemic context, a lack of satisfaction with
recognition for work was related to a higher burnout risk [45, 46].

1.3 Interpersonal Predictors

Teaching is a profession characterized by a high level of social interaction with students and
colleagues, parents, and school management [47]. Hence, in addition to individual factors,
interpersonal relationships are essential for predicting burnout. These relationships can act as risk
and protective factors [48], depending on the perception of their quality. Relationships with
students receive particular attention in research on teacher burnout [10, 49]. According to a meta-
analysis by Aloe et al. [50], challenging behavior among students is significantly related to the three
dimensions of burnout with an even more specific effect on emotional exhaustion, as corroborated
by recent research [51, 52]. Research about the pandemic shows that teachers had to make
significant efforts to motivate their students to engage in activities and manage symptoms of
anxiety, depression, inattention, boredom, and irritability in students, especially among the most
vulnerable [45, 53-57]. The emotional load related to managing relationships with students was
associated with increased teachers' depersonalization, and therefore related to decreased quality
of teacher-student relationships [58].

Relationships with colleagues and the school management represent risk factors for burnout
when perceived negatively and are characterized by a lack of social support [1, 26, 59]. About the
relationships with hierarchically superior people (i.e., the school management), an additional factor
is how much autonomy a teacher is provided and how much they are involved in decision-making
processes (1). Less participation in such processes is associated with a higher risk of burnout [26,
60]. The resulting loss of control over one’s work situation is associated, in particular, with reduced
personal accomplishment [36, 61]. During the pandemic, relationships with colleagues and the
school management were severely impacted in terms of perceived support, feelings of loneliness at
work, and increased stress due to a lack of shared experiences, all of which were associated with a
greater risk of burnout [18, 41, 46]. A study by Amri et al. [32] found that a large proportion (81.6%)
of teachers perceived low support from their supervisor and colleagues.

In the school context, relationships with parents are also an important factor in teachers'
experience of stress. In the case of conflictual relationships, emotional exhaustion and personal

Page 4/20



OBM Integrative and Complementary Medicine 2023; 8(3), d0i:10.21926/obm.icm.2303033

accomplishment are particularly affected [37]. Squillaci's [62] findings from a sample of SET show
that most teachers report high satisfaction in working with parents regarding mutual respect
respect's roles and functions. Yet, the pandemic has also been a strain on teacher-parent
relationships. Since parents were particularly challenged during this time in supporting their
children in homeschooling while simultaneously attending to their responsibilities [63],
expectations placed on teachers emerged, enhancing the risk of conflicts and teacher burnout [64].
As for interpersonal relationships in general, the state of research points to a particular impact on
depersonalization [26, 48].

1.4 Organizational Predictors

Since burnout is, by definition, related to the working situation [4], factors related to the teaching
context (i.e., organizational factors related to the workplace) need to be considered when
attempting to understand the development of burnout. Teaching context and conditions may vary
greatly between teachers regarding class size, type of students, workload, number of teaching
hours, salary conditions, teaching level, etc. In particular, workload related to time pressure and lack
of resources constitutes an important factor in predicting burnout [26]. The workload is frequently
mentioned as a source of stress in teaching and is foremost related to the emotional exhaustion
dimension [11, 49, 65, 66]. In the context of the pandemic, work (over) load has been one of the
most discussed issues [32, 45, 54, 57, 64, 67-70]. During lockdowns, governments made
macrosystemic decisions that significantly impacted the school system, moving the locus of teaching
and learning from school to home and therefore affecting pedagogical practices tremendously [70].
Hence, explanatory approaches for work overload refer to the complex organization of work and
family life, a disorganized work schedule, and a lack of time to prepare distance teaching [64].
Overload has also been linked to a lack of resources for dealing with the new challenges which has
led to feelings of inefficiency and burnout among teachers [45, 58, 64]. The latter had to
immediately master new technological tools, a situation that generated even more stress if the
personal computer environment was insufficiently adapted [71, 72]. Thus, adequate resources
specific to the challenges of the pandemic might have been an important protective factor. In
addition to technical resources, good general teaching conditions such as didactic and material
resources and spatial conditions are also important contextual predictors for reducing the risk of
burnout [73].

Finally, SET work in different teaching contexts with different conditions. Distinctions are made
in particular between inclusive and separative settings [10]: While in an inclusive setting SET support
individual students in regular school classrooms, the separative setting mostly refers to special
needs schools for students with different forms of disabilities. Since inclusive education is strongly
characterized by cooperation with regular teachers and different roles of responsibility [74], there
might be more potential interpersonal stressors in this setting that could increase the risk of
burnout. On the other hand, social support in the school context serves as a protective factor against
burnout [75]. A study by Squillaci and Hofmann [10] found that SET working in inclusive settings
express higher satisfaction with the support they receive from their superiors than SET working in
non-inclusive settings. Furthermore, no differences in burnout risk were found in that study. At this
stage, whether an inclusive setting represents a risk or a protective factor cannot be clearly stated.
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1.5 The Current Study

Very few studies have been carried out within a population of SET, and none have focused on
several measurement times, even though this is an effective way of observing health in the
workplace. This study provides an overview of the occupational health of SET, especially as the
whole population of one region was contacted. The study aims to extend the state of research on
burnout risk and protective factors among SET to the situation after the major restrictions related
to the COVID-19 pandemic by comparing two measurement points. Based on previous research on
the exposures associated with the pandemic, we assume that (1) burnout risk among special
education teachers has increased since the pandemic for all three dimensions (EE, D, PA). We further
expect (2) that the three dimensions of burnout are related to the individual (i.e., gender, age,
teaching satisfaction, health problems), interpersonal (i.e., relationships with school management,
colleagues, parents, and students), and organizational variables (i.e., workload and resources,
general teaching conditions, inclusive setting). Individual health problems, workload, and resources
relate specifically to the pandemic. Since there are three distinctive dimensions of burnout, which
might also be differently associated with risk and protective factors, we conducted separate
analyses for emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1 Sampling Procedure

The French-speaking State of Fribourg approved the research by the Direction de la Formation et
des Affaires Culturelles (DFAC). Following this agreement, the Department of Education and Cultural
Affairs, school and/or institution directors drew up a list of all people working as SET. To guarantee
a maximum of data, all French-speaking professionals working as SET in the canton of Fribourg were
included, as well as the supervisors of students enrolled in the master's degree in special education.
The questionnaire was conducted online, voluntarily, with a guarantee of data confidentiality. The
sample consisted of everyone working in a special education context, such as teachers with special
education teacher training, primary teachers, early special education workers, educators, etc. There
were two measurement points, in 2014 and 2022. Although this was not a panel design, the same
population was contacted at both measurement points (i.e., all SET working in the French-speaking
part of Fribourg).

At Time 1 (2014; only used for comparison in terms of research question 1), 169 people
responded to the questionnaire (or 62.6%) [13]. At Time 2 (2022), 577 teachers were contacted and
358 questionnaires were returned with a response rate of 62%, a percentage that can be considered
representative. The questionnaire was emailed in May 2022, with two reminders sent in a two-
weeks. Each participant was asked to answer the questions about their work situation in the last
two months. Teachers were free to agree to answer the questionnaire with the confidentiality
guarantee. Responses were anonymized before processing the data.

2.2 Participants

The Time 1 sample was used to compare the burnout means with the Time 2 sample for the
present analyses. Individual data for predicting burnout risk by individual, interpersonal, and
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organizational variables were based on the participants' data from May 2022. The Time 2 sample
consists of 89.7% (n = 321) female, 10.1% (n = 36) male, and 0.3% (n = 1) non-binary SET (n = 358
persons in total). The highly imbalanced gender distribution represents the distribution in the
population and is therefore not related to a sampling bias. One reason might be the lack of
recognition of the teaching profession which has been documented in Europe in various reports
since 2005 (e.g., [12]). Research in Switzerland supports this large difference between males and
females in teaching, reporting rates of over 80% of women in the profession [40]. 48 (12%) teachers
were between 20 and 30 years of age, 131 (36.6%), between 31 and 40, 111 (31%) between 41 and
50, 64 (17.9%) between 51 and 60, and 28 (5%) were 61 years or older. Most teachers practiced in
the canton of Fribourg (n = 262), representing 73.2% of the total sample. Most of the sample (n =
227; 63.4%) had 11 or more years of professional experience.

2.3 Measures
2.3.1 Dependent Variable: Burnout Risk

The most widely used tool to measure burnout is the Maslach Burnout Inventory [3], probably in
part due to its close association with the theoretical model of burnout, but also due to its recognized
psychometric properties [39]. The MBI contains 22 items measuring the three dimensions of
burnout: Emotional exhaustion (nine items, such as “/ feel used up at the end of the workday”),
depersonalization (five items, such as “I have become more callous toward people since | took this
job”), and lack of personal accomplishment (eight items, such as “/ feel frustrated by my job”). Each
item is rated on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from “never = 0” to “every day = 6”. The scores
of each dimension are rated in terms of burnout risk (i.e., low, moderate, or high). The degree of
emotional exhaustion is assessed as “low” if the total score is less than or equal to 17, as “moderate”
if the score is between 18 and 29, and as “high” if the score is equal to or greater than 30. The
degree of depersonalization is assessed as “low” if the score is less than or equal to 5, as “moderate”
if the score is between 6 and 11, and as “high” if the score is equal to or greater than 12. Personal
accomplishment is assessed as “low” if the score is equal to or greater than 40, as “moderate” if the
score is between 34 and 39, and as “high” if the score is equal to or less than 33 [1, 39]. The French
translation of the MBI has been validated by Dion and Tessier [76] who noted that standardized
alpha coefficients are comparable to those reported by Maslach and Jackson [3], i.e., 0.90 for the
emotional exhaustion dimension, 0.64 for depersonalization, and 0.74 for personal accomplishment.
Using the current study data, the standardized alphas were 0.90 for emotional exhaustion, 0.54 for
depersonalization, and 0.77 for personal accomplishment.

For the subsequent logistic regression analyses, we divided participants into two risk groups: a
low-risk group exhibiting scores in the low range of the MBI and an at-risk group exhibiting scores
in the moderate or high range of the MBI. These benchmarks predict burnout risk by individual,
interpersonal, and organizational factors.

2.3.2 Individual Predictors

Based on our assumptions about potential influencing individual characteristics, we first assessed
self-reported sex (female, male, non-binary), age (in years), and experience as a special education
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teacher (in years). Since only one person indicated their gender as non-binary, group comparisons
could only be conducted between women and men.

In addition, we measured teaching satisfaction as a subscale of the Austrian questionnaire
“Qualitat in Schulen” [Quality in schools] [77]. This teacher questionnaire measures personal
satisfaction related to the professional context and includes 37 items and seven dimensions, of
which six were included in the current analyses. Responses are collected on a four-point Likert scale
with two levels of agreement and two levels of disagreement by the statements: “strongly agree”,
“somewhat agree”, “somewhat disagree”, and “strongly disagree”. Since there has been no
validation of the French translation of the questionnaire, we conducted reliability analyses based
on the current data for the subscales used. The first dimension, teaching satisfaction, was used as
an individual predictor, and the other dimensions as interpersonal and organizational predictors
(see below). Regarding teaching satisfaction, we found a standardized internal consistency of a =
0.71 for the six items related to dealing with difficulties at work and with difficult students,
interestingness of work, enjoyment of teaching, personal development opportunities, and
satisfaction with the work schedule. Iltems were combined into a subscale mean score.

To include the effects of the pandemic on individual well-being, a self-created scale was used to
ask about pain and other physical complaints, lack of energy, sleep problems, and mental health
problems on a six-point Likert scale from “completely wrong” to “completely true”. These items,
which revealed an internal consistency of a = 0.91 were combined into an overall health problems
mean score.

2.3.3 Interpersonal Predictors

Interpersonal relationships were all assessed using subscales of the “Qualitat in Schulen” [Quality
in schools] questionnaire [77]. Relationship with the school management (a = 0.83) includes
guestions about support, respect, and decision-making autonomy of the employees. Relationship
with colleagues (a = 0.75) refers to common professional viewpoints, professional exchange,
support, and personal contact and friendships. Relationships with parents (o = 0.70) include items
on recognition of effort, belief about the treatment of children, blame, and teacher authority. Lastly,
the relationship with students (a = 0.55) is about acceptance of the teacher, establishing bonds, and
behavioral difficulties. The items of the respective subscales were combined into a mean score.

2.3.4 Organizational Predictors

At the organizational level, first, workload and resources related to the pandemic were
considered. This scale was created specifically for this study and includes workload (reverse coded),
current resources, resources needed during school closings, and return to normality (a = 0.60).
Secondly, the subscale general teaching conditions (a = 0.81) of the questionnaire “Qualitat in
Schulen” [Quality in schools] was used to determine the didactic and material resources, as well as
the spatial conditions. The items of these scales were again combined into a mean score for each
scale. In addition, we assessed whether or not SET worked in an inclusive setting.
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2.4 Statistical Analyses

Using an independent sample t-test, we first compared the mean scores of the 2014 and 2022
samples. Furthermore, we evaluated how the different dimensions of burnout were affected
according to the cutoff scores of the MBI (low risk, moderate risk, high risk). We then used the two
risk groups (low risk = scores in the low range; at-risk = scores in the moderate or high range) to
predict burnout risk by individual, interpersonal, and organizational predictors. We compared the
two groups to examine the specific effect of variables on the probability of belonging to an at-risk
population, which has rarely been done so far. To obtain a better discriminatory power between
the groups and because persons with a moderate risk already belong to the potential risk group,
moderate and high risk were combined into one at-risk group. Categorization was conducted
separately for each dimension of burnout (i.e., emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, personal
accomplishment) since a person may be at risk on one dimension and not at risk on another. The
decision for separate analyses among the three dimensions was based on previous research
indicating three distinct dimensions of burnout (e.g., [78]). Moreover, we found only moderate
correlations among the three subscales (i.e., between 0.3 and 0.5), suggesting related yet different
constructs. Using a logistic regression approach with the software SPSS 28 [79], we included
stepwise blocks of individual, interpersonal, and organizational variables to examine their
significance in predicting burnout risk. Since logistic regression does not measure effect size for each
predictor, we standardized the predictor variables before including them in the analyses, in order
to make them comparable. The statistical model’s thresholds for classification into at-risk and low-
risk were based on the proportion of individuals in the at-risk group in the sample [80]. The
combined logistic regression models reduced the sample from 358 to 306 (= 85.5%) due to missing
values on particular variables. Some of the scales, especially the subscales of the measurement
instrument “Quality in Schools”, contain items that do not apply to every work situation and in this
case must be coded as missing values. If more than one item per subscale was missing, no scale
mean was calculated for reliability.

3. Results

According to research question (1), the descriptive comparisons between burnout levels in 2014
and 2022 are presented first. Subsequently, the results of predicting burnout risk by individual,
interpersonal and organizational factors based on the 2022 data are reported.

3.1 Comparisons of Burnout Risk Between T1 and T2

A comparison of the mean scores of the three dimensions of burnout at T1 (2014) and T2 (2022)
allows us to verify the hypothesis that stipulated a higher risk for burnout following the COVID-19
pandemic. As shown in Table 1, emotional exhaustion and depersonalization were higher and
personal accomplishment was lower in 2022 (all p < 0.001). Also, concerning the risk thresholds, a
change was evident: the sample mean of emotional exhaustion changed from an overall low-risk
score in 2014 to a moderate-risk score in 2022 and personal accomplishment changed from a
moderate-risk score in 2014 to a high-risk score in 2022. Although there was a significant increase
in depersonalization, the sample mean score still revealed low risk for depersonalization in the
overall sample.
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Table 1 Differences in Mean Scores Between T1 and T2 Across the Three Dimensions of
burnout.

Dimensions T1 (2014) T2 (2022) t p

n M SD n M SD
Emotional exhaustion 162 14.72*  7.27 358 18.21° 103 -4.42 <0.001
Depersonalization 162 1.72° 1.92 358 3.13° 343 -598 <0.001
Personal
accomplishment

162 37.76° 6.28 358 33.05¢ 535 828 <0.001

3 Low risk. ® Moderate risk. ¢ High risk.
3.2 Prediction of Burnout Risk by Individual, Interpersonal, and Organizational Factors

In the logistic regression models, n = 306 valid cases were used, of which n =145 (47.4%) reported
scores in the at-risk range for emotional exhaustion, n = 65 (21.2%) for depersonalization, and n =
280 (91.5%) for personal accomplishment. Individual, interpersonal, and organizational predictors
were included blockwise in the logistic regression model to predict the likelihood of belonging to
the at-risk group compared to the low-risk group for burnout across the different dimensions. Table
2 presents the results of the final model including all standardized predictors. Focusing on risk for
emotional exhaustion, significant individual predictors were teaching satisfaction (p < 0.001), which
decreased the likelihood of being at risk by 64.1 percent and health problems related to the
pandemic (p < 0.001), which increased the likelihood of being at risk by 66.2 percent. None of the
final model's interpersonal or organizational factors significantly affected emotional exhaustion.
However, within the block of interpersonal variables (without controlling for the predictors of the
other blocks), good relationships with the school management (OR = 0.660; x? (1) = 8.779; p = 0.003)
and then with students (OR = 0.632; x?(1) = 11.250; p < 0.001) were related to a decrease in risk of
emotional exhaustion. In addition, within the block of organizational variables, better contextual
resources related to the pandemic (OR = 0.790; x%(1) = 4.077; p = 0.043) and better general teaching
conditions (OR = 0.679; x?(1) = 10.890; p < 0.001) were associated with decreased risk too.
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Table 2 Final Model of the Logistic Regression Analyses.

Effects Emotional exhaustion Depersonalization Lack of personal accomplishment
OR Wald x? p OR Wald x2 p OR Wald x2 p

Individual predictors

Gender (male) @ 0.494 2.159 0.142 2.182 2.945 0.086 1.434 0.168 0.682

Age 1.369 1.485 0.223 1.421 1.621 0.203 0.517 2.554 0.110

Experience 0.713 1.609 0.205 0.678 1.865 0.172 0.586 1.889 0.169

Teaching satisfaction P 0.359 26.466 <0.001 0.553 7.906 0.005 0.653 1.370 0.242

Health problems (pandemic) 1.662 10.862 <0.001 1.177 0.995 0.318 1.036 0.015 0.904
Interpersonal predictors

School management ® 0.850 0.806 0.369 0.993 0.001 0.970 0.603 1.783 0.182

Colleagues® 1.107 0.331 0.565 1.121 0.346 0.557 0.993 0.000 0.983

Parents ® 0.821 1.647 0.199 0.694 4.948 0.026 0.577 3.183 0.074

Students ® 0.742 3.385 0.066 0.858 0.808 0.369 0.757 0.855 0.355
Organizational predictors

Workload and resources

] 1.005 0.001 0.972 0.845 1.060 0.303 0.841 0.468 0.494

(pandemic)

General teaching conditions ° 1.010 0.004 0.950 0.865 0.649 0.420 0.841 0.282 0.595

Inclusive setting © 1.306 0.811 0.368 0.506 4.220 0.040 4.552 5.916 0.015
Goodness of fit

Nagelkerke R? 0.407 0.210 0.382

Classification:

% correct total 74.2 67.0 77.8

% correct at risk 75.2 67.7 77.1

% correct low risk 73.3 66.8 84.6

Note. OR = Odds Ratio.
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2 Reference category = female. ® Subscales of the questionnaire “Qualitit in Schulen” [Quality in schools]. ¢ Reference category = not working in an
inclusive setting.
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Regarding the final model predicting depersonalization, teaching satisfaction was again related
to a significant decrease in burnout risk by 44.7 percent (p = 0.005). On an interpersonal level, better
relationships with parents went along with a decrease in the likelihood of being at risk by 30.6
percent (p = 0.026) and, as an organizational predictor, working in an inclusive setting was related
to a 49.4 percent decrease in risk for depersonalization (p = 0.040). Additionally, there were
significant effects of the relationships with students (OR = 0.681; x3(1) = 6.237; p = 0.013) and the
general teaching conditions (OR = 0.691; x?(1) = 7.145; p = 0.008) within the respective blocks of
interpersonal and organizational predictors, indicating better relationships with students and better
teaching conditions were associated with decreased risk for depersonalization (without controlling
for the predictors of the other blocks).

In the final model predicting lack of personal accomplishment, only one organizational variable,
inclusive setting, remained significant (p = 0.015). Unlike depersonalization, an inclusive setting
increased the likelihood of belonging to the at-risk group for personal accomplishment by 355.2
percent. Several other predictors were significant in the respective blocks (without controlling for
the predictors of the other blocks): on an individual level, teaching satisfaction was related to a
decrease in risk for personal accomplishment (OR = 0.335; x?(1) = 12.137; p < 0.001), on an
interpersonal level, the same was true for better relationships with parents (OR = 0.488; x%(1) =
6.156; p = 0.013), and on an organization level, better general working conditions were related to a
decrease in risk too (OR = 0.456; x?(1) = 9.841; p = 0.002).

The goodness of fit of the overall models ranges from acceptable to good, with a Nagelkerke R?
between 0.21 (depersonalization) and 0.41. (emotional exhaustion) [81]. The percentage of correct
classification into the at-risk and low-risk groups lies between 73.3 and 75.2 for emotional
exhaustion, 66.8 and 67.0 for depersonalization, and 77.1 and 84.6 for personal accomplishment.
Thus, the model parameters are slightly inferior for predicting depersonalization compared to
emotional exhaustion and lack of personal accomplishment.

4, Discussion

The present study investigated whether burnout risk among special education teachers had
increased since the pandemic and whether it was related to individual, interpersonal, and
organizational variables.

4.1 Changes in Burnout Risk Since the Pandemic

About research question 1, results revealed that burnout scores increased from 2014 to 2022 for
all three dimensions. Focusing on risk status, the sample mean of emotional exhaustion changed
from an overall low-risk score in 2014 to a moderate-risk score in 2022 and personal
accomplishment changed from a moderate-risk score in 2014 to a high-risk score in 2022. was
Depersonalization was the only dimension in which participants (despite an increase as well)
remained in the low-risk range. These findings are consistent with other studies that found increases
in workplace-related stress during the pandemic and thereafter (e.g., [15-17]). However, it must be
emphasized that the population of SET in Switzerland in 2014 exhibited a lower risk than the
international state of research would have suggested [5, 10], which is hypothesized to be related to
the allocation of significant funding by the state to support students with special needs [10]. The
current data from May 2022 indicate that Swiss SET is also affected by an increased risk of burnout
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since the pandemic. Yet, as there was no measurement directly before the pandemic, other
influencing factors cannot be ruled out.

4.2 Prediction of Burnout Risk by Individual, Interpersonal, and Organizational Factors

Results concerning research question 2 indicate differing effects of the independent variables
depending on whether the risk for emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, or lack of personal
accomplishment is predicted. When all variables were controlled, only the individual factors
teaching satisfaction and health problems related to the pandemic remained significant in
predicting emotional exhaustion. In contrast, the sociodemographic variables gender, age, and work
experience no longer seemed to play a significant role once more specific factors related to the work
and health situation were taken into account. More surprisingly, interpersonal and organizational
factors also lack additional explanatory power. Since interpersonal and organizational factors were
related to emotional exhaustion when analyzed separately (without controlling for the other blocks
of variables), contextual conditions (related to the pandemic) may affect individual psychological
and physical well-being and job satisfaction and are thus more indirectly related to burnout.

Focusing on depersonalization, in addition to individual teaching satisfaction, better
interpersonal relationships with parents and working in an inclusive setting were related to a
decreased risk. Earlier studies confirm that interpersonal relationships are particularly important in
predicting depersonalization [26, 48]. Moreover, the pandemic especially challenged the
collaboration with parents, which is why this factor may stand out here [62, 63]. Furthermore, the
protective effect of working in an inclusive setting might be indirectly related to greater satisfaction
with school management in an inclusive context, which was found in a study by Squillaci and
Hofmann [10].

Regarding personal accomplishment, only the inclusive setting was related to risk status in the
final model. In opposition to depersonalization, the inclusive setting increased the risk of low
personal accomplishment. It was found to be more relevant than teaching satisfaction, relationships
with parents, and general teaching conditions, which were significant in the separate blocks. This
finding may be due to a reduced sense of control among teachers working in inclusive settings
compared to those working in segregated settings. The latter probably have more flexibility to adjust
the curriculum and pace to the needs of the students. Yet, further studies are needed to support
this hypothesis.

4.3 Strengths and Limitations

This study extends the current state of research on burnout among teachers, using a relatively
large sample of SET after the demanding time of the pandemic. We have compared two samples
from two populations working under the same conditions at two different points in time to verify
the evolution of teachers' perceived health. The study has also highlighted the differential effects
of variables, such as working in an inclusive context, on the three dimensions of burnout. It can
provide specific insights into risk and protective factors depending on which dimension of burnout
is addressed.

There are, however, also some limitations that need to be addressed. The first limitation is the
cross-sectional design. Although comparable cohorts were studied for the two measurement points
in 2014 and 2022, not the same individuals were surveyed. As a result, the prediction of risk status
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by individual, interpersonal, and organizational factors was based solely on the T2 data. There might
have been some indirect effects of organizational and interpersonal factors (i.e., of the work and
social context) influencing burnout risk through individual well-being and job satisfaction. However,
longitudinal data should be used when testing such effects. Further, the design did not allow to
measure change from the beginning to the end of the greatest COVID-19 restrictions, so the results
cannot be causally attributed to the pandemic. Another limitation refers to the low reliability of
some measurement instruments. The burnout dimension depersonalization and the predictor's
satisfaction with relationships with students and workload and resources related to the pandemic
show low internal consistencies. A reason for this finding might be, that the items they use are
relatively diverse, which results in lower alpha coefficients. Nevertheless, it cannot be ruled out that
more reliable measurement instruments might have been able to detect additional effects. Finally,
it must be pointed out that the Maslach Burnout Inventory is not a diagnostic instrument. Thus the
risk categories only allow a broad risk assessment, not a clinical diagnosis.

5. Conclusions

The pandemic has had a significant impact on teachers, who were forced to adapt quickly to
previously unknown conditions. The present study extends the current state of research by focusing
on SET, which was especially challenging during the pandemic because of the difficulty of distance
learning for students with disabilities [21-23]. An increase in the risk of burnout among SET could
be identified, even if this cannot be causally attributed to the pandemic. Nevertheless, it is essential
to consider the work environment from a well-being perspective to support SETs’ mental health and
ensure teaching quality [35]. For example, the current results offer approaches for prevention, such
as increasing the sense of control in classroom management of teachers working in an inclusive
context, and fostering their sense of belonging within the organization. In addition, since we assume
that contextual conditions could also indirectly influence the risk of burnout via individual well-being
and satisfaction, it is important to examine these relationships more closely in future studies,
preferably using longitudinal data. Moreover, further research is needed to assess protective factors
against burnout and promote specific prevention programs’ implementation [82]. Recent research
suggests that school climate and workplace enjoyment should be essential in preventing burnout
[14]. As for the present study, the authors plan to conduct a follow-up survey in 2025 to determine
whether the risk of burnout has returned to pre-pandemic levels or is permanently elevated.

Overall, it can be stated that the teachers' mental health in the special education context is
relevant not only for the SET themselves and their professional environment, but especially for the
students with special needs, who rely on capable and empathetic educators for their academic and
psychosocial development.
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