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ABSTRACT 

BURNOUT IN RURAL SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS OF STUDENTS WITH 

LOW INCIDENCE DISABILITIES: A MIXED METHODS STUDY ON THE  

FALL OF THE DEDICATED AND COMMITTED 

Kristie Jones 

March 29, 2024 

The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to examine 

the phenomenon of burnout in rural special education teachers of students with low 

incidence disabilities. For the quantitative phase, the Maslach Burnout Inventory- 

Educator Survey (MBI-ES, Maslach et al., 1986) was administered to 23 participants 

from geographically rural areas of one southern state in the United States. Descriptive 

analysis found that 92% of participants were experiencing high or moderate levels of 

burnout. Pearson correlation coefficient determined a statistically significant positive 

correlation between emotional exhaustion and depersonalization. A negative correlation 

was found between teachers’ age and depersonalization. Six participants were selected 

based on the results of their MBI-ES scores to participate in follow-up interviews. 

Interviews added in-depth insight into how and why burnout in impacting this population 

of teachers. Participants expressed job demands, unrealistic expectations, lack of 

professional recognition, consistent high needs of students, lack of professional support, 

and isolation as contributing factors. Additional findings were discovered during data 

integration. Clear 
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distinctions were determined between participants scoring in different levels (i.e., 

high, moderate, low). Professional recognition, coping skills, lack of professional 

support, and experiences with burnout previously contributed to distinctions among 

levels. Study limitations and theoretical, practice, and future implications are discussed. 

In conclusion, this research enhances the understanding of burnout in rural special 

education teachers and contributes to current literature.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Defining Burnout  
  

In 2019, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared burnout an occupational 

phenomenon and included it in the International Classification of Diseases (ICD); 

defining burnout as persistent stress caused by workplace factors that have not been 

managed effectively. While this new recognition did not qualify burnout as a medical 

diagnosis, it does acknowledge burnout as a factor that can contribute to overall health 

issues and can be listed as a reason someone is seeking care. Moreover, the ICD 

acknowledgment allows healthcare providers and insurance companies a billing code that 

is to be used for burnout (WHO, 2019). Burnout is characterized by three symptoms: (a) 

feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion, (b) increased mental distance from one’s job, 

and (c) and reduced professional efficacy (WHO, 2019). Burnout can be a result of an 

individual’s response to persistent stress in the workplace (Maslach & Jackson, 1981), 

and can affect and cause damage in cognitive, emotional, physical, and attitudinal ways 

(Maslach, 2006). Burnout is a serious syndrome and can have detrimental effects for the 

individual, the clients, and their organizations when not treated or effectively managed 

(Freudenberger, 1974; Maslach et al., 2018).  

While the word burnout has been used for decades, Freudenberger (1974) first 

introduced the term in a psychological context to refer to individuals that worked or 

volunteered with individuals with mental disorders or social issues, specifically therapy 
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providers, clinics, intervention centers, and runway houses. Freudenberger 

described burnout as an individual’s experience with emotional depletion, cynicism, loss 

of motivation, and frustration due to failed expectations in a professional capacity. 

Freudenberger first observed that he and his colleagues, who worked at a free clinic were 

experiencing these symptoms and feelings and would refer to this as “burn-out” (p. 159). 

Observing and analyzing his own symptoms and those of fellow colleagues, 

Freudenberger documented their experiences and he and his colleagues began referring to 

their experiences as “burnout.” In fact, in Freudenberger’s initial study on burnout 

(1974), he defined burnout in a clinical manner as a verb meaning– “to fail, wear out, or 

become exhausted by making excessive demands on energy, strength, or resources (p. 

159).” This definition has shaped all future definitions of burnout. The most recent 

definition of burnout in the Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary is to “cause to fail, wear out, 

or become exhausted especially from overwork or overuse (Merriam-Webster, 2023).  

Two years after Freudenberger (1974) identified the phenomenon of burnout, 

burnout became more formally recognized with an updated definition to include a sense 

of fatigue, cynicism, and decreased commitment to the occupation (Maslach, 1976). This 

significant revamp of the definition prompted burnout to become recognized as a 

syndrome, meaning it is a clinical definition of a mental state that has signs and 

symptoms that present themselves at the same time and a distinct state from others (Edú-

Valsania et al., 2022; Maslach 1976). While there have been various definitions of 

burnout, Maslach and Jackson’s (1981) is the most recognized and used. For this study, 

burnout is defined according to Maslach and Jackson’s (1981) definition: 
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Burnout: psychological syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and 

reduced personal accomplishment, which can occur among individuals who work 

with other people in some capacity; 

Emotional Exhaustion: feelings of being emotionally overextended and depleted 

of one's emotional resources; 

Depersonalization: a negative, callous, or excessively detached response to other 

people, who are usually the recipients of one's service or care;  

Reduced Personal Achievement: a decline in one's feelings of competence and 

successful achievement in one's work. 

Background of the Problem 

Special education teacher (SET) shortages and attrition are a significant issue that 

affects school districts across the nation. In the United States, 65% of schools report a 

shortage of SETs (Institute of Education Sciences [IES], 2022), with districts expressing 

difficulty in hiring and retaining SETs (Goldring et al. 2014; McLeskey et al., 2004). 

Furthermore, SET vacancies are almost double that of other certification areas (IES, 

2023). Several literature reviews have been conducted on SET attrition and retention over 

the past three decades (Billingsley, 1993, 2004; Billingsley & Bettini, 2019), and report 

burnout as a reason for SETs to either leave the field or move to general education (Berry 

et al., 2011; Billingsley, 2007; Garwood et al., 2018; Hagaman & Casey, 2018,). 

Hagaman and Casey (2018) describe SET attrition as a “revolving door,” in which 

experienced SETs are exiting, and novice SETs are entering. In turn, this can have a 

detrimental impact on students with disabilities, who are affected simply because they 
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receive services from different, often novice teachers, meaning students with disabilities 

may not often be educated by experienced veteran teachers.  

Burnout among SETs is a devasting problem affecting teachers nationwide. The 

U.S. Department of Education (2020) reported there is a substantial shortage of SETs in 

48 states and the District of Columbia, with an annual attrition rate of 33%. Brownell and 

colleagues (2018) found that approximately 13% of the attrition rate was due to SETs 

leaving the field, and 20% moving to general education. Burnout is not a new 

phenomenon in education. Several studies and subsequent reviews of SET burnout have 

been conducted since burnout was formally defined by Maslach in 1976. A synthesis of 

research (Brunsting et al., 2014), and a meta-analysis (Park & Shin 2020), have 

specifically evaluated burnout in SETs and provided valuable information for 

stakeholders (e.g., administrators, support specialist, district officials, teachers). 

Researchers have found that burnout can be a result of work related stress, job 

responsibilities and demands, inadequate support, role conflict, paperwork, role 

confusion (Billingsley, 2004; Garwood et al., 2018), challenging student behaviors 

(Grayson & Alvarez, 2007; Hastings & Brown, 2002; Zabel & Zabel, 2001), efficacy in 

managing challenging student behavior (Garwood et al., 2018; Park and Shin, 2020), role 

overload as a result of too many unique demands (Brunsting et al., 2014) and 

expectation/reality mismatch occurring when expectations of preservice do not align with 

reality of in-service teaching (Brunsting et al., 2014). Several studies have documented 

burnout or job-related stress as a reason for leaving, thus contributing to the nationwide 

SET attrition and shortage issue. Billingsley (2019), who surveyed SETs, reported up to 

27% of SETs claim burnout or stress, as a reason for leaving the field.  
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Burnout in a Post-COVID World 

 Mental health issues and burnout in teachers have had a detrimental effect on 

teacher well-being and attrition for decades; however, COVID-19 and the ensuing 

pandemic exacerbated the issues of mental health of education professionals, including 

burnout (Cormier et al., 2021; Marshall et al., 2022). SETs reported high levels of 

burnout and stress, and low levels of satisfaction while teaching during and post-COVID. 

In the 2021-2022 school year, a staggering 76.4% of teachers reported they were 

considering leaving their positions (Marshall et al., 2022). Furthermore, SETs represent 

the highest vacancies in the teaching profession since COVID (IES, 2023).  

While burnout data related to SETs post COVID are not abundantly available yet, 

one study has examined burnout in SETs post-COVID. Cormier and colleagues (2021) 

conducted a survey on overall mental health in SETs during the first year of the COVID 

pandemic (Fall 2020). While this was early in the experience of COVID, results show 

that SETs reported emotional exhaustion, a dimension on the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory-Educator Survey (MBI-ES; Maslach et al., 1986), with a sample score of M = 

32.0, which indicates a high level of emotional exhaustion (Cormier et al., 2021; Maslach 

et al., 1986). In comparison, a study conducted on SET burnout pre-COVID revealed 

emotional exhaustion scores to be M = 25.63 (Garwood et al., 2018); indicating a 

moderate level of emotional exhaustion. While the study participants are different, these 

two scores could indicate an increase in SET burnout from moderate to high levels.  

Ruble and colleagues (2023a) conducted a longitudinal study on burnout in SETs 

with data collection occurring pre-COVID. The MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) was used, 

however, the scoring scale used to measure the three dimensions of burnout was used 
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differently than in previous studies. In this study, the scores were reported as the average 

number of times per month the participants experienced emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and personal accomplishment. Ruble and colleagues (2023a) reported 

participants experienced symptoms of emotional exhaustion on average a few times a 

month (M = 3.23, SD = 1.04). Similarly, Cormier and colleagues (2021) also reported the 

average scores of men (M = 3.3, SD = 1.2), and women (M = 3.6, SD = 1.2). Naturally, 

due to an already demanding occupation and the increased demands of teaching during 

COVID, burnout, as measured by the emotional exhaustion dimension, as well as mental 

health issues have increased. Furthermore, a recent national study of SETs post-COVID 

found that SETs are reporting high levels of stress (91%), depression (58%), and anxiety 

(76%) due to COVID (Cormier et al., 2021). Marshall and colleagues reported that 

teachers post-COVID are exhibiting lower levels of morale, with 29.5% of reporting low 

morale in May 2021 and increasing to 53.6% when surveyed the following year (May 

2022). SETs are exhausted, overworked, and deal with mental health issues such as 

burnout, anxiety, and depression (Cormier et al., 2021; Marshall et al., 2022). Burnout in 

SETs pre-COVID was a detrimental issue facing schools across the nation, resulting in 

high SET vacancies. Undeniably, COVID has only exacerbated this problem.  

Burnout in Helping Professions 
 
 Originally, burnout was applied to individuals who worked or volunteered in 

helping professions, such as clinics, intervention centers, therapy providers, or runaway 

houses (Freudenberger, 1974). Several years after the term burnout was first used in 

psychological manner, Maslach and Jackson (1981) developed the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory (MBI), which focused on burnout in human service occupations such as nurses, 
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police officers, doctors, and teachers (Maslach et al., 2018). In Freudenberger’s (1974) 

seminal paper detailing burnout, he said it was the “dedicated and committed” that are 

prone to burnout. These people who continuously give and give that walk into a “burn-

out trap” (p. 161). People in the helping professions spend a lot of time with clients that 

are often experiencing physical, social, or psychological problems (Maslach et al., 2018), 

and the continuous stress experienced working in these settings can lead to burnout. 

Today, burnout can be experienced in all types of settings and occupations, including 

unpaid work and students (Maslach et al., 2018). Still, burnout can be experienced by 

various occupations by showing signs and risk factors of emotional exhaustion or 

depletion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment (Maslach et al., 

2018).  

Burnout in Educators 
 
 While burnout and subsequently attrition is found in a variety of work settings 

and populations (Maslach et al., 2018) educators appear to have higher rates of attrition 

than other professions (Borman & Dowling, 2008). Several factors have been found to 

contribute to burnout in educators, including job stress, unsafe schools, role conflict, role 

ambiguity, support from administration and colleagues, and teaching experience 

(Dworkin & Tobe, 2014; Maslach et al. 1986). Moreover, teachers experience pressure 

from administrators, parents, politicians, and society (Maslach et al., 2018). As in other 

professions, burnout can lead to other mental health issues, such as anxiety and 

depression, and has been found to contribute to overall health and well-being (Madigan & 

Kim, 2021; Maslach et al., 2018). Furthermore, educators experiencing burnout are more 

susceptible to demonstrating diminished quality of teaching and often report higher levels 
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of absenteeism (Wolf et al., 2015). Teacher burnout may be on the rise, due not only to 

typical contributing factors, but also to accountability standards and lack of trust in 

professional relationships (Dworkin & Tobe, 2014).  

As previously stated, the MBI was originally developed to be used for individuals 

in human services occupations (Maslach et al., 1981; Maslach et al., 2018). Educational 

researchers became interested in the measurement tool to obtain an evaluative measure of 

burnout, leading to the development of a modified version of the original MBI ̶ the 

Maslach Burnout Inventory-Educator Survey (MBI-ES; Maslach et al., 1986). The three 

original dimensions ̶ emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal 

accomplishment ̶ are still used in the modified version. However, the wording of scale 

items was changed from “recipient” to “student” to clarify and provide concise language 

regarding the teaching profession (Maslach et al., 1986; Maslach et al., 2018).  

Burnout in Special Education Teachers 

 Burnout is likely to be seen in SETs at higher rates than general education 

teachers, as the unique job demands of special education make them more susceptible to 

risk factors (Aloe et al., 2014; Brunsting et al., 2014; Garwood et al., 2018). Reasons for 

high burnout rates include special education job-specific circumstances, such as special 

licensing requirements, work overload, challenging behaviors, job-role stressors, efficacy 

in behavior management, relationships with other professionals, limited and/or absent 

administrative support (Brunsting et al., 2014; Garwood et al., 2018), and intrapersonal 

teacher factors, such as social support, coping strategies, and mindfulness skills (Ruble et 

al., 2023a). SETs experiencing burnout, or those who are at-risk for burnout can 

experience not only emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal 
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accomplishment (Maslach & Jackson, 1981), but can also exhibit negative emotions 

towards their work and others, such as frustration, cynicism, emotional depletion, and 

physical ailments and illness (Maslach et al., 2018). More than 20 years ago, burnout in 

SETs was deemed a “crisis” (Wisniewski & Gargiulo, 1997); unfortunately, the crisis of 

burnout is still ever present in SETs, with little being done since to lessen the effects of 

burnout (Garwood et al., 2018).  

Burnout in SETs has a direct impact on the students with disabilities they are 

responsible for teaching. SETs experiencing burnout are more susceptible to negative 

personal effects, such as anxiety, stress, emotional and physical strain, and depression, 

which can hinder students’ academic and behavioral outcomes (Williams & Dikes, 2015) 

and IEP goal attainment (Ruble & McGrew, 2013). Additionally, when negative feelings, 

cynicism, and exhaustion are not dealt with, SETs become less efficacious, which can 

lead to less effective teaching (Brunsting et al., 2014). SETs that are experiencing 

burnout may also have more absences and long-term absences (Leiter & Maslach, 2005; 

Suter et al., 2020) attributed to stress or similar issues. For students with disabilities to 

receive high quality instruction, SETs need to be well and present in the classroom. 

Furthermore, with 65% of schools reporting SET teacher vacancies (IES, 2022), the 7.3 

million students with disabilities in the United States will experience a more difficult 

time receiving a free appropriate public education (FAPE; National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2021). Researchers have studied the phenomenon of burnout for decades; 

however, it is still an evident problem that trickles down to not only teacher retention, but 

also the health and well-being of teachers and the quality of education students with 

disabilities need and deserve.  
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Special Circumstances in Rural Special Education 
 
 While attrition and burnout in SETs are problematic across the nation, 

geographically rural areas carry unique challenges in retaining teachers due to burnout 

and related factors. Researchers have reported that administrators express a difficult time 

recruiting and retaining special educators in rural areas, often because of geographic 

location, diverse caseloads, lower pay, and lack of relevant professional development 

opportunities (Berry, 2012; Garwood et al., 2018; Nguyen 2020; Ruble et al., 2023a). 

Studies conducted specifically on rural populations are scarce (Nguyen, 2020). In 

addition to the general stressors and risk factors associated with SET burnout (previously 

mentioned), rural SETs unique challenges can include isolation in both a professional and 

geographical sense, as well as caseloads that can be diverse (e.g., multiple ages, grades, 

disabilities). Moreover, isolation and lack of social support are often areas special 

education teachers acknowledge as an area of stress (Berry, 2012; Garwood et al., 2018; 

Kaff, 2004; Ruble et al., 2023a), especially in rural areas where the number of SETs can 

be small. SETs in rural areas may be the only one in the school or sometimes the entire 

district (Menlove, 2004), meaning that just the loss of one special educator could mean 

the loss of an entire special education program and services in rural areas. Additionally, 

special education support services (e.g., board-certified behavior analyst or school 

psychologist) may be harder to obtain in rural areas, which can contribute even more to 

SETs feeling the pressure and stress of multiple job roles (Garwood et al., 2018; Oram et 

al., 2016; Ruble et al., 2023a). These additional challenges that rural SETs experience can 

contribute to higher levels and risk factors of burnout, as well as issues with attrition and 

retention in already hard to fill rural areas.  
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Burnout in Rural Special Education Teachers  
 

Undoubtably, burnout can be identified and experienced by a vast number of 

occupations and experiences (Maslach et al., 2018); however, SETs are highly 

susceptible to burnout, and often identify burnout factors as a reason for leaving the 

profession (Berry et al., 2011; Bettini et al., 2017; Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Brunsting 

et al., 2014; Garwood et al., 2018; Ruble et al., 2023a). Moreover, with the chronic 

shortage of SETs in rural areas and the unique job demands associated with rural 

teaching, there is a critical need for research in this area. After an extensive review of 

literature spanning the past two decades, I was only able to locate two studies that 

focused on examining burnout in rural SETs that obtained a quantitative measure of 

burnout studies (Garwood et al., 2018; Ruble et al., 2023a). It is important to note that the 

term burnout is used in research and findings of teacher stress factors, and reasons for job 

attrition (leaving or switching to general education); however, many studies report it 

without an actual measure or explore the dimensions of burnout in an in-depth way. A 

short summary of each study will provide relevant information and details, followed by a 

synthesis of results and findings, and concluding with identifying gaps in research.  

Both studies used the Maslach Burnout Inventory-Educator Survey (MBI-ES; 

Maslach et al., 1986) to evaluate burnout in rural SETs. The MBI-ES is a 22-item survey 

evaluating each dimension of burnout: emotional exhaustion (EE), depersonalization 

(DP), and personal accomplishment (PA) using a 6-point Likert scale, rated from 0 

(never) to 6 (every day). Each dimension receives a score independently of the other 

dimensions, and there is not an overall burnout score. There is also not a definitive score 

that substantiates proof of burnout (Maslach et al., 2018). The MBI-ES shows consistent 
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measures of reliability with .90 for emotional exhaustion, .76 for depersonalization, and 

.76 for personal accomplishment (Iwanicki & Schwab, 1981; Maslach et al., 2018). There 

are two methods to scoring the MBI-ES: the summation (SUM) method, and the average 

(AVE) method. The former is how most research on burnout in the last 30 years has been 

evaluated (Maslach et al., 2018), and how Garwood and colleagues (2018) scored MBI-

ES results. The SUM method involves totaling Likert-scale responses for each dimension 

to obtain a score, which can then be used to provide information regarding low, 

moderate, and high levels of burnout (Maslach et al., 2018). The second method, the 

AVE method, is to calculate the average score of each dimension, using the same Likert 

rating scale. Ruble and colleagues (2023a) used this method to obtain scores. This 

method does not provide an overall score for each dimension, instead, the average would 

be represented the same as the Likert response. For example, a mean score of 3.5 would 

indicate that the respondent felt the dimension several times a month, but not every week 

(Maslach et al., 2018; Ruble et al., 2023a).  

Garwood et al. (2018) conducted the first and only mixed-methods study focused 

on burnout in 64 rural SETs. Participants included a variety of teaching experiences (M = 

14.94 years, SD = 9.12), special education teaching experience (M = 13.04 years, SD = 

9.20), and classroom management professional development hours (M = 13.92 hours, SD 

= 22.13). The MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) was used to determine levels of burnout and 

how several different variables affected burnout that rural SETs are experiencing. 

Variables assessed were classroom management efficacy, role conflict, and role 

ambiguity. Results from the quantitative phase were then used to develop qualitative 

inquiry. Focus groups were conducted to reveal rich insight and meaning to enhance and 
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explain the quantitative data obtained. Overall, results revealed that rural SETs were 

experiencing burnout in emotional exhaustion. Efficacy in managing challenging 

behaviors, job stressors, and collegial relationships had the largest effect on SET burnout.  

Ruble and colleagues (2023a) conducted a longitudinal study of burnout in 48 

rural SETs over four time points in one school year. The aim of their study was to explore 

the stability of burnout measures over the course of a school year and determine the 

predictive nature of several teacher intrapersonal variables and school factors. 

Participants included a variety of special education teaching experience (M = 13.1 years, 

SD = 7.8), and classroom settings: resource/inclusion (n = 25; 53.2%); inclusion only (n = 

18, 17%); resource room (n = 7; 14.9%); self-contained (n = 4; 8.5%); and a combination 

of self-contained, resource, and inclusion (n = 3, 6.4%). The MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 

1986) was used to determine levels of burnout. Ruble and colleagues (2023a) were 

interested in exploring how school climate and teacher intrapersonal variables 

(mindfulness, coping, social support, and problem-solving skills) affected burnout levels 

in SETs. Overall, results reveal that SETs burnout levels remain stable throughout the 

school year. Burnout factors were present at the beginning of the school year, M = 3.2, 

SD = .98, and similarly at the end of the year M = 3.4, SD = 1.5; indicating that SETs 

were consistently experiencing emotional exhaustion several times a month. Moreover, 

the researchers found that the biggest predictor of burnout at the end of the school year 

was burnout scores at the beginning of the year. Interestingly, only one school related 

factor, excessive work demands, demonstrated a predictive factor of burnout. In contrast, 

teacher interpersonal variables (coping, social skills, and mindfulness) did have a 

predictive relationship with burnout. Although both studies scored and reported results 
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differently, making comparison of quantitative data not definitive, results can still be 

synthesized and inferred on available information. The results of the MBI-ES for each 

study will be discussed below according to burnout dimension. 

Emotional Exhaustion 

Emotional Exhaustion (EE) is the first measure on the MBI-ES (example survey 

item: “I feel emotionally drained from my work.”). There are nine survey items for EE, 

with a possible range of scores from 0-63: low (0-16), moderate (17-26), and high (>27). 

Garwood et al. (2018) reported moderate to high levels of burnout in the EE scores (M = 

25.63, SD = 12.70). Factors associated with EE scores varied in the studies, Garwood et 

al. found role conflict (r = .56, p < .001) and role ambiguity (r = .46, p < .001) were 

positively associated, and classroom management efficacy (r = -.26, p = .036) was 

negatively correlated with EE. Similarly, Ruble et al. (2023a) reported levels over four 

time points (M = 3.2, SD = 3.2; M = 3.2, SD = 3.2; M = 3.3, SD = 3.3; and M = 3.4, SD 

1.5), indicating SETs were consistently reporting levels of EE several times a month 

throughout the school year. Furthermore, Ruble and colleagues (2023a) were interested in 

examining school climate and intrapersonal teacher factors. Only one school climate 

variable, excessive work demands (r = .42, p < .01), predicted burnout in terms of EE. 

The researchers reported that four intrapersonal variables correlated with EE: non-

judging mindfulness (r = -.53, p < .01); nonreactivity mindfulness (r = -.33., p < .05), 

coping self-efficacy (r = -.33, p < .05); and coping-passive avoidance (r = .60, p < .01).  

Depersonalization 

Depersonalization (DP) is the second measure on the MBI-ES (example survey 

item: “I don’t really care what happens to some students.”). There are five survey items 
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for DP, with a possible range of scores from 0-25: low (0-8), moderate (9-13), and high 

(>14). In both studies, low levels of depersonalization were present. Garwood et al. 

reported a mean of 5.89 (SD = 5.89) for depersonalization, indicating low levels of 

burnout in the dimension of depersonalization. Ruble et al. (2023a) reported a mean of 

1.5 (SD = 1.5), indicating that study participants exhibited signs of depersonalization 

between one time a month and a couple times a year. Garwood et al. (2018) reported a 

positive correlation between DP and role conflict (r = .38, p = .002) and DP and role 

ambiguity (r = .46, p < .001) and a negative correlation between DP and classroom 

management efficacy (r = -.47, p < .001). Ruble et al. (2023a) reported a positive 

correlation between DP and passive avoidance (r = .53, p < .01), and negative 

correlations between DP and social support (r = - 45, p < .01); DP and nonjudging 

mindfulness (r =  -.61, p <  .01); DP and nonreactivity mindfulness (r = -.33, p  <  .05); 

and DP and coping self-efficacy (r = -.49, p  <  .01).  

Personal Accomplishment 

Personal accomplishment (PA) is the third measure on the MBI-ES, (example: 

survey item: “I have accomplished many worthwhile things in this job.”). There are eight 

survey items for PA, with a possible range of scores from 0-48: low (0-30), moderate 

(31-36), and high (>37). Both studies reported high levels of personal accomplishment, 

which is scored opposite for this dimension; higher scores represent lower levels of 

burnout. Garwood et al. (2018) reported high levels of PA (M = 37.20; SD = 7.87). Ruble 

et al. (2023a) reported high levels of PA (M = 4.9, SD = .73), which indicates that study 

respondents experienced personal accomplishment attributes between once a week to a 

few times a week. Garwood et al. (2018) reported a negative correlation between PA and 
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role conflict (r = -34, p = .006), and PA and role ambiguity (r = -.55, p < .001), and a 

positive correlation between PA and classroom management efficacy (CME; r = .62, p < 

.001). Ruble et al. (2023a) reported a positive correlation between PA and school morale 

(r =  .30,  p < .05); PA and professional interactions (r = .31, p < .05); PA and social 

support (r =  .42, p <  .01); PA and nonjudging mindfulness (r = .41,  p < .01); PA and 

nonreactivity mindfulness (r = .35, p < .05); PA and coping self-efficacy (r = .52,  p < 

.01); PA and problem focused coping; (r = .39,  p < .05) and PA and emotion focused 

coping(r = .43,  p < .01). A negative correlation was reported between PA and caseload 

size (r = - 35, p < .05).  

Results of both studies did appear consistent with each other regarding higher 

levels of emotional exhaustion and personal accomplishment, and lower levels of 

depersonalization. Results of emotional exhaustion are a consistent theme reported in 

studies on burnout and teacher attrition (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Brunsting et al., 

2014; Cormier et al., 2021; Garwood et al., 2018; Park & Shin, 2020; Ruble et al., 

2023a). Low levels of depersonalization were noted in each study. Evaluating 

contributing factors of depersonalization in rural SETs could provide more information, 

however, it would be necessary to evaluate similar variables of interest to make larger 

scale generalizations about rural populations. 

Rural Special Education Teacher Burnout: Qualitative Results 

In addition to the MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986), Garwood and colleagues (2018) 

conducted focus groups based on the survey results. The analysis and results of the focus 

groups revealed the following themes associated with burnout in rural SETs (a) role 

conflict, (b) role ambiguity, (c) exhaustion, (d) personalization and accomplishment, (e) 
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behavior management, (f) relationships with students, and (g) relationships with 

colleagues. Focus groups provided in-depth explanations and experiences of how the 

SETs were experiencing burnout. Following is a summary of factors and themes 

contributing to burnout found in current literature.  

Factors Contributing to Burnout in Special Education Teachers 

Role Conflict 

Role conflict occurs when responsibilities and demands of SETs compete, 

resulting in duties not being filled (Garwood et al., 2018). Role conflict is often a struggle 

many SETs face and contribute to burnout (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Fimian & 

Blanton, 1986; Garwood et al., 2018; Ortogero et al., 2022), especially in rural education 

where resources and support services are limited. Role conflict was associated with all 

the three dimensions of burnout as reported by Garwood et al. (2018). Clearly defining 

SETs roles, expectations, and job responsibilities, as well as designing a contingency plan 

for when the roles compete with each could provide some relief for rural SETs.  

Role Ambiguity 

Role ambiguity happens when the job roles are unclear, and in special education 

this is often tied into the multiple job roles SETs are expected to perform. Garwood and 

colleagues (2018) found that role ambiguity for rural SETs happened when teachers were 

working tirelessly towards an uncertain goal or ending. Role ambiguity has shown to be a 

contributing factor of EE and PA (Brunsting et al., 2014; Garwood et al., 2018). Role 

ambiguity and role conflict are not new to educational research; however, additional 

research is needed that examines organizational issues, job design, and interventions that 
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provide clarity and support in role conflict and role ambiguity as found in prior studies 

(Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Brunsting et al. 2014).  

Professional Development 

Burnout in rural SETs can be a result of teachers not feeling qualified or prepared 

to teach across several disability categories (Berry et al., 2011; Garwood et al., 2018). 

The increasing diversity in classrooms, especially in rural areas, means that today’s 

teachers are experiencing more job-related stressors than previous generations (Aloe et 

al., 2014; Garwood et al., 2018) carrying the potential of burnout with it. Berry and 

colleagues (2011) reported that almost a third of SETs interviewed did not feel prepared 

to teach the range of diversity in students they teach. Rural SETs are often responsible for 

diverse caseloads, including disability categories they may not feel qualified to teach. 

This factor has contributed to high levels of EE and low levels of PA, demonstrating the 

need for relevant professional development (PD) in rural settings to support SETs 

retention (Benjamin & Black, 2012; Berry et al., 2011; Garwood et al., 2018; Helge & 

Marrs, 1981; Nyguyen 2020).  

Rural SETs often have limited access to PD, especially PD specific to teachers’ 

perceived needs. Researchers indicate that it is imperative for teachers to have input into 

the PD they receive (Bettini et al., 2020; Garwood et al., 2018; Ruble et al., 2023b). 

Otherwise, SETS may feel like professional development is a punishment for 

inadequately handling job roles, specifically challenging PD to be delivered by people 

who have “street cred.” In other words, people who know what it is like and means to be 

a rural SET in their community (Garwood et al., 2018). 
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 Self-efficacy and job-related stressors have been reported to have a high 

correlation to burnout in both general education teachers and SETs (Aloe et al., 2014; 

Dicke et al., 2014; Garwood et al., 2018). Based on these findings the following are 

topics of interest for PD rural SETs could benefit from (a) self-efficacy (especially in 

classroom management; challenging behaviors), (b) collaboration/co-teaching, and (c) 

handling multiple job demands (paperwork, schedules). Again, PDs and training will be 

more relevant and impactful for both teacher and student when the SET can have input on 

the additional training needed.  

Social and Collegial Resources/Supports 

Interestingly, while several studies have determined the importance of 

administrative support (Benjamini & Black, 2012; Bettini et al., 2020; Nguyen, 2020) for 

SETs, Garwood et al. (2018) reported that collegial support had a bigger impact on 

teacher job satisfaction than administrative support. Rural SETs that report having a 

positive social network and relationship with colleagues reported lower levels of burnout 

than those who did not, and a higher intent to stay in their positions when there is a sense 

of shared responsibility for students with disabilities (Berry et al., 2012). Similarly, Ruble 

et al. (2023a) reported a negative correlation between social support and 

depersonalization and a positive correlation between social support and personal 

accomplishment. Rural SETs that report more social support are less likely to experience 

emotional exhaustion and depersonalization and are more likely to have report higher 

levels of feelings of personal accomplishments (Garwood et al., 2018; Ruble et al., 

2023a). Isolation is not a new feeling in special education; however, the importance of 

how social and collegial supports are impacting rural teacher burnout needs more 
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research. As noted, due to geographic locations some rural SETs may be the only SET in 

the school (Garwood et al., 2018), meaning that rural SETs have fewer opportunities to 

collaborate with other special education teachers. Social and collegial support is 

important for rural SETs to collaborate, support each other, vent, and just help with not 

feeling alone. Social support and interventions for rural SETs to prevent stress/burnout 

would be beneficial to the field (Ruble et al., 2023b). When SET’s have someone in the 

same field they can share and discuss their feelings and experiences, the risk of burnout is 

reduced (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). 

Self-Advocacy, Self-Care, and Intrapersonal Skills  

As burnout is a personal response to stress, it is important to determine the causes 

of burnout and how to better help SETs manage their overwhelming feelings of stress 

before they reach burnout levels. SETs must be able to practice self-advocacy and self-

care and be aware of their cognitive processes that affect their emotions and feelings of 

stress. SETs that can advocate for themselves and learn to put their emotional health first 

by setting limits, may be able to stay ahead of burnout (Brunsting et al., 2014; Garwood 

et al., 2018; Ruble et al., 2023b). There is a gap in research regarding the mental 

processes associated with burnout. Most burnout research conducted has been focused on 

causes and factors (Heinemann & Heinemann, 2017; Ruble 2023b), which is of grave 

importance. However, researchers also need to study SETs experiencing the burnout 

phenomenon to determine the mental processes and intrapersonal skills they exhibit. 

(Ruble et al., 2023a; 2023b).  

Rural vs. Urban Special Education Teacher Burnout 
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Just as there is a lack of research examining burnout in rural settings, there is a 

lack of research to determine differences in burnout due to geographical setting. 

Shortages of SETs are increasing, especially in high-poverty urban and rural areas (Levin 

et al., 2015); however, it is important to note these geographic areas have different 

circumstances and risk factors that may contribute to burnout in SETs. Two studies have 

reported lower turnover of SETs in rural areas than urban areas (Menlove et al., 2004; 

Prater et al., 2007). Rural SETs often have personal connections to the communities they 

teach in that may be a factor in lower attrition rates in rural areas. The most recent study 

conducted on contributing factors of SET attrition between geographical areas was in 

2007 (Prater et al.) Rural districts reported a higher number of SETs citing retirement 

(20%) and transfer to general education (17.1%) as their reason for leaving, when 

compared to SETs in urban districts (retirement = 12.2%; transfer =  10.1%); whereas 

urban districts reported SETs moving (25.7%) and changing district (14.3%) as their 

reason for leaving, as compared to SETs in rural districts (moving = 17.1%; changing 

district = 5.7%). Exploring the differences in attrition levels as it relates to burnout levels 

according to geographic location could provide relevant information regarding burnout 

and attrition similarities and differences in the special education.  

Work Demands vs. Resources 

Working conditions have been studied regarding SET attrition, intent to return, 

and burnout (Bettini et al. 2020; Stark 2022). However, in a recent systematic review of 

working conditions of SETs, only two studies were conducted with rural populations 

(Berry, 2012; Westing & Whitten, 1996) and neither of these studies gained a 

quantitative measure of burnout. Researchers have concluded that satisfactory working 
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conditions enable SETs to engage in effective learning and teaching practices and 

decrease their burnout levels (Brunsting et al., 2014; Stark et al., 2022). Furthermore, 

research shows that SETs are more likely to experience burnout when their working 

conditions are not ideal, and their demands overpower their resources, leading to a 

greater possibility of SET intent to leave (Bettini et al., 2020; Stark et al., 2022). A study 

of working conditions and the effect on burnout in rural SETs of low incidence 

disabilities remain nonexistent.  

Interventions 

Only one known study examined the effects of an intervention to decrease 

burnout in SETs (Cooley & Yovanoff, 1996) and while it did not focus on rural 

populations, promising results were reported. The study evaluated two interventions (a 

stress-management workshop and a peer-collaboration workshop) on burnout in 92 SETs 

and related service providers. The intervention resulted in positive changes in SETs 

levels of EE and PA. Replicating this study in rural populations could prove beneficial to 

decreasing rural SET burnout and increasing retention.  

Ruble and colleagues (2023b) recently modified a burnout intervention developed 

for community health workers titled BREATHE (Burnout Reduction: Enhanced 

Awareness, Tools, Handouts, and Education; Salyers et al. 2011). Ruble and colleagues 

(2023b) modified the original version, to meet the needs of SET teachers ̶ BREATH-

EASE (Burnout Reduction: Enhanced Awareness, Tools, Handouts, and Education: 

Evidence-based Activities for Stress for Educators (Ruble et al., 2023b). This 

intervention provides three modules: (1) Reminding ourselves to BREATHE in work; (2) 

Managing our workloads; and (3) Connecting with others. To date, this modified 
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intervention has not been implemented, nor have results been published. However, this 

work holds promise for supporting SETs and filling a gap in literature. New and updated 

research needs to be conducted to ensure we are designing interventions that meet the 

unique needs of the population of current teachers and students. Terminology and 

culturally relevant issues change frequently, requiring the need for current research to 

guide practice and interventions (Landers et al., 2011). By effectively studying burnout 

and associated variables and risk factors in rural areas, interventions can be designed and 

implemented for specific application to rural SETs.  

Purpose of the Study 

Projections from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2017) reveal that by the year 

2026, there will be a need for more than 33,000 additional SETs, with the greatest need in 

teaching students with low incidence disabilities (see p. 42 for definition) in rural and 

remote areas (Jameson et al., 2019). This is highly problematic as it is consistently 

difficult to fill positions for both SETs in rural areas and SETs of students with low 

incidence disabilities (Berry et al., 2011; Nguyen, 2020), but SETs in these positions are 

also highly susceptible to burnout (Garwood et al., 2018). In the most recent study 

conducted on burnout in rural SETs, Ruble and colleagues (2023a) found that rural SETs 

are experiencing symptoms and levels of burnout consistently throughout the year, even 

beginning the school year already exhibiting symptoms of burnout. Research is needed to 

explore how this highly susceptible population of teachers are experiencing burnout and 

why, so that meaningful interventions and plans can be designed and implemented that 

help to support rural SETs, decrease the all-encompassing symptoms of burnout, and 

facilitate retention of our most needed group of educators. 
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The need for rural specific research is critical to understanding how burnout is 

affecting SETs in rural populations. Rural specific research is often an “after-thought” or 

covariate in research (Nguyen, 2020) and not fully examined as a construct in its own. 

Rural focused studies examining burnout in SETs, the factors, causes and how teachers 

are experiencing burnout are imperative areas that need research. Furthermore, it is 

important to note that geographically rural areas are not all similar, and findings may not 

generalize across different rural contexts.  

A meta-analysis conducted by Park and Shin (2020) identified different variables 

and their relation to burnout in SETs. Variables examined were student-related (e.g., age, 

behavior problem, disability, grade, and number of students); teacher-related variables 

(e.g., age, teaching experience, self-efficacy, coping and education level); and school-

based variables (e.g., number of support personnel, resources, support from school 

personnel). Student disability had a significant effect on depersonalization; however, it is 

unclear which disability categories determined this result, only that SETs who teach 

students with high frequency of behaviors may be more prone to feelings of burnout. 

While there was no disaggregation of rural information or data, this analysis provides 

further evidence of the need for future research in rural areas to evaluate levels of burnout 

according to these levels of variables. By thoroughly evaluating the effects of different 

variables on burnout, interventions targeting specific issues in rural populations can be 

designed and implemented.  

Unfortunately, most SETs will exhibit multiple forms of frustrations and stress in 

their careers. Some may experience these frustrations and stress more frequently and 

intensely, it is when these feelings are not appropriately handled and in turn lead to 
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experiencing the different dimensions and symptoms of burnout (Brunsting et al., 2014; 

Maslach et al., 2001). Researchers need to not only identify the difference in stress and 

burnout in research, but also conduct research that effectively measures burnout, not just 

stress or self-identified burnout (Brunsting et al., 2014) and the variables that contribute 

to burnout so that appropriate strategies can be developed to minimize those variables. 

Chirico and Leiter (2022) recently cautioned people against using burnout as an umbrella 

term to portray distressing situations in the workplace and urged researchers studying 

burnout in occupations to use measurement tools accordingly to develop evidence-based 

practices to decrease symptoms of burnout and promote mental health and well-being.  

In addition to the need for rural focused research, additional gaps in research in 

evaluating burnout in rural SETs, include focusing on SETs of low incidence disabilities 

and early career teachers. Teachers of students with low-incidence disabilities are highly 

susceptible to burnout and to date no studies using burnout measurement tools have 

focused solely on this population of SETs and how burnout is impacting them. By 

examining these gaps in research on burnout in rural SETs of low incidence disabilities, 

effective practices may be discovered in ways to be proactive instead of reactive and “get 

ahead” of the phenomena of burnout. Furthermore, most studies conducted on burnout in 

special educators have been quantitative in nature, and while significant, it is also 

important to examine and understand the intricacies and reasons about why SETs are 

experiences burnout and what it means to them. Garwood and colleagues (2018) used 

focus group to explore and expand on survey results; recognizing the importance in this 

work and encouraging future researchers to find ways to “entice individuals to share 

more about their experiences” (2018; p 41). Collecting and analyzing both qualitative and 
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quantitative data can provide comprehensive insight into burnout of rural SETs serving 

students with low incidence disabilities. 

As evidenced, burnout can be attributed to many factors and is present in SETs 

around the nation, with rural teachers reporting high levels of burnout (Garwood et al., 

2018). Importantly, rural SETs want their voices heard; in focus groups conducted by 

Garwood and colleagues (2018), the researchers found that many SETs were eager to 

participate simply because it was the first time someone had asked them about their 

experiences. This is an alarming finding. It is difficult to make positive change in the 

lives of SETs if they do not feel like their voices are being heard, and if questions about 

their experiences are not even being asked. Interestingly, Garwood and colleagues (2018) 

noted that the 39 SETs that scored high on the depersonalization scale did not commit to 

participating in the focus group. Given the level and dimension of burnout, this is not 

surprising. However, this speaks to the fact that researchers need to hear teachers, know 

their stories, and understand why they are experiencing burnout. Effective interventions 

and changes must be developed based on current teacher input. The use of valid 

measurements to gain information is vital to understanding the SETs; however, asking in-

depth questions and hearing their stories is imperative to designing programs, PDs, and 

interventions that will truly impact their success and overall well-being, as well as 

decrease rural SETs levels and risk factors of burnout. 

While research examining burnout in rural SETs is increasing there is still a long 

way to go. As a profession we must do better. Forty years ago, Helge and Marrs (1981) 

concluded a study by stating that “Without effective, continuous staff development 

including stress reduction; a relatively high rate of teacher burnout may result as rural 
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staff are asked to be ‘all things to all people’” (p. 13). Helge and Marrs were correct, as 

high rates of burnout currently exist. If burnout in rural SETs is not addressed, there will 

continue to be detrimental impacts to these SETs and their students. Therefore, the 

purpose of this study was to address identified gaps in research to understand the 

phenomenon of burnout in rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities. 

Research data were collected from SETs of students with low incidence disabilities in 

geographically rural areas of Kentucky. 

The following research questions were addressed in this study:  

Research Questions  
  

1. What levels and dimensions of burnout are rural special education teachers of 

students with low incidence disabilities experiencing? What factors are related 

to burnout in rural special education teachers?  

2. How do rural special education teachers of students with low incidence 

disabilities describe their lived experiences with burnout?  

3. In what ways do the lived experiences of burnout among participants explain 

the levels and dimensions of burnout reported by quantitative measures?  

Brief Explanation of Design 

An explanatory sequential mixed methods design was used to examine and 

explore the phenomenon of burnout in rural SETs of students with low incidence 

disabilities. During this study, I first collected quantitative data to acquire numeric 

measures of the levels and dimensions of how burnout is being experienced and to 

explore relationships of various factors on burnout. The quantitative data were collected 

using a demographic questionnaire and the MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) on SETs of 
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students with low incidence disabilities from geographically rural areas of Kentucky. In 

the second phase of this study, I collected qualitative data during semi-structured 

interviews to explore and explain results from the first phase. Data from both phases were 

then integrated and analyzed to gain a comprehensive and deeper understanding of how 

the phenomenon of burnout is affecting rural SETs of students with low incidence 

disabilities. 

Conceptual Framework  

 In order to explain mixed methods research, it is important to provide details as to 

how I (as the researcher) shape not only the investigation but the philosophical 

assumptions I bring into the design of the study, the creation of the interviews, data 

collection processes, and proposed data analysis plan. Figure 1 represents the conceptual 

framework for this study beginning with worldviews and philosophical assumptions, 

leading to the study's purpose, the theoretical framework, and finally how the study has 

been informed and designed. As evidenced in the framework, all pieces are 

interconnected, and the framework provides insight into the design of each component. 

Experiencing burnout as a former self-contained SET of students with low 

incidence disabilities, I am deeply invested in the thoughts and experiences of study 

participants. For this reason, this study was designed and implemented from a 

pragmatism world view with constructivism melded in. Mixed methods are often 

approached from a pragmatism philosophy, encompassing a “what works” approach, 

such as using multiple methods to best explore and answer the research question 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). As this study is designed 

to use both inductive and deductive approaches as well as subjective and objective 
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knowledge, pragmatism provides the foundation to best examine the research questions. 

However, because I am so deeply intertwined in the phenomenon of interest (burnout) 

with potential study participants there is also constructivism interspersed in the study. 

The worldviews and philosophical assumptions brought into this study are representing 

that the reality of what I present is shaped not only by the views and experiences of my 

participants but also by my views and experiences with burnout, as well as using the most 

practical means to fully answer and explore the research questions. I aim to understand 

the essence of a shared lived experience, burnout, and what that means by becoming 

familiar with my participants’ realities (Neubauer et al., 2019; van Manen, 2017). I aim to 

give voice to the participants.  

Figure 1 

Conceptual Framework of Burnout in Rural Special Education Teachers  

 

 

The Multi-Dimensional Theory of Burnout 
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The multi-dimensional theory (MDT) of burnout is “an individual stress 

experience embedded in a context of complex social relationships, and it involves the 

person’s conception of both self and others” (Maslach, 1998, p. 69). There are three 

dimensions of MDT: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal 

accomplishment. Burnout goes beyond everyday occupational stress, which is grounded 

in this theory. Burnout is not a dichotomous syndrome, meaning that there is not just a 

yes or no to experiencing burnout. Rather, there are several levels and dimensions that 

one can exhibit and experience (Maslach, 1998; Maslach et al., 2018). MDT represents 

that the experiences of burnout are not the same for all and individuals can experience 

burnout in specific areas. MDT is appropriate for framing the experiences of burnout in 

rural SETs due to the ability to evaluate multiple dimensions and factors independent of 

each other to explore how rural SETs are experiencing burnout.  

Definition of Terms 

Alternate Kentucky Summative Assessment. The assessment given to Kentucky 

students with the most severe cognitive disabilities. This assessment provides 

schools and programs with a valid and reliable means of assessing the instruction 

provided to students with moderate and significant disabilities (i.e., for the less 

than 1% of the total student population for whom traditional assessments would 

be an inappropriate measure of progress; Kentucky Department of Education, 

2023).  

Geographically rural areas. Rural is defined and determined as any area that is 

not designated to be urban as defined by the U.S. Census Bureau and represents 

areas that are sparsely populated, not built up, far from urban centers, and have 
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low housing density (Ratcliffe et al., 2016). For the purposes of this study, 

Kentucky counties were selected based on having been identified as having a 

locale classification number of 41 (rural-fringe), 42 (rural-distant), or 43 (rural-

remote); or any territory that is less than or equal to 5 miles or more from an 

urbanized area, and less than or equal to 2.5 miles from an urban cluster (NCES, 

2021). 

 Low-incidence disability: Defined according to IDEA’s most current definition: 

a) A visual or hearing impairment, or simultaneous visual and hearing 

impairments;  

b) A significant cognitive impairment; or 

c) Any impairment for which a small number of personnel with highly 

specialized skills and knowledge are needed in order for children with 

that impairment to receive early intervention services or a free 

appropriate public education (IDEA; 2019). 

Special education teacher (SET): A teacher that provides specially designed 

instruction to students that qualify for special education services and have 

undergone a teacher preparation program that led to an Exceptional Children 

Teaching Certificate from the state of Kentucky. For this study, teachers must 

hold a valid teaching certificate awarded by the state of Kentucky and have an 

Exceptional Children teaching certificate in one of the following areas: 

moderate/severe disabilities, hearing impaired, hearing impaired with sign 

proficiency, visually impaired, or communication disorders (Educator 

Professional Standards Board; EPSB, 2018).  
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Temporary provisional licensure. A program that enables individuals with a non-

teaching bachelor’s degree to work in a Kentucky school district while pursuing 

their full teaching certification through an approved university program (EPSB, 

2022). 

Positionality Statement 

 In this study, my positionality as a researcher was informed by my background as 

a SET of students with low incidence disabilities. I have 14 years of experience as a SET 

in both urban and rural settings. My experiences have shaped my perspective and reality 

of the unique job demands and risk factors associated with burnout in this population of 

teachers. Furthermore, I have personally experienced burnout as a SET of students with 

low incidence disabilities. My experiences with burnout ultimately led me to leave the 

profession. I understand the realities of burnout and the detrimental effect it has on those 

it affects. While I strive to maintain a bias free and impartial research study, I recognize 

that my firsthand experience with the phenomenon of interest has the ability to influence 

my interpretations and interactions with study participants. I fully committed myself to 

acknowledge and examine my biases and experiences to ensure the study participants are 

the voices represented in this study, ensuring the study’s validity and rigor.  

In this chapter I provided an introduction, literature support, research purpose, 

research questions, and supporting details of this study. In summation, this study used an 

explanatory sequential mixed methods design to address gaps in literature, focusing on 

how the phenomenon of burnout is experienced by rural SETs of students with low 

incidence disabilities. The following chapter will address the methodology of this study.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

To complete this study, I conducted a mixed methods research design (Tashakkori 

& Teddlie, 1998) to explore how rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities 

are experiencing dimensions of burnout. Mixed method designs combine quantitative and 

qualitative practices, providing an opportunity for researchers to thoroughly explore and 

examine questions of interest by utilizing both designs in a way that integrates the 

collected data to allow for more in-depth analysis (Creswell, 2014). Conducting mixed 

methods research allows investigators the opportunity to examine complex and 

unresolved issues and can be used to gain a deep understanding of a phenomenon of 

interest. The use of mixed method research designs in the field of special education is 

extremely limited; only 0.63% of published studies in the top 15 special education 

research journals from 2007-2019 used mixed methods research (Corr et al., 2021; Leko 

et al., 2022). Furthermore, using mixed methods to explore complex and persistent issues 

in special education is needed to address pressing and unresolved issues (Leko et al., 

2022; Onwuegbuzie & Corrigan, 2018). As evidenced in Chapter 1, SETs are highly 

susceptible to burnout and often identify burnout as a reason for leaving the profession 

(Berry et al., 2011; Bettini et al., 2017; Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Brunsting et al., 

2014; Garwood et al., 2018), thus providing the need for in-depth research on the 

phenomenon of burnout. Moreover, based on a review of the literature only one mixed 
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methods study has been conducted examining burnout in rural SETs (Garwood et al., 

2018), providing the rationale for additional use of mixed methods research designs to   

examine burnout in SETs. Using a mixed methods design to further examine and explore 

burnout in SETs can provide meaningful and significant information to the field.  

In this chapter I present the rationale for using a mixed methods design to answer 

my research questions; discuss methodology of each phase of the study; demonstrate the 

selection of the core mixed method design; and explain the quantitative, qualitative, and 

integration phases. Sampling strategy, instruments, data collection, and data analysis will 

be presented for each phase.  

Design Selection and Rationale 

In the following section I present the rationale for choosing a mixed methods 

design, determining why this method was the most appropriate method to answer the 

research questions. To detail the rationale for a mixed methods design, I created an 

implementation matrix to provide a visual representation of the planning process that 

highlights each research question and corresponding phases (see Appendix A). An 

implementation matrix is a visual representation of the procedures and components of a 

mixed methods study, which allows for a focus on the content of the overall study 

(Creswell et al., 2011).  

As detailed in the matrix, the aim of Research Question 1 is to identify how rural 

SETs of students with low incidence disabilities are experiencing burnout. This question 

was best explored by obtaining quantitative data that provide a numeric measure 

representing the levels of burnout experienced by SETs on the three dimensions of 

burnout: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment 



35 
 

(Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Research Question 2 aims to explore burnout through the 

lived experiences of burnout of rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities. 

This question was best investigated by using qualitative methods to gain a deep 

understanding of the experiences of burnout in rural SETs of students with low incidence 

disabilities. The aim of Research Question 3 was to explore and examine how the 

experiences presented during the qualitative phase could be explained and/or expanded 

upon the quantitative data presented in phase one. This question was most effectively 

answered by integrating and analyzing data from both the quantitative and qualitative 

phases to explore, expand, corroborate, and discuss findings. The use of mixed methods 

was imperative to thoroughly explore and answer the research questions, as one method 

alone would not be sufficient. Combining both methods allowed each method to 

complement the other and provide the opportunity for a more exhaustive data analysis 

(Green et al., 1989; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998), thus providing rich information and 

detail. Using mixed methods provides the ability to integrate both designs to explore a 

deeper understanding and representation of how rural SETs of students with low 

incidence disabilities are experiencing burnout. The in-depth examination this provided 

would not have been possible using only one design.  

A mixed methods design allowed for a thorough exploration and understanding of 

the experiences of burnout in rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities, 

providing the opportunity to explore and examine special education issues from a 

methodology that can assist in examining the complex research questions (Onwuegbuzie 

& Corrigan, 2018). However, it was important to consider the different core designs of 

mixed-methods research to ensure the most appropriate mixed methods design was 
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selected. I explored the three core mixed methods designs according to Creswell and 

Plano Clark (2018). Each core design was considered when selecting the most 

appropriate design to best answer the research questions. These are explained in the 

following paragraphs. 

Convergent design: The researcher collects and analyzes two separate databases- 

quantitative and qualitative-and then merges the two for the purpose of comparing 

the results or adding transformed qualitative data as numeric variables into the 

quantitative database. (p. 447) 

Convergent designs require data to be collected separately and requires the two 

methodologies to be analyzed apart from each other and then to compare results, or even 

quantify the qualitative data (Leko et al., 2022). This design could provide beneficial 

information to the field; however, for the purpose of this study, this design would not be 

appropriate. The research questions require a design that lends itself to discovering and 

identifying SETs that are experiencing burnout. Subsequently, the study aims to further 

explore this phenomenon by utilizing the results from the quantitative portion to ensure 

that participants selected for the qualitative portion are teachers exhibiting signs and 

symptoms of burnout as indicated by the quantitative data. Therefore, a convergent 

design was not an appropriate core design to thoroughly address the research questions.  

Exploratory sequential design: Three-phase mixed methods design in which the 

researcher starts with the collection and analysis of qualitative data, which is then 

followed by a design phase of translating the qualitative findings into an approach 

or tool that can be tested quantitatively. This means that the approach or tool will 

be grounded in the views of the participants. (p. 448) 
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Exploratory sequential designs require qualitative data to be collected first, 

analyzed, and then utilized to create an approach or tool for a quantitative measure (i.e., 

survey creation; Leko et al., 2022). While this is an important design and one to consider 

for future research, the purpose of the study is not to create a quantitative measurement 

tool that is designed based on the qualitative data provided by participants. The research 

questions can be answered with a measure of burnout. As there is already a validated 

burnout measure that is targeted for educators (i.e., MBI-ES; Maslach et al.,1986), a new 

measurement tool is not necessary. Therefore, an exploratory sequential design was not 

appropriate for this study.  

Explanatory sequential design: Two-phase mixed methods design in which the 

researcher starts with the collection and analysis of quantitative data, which is 

then followed by the collection and analysis of qualitative data to help explain the 

initial quantitative results. (p. 448) 

Explanatory sequential designs require that a quantitative method be conducted 

first, followed by qualitative measures to explain, or further expand on the results 

obtained. Results are then integrated together to provide a rich and deep understanding of 

the topic (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Fetters, 2020; Leko et al., 2022). This design 

lent itself perfectly to the research questions. The quantitative phase is implemented first, 

followed by qualitative phase to further explain, corroborate, or present incongruence of 

the results of the quantitative phase. Therefore, an explanatory sequential design was the 

most appropriate core mixed methods design for this study. Figure 2 provides a visual 

representation of the explanatory sequential design as it relates to this study, detailing the 

phases and integration points. The first phase is the quantitative phase, followed by the 
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qualitative phase, and concluding with a data integration phase. In the following section, I 

present an overview of the use of an explanatory sequential design to address the research 

questions developed for this study. 
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Figure 2 

Explanatory Sequential Design: Burnout in Rural Special Educators 

Purpose Phase Procedures 
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Source. Adapted from Fetters (2020).  

First Phase: Quantitative 

Quantitative research allows variables to be measured to obtain numeric data that 

can be statistically analyzed (Creswell, 2014). In the first phase, a survey design was 

used. This phase has two goals. First, to obtain a numeric measure of the levels and 

dimensions of burnout SETs are experiencing. Second, to use this data to identify 

participants for the second phase of the study. Considering this phase was aimed in 

identifying levels and dimensions of burnout, survey research was used to gain a 

quantitative (numeric) measure of burnout. Survey research is used when specific 

variables of a population need to be provided; this can be done by surveying a sample of 

the population (Creswell, 2014). The MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) was used to collect 

data. The MBI-ES is the most widely used and accepted instrument measuring burnout in 

educators (Maslach et al., 2018; Emery & Vandenberg, 2010). Additionally, a 

demographic questionnaire (see Appendix B) was administered to examine relationships 

and associations between burnout dimensions and demographic variables of participants. 

More detailed information discussing measurement instruments is provided in the data 

collection section. The results of this phase were integrated with the second phase (i.e., 

qualitative) to revise the interview question protocol and guide participant selection.  

Second Phase: Qualitative 

A qualitative phenomenological approach was used in the second phase. 

Qualitative designs allow researchers to gain an in-depth understanding of the meaning 

people give to experiences (Creswell, 2014). The purpose of this phase was to gain an in-

depth understanding of the lived experience of burnout as described by rural SETs of 
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students with low incidence disabilities. The rationale for this phase was that while the 

quantitative phase provides the numeric measures to answer the research questions, the 

qualitative phase can gain a more in-depth understanding of how and why the 

phenomenon of burnout is impacting rural SETs of students with low incidence 

disabilities. While both the quantitative and qualitative phases examined how burnout 

affects SETs, the quantitative phase focused on determining the individual dimensions 

and levels of burnout experienced, whereas in the qualitative phase I delved into how 

these participants described their experiences with burnout. Qualitative data were used to 

expand, explain, and corroborate findings or contradictions from the first phase. This 

phase was designed to answer Research Question 2, which examined how participants 

described their lived experiences with the phenomenon of burnout. For this reason, a 

phenomenological approach was the most conducive qualitative design to address this 

question. Phenomenological research aims to make sense of a lived experience or 

phenomenon (Starks & Trinidad, 2007). A phenomenological approach is appropriate 

when wanting to explore and describe the overall essence of a phenomenon (burnout) and 

how individuals (SETs) experience and describe their lived experiences with the shared 

phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Phenomenological inquiry provided a rich and 

deep understanding of the burnout from the experiences of study participants.  

Phenomenological inquiry requires bracketing by the researcher (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018; Lopez & Willis, 2004). Bracketing, a conscious effort researchers of 

phenomenological studies employ to set aside, “as far as humanely possible”, all 

preconceived experiences to focus on the participants (Moustakas, 1994). Bracketing 

encourages researchers to discuss their experiences with the phenomena and set them 
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aside to fully focus on the participants’ experiences with the phenomena. Bracketing 

provides transparency of the researcher and allows readers of the study to know the 

author has been honest and open about their experiences. Readers can use this 

information to be aware of authors influence on data and if the authors analyzed the data 

with or without representing themselves in the analysis (Moustakas, 1994). 

Understanding the researcher’s voice and lived experiences, and how they are 

interpreting the meaning and lived experience of the phenomenon, is of vital importance 

(Reiners, 2012; Vagle, 2018) to gain “a grasp of the very nature of the thing” (van 

Manen, 1990, pp. 177). As a former SET who experienced burnout in high levels, it is 

important to disclose that I am deeply interwoven in the shared experience of burnout 

with study participants, and for that reason my personal experiences with burnout have 

shaped my views of burnout and allowed me to relate to participants’ experiences (Lopez 

& Willis, 2004; Reiners, 2012). As the researcher, I am aware of the subjective 

perspective that my experiences present in this study. My experiences, beliefs, and 

perspectives can influence data interpretation. However, by employing bracketing and 

being aware of my potential influence, I am making a conscious effort to set aside my 

experiences and bias to allow the data to form naturally. This effort aids in enhancing the 

reliability, validity and trustworthiness of the data and findings. The transparency I 

provide allows me to proceed by acknowledging and setting aside my experiences, to 

focus on the lived experiences of study participants.  

Mixed Methods Integration  

Integration is a large component of designing, implementing, analyzing, and 

reporting mixed methods studies. Integration is when components of both the quantitative 
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and qualitative phases come together to provide something that could not be created by 

either phase independently (Fetters & Molina-Azorin, 2017). This study applied 

integration strategies at three individual points in the study (see Figure 2). First, 

integration occurred after the quantitative data had been collected and analyzed to 

identify participants eligible for the qualitative phase. Second, integration occurred by 

connecting the data of the quantitative phase to review and revise the interview protocol 

administered during the qualitative phase. Furthermore, at this stage, participant selection 

of the second phase was determined by a nesting relationship sample, which entailed 

determining participants based on the results and sample of the first phase (Fetters, 2020). 

Third, integration occurred by merging the results of data of both phases to explain, 

corroborate, or report incongruence, thus providing an in-depth analysis of all data 

collected to present a thorough investigation of the experiences of burnout presented by 

SETs of students with low incidence disabilities. The rationale for this phase is that 

integrating the data allows for a more thorough examination of the phenomena of burnout 

that neither methodology would have provided independently.  

In the preceding sections I provided the study's framework, addressed the core 

design, and gave an overview of the phases of this explanatory sequential design study. I 

will now outline the study procedures for each phase. I will address the sampling 

strategy, data collection procedures, and data analysis procedures for both the 

quantitative and qualitative phases. In the data analysis plan for the third phase (mixed 

methods integration), I provide procedures on how I used data from both phases to 

explore relationships, corroborate findings, and to discuss opposing findings. 
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Study Procedures 

Sampling Strategy 

In this study I employed three phases of sampling strategies to obtain and ensure 

participants met inclusion criteria of each phase and to maintain focus on SETs of 

students with low incidence disabilities from geographically rural areas. Figure 3 

represents the explanatory sequential design sampling strategy used. Potential 

participants were first identified using a clustered sampling procedure, which is a type of 

participant sampling procedure that can be used when the researcher does not have 

immediate access to the names of individuals in the target population (Creswell, 2014). 

All participants were recruited following procedures approved by the institutional review 

board. The first phase of sampling encompassed identifying potential participants for the 

study by contacting the Director of Special Education of each qualifying district and the 

Kentucky Special Education Cooperative Network via email. Local school district 

websites and educational cooperative websites were used to obtain the names of Directors 

of Special Education of qualifying districts and special education personnel from regional 

educational cooperatives. Eighty-nine counties in Kentucky meet the definition of rural 

for this study. Inclusion criteria for initial participant recruitment were (a) must be special 

education teachers and (b) must teach in a geographically rural area. Initial recruitment 

emails and two follow-up emails were sent to 166 Directors of Special Education and 

Kentucky Special Education Cooperative Network individuals. This led to the return of 

96 SET emails and two educational co-operatives agreeing to forward the recruitment 

email to the SETs in their districts. All individuals that met inclusion criteria received 

recruitment emails.  
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Figure 3 

Sampling Strategy for Explanatory Sequential Design 

 

Participant Selection Quantitative Phase  

Upon completion of the surveys, the researcher transferred survey information 

into Microsoft Excel to allow for survey data to be analyzed and screened for inclusion 

criteria for analysis of quantitative and qualitative data. Participants were selected using 

convenience sampling with a criterion-based sampling scheme (Collins et al., 2007). This 

sampling scheme ensured participants met the inclusion criteria and were willing to 
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participate. Due to the variety in definitions for special education certification and 

placement options, I determined participant eligibility based on information requested in 

the demographic survey. A primary purpose of this study is to focus on rural SETs who 

teach students with low incidence disabilities. Therefore, additional inclusion criteria for 

study sample were that SETs had to indicate they provided services to students that 

qualified for alternate assessment administration or self-contained early childhood/ 

primary grades with students having qualifying disabilities according to the definition of 

low incidence disability (IDEA; 2019). Special education teachers with temporary 

provisional licenses were not eligible to participate in this study. Of the 73 survey 

responses, 23 met full-inclusion criteria for the study. This was due to the focus on SETs 

of students with low incidence disabilities, which was determined based on results of the 

demographic survey. General demographic information and the SETs background and 

experience was collected in a demographic questionnaire. A final question was included 

to determine the participant’s willingness to participate in follow-up interviews. A total of 

21 of the 23 SETs (91%) were willing to participate in the second phase of this study.  

Participant Selection Qualitative Phase 

For the qualitative phase, I selected participants through a purposeful sampling 

strategy based on the results of the quantitative phase (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). 

Participants were selected based on their results of the MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) and 

must have indicated on the survey their willingness to participate in interviews. 

Furthermore, participant selection in this phase also represents an area of integration for 

mixed methods. Participant selection in this phase represents a nested sampling 
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relationship between the quantitative and qualitative samples (i.e., this participant sample 

was a subset of the quantitative sample; Fetters, 2020).    
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Phase I: Quantitative Phase  

Data Collection  

The first phase focused on identifying how rural SETs are experiencing signs of 

burnout. The primary technique for obtaining a quantitative measure of burnout was 

survey design. Participants received the MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) and a researcher 

created demographic questionnaire (see Appendix B). Permission to use the MBI-ES was 

obtained upon purchasing the license (see Appendix C).  

Quantitative Variables 

The MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) is the most comprehensive and nationally 

recognized measurement tool to obtain numeric measures of the three dimensions of 

burnout: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment 

(Maslach et al., 1986). The MBI-ES consists of 22 items, rated on a 7-point Likert scale, 

0-7, from “Never” to “Every Day.” Each dimension receives an individual score, and 

dimension scores are not to be combined, as burnout is not a dichotomous variable and 

can be experienced in various levels on each dimension; therefore, an overall score is not 

recommended (Maslach & Jackson, 1981).  

Emotional Exhaustion is defined as “feelings of being emotionally overextended 

and exhausted by work” (Maslach & Jackson, 1981, p. 101). Scores of 27 or higher 

represent high levels of burnout. Depersonalization is defined as “unfeeling and 

impersonal responses toward recipients of one’s instruction” (Maslach & Jackson, 1981, 

p. 101). Scores of 14 or higher represent high levels of burnout. Personal 

Accomplishment is defined as “feelings of competence and successful achievement in 

one’s work” (Maslach & Jackson, 1981, p. 101). For this dimension lower scores indicate 
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higher levels of burnout. Scores of 0-30 represent high levels of burnout. More detailed 

variable information was presented in Chapter 1 (see pp. 26-28).  

In addition to the MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986), participants completed a 

demographic questionnaire created by the researcher (see Appendix B). A demographic 

questionnaire was created using Qualtrics Software (XM; 2020). Questionnaires were 

administered to obtain demographic information to allow for descriptive and inferential 

analysis. Information obtained included participants’ age, gender, race, years of teaching 

special education, highest degree obtained, current grade levels taught, type of classroom 

setting, type of teaching certification, disability categories of students taught, and 

mentored experience. Two follow-up questions were included to indicate if participants 

would be willing to participate in follow-up interviews for the second phase of the study, 

and to identify if teachers would be interested in a social support intervention. 

Demographic questions were open-ended and close-ended, with several questions 

including an “other” option which allows the participant to write in their answer.  

The MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) and demographic questionnaire were web-

based and accessed through a link provided via email, allowing for easy transfer of data 

into SPSS and Microsoft Excel formats for analysis. Ninety-six emails were sent, with 

two districts agreeing to forward the recruitment email to the SETs in their districts. 

Potential participants received an informed consent prior to beginning the survey (see 

Appendix D) that must be acknowledged before beginning the survey. The informed 

consent detailed the purpose and importance of the survey, as well as the opportunity to 

be entered into a random drawing for a chance to obtain one of five $50 Amazon gift 

cards upon completion and submission of the survey. Contact about the survey was 
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conducted using a three-follow-up survey sequence (Dillman, 2000) to increase response 

rate. Participants received the initial email with an invitation to participate in the study 

after IRB approval was obtained (see Appendix E). Participants were sent follow-up 

emails in three predetermined time limits: (a) 5 days post survey distribution, (b) 10 days 

post survey distribution, and (c) 2 weeks post survey distribution, reiterating the 

importance of the study (see Appendix F). Three weeks after the survey was distributed, 

all completed surveys in which the respondent indicated their willingness to be entered 

into the random drawing were entered in a computer database random generator and five 

random names were selected to win the gift card. Upon completion of the survey, 80 SET 

teachers accessed the link provided, however, seven were incomplete due to not moving 

past the informed consent page. 

Reliability and Validity 

 Tests of reliability and validity are important in quantitative research to determine 

whether the measurement instrument is accurate and consistent in measuring what it is 

intended to measure (Boeteng et al., 2018; Thorndike, 1997). Cronbach’s alpha and test-

retest are the most common reliability testing. The MBI-ES (Maslach, 1986) is a 

modified version of the original MBI (Maslach & Jackon,1981), changing only the 

wording “recipient” to “student” to clarify the language common for teachers. The MBI 

(1981) and MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) are highly validated instruments that have 

demonstrated reliability over time. Early reliability tested of MBI dimensions included: 

EE (α =.90), DP (α =.76), and PA (α =.76; Iwanicki & Schwab, 1981). More recent 

testing on teachers reveals a consistent score: EE (α = .87), DP (α = .76), and PA (α = .84; 

Chang, 2013). In a more recent study conducted with SETs, consistent scores on 

reliability were shown as well: EE (α = .93), DP (α = .84), and PA (α = .88; Garwood et 
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al., 2018). In a study conducted by Maslach and colleagues (2018), test-retest reliability 

produced slightly lower levels of reliability: EE (α = .60), DP (α = .54), PA (α = .57). To 

ensure reliability of MBI-ES for this study, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for each 

dimension of burnout: EE (α = .86), DP (α = .51), and PA (α = .62). Cronbach alpha 

scores can range from 0-1 with higher scores indicating higher reliability. Sample size 

and the number of survey items can have an impact on Cronbach’s alpha scores. Given 

the low sample number and small number of survey items on the MBI-ES, it is possible 

these are related to the less than desirable scores DP and PA received.  

 Validity testing in quantitative research ensures that the intended construct the 

researcher aims to measure has been successful (Boeteng et al., 2018; Thorndike, 1997). 

Content validity consists of an evaluation of prepared questions by both experts and a 

sample of the target population (Boateng et al., 2018; Hinkin, 1998). Content validity is 

important to the overall construct validity because it ensures each potential question can 

measure the domains of interest. Content validity can be accomplished by having experts 

review the prepared questions and conduct cognitive interviews. Cognitive interviews 

require drafted items be administered to the target population, to allow for drafting and 

revising or measurement tool (Boeteng et al., 2018). Content validity of the MBI-ES 

(Maslach et al., 1986) has been demonstrated as evidenced in literature that continues to 

assess relationships between the individual burnout dimensions and different variables of 

work life (Byrne, 1994; Chang, 2013).  

Construct validity is best defined as the overall goal of the measurement 

instrument and links theory and psychometric measure. Construct validity can be 

determined by conducting factor analysis of survey items and measurement of instrument 
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correlating with other measurements intended to measure the same construct (Hinkin, 

1998). Construct validity of the MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) has been assessed to 

ensure comparable psychometric properties of the original MBI (Maslach & Jackson, 

1981). A cross-validation study factor analysis (Iwanicki & Schwab, 1981) was 

conducted, and results were consistent and demonstrated the constructs and dimensions in 

the MBI (Maslach & Jackson, 1981) were consistent with the creation of the MBI-ES 

(Maslach et al., 1986). 

In closing, the data collection procedures of the quantitative phase were 

successful in obtaining a quantitative measure of burnout in a very specific population of 

teachers. However, to strengthen statistical analysis and statistical power the researcher 

hoped for a larger sample size. Follow-up emails were sent and while these efforts did 

increase overall survey completion, the final sample size included 23 participants who 

met full inclusion criteria. While this number is not sufficient to provide a high power or 

statistically significant analysis, the data can still provide valuable information on how 

this population of teachers are experiencing burnout and areas of future research.  

Data Analysis 

 The quantitative phase of the study had three aims: (a) identify participants who 

are experiencing burnout regarding the dimensions and levels obtained from the MBI-ES 

(Maslach et al., 1986); (b) determine relationships and associations between levels and 

dimensions of burnout with demographic variables; (c) and determine eligibility of 

participants in the second, qualitative phase by using survey results to guide participant 

selection. All data were screened for identifying participant information prior to analysis. 

Identifying information was removed and a respondent number was given. Data 
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screening was conducted prior to statistical analysis to test for normality of data, any 

outliers, and/or missing data, and is more thoroughly discussed in the results sections.  

While it is not possible to estimate the number of SETs that received recruitment 

emails from their DoSEs or educational co-operatives, the response rate for surveys sent 

directly to SETs was 76%. Of all completed surveys 24% met full inclusion criteria. 

Quantitative data provided numeric measures of the individual levels and dimensions of 

burnout and allowed for analysis between levels and dimensions of burnout and 

demographic variables. Rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities are a small 

portion of teachers in individual districts, especially in smaller, rural districts. While 

exact numbers are unknown, it is common for rural districts to have just one or two SETs. 

Descriptive statistics and inferential analyses were conducted as planned; however, the 

small sample size should be considered when reviewing and interpreting results and is 

further discussed as a limitation to overall results of the study findings.  

To effectively address Research Question 1 and to integrate data with the 

qualitative phase, descriptive statistics and zero-order correlation analyses were 

conducted on participants’ survey and demographic responses. The procedure for each 

statistical analysis is described in the following paragraphs.  

Descriptive Statistics  

 Descriptive statistics are used to measure central tendency (mean, median, and 

mode) and measures of variability (variance, standard deviation, and range). Examining 

descriptive statistics is important to understand the data, to ensure the sample data meet 

statistical assumptions, and to gain a visual representation of sample characteristics of 

interest. Furthermore, descriptive statistics were used to ensure participants meet 
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inclusion criteria. Descriptive statistics were conducted for all MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 

1986) dimensions and demographic variables. Descriptive statistics are reported and 

further discussed in the following chapter.  

Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient  

 Correlations are used to show the direction and strength of a linear relationship 

between quantitative variables. Examining correlations is important to research as it 

determines if a relationship between variables exists and can allow for a visual 

representation of the relationship. By using correlation testing, the direction and strength 

of the relationship between selected variables of interest and levels of burnout for 

individual dimensions can be determined. Additionally, correlation testing provides a 

basis for additional statistical analysis if necessary.  Pearson’s correlation testing was 

conducted using continuous variables, including the raw numeric burnout scores on each 

dimension and the following demographic variables: age, years teaching special 

education, and number of students on caseload. The demographic variable licensure route 

was dummy coded to be included in the correlation analysis. Dummy coding is a coding 

method in which categorical variables are coded to be a dichotomous variable, 0 or 1. 

This allows for inclusion in statistical analysis. Moreover, 18 of the 23 participants 

identified themselves as female, and most demographic categories were similarly 

unbalanced.  

Descriptive and correlational analysis provide the necessary information to 

answer the first research question, as well as address the overall aims of the quantitative 

phase. All statistical analyses were conducted using Statistical Package for Social 

Services software (SPSS) version 29 and Microsoft Excel. Results and findings of 
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statistical analyses are presented in visual and discussion form in the following chapters. 

Having discussed the data collection and data analysis procedures for the quantitative 

phase, in the next section I will discuss the data collection and data analysis procedures 

for the qualitative phase. 

Phase II Qualitative  

The second phase of this study is the qualitative phase. Qualitative research 

allows for a deeper exploration and understanding of social processes of participants and 

provides rich and detailed insights (Creswell, 2014; Miles et al., 2020). A 

phenomenological design (Husserl, 1970) was used to gain a deeper understanding of 

how rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities are experiencing burnout. In 

the follow sections, I discuss the data collection and data analysis procedures according 

to phenomenological design.  

Phenomenological research aims to describe the meanings of “lived experiences” 

represented and shared by several individuals experiencing the same phenomenon 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Data are collected and analyzed to describe what participants 

experience and how they experienced it (Moustakas, 1994). This study was designed 

using the guidance of Creswell and Poth (2018) and Moustakas (1994). Steps taken to 

engage in phenomenological research include (1) identify and determine a phenomenon 

of interest (burnout); (2) consider and include philosophical assumptions 

(epistemological); (3) collect data from individuals who experience the phenomenon of 

interest (conduct semi-structured interviews); (4) analyze data (coding data and analysis 

of important statements); (5) develop descriptions (based on knowledge gained from data 

collection and data analysis); (6) report the essence (provide written statement of the 

essence of burnout); and (7) provide understanding of the phenomenon (written 



 
 

56 
 

description of study).  Each step was considered, planned for, and evidenced throughout 

the preceding and following sections.  

Data Collection 

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews (see Appendix G). The 

interview protocol was drafted and developed according to the theoretical framework, 

expanding on information presented in the MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) and the 

demographic questionnaire. Furthermore, a characteristic of semi-structured interviews is 

that it allows for the interviews to explore issues and topics that come up in discussion 

and allow for flexibility while remaining structured (Merriam, 1998). Probing questions 

were developed and included in the protocol to prompt opportunities for participants to 

elaborate on their experience with burnout.  

The interview protocol was developed using the theoretical and conceptual 

framework (see Figure 1). Also, preliminary interviews were conducted with three rural 

SETs showing signs and symptoms of burnout during Fall 2022 and Spring 2023. Results 

of these interviews led to the modification of questions to provide more clarity and 

conciseness for the participants. Furthermore, as a data integration point, interview 

questions were reviewed upon completion of surveys and two changes were made. 

Question #13, “If a social support intervention were to be implemented with special 

education teachers in similar settings as you, would you be interested in participating” 

was removed as it was a duplicate from the survey. Additionally, individual results of the 

MBI-ES can be presented during interviews to encourage elaboration or discussion as 

needed. The final interview protocol included 12 open-ended questions. 
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All interviews for this study were conducted during November and December of 

2023 virtually via Microsoft Teams, a video conference platform that allowed for 

recording and transcription of interviews (with permission of participants). Informed 

consent was shared, and participants gave verbal agreement to participate and be 

recorded (see Appendix H). Data were collected through the transcription analysis, 

interviewer notes taken during the interview, and additional memos upon viewing the 

recordings (i.e., a process in which researchers document their thoughts and ideas for 

later analysis; Creswell & Poth, 2018).  

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis was conducted using the guidance of the Data Analysis Spiral 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Components included: (a) data collection, (b) managing and 

organizing the data, (c) reading and memoing emergent ideas, (d) describing and 

classifying codes into themes, (e) developing and assessing interpretations, (f) 

representing and visualizing the data, and (g) presenting the findings. Both inductive and 

deductive approaches were planned for and utilized in the data analysis. Based on the 

preliminary interviews, I determined that using both inductive and deductive approaches 

would be the most conducive way to answer the research questions. This decision was 

informed by the fact that burnout already has a priori or predetermined codes, namely the 

three dimensions: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal 

accomplishment. (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). While conducting data analysis on 

preliminary interviews, I was looking to “fit the data” into predetermined codes 

according to the dimensions. While this approach was highly effective and allowed 

dimensions of burnout and risk factors to be explored, it is equally important to not “force 
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fit” data and to allow data to represent what it intends to (Saldaña, 2021). Data analysis is 

cyclical and upon reviewing the literature and the theoretical framework it is unrealistic 

to expect I completely remove deductive thinking while analyzing data. Therefore, data 

analysis procedures used both inductive and deductive approaches.  

Before beginning any data analysis (see Figure 4) I first managed and organized 

the data. This consisted of reading the transcripts, viewing the recorded interviews, then 

simultaneously viewing the recording and transcriptions to ensure the recorded 

transcription was accurate and to begin to develop a strong sense of the interviews. 

Confidentiality of participants was ensured by immediately masking the names, and 

conducting a thorough examination of transcripts to ensure identifiable information was 

not present. Since participants are from small rural areas and some schools/districts may 

have only one or two SETs of students with low-incidence disabilities, it is important to 

ensure confidentiality by removing any potentially identifying information (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). I reviewed and memoed thoughts and ideas several times for each transcript 

(Agar, 1980; Miles et al., 2020; Saldaña, 2021). This allowed me to “immerse [my]self in 

the details, trying to get sense of the interview before breaking it into parts” (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018, p. 103). Once I had a strong sense of each interview, I engaged in several 

rounds of coding, which led to codes, categories, and themes. Additionally, a computer-

assisted qualitative data analysis software program, ATLAS.ti (version 23; 

https://atlas.ti.com) was used to organize qualitative data and assist in data analysis.  
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Figure 4 

Qualitative Data Analysis Process 

 

First and second cycle coding are discussed as part of the data analysis process. 

The remainder of the qualitative thematic analysis is presented in Chapter 3.  

First cycle coding  

The first cycle coding was conducted according to the guidance of Saldaña (2021) 

and Miles et al. (2020). Table 1 presents the different coding methods used and provides 

an example of each. There was significant importance to thoroughly honor and represent 

the phenomenon of burnout. To ensure this, provisional coding was conducted to ensure 

the dimensions of burnout were being represented in participants’ experiences. 

Additionally, I took an inductive approach to first cycle coding to ensure I was also 

allowing the data to represent findings outside of the provisional coding. Completion of 

first cycle coding led to 75 individual codes from participants in the high level category, 

60 codes from participants in the moderate level category, and 32 codes from participants 

in the low level category.  
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Table 1 
 
Qualitative Coding Definitions and Examples 
 

Type of Code Definition Example 
Descriptive  A succinct label or phrase 

used to capture the essence of 
data 

There’s a couple of us that 
meet a couple times at a gym, 
and we don’t talk work. We 
just come and work out and 

work out frustrations. (Coping 
Strategies) 

 
Provisional/ a priori  Codes determined prior to 

coding 
I’m exhausted from my job 

now; I’m exhausted because of 
all the needs all day. It will 

exhaust you and frustrate you. 
(Emotional Exhaustion) 

 
In vivo Verbatim language used by 

the participant 
“I don’t care as long as we all 

survive.”  
 

Emotion Interpersonal and/or 
intrapersonal participant 
experiences expressed 

through emotions 

It's heavy, it's heavy working 
with kids with MSD. 

Note. Adapted from Onwuegbuzie et al. (2016).  

Second cycle coding 

The second cycle coding was conducted according to the guidance provided by 

Miles and colleagues (2020) and Saldaña (2021). Pattern coding was utilized to condense 

the developed codes from first cycle coding into smaller analytic units to further analyze 

the data. This was accomplished by categorizing the initial codes for each level into more 

manageable categories. I began with developing a spreadsheet in Excel and reviewed 

each code, determining a category it would fit into. The first several codes created new 

categories. When codes fit into already created categories I placed them there. I did this 

for the complete list of codes for each level. I did not want to “force fit” any data, so if a 
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code did not fit into a category or a new category was not   determinable, the code was 

highlighted, and returned to after completing the categorization process. After completing 

this process, I reviewed each highlighted code and determined all remaining codes were 

an intrinsic feeling or emotion expressed by participants. For this reason, a new category 

was created for these codes, emotion coding (Saldana, 2021). The categorization process 

of each level led to 16 overall categories: career path, work demands, emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, personal accomplishment, isolation, collaboration, rural 

specific, relationships, job stressors, coping skills, social support, work/life balance, 

professional support, emotions, recognition as a professional, and previous burnout. 

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

 Qualitative research requires different means to determine the quality and 

representation of the study. Whereas quantitative research focuses on mitigating issues of 

reliability and validity, qualitative research focuses on credibility, or trustworthiness 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This can be addressed by a verification process as evidenced by 

ensuring transparency in my research design and plan, which can also enhance replication 

studies (Creswell, 2003). This was accomplished by presenting clear research questions, 

my role and experience with the topic (previously presented), finding and reporting the 

parallelism and findings between and among participants, and connecting practice to 

theory.  

 Validation of findings provides credibility to the findings I present (Merriam, 

1998). Triangulation of data is a widely used practice in qualitative data analysis. 

Triangulation of data is important as it shows that at least three independent measures 

support data findings (Miles et al., 2020). Additionally, Denizen (2001) provides four 
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types of triangulations: (a) data source, (b) methods, (c) researcher, and (d) theory. Data 

source triangulation was used with each individual semi-structured interview serving as a 

data point (discussed in results). Furthermore, memoing was used throughout the data 

collection and data analysis, providing another means of which I was able to describe the 

processes I engage in to reach the findings (Miles et al., 2020; Saldaña, 2021).  

 In summation, data analysis of qualitative findings was explicated through a 

several step process and presented in its entirety. Having presented the data collection 

and analysis procedures for both quantitative and qualitative phases, I next discuss data 

integration of both phases.  

Phase III: Data Integration 

 Data integration (i.e., using both qualitative and quantitative components to create 

something new) is a distinct feature of using mixed methods research and is something 

that is not possible using just one of the research methods (Fetters & Molina-Azorin, 

2017). This phase addresses Research Question 3, “In what ways does the lived 

experiences of burnout among participants explain the levels and dimensions of burnout 

reported by quantitative measures?” The aim of this question is to create something new 

from the data, to learn something about burnout in rural SETs of students with low 

incidence disabilities that we could not have determined using just one methodology. In 

the sections to follow, I will explain the data integration procedures across multiple 

research stages.  

 As previously discussed, this study has been designed to incorporate several 

phases of data integration (see Figure 2). First, participant selection for the qualitative 

phase was determined using results of quantitative phase results. Second, semi-structured 
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interview questions were reviewed to incorporate results of quantitative phase. Lastly, 

data from both phases were integrated and analyzed. Both merging and connecting 

integration strategies were implemented throughout this study. Merging integration 

strategies are used to compare or relate data (Fetters et al., 2013). Whereas, connecting 

integration strategies are used to connect or explain one phase to another phase (Fetters et 

al., 2013). Connecting strategies were implemented first and evidenced from the use of 

data obtained in the quantitative phase to inform and guide participant selection and 

review of semi-structured interview questions of the qualitative phase. Secondly, the data 

were merged to explore the results of both phases together, as well as gain a more 

thorough understanding of burnout in rural SETs of students with low incidence 

disabilities. To further represent the integration of the methods and data, joint displays 

were developed to provide a more in-depth analysis, explain the variables associated with 

burnout and themes developed from semi-structured interviews, corroborate findings, 

discover contradicting findings, and provide a visual representation of the quantitative 

and qualitative data (Fetters et al., 2013; Miles et al., 2020). These findings are discussed 

in the following chapter.  

Legitimation of Data 

 Just as quantitative and qualitative research have different standards about what 

constitutes quality research, mixed methods research has its own indicator of quality 

research that must be met as well-legitimation of data (Johnson & Christensen, 2020; 

Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006; Perez et al., 2023). Legitimation of data refers to 

“assessing the trustworthiness of both the qualitative and quantitative data and 

subsequent interpretations” (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 22). Legitimation ensures 
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the overall quality of the study and its components and can be used to address threats to 

validity of the mixed methods research design. Potential legitimation issues of 

explanatory sequential designs include not fully exploring quantitative results, not 

explaining contradictory results obtained by both phases, and not integrating the results 

of the separate phases (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). These threats to validity can be 

minimized by incorporating legitimation of data strategies. Furthermore, legitimation has 

been determined to be a quality indicator of mixed methods research in special education 

research (Leko et al., 2022). For this reason, it was particularly important to be aware of 

issues that could arise in this study, plan to mitigate potential issues, and provide 

transparency in reporting legitimation. The following legitimation types were recognized 

and carefully planned for in this study aiding in minimizing the threats to legitimation.   

 Sample integration legitimation is the extent to which conclusions are drawn from 

samples of both phases that are integrated effectively (Johnson & Christensen, 2020; 

Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006). This threat to legitimation is addressed and evident by 

ensuring participants in the qualitative phase were selected using the nesting sampling 

strategy from the quantitative phase and using quantitative data to ensure purposeful 

sampling measures for the qualitative interviews.  

 Integration legitimation is achieved by integration that has been successfully 

planned for and evident throughout the study. (Johnson & Christensen, 2020; 

Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006). This threat to legitimation was mitigated by purposeful 

and specific planning for integration stages throughout the study, providing visual joint 

displays of results and ensuring transparency of data analysis processes.  
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 Sequential legitimation ensures that the second phase of the study (i.e., 

qualitative) builds upon the first quantitative stage as planned (Johnson & Christensen. 

2020; Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006). Sequential legitimation is demonstrated by 

ensuring transparency and intentional procedures in utilizing the quantitative phase to 

guide participant selection for the qualitative phase and to inform the development of 

interview protocols.  

 Additionally, peer debriefing was implemented. Peer debriefing is used to further 

establish credibility and validity in qualitative studies. Lincoln and Guba (1985) define 

peer debriefing as “the process of exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner 

paralleling an analytic session and for the purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that 

might otherwise remain only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (p. 308). Peer 

debriefing requires one to engage in reflective discussion with fellow researchers or peers 

to examine the data collection and analysis process. The peer(s) provides input and 

feedback that enables qualitative researchers to recognize any potential biases, 

assumptions, or oversights (Cooper, 1997; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). By incorporating peer 

debriefing in this study, another level of methodology transparency and the pursuit of 

rigorous research is underscored.  

Advantages and Limitations of the Sequential Explanatory Mixed Methods Design 

 The advantages and limitations of this sequential explanatory design have been 

discussed extensively in literature. The advantages include utilizing both methods to gain 

a deeper understanding while leveraging the strengths of each design and measurement 

tool. This approach allows for the development of richer insights and the exploration of 

research questions that cannot be addressed using only one method. Additionally, the 

sequential explanatory method enables implementation to be carried out by a single 
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researcher (Creswell, 2003; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Furthermore, mixed methods 

design allows researchers to develop skills in forms of research while allowing for 

multiple publications from a singular study (Fetters, 2020).  

Limitations or challenges that may be present include ensuring that there is 

appropriate time to conduct and complete a rigorous study, feasibility of data collection 

and analysis, and preparing for the possibility that quantitative results may present 

unsignificant findings (Creswell, 2003; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Fetters, 2020). 

The advantages of using a mixed methods design to answer the research questions far 

outweigh the potential limitations of the design; however, it was necessary to plan for and 

consider how limitations can impact study development, implementation, and 

completion. To mitigate limitations several processes were developed and implemented. 

A detailed study timeline was developed to ensure respective phases remained on track. 

Additionally, conducting virtual interviews increased flexibility in scheduling to 

accommodate teachers scheduling. Furthermore, all integration phases were successfully 

planned for and implemented, as well as ensuring validity and reliability of quantitative 

data was evident, credibility of qualitative data was planned for and implemented, and 

legitimation of the study design was planned for and implemented as evidenced.  

Research Permission and Ethical Considerations 

 Ethical issues were considered and addressed for all phases of the study according 

to Creswell and Poth (2018), Miles et al. (2020), and guidelines presented by the 

University of Louisville Institutional Review Board (IRB). Permission from university 

IRB was obtained prior to contacting any potential participants or collecting data (see 

Appendix I). Informed consent was developed and distributed to each participant (See 
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Appendices D & H). Confidentially and respecting the interviewees' thoughts and 

feelings was of utmost importance. Participant confidentiality was ensured by providing 

numeric codes to surveys, using pseudonyms in interviews, and ensuring no identifying 

information was released. Upon completion of interviews, any identifying information 

(names, school name, location, etc.) was removed and/or changed. Additionally, ethical 

consideration was given during data analysis to ensure the voices of all participants were 

equally present in coding and reporting of data, as well as evidenced in all components of 

this study.  

 In conclusion, this chapter has provided a comprehensive overview of the study 

design and methodology. Each aspect of this explanatory sequential mixed methods 

design has been planned and detailed to conduct a rigorous and valid study. The 

following chapters will detail the results of the quantitative, qualitative, and integration 

phases providing invaluable information regarding the phenomena of burnout as it is 

experienced in rural SETs.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to answer three main research questions. The first 

question was designed to examine how rural SETs of students with low incidence 

disabilities are experiencing burnout by determining participant’s levels and dimensions 

on the MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986). The second question was written to explore the 

phenomena of burnout through semi-structured interviews to gain an in-depth 

understanding of burnout in rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities. 

Finally, the third question allowed for an examination of how the results of semi-

structured interviews could provide information to expand on the quantitative results. In 

this chapter, I present results using a contiguous approach. As the design requires the 

sequential use of the quantitative phase first, followed by the qualitative, and concluding 

with the integration of collected data from each phase, the results of each phase will be 

presented with respect to the study design and corresponding research question for each 

phase. First, demographic information of the overall study sample is presented. Second, 

descriptive and inferential analyses are presented based on results of the MBI-ES 

(Maslach et al., 1986) and the demographic questionnaire. Third, interview results and 

findings are presented. Finally, results of the integration of survey and interview data are 

provided.  
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Demographic Information of Participants 

There were 23 SETs included in the quantitative phase. Twenty reported their age 

(M = 43.2, SD = 8.1, range = 28-59). Twenty-two reported the number of years teaching 

experience (M = 14.2, SD = 8.8, range = 1-25). Twenty-two reported the number of 

students on their caseload (M = 9, SD = 2.6, range 5-14). The sample was mostly female 

(78%) and 100% Caucasian, which is representative of rural school districts in the study. 

Almost all teachers that responded held a master’s degree (95%), all were fully certified 

in special education and almost two-thirds obtained certification in a traditional manner 

(65%). There was a roughly equal representation of grade levels taught (elementary, 30%; 

middle, 22%; high school, 30%). SETs worked in a variety of settings, most commonly 

delivering services in a self-contained setting (44%). Almost all SETs taught students that 

qualified for alternate assessment (91%). The most common disability diagnoses were 

intellectual disabilities (26%), multiple disabilities (26%), and multiple categories (26%). 

Many SETs reported they did have experience with a mentor (78%). Most SETs indicated 

that they would be interested in a social support group/intervention (43%), or they may 

be interested (43%). Please see Table 2 for detailed results of demographic information.  

Table 2 
 
Quantitative Phase Participant Demographics 

   
Variable N = 23 % 
Gender 

Female  
Male 
 

 
18 
5 

 
78 
22 

Race 
Caucasian 
 

 
23 

 
100 

Highest degree   
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Bachelor’s 
Master’s 
Doctoral 
 

1 
22 
0 

4 
96 
0 

Licensure Patha 
Traditional  
Alternative 
 

 
15 
7 

 
65 
30 

Grade setting 
Early Childhood 
Elementary (K-2nd) 
Elementary (3rd-5th)  
Middle School (6th-8th)  
High School (9th-12th)  
Elementary (K-5th)  
All grades (K-12th)  
Other 
 

 
1 
1 
0 
5 
7 
6 
2 
1 

 
4 
4 
0 

22 
30 
26 
9 
4 

Setting 
General education/ inclusion     
Resource 
Self-contained 
Multiple settings 
Residential  
 

 
0 
7 

10 
6 
0 

 
0 

30 
44 
26 
0 

Students on alternate assessment 
Yes 
 No 
 

 
21 
2 

 
91 
9 

Student disability diagnoses 
Autism spectrum disorders 
Developmental delay 
Emotional behavioral disturbance 
Deaf blindness 
Intellectual disability 
Multiple disabilities 
Multiple categories 
 

 
3 
1 
1 
0 
6 
6 
6 

 
13 
4 
4 
0 

26 
26 
26 

Experience with a mentor 
Yes 
No 
 

 
18 
5 

 
78 
22 

Interested in social/support group 
    Yes  

 
10 

 
43 
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Maybe 
    No 
 

10 
3 

43 
13 

Willing to participate in interview 
Yes 
No 

 
21 
2 

 
91 
9 

a = One participant did not answer this question. 

Quantitative Results 

Research Question 1: What levels and dimensions of burnout are rural special 

education teachers of students with low incidence disabilities experiencing? What 

factors are related to burnout in rural special education teachers? 

In this section, I share descriptive results of the MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986) 

and the demographic questionnaire collected during the quantitative phase to address 

Research Question 1. Further, the results of a Pearson product-moment of correlations 

among age, years teaching, licensure route, number of students on caseload, emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment was used to answer this 

question. The small sample size limits statistical power and should be considered when 

reviewing results; however, the information is presented to provide a clear picture of how 

the individuals in this study are experiencing burnout and how the burnout subscales 

relate to each other and other important participant characteristics.  

 Descriptive Analysis 

Table 3 details how study participants are experiencing burnout according to the 

three dimensions of burnout measured by the MBI-ES. Participants reported high levels 

of emotional exhaustion, low levels of depersonalization, and moderate levels of personal 

accomplishment (see Table 3). A boxplot (see Figure 5) presents a visual distribution of 

scores for each dimension of burnout.  
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Table 3 
 
Maslach Burnout Inventory-Educator Survey Results 
 

Dimension n Level M SD Min Max 

Emotional Exhaustion 
 

23 High 28.9 10.3 0 46 

Depersonalization 
 

23 Low 6.7 4.0 0 20 

Personal 
Accomplishmenta 

23 Moderate 36.1 6.2 23 45 

 

a Scored in opposite direction of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization.  
 

Figure 5 

Boxplot of MBI-ES Scores 
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Table 4 displays the frequency count of study participants who scored in each 

burnout dimension. The most frequent levels that participants scored in for each burnout 

dimension are as follows: most participants scored in the high level for emotional 

exhaustion (n = 16, 69.6%), the low level for depersonalization (n = 17, 73.9%), and the 

moderate level for personal accomplishment (n = 11, 47.8%).  

Table 4 
 
Participant Maslach Burnout Scores- Levels  
 
Dimension n = 23 High Moderate Low 
Emotional 
Exhaustion 
 

23 69.6% 17.4% 13.0% 

Depersonalization 
 

23 4.4% 21.7% 73.9% 

Personal 
Accomplishment a 

23 17.4% 47.8% 34.8% 

a Scored in opposite direction of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization.  
 

Table 5 displays frequency counts examining the key variables: emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, personal accomplishment, gender, licensure path, 

classroom setting, student disability diagnoses, experience with a mentor, and interest in a 

social/support group. Overall, 91.3% of SETs in this study are experiencing moderate or 

high levels of burnout in at least one dimension area. Eighty-seven percent of participants 

are experiencing moderate or high levels of burnout in emotional exhaustion. Twenty six 

percent of participants are experiencing moderate or high levels of burnout in 

depersonalization. Sixty one percent of participants are experiencing moderate or high 

levels of burnout in personal accomplishment. All SETs that had early/childhood or 

elementary age students on their caseload (n =11) reported high levels of emotional 
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exhaustion. Additionally, all participants that provided services in multiple settings or 

resource settings (n = 13) reported high levels of emotional exhaustion.  

Table 5 
 
Percentage of Teachers with High and Moderate Levels of Burnout 
 

Variable 
 

n Emotional 
Exhaustion 

Depersonalization Personal 
Accomplishment 

  % % % 
All Participants 
 
Gender 

Female  
Male 
 

23 
 

18 
5 

86.9 
 

94 
80 

26.0 
 

22 
40 

60.9 
 

72 
20 

Licensure Path 
Traditional  
Alternative 
 

 
15 
7 

 
93 
86 

 
20 
43 

 
47 
43 

Grade setting 
Early Childhood 
Elementary (K-5th) 
Middle School (6th-8th)  
High School (9th-12th)  
All grades (K-12th)  
Othera 

 

 
1 
7 
5 
7 
2 
1 

 
100 
100 
80 
86 

100 
100 

 
0 

29 
20 
43 
0 
0 

 
100 
43 
60 
57 

100 
100 

Setting     
Resource 
Self-contained 
Multiple settings 

 
7 

10 
6 

 
100 
80 

100 

 
43 
20 
17 

 
443 
70 
67 
 

Student disability diagnoses 
Autism spectrum disorders 
Developmental delay 
Emotional behavioral 

disturbance 
Intellectual disability 
Multiple disabilities 
Multiple categories 
 

 
3 
1 
1 
6 
6 
6 

 
100 
100 
100 
83 
83 

100 

 
86 
0 

100 
33 
0 

17 

 
100 
100 
0 

17 
83 
67 

Experience with a mentor     
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Yes 
No 
 

18 
5 

94 
90 

33 
0 

61 
60 

Interested in social/support 
group 

    Yes  
Maybe 

    No 

 
10 
10 
3 

 
90 

100 
67 

 
30 
30 
0 

 
40 

100 
0 

Note. a k-8th. 

Inferential Analysis 

Table 6 reports the intercorrelations between seven variables (i.e., teacher age, 

number of years teaching, licensure route, number of students on caseload, emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment). All variables were 

continuous or dummy coded transformations of categorical variables. Inspection of the 

table revealed two statistically significant correlations. Depersonalization scores 

decreased as age increased (r = -.487, p < .05), and higher levels of emotional exhaustion 

correlated with higher levels of depersonalization (r = .483, p <.01).  

 
Table 6 
 
Correlation Maslach Burnout Inventory-Educator Survey and Demographic Variables 
 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
1. Age 

 
— 

 
.773** 

[.53, .90] 

 
-.051 

[-.45, .37] 
 

 
-.049 

[-.45, .37] 

 
-.370 

[-.68, .05] 

 
-.487* 

[-.75, -.10] 

 
.315 

[-.11, .64] 

2. Years teaching 
 
 

 — -.175 
[-.55, .26] 

.070 
[-.35, .47] 

-.201 
[-.57, .23] 

-.290 
[-.63, .14] 

.314 
[-.11, .64] 

3. Licensure Route a 

 
 

  — -.006 
[-.42, .41] 

.310 
[-.12, .64] 

.301 
[-.13, .63] 

-.275 
[-.62, .15] 
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4. Number of 
Students on 
Caseload 

 

   — .197 
[-.23, .56] 

.171 
[-.26, .55] 

.420 
[.01, .71] 

5. Emotional 
Exhaustion 

 

    — .483* 
[.89, .75] 

-.190 
[-.56, .24] 

6. Depersonalization 
 

     — -.135 
[-.52, .29] 

7. Personal  
Accomplishment 

       
— 

 

 
Note. 95% Confidence interval for each correlation is below correlation coefficient.  
 
a Licensure route was coded a 0 = traditional and 1= alternative.  
 
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
   

When reviewing correlation results it seemed surprising that a statistically 

significant positive correlation existed between emotional exhaustion and 

depersonalization, given that 70% of participants reported high levels of emotional 

exhaustion and 74% reported low levels of depersonalization. To ensure this was not a 

mistake, I conducted further analysis to expand on the results. In addition to double 

checking coding categories, I viewed a box plot (see Figure 5) and scatterplot (see Figure 

6) to demonstrate a visual representation of the correlation. These additional 

investigations revealed that several scores are scattered around cutoff scores for 

placement in different levels and that the depersonalization scores are less spread out than 

the emotional exhaustion scores, partially due to the range of scores. Emotional 
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exhaustion ranges from 0-46; depersonalization ranges from 0-20. These findings paired 

with the small sample size explain some uncertainties associated with this correlation.  

Figure 6 

Scatterplot of Correlation Between Emotional Exhaustion and Depersonalization 

 

Qualitative Results 

Research Question 2: How do rural special education teachers of students with low 

incidence disabilities describe their lived experiences with burnout?  

I designed the qualitative phase of the study to conduct an in-depth exploration 

into how rural special education teachers of students with low incidence disabilities 

describe their lived experiences with burnout. I used a phenomenological approach to 

explore the experiences of burnout through semi-structured interviews of participants. To 

address Research Question 2, I present the results of the semi-structured interviews, 

detailing major themes identified through coding interviews.  
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Sample. Table 7 contains demographic information and burnout levels for each 

interview participant. The six participants who participated in follow-up interviews were 

four females (67%) and two males (33%) with 14.17 average years teaching experience. 

All SETs were Caucasian. All SETs taught in self-contained settings, with two providing 

services in resource settings as well. Grade levels were equally represented with two 

participants from each level (i.e., high school, middle school, and elementary school). 

Disability categories of students were as follows: Intellectual Disabilities (n = 2), 

Multiple Disabilities (n = 1), Autism Spectrum Disorder (n = 1), and multiple categories 

(n = 2). Four SETs (67%) exhibited high or moderate levels of emotional exhaustion and 

personal accomplishment. Three SETs (50%) exhibited high or moderate levels of 

depersonalization.  
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Table 7 
 
Demographic and Burnout Levels of Interview Participants  
 

Name Age Years 

Teaching 

Licensure 

Route 

# of 

Students 

Grade 

Level 

Setting Student 

Diagnoses 

EE Level DP Level PA 

Levela 

Bill 

 

55 25 T 8 6-8 SC ID Low Low Low 

Marsha 

 

42 7 T 10 K-3 RR/SC ID Moderate Low Low 

Susie 

 

 18 AC 7 9-12 SC MD Low Low Moderate 

Luke 

 

 

 

41 11 T 11 6-8 SC ASD, 

EBD, 

OHI 

High Moderate High 

Mia 

 

28 4 AC 10 K-5 SC ASD High High Moderate 
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Addison 43 20 T 7 9-12 RR/SC ASD, ID, 

MD 

High Moderate Moderate 

 

Note. EE= Emotional Exhaustion; DP = Depersonalization; PA= Personal Accomplishment= Traditional; AC= Alternative 

Certification; SC=Self-Contained; RR=Resource Room; ID=Intellectual Disability; MD=Multiple Disabilities; ASD= Autism 

Spectrum Disorder; EBD= Emotional Behavioral Disorder; OHI= Other Health Impairment.  

 a Scored in the reverse. Low levels of burnout indicate high levels of personal accomplishment. 
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Identification of Patterns and Themes  

I display the progression of the coding process in Figure 7 and discuss it in the 

following sections. After the categories were developed, I began organizing and 

arranging those categories in patterns and themes. To begin this process and visualize the 

categories as themes, I wrote each category on color coded index cards to allow a 

straightforward way to arrange and rearrange data until the participants’ experiences were 

represented. While engaging in this process, I was conscientious of the fact that I was 

working with two distinct types of data and needed to honor this portion of data analysis 

to be representative of both inductive and deductive data. The deductive approach uses 

provisional coding (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and lack of personal 

accomplishment; Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Miles et al., 2020) to explore and analyze the 

experiences of participants. The inductive approach analyzes the data in a manner that 

leads to discovery and explanations, as well as assessing the assumptions and assertions 

of the lived experiences of burnout in these special education teachers. Several times I 

had to reorganize and begin the recoding process (Saldaña; class lecture; March 22, 

2022). The category coding led to the creation of seven patterns in data burnout 

dimensions, job demands and expectations, supports, intrapersonal experiences, career 

path, relationships, and rural (see Figure 7). 
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Figure 7 
 
Categories-Patterns-Themes of Qualitative Findings 

 

I developed thematic units to frame and organize patterns in a more conceptual 

way (see Figure 8). Patterns were reviewed several times along with reviewing memo 
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notes. Each pattern (and subsequent code) was placed in one of five boxes, “the what,” 

“the how,” and “the why” of burnout, the rural aspect, and the intrinsic 

qualities/characteristics of the job. This conceptualization of data into themes presented 

the experiences of burnout in an organized and cohesive manner.   

Figure 8 

Conceptualization of the Data and Themes 

 

From there I developed a conceptually clustered matrix (Miles et al., 2020, pp. 

171-172) to present the information of each participant as it related to the developed 

themes (see Table 8). This allowed a visual representation of the thematic units as 

experienced by each participant and evidence of data triangulation of themes across 

participants. In qualitative research, data triangulation is used to show that at least three 

independent measures support findings (Miles et al., 2020). I used data source 
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triangulation to corroborate findings among participants as evidenced by descriptions of 

individual themes.  

Each theme was corroborated with at least three participants. Aside from the 

potential outlier already discussed in cycle one coding (eventfully becoming “emotion 

code”) using data triangulation allowed me to discover any outliers among participants or 

evidence of inconsistency or conflicting findings (Miles et al., 2020). I discovered no 

major coding or thematic outliers during data analysis that would present conflicting or 

biased information. Bill does not present any signs of burnout, expect a brief statement on 

minor feelings of depersonalization; however, this is expected as he was purposefully 

selected based on his low levels of burnout on the MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 1986). 

Furthermore, I utilized memoing throughout the data collection and data analysis, 

providing another means of which I was able to describe the processes I went through to 

reach the findings (Miles et al., 2020; Saldaña, 2021).  
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Table 8 
 
Conceptually Clustered Matrix: Themes of Burnout Across Participants 
 

Themes Luke Mia Addison Susie Marsha Bill 
Burnout is…       
    Emotional 
exhaustion 

X X X X X  

    Depersonalization X X X   X 
    Lack of personal 

accomplishments 
X X X X   

Burnout means…       
    Physical/health 
issues 

 X X X   

    Decreased energy for  
      work/life 

X X X X X  

    Poor work/life 
balance 

 X X    

    Decreased self-
efficacy 

X X X X   

Burnout is happening 
because… 

      

    Isolation X X   X  
    Work demands X X X    
    Support (lack of) X X  X   
    Relationships (lack 

of) 
 X X    

    Different 
expectations 

X X X    

    Coping skills (lack 
of) 

 X X    

    Unrealistic 
expectations 

X X  X   

    Previous self-
identified burnout 

X  X X X  

Rura Factors       
   Isolation X X   X  
   Fewer resources X X  X   
   Everyone is 

intertwined 
X  X X X X 

   Fewer career options X X  X  X 
The intrinsic elements       
   Love and passion for 

students/job 
 X X X X  
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   Thoughts of 
quitting/changing 
careers 

X X X X X  

   Guilt X X X X X  
   Job choice regret X X     
   Break from teaching 

special education 
X   X   

   Plans to leave career X X     
 

Phenomenological inquiry (i.e., examining and representing experiences shared 

by several participants on the same phenomenon) aims to provide rich detail in how 

participants describe their experience with burnout. In the next section I present evidence 

from the interviews that details how these participants are experiencing burnout by 

providing specific examples and participant quotes obtained during interviews. I use 

these to explain and evidence each theme.  

Theme 1: The What? Burnout is… 

All participants expressed experiencing signs of burnout in at least one dimension 

(i.e., emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, or personal accomplishment). Emotional 

exhaustion was the most prevalent and experienced in five participants (Luke, Mia, 

Addison, Susie, and Marsha). Participants expressed that high needs throughout the day 

(e.g., not being able to “shut off the mind,”) constantly going, and unrealistic job 

demands contributed to feelings of emotional exhaustion. 

 Mia expressed that “several days I leave crying and have to step out in the 

hallway to compose myself, the days just run together.” Her comment was supported by 

Addison who said, “When you’re working with students with higher needs it just makes 

for more emotional exhaustion. Work is draining, it’s heavy.” 

 Luke further corroborated this theme adding that,  
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Work is overwhelming and being pulled in a lot of different ways, a lot of 

different expectations, not a whole lot of communication or continued instruction 

on how the district wants the IEPs. Just overwhelmed with the paperwork and 

expectation. I’m exhausted from my job; I’m exhausted because of the high 

needs all day long. It will exhaust you and sometimes frustrate you. 

Susie expressed that she feels emotionally exhausted but also tries to be aware of 

these feelings. She further expressed that she has learned to recognize this feeling and 

make changes before it gets bad stating, “I was staying until 6:00 or 7:00, and coming 

in on weekends, and I have to tell myself to stop. You are not going to be any good to 

them if you are completely exhausted by Labor Day.” Marsha shared a similar experience 

with emotional exhaustion, “I feel like that often [emotional exhaustion], and more so in 

the past, but I try to be aware of feeling that way and getting overwhelmed and just try to 

take a step back.”  

Feelings of depersonalization were expressed by four of the six participants 

(Luke, Mia, Addison, and Bill). Participants describe feelings of depersonalization due to 

high needs of students, job demands, unrealistic expectations, sole responsibility of 

students, and feelings of exhaustion. Mia stated, “There are so many behaviors and high 

needs this year. One student bites and hits all the time, sometimes, I just let her do it. It’s 

like self-preservation or survival mode.” Addison further corroborated this feeling of 

survival, by stating, “There is only so much we can do. If I think about how I feel about 

[depersonalization] it just breaks my heart.” Luke shared a similar sentiment, “What’s 

the point? They are just going to push me, and I get frustrated trying to find ways to keep 

them motivated.” Luke also shared the following sentiment regarding depersonalization, 
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“Yes, I think yes everybody [all SETs] does. They’d be lying if they said they did not 

have days they feel that way.” Bill echoed this sentiment as well, “I feel that way. When 

you’re getting hit, some on spits in your face, sure.” Bill also added that when this 

happens, he “goes home, works out, sleeps it off, comes back and it’s a new slate.” 

Personal accomplishment [lack of] was experienced by four of the six participants 

(Luke, Mia, Addison, and Susie). Participants expressed concerns that the high needs of 

the students, the diverse caseloads, lack of support, and unrealistic expectations and job 

demands contributed to low feelings of personal accomplishment.  

Luke expressed that he does not feel accomplished often, and that “many days I 

feel like I’ve just spun my wheels all day. I’ve taken, you know, two steps forward and 

three steps back.” Mia corroborated similar feelings, “A lot of days I feel like I have not 

accomplished anything throughout the day. I feel like the days just run into each 

other.”  Addison expressed similar feelings in that “working with higher needs, you’re 

just not seeing success often and when I do, they are not on the magnitude I would like 

them to be.” Addison further added that the last time she felt personal accomplishment 

was at the beginning of the year [four months prior to interview]. Susie expressed 

similar sentiments, stating that “Yes, I feel that way. Not feeling accomplished at work. 

I had to find ways to feel the gap, and realize work is not the only place I can feel 

accomplished.” 

 Signs of each dimension of burnout were affirmed and corroborated across 

participants and dimensions.  

Theme 2: The How? Burnout Means…  
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 This theme represents how burnout is affecting the participants. Five of 

the six (Luke, Mia, Addison, Susie, and Marsha) expressed concern with how the feelings 

of burnout are impacting their lives, both personally and professionally. Common 

sentiments included having physical/health issues, decreased energy, fatigue, lack of self-

efficacy in their work and home life, and a poor work/life balance. Addison stated that, “I 

was on medicine for a long time to deal with the stress of work. I went off of it 

[medicine] for a short time this year but had to go back on it.” Mia further elaborated 

“My left eye has twitched the entire year. I get headaches.  I have fibromyalgia and I’ve 

had so many flare-ups the last couple years because of the stress. Susie stated in the past 

she felt this way all the time, “It took burning out to realize I needed to do things for me.” 

I wasn’t sleeping, I had headaches. This year is very busy, I wanted to go home and just 

sit on the couch. I had to learn to take time for me.”  

Additionally, several participants expressed guilt, especially in the difficulties of 

maintaining a work/life balance. Mia expressed concern about guilt and failure as a 

parent because she is so exhausted and overwhelmed that when she gets home, she feels 

she is “not meeting her own son’s needs”. Luke supported this theme by stating that at 

the beginning of the year, he was going home exhausted and overwhelmed and his wife 

commented that he has never brought work home so much. Luke later expressed 

sentiments of guilt, “I am trying to build relationships with my students, many don’t 

have a dad or good father. Trying to build relationships, but it is tiring.” Addison 

expressed guilt regarding parenting and being a teacher, “Work has always been draining. 

I have a 15-year-old and a 12-year-old, and I can’t remember some things from when 

they were little. I regret missing out on moments with my children.” 
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Theme 3: The Why? Burnout is Happening Because… 

This theme is representative of how the participants describe contributing factors 

of burnout. Five of the six participants (Luke, Mia, Addison, Susie, and Marsha) provided 

information that the job demands are a large contributing factor, including: the amount of 

paperwork, the behaviors of students, isolation, feelings of being solely responsible for 

the students’ successes, unrealistic job demands/expectations, feelings of previous 

burnout, lack of professional support, and lack of effective coping skills.  

 Lack of professional support and feeling the sole responsibility of students was a 

common sentiment among all participants. Support included that from administration, 

colleagues, and/or district personnel. Isolation was related to professional support and 

sole responsibility of students.  

Mia expressed concern in areas of support across the school and district. Stating 

that “The principal we have now, it’s almost like he is scared of our kids, and it breaks 

my heart.” Marsha shared similar sentiments in that “working with MSD is isolating. In 

my past position it was so defeating, no one was supporting us.”  

Luke supported this claim, expressing struggles he faces when planning 

inclusion/collaboration time for his students,  

I know a lot of the general education teachers, and an unfortunate thing about my 

position is a lot of times when they see me coming they’re expecting me to say, 

‘Hey, I’ve got a guy we want to try in your class,’ and I can see the dread in 

their eyes. Working through things like that alone are exhausting and frustrating.  

Participants also shared similar experiences in which unrealistic and ambiguous 

job demands were contributing to their feelings of burnout. Luke shared that “it is just 
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overwhelming, and being pulled in a lot of different ways, a lot of different 

expectations, not a whole lot of communication.” 

Mia explained that,  

You just have to put more thought in things than you do for general education, 

because you have so many different kids with different needs, and you’re 

having to differentiate things and make sure everything is individualized. 

Marsha further explained the diversity of the classroom, “I have a girl with a g-

tube and [students with] behaviors, as long as we all make it out safely, that’s what I 

care about.”  

Susie expressed that in her past position,  

I was so overwhelmed, exhausted and burnout out. I was having a hard time 

dealing with all the paperwork and demands. I was actually put on a corrective 

action plan. It was the best thing to happen to me. I learned a lot and got 

support I needed.  

Theme 4: Rural Circumstances 

 This theme is representative of the how rural specific circumstances affect 

feelings of burnout. Fewer resources and professional isolation were prevalent within the 

school system and community, as well as a lack of job opportunities. While a common 

expression among all six participants was the interconnectedness of rural communities, 

that also was both viewed as both a pro and con by all participants. Relationships were a 

common theme found across all participants. Most participants stated that they had strong 

relationships within the school and community, but it was the lack of professional 

relationships contributing to feelings of burnout. 
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Addison, discussed relationships as, “The relationships are the most important, 

relationships with your team members, it all comes down to support because that is what 

will help get you through.” Mia expressed, “I have a relationship with co-teacher [another 

MSD teacher]. We’re the only two people that understand what the other is going 

through.” Luke similarly shared, “I have good relationships with other teachers and 

administrators [personally] but only collaborate with them if they’re able to stop by 

my room to chat.” 

Lack of career options and job opportunities in rural communities appeared in all 

participant interviews, with participants expressing obtaining special education 

certification to get their foot in the door or changing districts due to lack of mobility in 

career.  

Mia shared, “My initial degree is in K-5 education, but the school I really 

wanted to be in did not have any opening except MSD.”  

Bill shared a similar experience,  

My degree was in physical education. I knew it was going to be difficult to get a 

job in physical education. Someone advised me to go back and get a degree in 

special education, so I got a degree in elementary education and special 

education. 

Addison shared, “I got my director’s certificate and they decided to hire someone 

that worked at the state department. And since there was no chance of moving up there, 

I left”.  

Luke further evidenced the experience of job searching in rural communities by 

sharing, There are a lack of options you see when growing up [in a rural 
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community]. You can work in a factory, become a teacher, own a business, or 

become a doctor. That was really the only options we have. Not a lot of industry 

or job opportunities.  

Theme 5: The Job… The Intrinsic Feelings 

 This theme is representative of the intrinsic feelings and emotions of being a 

special education teacher. Love, passion, and a “job calling” came up in four interviews 

(Mia, Addison, Susie, and Marsha). Participants often associated feelings of guilt as well, 

due to thoughts or plans to leave the profession.  

Addison expressed,  

It is a calling- you may love the kids but there is so much more that comes with 

that.” She then went on to say, “I would love a support role and am looking. When 

I am eligible for retirement, I will retire. It is a lot of work to balance this job and 

life.” 

Marsha shared similar thoughts,  

I’ve always been passionate about my career. But I mean it is more than that it is 

a calling. I want to stay in special education, but maybe not in teaching. Maybe a 

non-profit or go back and get my Ed. to teach college classes. 

 
Susie and Addison want to stay in special education but in support roles, not in 

teaching positions. Whereas Luke and Mia are both actively looking to change to 

different positions out of special education. Mia shared, “I love these kids. I love this 

job.” When asked about future career plans:  

Mia shared,  
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I wish I would have known how hard this was going to be. I was shocked. I have 

actually talked to my principal already because physically, I don’t know that I 

can do this job any longer. I have my general education certificate, so I am 

hoping to get a job starting next year.  

Luke shared similar experiences,  

I’m looking at leadership options, I can also teach 5th-12th social studies as a 

back-up. If I don’t get anything, I guess I will stay where I am, for as long as I 

can. 

Phase III: Integration Results 

Research Question 3: In what ways do the lived experiences of burnout among 

participants explain the levels and dimensions of burnout reported by quantitative 

measures?  

The third phase was designed to integrate data obtained and analyzed from both 

the quantitative and qualitative phases to gain a deeper understanding of the issue under 

analysis (i.e., rural SET burnout) (Creswell, 2013). Results of this phase address 

Research Question 3. To detail the results of integration, I created a joint display (see 

Table 9). During data analysis clear distinctions emerged that aligned with respective 

dimensions and levels. Results are presented in the joint display by aligning each level 

and dimension of burnout with major qualitative findings, exemplar quotes, and mixed 

methods inferences.  

A major component of integrating data is to determine the “fit” of data, allowing 

researchers to provide the coherence of integrated data. Data fit can fall into one of three 

categories: confirmation, expansion, or discordance (Fetters et al., 2013). Integrating data 
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allowed me to expand information on each dimension of burnout. By using the 

quantitative data to guide the selection of interview participants, I expanded on 

quantitative results and discovered information that would not have been possible using 

just one set of data. Each dimension of burnout was expanded based on the qualitative 

data, allowing for representation of how burnout is experienced by participants across 

levels. The results of data integration for each dimension are presented as follows.  
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Table 9 

Joint Display of Quantitative Survey Data and Qualitative Interview Data 

Maslach Burnout 
Inventory 

Dimensions and Levels 
 

 
Participants 

 
Qualitative Findings 

 
Exemplar Quotes 

 
Mixed Methods Inference 

 
Emotional 
Exhaustion 
 

    
 
Expansion  
 
Moderate level participant and one 

low participant had experience 
with burnout previously. Both 
switched positions, and one was 
put on corrective action plan. 
Both expressed the need and 
importance to recognize the signs 
and make changes to limit 
burnout.  

 
High level participants expressed 

exhaustion, lack of professional 
support, absence of lunch and 
planning time. a Two of the three 
expressed lack of effective 
coping skills and work/life 
balance. b  

  High Level 
 

Luke, Mia, 
Addison 

Fatigue and exhaustion that 
impacts personal and 
professionally lives, 
health/physical issues, regret, 
and guilt  

“Several days I just leave crying. 
My eye has been constantly 
twitching, I have headaches, 
I’ve had several flare-ups of 
fibromyalgia due to stress in 
the past couple years.” (Mia) 

 
  Moderate Level Marsha Experiences feelings of 

emotional exhaustion, 
however, recognize the signs 
and symptoms and make 
changes before it escalates 
due to previous experience 
with being very burnt out, 
and have learned set 
boundaries.  

 

“I definitely experience that, it’s 
exhausting. But I have learned 
that when I start to feel like 
that, I need to take a step back, 
and realize things can wait to 
get done. Realizing it is not a 
sign of weakness but 
maturity.” (Marsha) 

 

  Low Level Bill, Susie Both participants express low 
or no feelings of emotional 
exhaustion. One expressed 
previous burnout and has 
learned to set boundaries to 
avoid those feelings.  

“I’ve never felt that way a day in 
my life.” (Bill) 

Depersonalization 
 

    
Expansion 
 
Three of the participants scored 

moderate or high in this area. 

  High Level Mia All participants mention 
various feelings of 
depersonalization, 

“Yes, there are major behaviors 
in class. One is self-injurious 
with hitting and biting, and I 
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specifically when discussing 
student behaviors and how 
all-consuming they can be.  

feel bad saying this but, 
sometimes I’m just like let her 
do it.” (Mia) 

 

These participants also scored 
high in one of the other 
dimensions. 

 
This is not an area SETs seem to 
care to speak about. Reassurance of 
confidentiality and a reminder was 
needed.  
 
Low-scoring participants still 
expressed depersonalization and 
recognized how it would be easy to 
feel this way.  

  Moderate Level Luke, 
Addison 

Participants presented feelings 
of defeat and expressed 
experiencing regular feelings 
of accomplishment.  

“What’s the point? They are just 
going to push me, and I get 
frustrated trying to find ways 
to keep them motivated.” 
(Luke) 

 
  Low Level Bill, 

Marsha, 
Susie 

Two participants mentioned in 
the past this was a feeling 
they experienced, but that 
they do not anymore.  

“Not really because of my small 
caseload, but it would be easy 
to feel that way with a higher 
caseload and not enough 
support.” (Marsha) 

Personal 
Accomplishment 

 

    
 
Expansion 
 
Moderate level participants did 

experience lack of 
accomplishments, they were also 
able to acknowledge that lack of 
accomplishments was not just a 
reflection of themselves, but 
systematic issues can contribute.  

 
Relationships were a factor in all 

participants; however, 
relationships and support are not 
the same. While everyone 
mentioned having good 
relationships with administration 
(expect Mia), only the low-level 
participants mentioned 
administration being helpful or 
supportive.  

 
 

  High Level Luke Not able to recognize small 
accomplishments anymore, 
no feelings of 
accomplishment since the 
beginning of school. Felt 
isolation in educating 
students. 

 

“There are many days that I feel 
like all I’ve done is just spun 
my wheels all day. I’ve taken 
two steps forward and three 
steps back.” (Luke) 

  Moderate Level  Addison, 
Mia, Susie 

These participants were aware 
that it was not a lack of 
personal accomplishment on 
their part per say but 
overcoming the barriers and 
challenges to be successful. 

 

“Honestly, I do feel lack of 
accomplishments, but I learned 
to recognize that work is not 
the only way to feel 
accomplished.” (Susie) 

  Low Level Bill, Marsha Recognized small 
accomplishments, daily 
successes. Participants did 
not seem to dwell on the 
things they cannot change 
and expressed the 

“The most important thing to me 
is the relationships with the 
students. If they are happy to 
come to school and they don’t 
miss a lot, then I feel 
accomplished.” (Bill) 
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importance of being able to 
prioritize job demands.  

a Addison recently transferred to a school that does have a built-in lunch/planning for her, however, for 19 years she did not receive this. b Luke 

expressed stronger feelings of burnout in his previous position, and is trying to implement changes now, but he is preparing for a transfer out of special 

education.  
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Emotional Exhaustion 

 Experiences with emotional exhaustion were evident in five participants. The use 

of qualitative data helped to expand on quantitative data, allowing for discovery of a 

more in-depth exploration of burnout. I also used data integration to examine distinctions 

between levels and how participants in each level are experiencing burnout.  

High level participants were experiencing consistent feelings of fatigue and 

exhaustion that has impacted their personal and professional lives. There was a small 

discrepancy in coping skills, as two participants (Mia and Addison) expressed poor 

coping skills. Luke said he has effective coping skills and outside social support but still 

feels overwhelmed and exhausted. A lack of professional support was apparent among all 

participants. While Addison and Luke expressed a positive relationship with 

administration, they indicated receiving no professional support. Mia expressed a lack of 

relationship and support from administration and professionals. Furthermore, results 

across high level participants indicate a lack of recognition as a professional. Luke and 

Mia do not get a planning period or a duty-free lunch, and they begin supervising 

students before the actual start of the school day. Comparatively, Addison recently 

switched positions and now has a planning period and duty-free lunch; however, for 19 

years she did not. In reviewing data integration, it is apparent that all three participants in 

this level are actively looking for other positions.  

While Susie quantitatively scored in the low level, her qualitative findings closely 

aligned with Marsha, who scored in the moderate level. While both participants 

experience feelings of emotional exhaustion often, they have evidenced ways they try to 

deal with these feelings. Both participants identified previous experiences with burnout as 
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the reason they have learned ways to manage feelings of emotional exhaustion. Both 

shared similar sentiments (e.g., that it took them “burning out so bad”) to realize they had 

to make changes. Both participants shared that a support system (both in and outside of 

school), effective coping strategies, and the ability to recognize feelings of exhaustion 

help them to be aware of the need for balance and implement strategies to regain balance.   

 One participant, Bill, scored low in emotional exhaustion in both quantitative and 

qualitative data. His qualitative results expanded his quantitative results. Bill expressed 

that he attributes his positive attitude, physically active lifestyle, need for routine, and the 

ability to let “things role of his back” as reasons he does not have feelings of emotional 

exhaustion.  

Depersonalization 

Varying experiences of depersonalization were evident across participants. Data 

integration revealed that qualitative data expanded the quantitative data and allowed for 

analysis across participants and levels. Across all levels and participants, a common 

sentiment shared was the uncomfortableness and hesitancy of discussing feelings of 

depersonalization towards their students. All participants needed reassurance of 

confidentiality. To further encourage a level of comfort in discussing depersonalization, I 

reminded participants that I was a previous SET that suffered from the symptoms of the 

burnout, and that I understood and was not there to judge.  

While discordance was not prevalent in any dimension, depersonalization did 

have some cross over findings when integrating data. Bill scored low in 

depersonalization, however, did express some signs of depersonalization during the 

interview. He clarified that when he does feel this way, he implements coping strategies 
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to decrease these feelings. Mia scored in the high level and she attributes these feelings 

towards her constant exhaustion, extreme behaviors of her students, and the lack of 

help/support in dealing with the job demands with unrealistic expectations.  

The moderate level participants shared similar sentiments regarding 

depersonalization. Both participants expressed feelings of defeat, and a “what’s the point” 

attitude. Both Luke and Addison scored high levels of emotional exhaustion, and 

expressed similar sentiments with Mia, in that exhaustion, job demands, and the high 

needs of students contributed to these feelings of depersonalization.  

Personal Accomplishment  

 Personal accomplishment was experienced in varying degrees across all 

participants. Data integration revealed that qualitative data expanded on quantitative 

results, allowing for analysis across levels and participants. One participant fell in the 

high level (Luke), three participants fell in the moderate level (Addison, Mia, and Susie), 

and two fell in the low level (Bill and Marsha).  

 High level participants expressed a lack of personal accomplishment due to 

unrealistic job demands/expectations, sole responsibility of students, and lack of 

professional support. Moderate level participants all expressed a similar sentiment in that 

accomplishment was not just a personal endeavor. They indicated systematic issues or 

issues beyond their control that contribute to a lack of feeling accomplished. In other 

words, they did not take sole responsibility for their students’ success or failures. 

Participants in this level do contribute lack of time, resources, support, and unrealistic job 

demands as contributing factors. Low level participants expressed the need to recognize 

the small accomplishments and focused on the relationships with students as indictors of 
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accomplishment. Both low level participants also discussed the consistency of their 

classroom and efficacy they feel in their jobs.   

Summary 

 In Chapter 3 I presented the results of the quantitative, qualitative, and integration 

phases of this study. First, demographic, descriptive, and inferential analysis of survey 

and demographic questionnaire results provided quantitative data detailing the levels and 

dimensions of burnout participants are experiencing. Second, results of the thematic 

analysis of semi-structured interviews detailed how participants are experiencing burnout. 

Finally, a joint display presented results of integrating data to show how the qualitative 

data further expanded on quantitative results. In Chapter 4 I will present discussion of the 

results, limitations, and implications of this study.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DISCUSSION 

 Using an explanatory sequential mixed methods design, I investigated the 

phenomenon of burnout in rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities. The 

purpose of this study was to (a) provide an overview of how rural SETs of students with 

low incidence disabilities are experiencing burnout according to quantitative measures; 

(b) identify demographic factors related to levels of burnout; (c) understand how the 

phenomena of how burnout is affecting rural SETs of students with low incidence 

disabilities through qualitative interviews; and (d) integrate data to gain an in-depth 

analysis of burnout in rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities. In this final 

chapter I present major findings of the study and how they extend to current literature. 

Theoretical, practical, and future implications also are discussed. Next, limitations of the 

study will be presented. Finally, the chapter will conclude with a summary of the study. 

Burnout Levels and Contributing Factors in Rural SETs 

In the current study I addressed a gap in literature by examining burnout in rural 

SETs of students with low incidence disabilities (Garwood et al., 2018; Jameson et al., 

2019; Ruble et al., 2023a). Results of administration of the MBI-ES (Maslach et al., 

1986) to gain a numeric measure of burnout extend prior research indicating similar 

levels and dimensions of burnout in rural SETs. Findings from the current study indicate 

SETs of students with low incidence disabilities from ten rural counties are experiencing 

burnout with 70% (n = 16) reporting high levels of burnout in at least one dimension, 
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22% (n = 5) reporting moderate levels of burnout in at least one dimension, and 

8% (n = 2) reporting low levels of burnout in all dimensions. Overall, rural SETs of 

students with low incidence disabilities are experiencing high levels of emotional 

exhaustion (M = 28.9, SD = 10.3), low levels of depersonalization (M = 6.7, SD = 4.0), 

and moderate levels of personal accomplishment (M = 36.1, SD = 6.2). These results are 

similar with those reported by Garwood and colleagues (2018). Garwood and colleagues 

reported moderate levels of emotional exhaustion (M = 25.63; SD = 12.70), low levels of 

depersonalization (M = 5.89, SD = 5.89), and high levels of personal accomplishment (M 

= 37.20, SD = 7.87). As a reminder, the personal accomplishment dimension is reverse 

scored, with higher scores representing high levels of personal accomplishment therefore, 

low levels of burnout (Maslach et al., 1986). I discuss each dimension of burnout below.  

Emotional exhaustion. Results of the current study indicate that rural SETs of 

students with low incidence populations are experiencing high levels of burnout in this 

dimension. While Garwood and colleagues (2018) reported slightly lower scores, the 

reported scores place participants of that study in the moderate level of burnout. Three 

possible conclusions can be drawn from this. First, participants of both studies are 

exhibiting emotional exhaustion, albeit at different levels. This supports the findings that 

rural SETs are exhibiting burnout in the form of emotional exhaustion. Second, study 

participants were different in each study. Garwood and colleagues (2018) focused on 

SETs with no identification or separation of high and low incidence disabilities, whereas 

the current study focused only on SETs of students with low incidence disabilities. Third, 

Garwood and colleagues (2018) conducted and reported their study pre-COVID. For 

comparison purposes, in a study conducted on SETs post-COVID, SETs scored higher in 
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emotional exhaustion (M = 32; SD and range were not reported; Cormier et al., 2021). 

While Cormier at al. did not focus on SETs of geographically rural areas, it does provide 

telling information that the COVID pandemic may be a contributing factor to higher 

burnout scores in emotional exhaustion of SETs.  

Quantitative results of this study reveal that one factor was correlated with 

emotional exhaustion. A positive correlation existed between emotional exhaustion 

scores and depersonalization scores. This finding also demonstrates that number of years 

teaching, licensure route, and number of students on a caseload were not strongly 

correlated with scores of emotional exhaustion. Categories identified during qualitative 

analysis revealed factors support current literature. Participants attribute unrealistic job 

demands/expectations, consistent high needs of students throughout the day, the feeling 

of “constantly going,” isolation, lack of professional support, and sole responsibility of 

students to high feelings of emotional exhaustion (Brunsting et al., 2014; Garwood et al., 

2018; Ruble et al., 2023a).  

Depersonalization. Results of this study were comparable to Garwood and 

colleagues (2018) with both studies reporting low levels of depersonalization, such as 

detachment from students, negativism, and cynicism (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). During 

interviews with study participants, it became apparent that feelings of depersonalization 

towards students was an uncomfortable topic for participants to discuss and many did not 

really care to address or go into much detail. Participants expressed feelings of 

depersonalization as feeling of survival and self-protection. Similarly, Garwood and 

colleagues (2018) reported that of the 39 participants that were willing to participate in 

follow-up interviews, none had scored in high levels of depersonalization; concluding 
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this seemed likely that people experiencing depersonalization did not want to participant 

in the second phase of the study (i.e., focus interviews). Further research to explore 

feelings of depersonalization could provide insight into how this dimension is 

experienced and what contributes to the consistently low scores in this area.  

Quantitative results of this study reveal that a negative correlation was found 

between teachers’ age and depersonalization. Patterns identified through qualitative 

analysis reveal that participants identify unrealistic expectations, high needs of students, 

job demands, sole responsibility of students, and emotional exhaustion as contributing 

factors to feelings of depersonalization.  

Personal accomplishment. Results of this study revealed a moderate level of 

personal accomplishment. Garwood and colleagues reported slightly higher levels of 

personal accomplishment (indicating low levels of burnout in this dimension). As 

presented with emotional exhaustion, two factors should be considered (a) the study 

samples are slightly different and (b) this study was conducted post-COVID. 

Quantitative results did not reveal a correlation between personal accomplishment 

and demographic factors of interest. These findings add to current literature reporting 

participants attributed unrealistic expectations, high job demands, lack of resources, lack 

of professional support, lack of relevant professional development, and the high and 

unique needs of each student to feeling a lack of personal accomplishment (Berry et al., 

2011; Brunsting et al., 2014; Garwood et al., 2018; Ruble et al., 2023a).  

Current literature is limited in examining burnout in rural SETs. This study 

extends the knowledge known of burnout in rural SETs and provides more clarity into 

how rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities are experiencing burnout, a 
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population of teachers that has not been studied independently of other rural SETs while 

gaining a quantitative measure of burnout. In summation, this study extends the current 

literature evaluating burnout in rural SETs.  

Integration Findings of Burnout 

  By integrating the quantitative and qualitative results, findings were discovered 

that would not have been possible without both phases. First, integration allowed for an 

analysis of how each level experiences burnout independently of the other levels. Second, 

integration allowed for a cross-analysis of dimensions. I discuss major findings of data 

integration in the following sections.  

Lack of Professional Recognition 

 A major finding of this study are commonalities and differences reported in 

participants in the high and moderate levels of burnout. Specifically, SETs reporting 

scores in the high levels experience a lack in professional recognition, meaning they did 

not receive resources/supports that other teachers in the building do. SETs reporting high 

levels do not receive a planning period or a duty-free lunch, and they begin supervising 

students upon arrival. While Addison, a high level participant, recently obtained a 

position that does provide her with a duty-free lunch and planning, this was not the norm. 

For 19 years, she stated she never had a lunch or planning and was shocked to have one 

at her new school. In comparison, moderate level participants and the low participant had 

regular lunch and planning periods. Furthermore, these lunch and planning periods were 

built into the master schedule at their school, meaning it was not up to the SETs to figure 

out when or if they would receive coverage at these times. Teachers that felt respected, 

appreciated, and treated equally within the school and treated as professionals appeared 
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to have lower levels of burnout. These findings support current research that has shown 

that SETs are more likely to experience burnout when their working conditions are 

inadequate and their demands outweigh their resources (Bettini et al., 2020, Stark et al., 

2022). Future research exploring the lack of professional equality in schools could prove 

beneficial to understanding the impact these factors have on burnout in rural SETs.  

Professional Support and Rural Community Relationships 

 Relationships were expressed as one of the most important components of 

participants' jobs, especially in the geographically rural areas where there are close-knit 

communities. Once clean data were imported into ATLAS.ti a word cloud was created 

indicating “relationship” was the most represented word in the qualitative interviews. 

When I asked participants about pros and cons of being in rural areas, all participants 

expressed that everything and everyone was “full circle” and “everybody knows 

everybody.”  While this made for strong personal relationships among participants and 

their students, colleagues, administrators, and community members there was disconnect 

between relationships and professional support. Several studies have reported the need 

for professional support to feel accomplished (Bettini et al., 2017; Brunsting et al., 2014; 

Conley & You, 2017; Garwood et al., 2018). Mia was the only participant who indicated 

that she not only lacks support from her administration but also lacks a relationship with 

them. Future research examining the disconnect between relationships and professional 

support of SETs and their colleagues/administration in rural areas could provide 

beneficial information.  

Interpersonal Factors 
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 Two interpersonal attributes were distinctly noted among burnout levels: (a) guilt 

and (b) coping skills. Guilt was an emotion rampantly expressed in high level 

participants. Furthermore, guilt was expressed in two areas, personal and professional. 

Professional guilt was experienced in feelings of failure to deliver the needed education 

and services to students, guilt of feelings of “just surviving,” guilt over not meeting the 

students’ needs, and guilt over having a desire to leave the field. Personal guilt was 

experienced in SETs’ feelings of guilt over a lack of balance with work/home life, 

missing family moments, and being too exhausted to meet the needs of their own 

children. Interestingly, both moderate level participants shared remarkably similar 

sentiments regarding feelings of guilt. Both expressed how guilt used to be a major 

feeling of theirs during their experience with “horrible burnout.” However, it was 

eventually getting to that point and realizing the guilt of missing family and personal time 

that made them take a step back and prioritize a healthy work/life balance. Currently, 

guilt is not a sentiment they feel, and they attribute this to their prior experiences with 

burnout and learning to implement effective practices, especially setting priorities to 

ensure a better work/life balance. Similarly, while there was only one low level 

participant, guilt did not appear in his interview. Future research evaluating the 

progression of burnout and the use of strategies to prioritize a work/life balance would 

provide information to the field. Furthermore, examining experiences and feelings of 

guilt and the impact on burnout could prove beneficial to the field.  

 Coping skills were another interpersonal factor that was different across levels of 

burnout in participants. Two high level participants stated that while they try to 

implement effective coping strategies, they do not have any. One high level participant 
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expressed that he has several effective coping strategies, such as exercise, faith, and 

uninterrupted time (i.e., away from school) with family. However, he also expressed that 

he recently left a position where his burnout was more extreme than now. He is actively 

trying to make changes; however, he is also currently looking to obtain a position outside 

of special education. Individuals that scored in the moderate and low ranges expressed 

effective coping skills/strategies they have in place that help them ensure a balance 

between work and life. Among these were consistent exercise, outside professional 

support, uninterrupted and dedicated personal time, and implementing and maintaining 

strategies to promote a positive work/life balance. They also indicated that this was 

something they had to learn to do, and that it is not always easy, but necessary. While the 

research on interpersonal factors and burnout in rural SETs is limited, Ruble and 

colleagues (2023a) did evaluate coping skills and found that SETs that reported higher 

scores in coping self-efficacy reported lower burnout scores (emotional exhaustion (r = -

.33, p <.05; depersonalization (r = -.49, p <.01; personal accomplishment (r = .52, p <. 

01). Future research evaluating coping skills, including coping skills interventions and 

effects on burnout in rural SETs, could provide a deeper understanding of the phenomena 

of burnout to the field. 

Limitations 

While there are several notable and positive attributes of this study, there also are 

several limitations worth considering. First, the low sample size (n = 23) reduces 

statistical power and prevents generalizability to a larger population of rural SETs. 

Furthermore, six SETs participated in follow-up interviews. While this provided an in-

depth exploration of the phenomena of burnout in this population, it was not entirely 
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representative of the sample. To ensure a thorough analysis of interview data, participants 

were selected from each level of burnout. However, 70% of participants fell in a high 

level of burnout on at least one dimension. Future qualitative research examining more 

participants in a high level, could support findings and provide additional insight.  

A second limitation is the potential of researcher bias, due to the study's nature 

and my involvement in the design, data collection and analysis data, preparation of the 

written report, and my firsthand experiences with phenomena of interest. Steps were 

taken to ensure researcher bias was not imposed on study phases. Bracketing of the 

researcher was implemented to actively set aside my subjective experiences to allow a 

“fresh perspective toward the phenomenon under examination and using peer debriefing 

strategies” (Creswell & Poth, 2018 p. 78; Moustaka, 1994). Peer debriefing and ATLAS.ti 

were used to ensure the results of data analysis were representative of the participants. 

Moreover, the researcher was cognizant throughout the study to remove any bias and 

focus solely on the participants' experiences. As this study was explored through a 

pragmatic and constructive worldview, the experiences of the researcher provided insight 

into the phenomenon aided in data analysis. However, even though all the necessary 

precautions were implemented there could still be bias due to my firsthand experience 

with burnout.  

Finally, inferential analysis reported a statistically significant positive correlation 

between emotional exhaustion and depersonalization. This seems unlikely given the high 

percentage of SETs experiencing high levels of emotional exhaustion (70%) and the high 

percentage of SETs reporting low levels of depersonalization (74%). To ensure this was 

not a mistake, I took appropriate steps to investigate this correlation. First, I double 
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checked the coding of categories, and they were accurate. Second, I reviewed histograms, 

and created boxplots, scatterplots, and determined the five number summary (i.e. 

minimum, first quartile, median, third quartile, and maximum). These additional 

investigations ensured the correlation was correct. Therefore, the likely causes are (a) 

small sample size, (b) a relatively high proportion of scores close to level cutoffs, and (c) 

the relatively restricted range of depersonalization.  

Implications 

I used a mixed methods explanatory sequential study to explore the phenomenon 

of burnout in rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities. In doing so, I believe 

this study has yielded valuable findings and implications for future practice and research.  

Theoretical Implications 

 This study was designed using the Multi-Dimensional Theory (MDT) of Burnout 

framework (Maslach, 1998). This framework was appropriate for this study to explore 

and examine how burnout affects rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities 

according to different dimensions and levels. MDT was selected for the framework of 

this study because (a) MDT does not represent a “one-size fits all” approach and presents 

that burnout can be experienced in different ways by different individuals; and (b) MDT 

supports that burnout is “an individual stress experience embedded in a context of 

complex social relationships, and it involves the person’s conception of both self and 

others” (Maslach, 1998, p. 69). The use of the MDT framework allowed me to explore 

and examine the different dimensions and levels of burnout for each participant to gain a 

thorough understanding of burnout in rural SETs. Future research using the MDT 
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framework to evaluate burnout in this population could allow for generalization of 

findings and to further explore the topic in various geographically rural areas.  

Practical Implications 

 This study not only extends current literature regarding burnout in rural SETs 

(Berry et al., 2011; Garwood et al., 2018; Ruble et al., 2023a), but also provides detailed 

description and findings of how SETs of students with low incidence disabilities are 

experiencing burnout, an under researched and highly needed population of teachers. The 

findings of this study provide several practical implications for stakeholders, including 

SETs, administrators, and district support personnel.  

 Special education teachers can use the information presented to gain awareness 

into contributing factors of burnout in their profession. By being aware of contributing 

factors, SETs can take a proactive approach to managing job related stressors. 

Implementing effective coping strategies, seeking professional support through 

professional associates, working with a mentor to help develop skills needed to prioritize 

and take steps to implementing a more cohesive work/life balance, and advocating for 

themselves to obtain planning periods and duty-free lunches could all provide steps in 

decreasing feelings of burnout and increasing SETs morale in their work and home lives. 

 Similarly, administrators can use this information to ensure practices are being 

implemented to help support SETs. Administrators should ensure SETs receive the same 

support and resources as general education teachers. Furthermore, administrators should 

secure time for SETs to have a planning period and duty-free lunch in the same manner as 

general education teachers and not left to each SET to “make it work.” Administrators 

should collaborate with SETs and general education teachers to establish shared 
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responsibility of students with disabilities so that does not fall solely on the SET. 

Additionally, administrators can work with SETs to develop growth plans that promote 

training in areas of need for the SET. These professional development plans and 

opportunities are of utmost importance for administrators and SETs to enact, to promote 

and facilitate professional growth in areas of need. A lack of relevant professional 

development is evident in rural SETs and found in this study and current literature 

(Garwood et al., 2018). Furthermore, administration can coordinate a mentor or other 

outreach person whose job demands and expectations are similar (or were) to the SETs. 

Research has shown that SETs that report more social support are less likely to 

experience feelings of burnout (Garwood et al., 2018; Ruble et al., 2023a). Implementing 

social support interventions aimed at decreasing feelings of emotional exhaustion and 

depersonalization, and increasing feelings of personal accomplishment could contribute 

to current literature and determine if these supports are effective in decreasing burnout, in 

turn, increasing SET retention.   

 District support personnel can use the information gained from this study to 

ensure district wide support and resources are in place to support rural SETs and 

administrators in supporting SETs. First, provide the opportunity for SETs in the district 

to collaborate with each other. Professional support from those in similar settings and 

experiences provide support outside of school culture. Second, provide professional 

development that is relevant and needed within the special education population. With the 

increase of professional development opportunities offered online and distance, SETs 

should have the time to participate in training that will advance their knowledge and 

skills in needed areas.  Third, offer cross district mentoring services to SETs. While it is 
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understandable that the availability of SETs may be limited in rural districts, pairing 

individuals with similar experiences for mentoring could be an effective way to support 

SETs. Lastly, work with administrators to ensure that SETs are receiving the same 

resources and support of general education teachers, including a scheduled planning 

period and duty-free lunch. Implementing these supports could increase SET morale, self-

efficacy, sense of belonging, and increased feelings of accomplishment. These efforts can 

ultimately reduce levels and feelings of burnout. 

Future Research Implications 

 With the consistent shortage of rural SETs of students with low incidence 

disabilities there is not only a need to continue exploration of burnout in this population, 

but also a need to solve this problem to increase retention on an already strapped work 

force. This can include further exploration about how burnout is affecting rural SETs but 

also experimental research in which interventions are implemented and evaluated to 

assess change in burnout levels. This study supports current literature that indicates job 

demands, unrealistic expectations, coping skills, effective PDs, professional and social 

support, and interpersonal skills are contributing factors to burnout in rural SETs (Bettini 

et., 2016; Brunsting et al., Garwood et al., 2018; Ruble et al., 2023a). This study has 

provided major findings in several areas; albeit a small number of participants, rich 

insight has been revealed and provides several implications for current and future 

research.  

 First, additional research needs to be conducted on SETs of students with low 

incidence disabilities. Their unique job demands and expectations are different from other 

educators, even other SETs. It is important to collect quantitative and qualitative data that 
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reveal how burnout affects this population of teachers. Moreover, future studies need to 

be conducted on this population of teachers to advance knowledge of this phenomena in 

the field to national data so this information can be generalized, and 

systems/interventions can be created and implemented targeting rural SETs of students 

with low incidence disabilities.  

 Second, while studying how and why burnout is affecting rural SETs of 

students with low incidence disabilities, it is imperative that research extends to 

experimental and preventative research. Implementing and evaluating interventions 

targeted at decreasing burnout in this population can provide valuable information to the 

field. Based on the results of this study, coping skills and professional support are two 

areas that interventions could be evaluated in rural populations. Current research supports 

the need for social/professional support interventions for rural SETs to prevent 

stress/burnout would be beneficial to the field (Ruble et al., 2023b). The risk of burnout is 

reduced (Maslach & Leiter, 2016) when individuals can share and discuss their feelings 

and experiences with someone in the same field. Furthermore, the results of this study 

indicate that 87% of participants would be interested in participating in a social support 

group if one were to be offered. This holds great promise, as a support system available 

to SETs from geographically rural areas could provide a level of professional support 

currently lacking in many rural SETs experiences.  

 Third, mixed methods research provides great advantages in studying this 

population. Acquiring quantitative data related to burnout and rich detail of participants 

experiences proves to be an effective way to examine burnout in this population. 

Replicating this study to gain additional quantitative and qualitative information in other 
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geographically rural areas can help to generalize the information and add to much needed 

research on this gap.   

Conclusion 

 Burnout in rural SETs of students with low incidence disabilities is a significant 

issue impacting districts across the nation. Not only are these positions consistently 

difficult to attain and retain, but the problem will continue to exacerbate. With projections 

reporting that rural SETs of low incidence populations to be the highest need area by 

2026 (United States Bureau of Statistics, 2017; Jameson et al. 2019), it is imperative that 

this understudied population of teachers is critically examined and effectively targeted to 

not only increase their mental health and satisfaction in their career but also to increase 

job retention of teachers in these areas, issues into which this study offers critical insight.   

In this study I used an explanatory sequential mixed methods design to gain an in-

depth understanding of how this population of teachers are experiencing burnout. By 

conducting a review of current literature, I found a research gap in examining burnout in 

rural SETs, specifically in SETs of students with low incidence disabilities. Additionally, 

mixed methods studies are needed in this area, as only one other has been conducted 

evaluating burnout in rural SETs, and this is the first to focus on rural SETs of students 

with low incidence disabilities populations. Three research questions were used to guide 

study design, data collection, and data analysis. Results indicated that rural SETs of low 

incidence populations are experiencing high levels of burnout in emotional exhaustion, 

low levels in depersonalization, and moderate levels in personal accomplishment. 

Through quantitative, qualitative, and integrated data analysis I found several factors that 

contribute to these feelings of burnout. Integration of data provided deep insight into this 
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phenomenon not previously reported in research of this specific population. The findings 

of this study are promising to the field and provide several practical and research 

implications.  

In conclusion, this study provided valuable information in that burnout is a “two-

fold” experience. That is, there are systematic issues that contribute to burnout (job 

demands, lack of recognition as a professional, lower pay, lack of professional support). 

There are also interpersonal factors that can be supported to lessen or handle the 

excessive job demands and stress of working with low incidence populations. Perhaps if 

both sides of the coin are supported, levels of burnout in this population will decrease and 

increase the well-being of SETs; providing more effective education for our students with 

disabilities and decrease attrition rates of SETs.  Continued examination of burnout in 

rural SETs of low incidence populations is vital to the retention and mental health of 

SETs. As a field, we must do everything we can to limit the fall of the dedicated and 

committed. 
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Appendix A 

Implementation Matrix 

Research Question Theoretical 
Framework  

Data Collection 
Procedures  

Data Analysis 
Procedures  

Expected Outcomes  Point of 
Integration 

 
 
QUANTITATIVE 
 
What levels and 
dimensions of burnout 
are rural special 
education teachers of 
students with low 
incidence disabilities 
experiencing? What 
factors are related to 
burnout in rural special 
education teachers?  

 Multi-
dimensional 
theory of 
burnout 
 
 
 

Self-administered 
surveys 
 
Demographic 
 
Maslach Burnout 
Inventory-
Educator Survey  
 
Convenience 
sampling with 
criterion-based 
sampling scheme 

Descriptive statistics 
 
Correlational 
analysis 
 
Scale reliability 
    
 
 
 
 

Frequencies 
 
Cronbach’s alpha 
 
Correlation matrix 
 
 
 
 

   

 
QUALTITATIVE 
 
How do rural special 
education teachers of 
students with low 
incidence disabilities  
describe their lived 
experiences with of 
burnout?  

 
Multi-
dimensional 
theory of 
burnout 
 
 

*Semi-structured 
interviews 
 
*Purposeful 
sampling 

Thematic coding 
 
 Use of both 
inductive and 
deductive coding 
 
Data triangulation 

Coded transcripts  
 
Categories 
 
Themes 
 
Visual displays 

 Nested sampling- 
use the results 
from the 
quantitative phase 
to select 
participants for 
interviews. All 
qualitative 
participants will be 
a subset of 
quantitative 
population.  
 
Use data gained 
from quantitative 
phase to develop 
interview 
questions.  

 
Mixed Methods 
 
In what ways does the 
lived experiences of 
burnout among 
participants explain the 
levels and dimensions of 
burnout reported by 
quantitative measures? 

Multi-
dimensional 
theory of 
burnout 
 
 

 Merged data 
analysis 
 
Joint displays 

 Merging of data to 
develop side-by-
side joint displays 
explaining and 
expanding on 
variables 
associated with 
burnout from 
survey and themes 
developed from 
semi-structured 
interviews 
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Appendix B 

Demographic Questionnaire 

Demographic Questionnaire 
 

 

Start of Block: Demographic Questionnaire 

 
Q1 How old are you?  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q2 What gender are you?  

o Male  

o Female  

o Prefer not to say  
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Q3 Which category best describes you? (Select all that apply) 

▢ White  

▢ Black or African American  

▢ American Indian or Alaska Native  

▢ Asian  

▢ Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander  

▢ Other  

 
 

 
Q5 How many years have you taught special education?  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q7 What is your highest degree obtained?  

o Bachelor's  

o Master's  

o Doctorate  
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Q8 What licensure path did you take?  

o Traditional route  

o Alternative Certification  

o Other __________________________________________________ 

 
 

 
Q9 How many students are on your caseload?  

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
Q10 What grade level are you currently teaching? (Select all that apply) 

▢ Early childhood  

▢ Elementary- primary (K-3rd)  

▢ Elementary- intermediate (3rd-5th)  

▢ Middle school (6th-8th)  

▢ High school (9th-12th)  

▢ K-12  

▢ Other __________________________________________________ 
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Q11 What setting do you provide instruction to students in? (Select all that apply) 

▢ General education/inclusive  

▢ Resource Room  

▢ Self-contained classroom  

▢ Residential  

▢ Other __________________________________________________ 

 
 

 
Q12 What disability diagnoses do you students have? (Select all that apply) 

o Autism spectrum disorders  

o Developmental delay  

o Emotional/Behavioral disturbance  

o Deaf-blindness  

o Intellectual disability  

o Multiple disabilities  

o Other __________________________________________________ 
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Q13 Do you currently teach any students that are on Alternate Assessment?  

o No  

o Yes  

 
 

 
Q14 Have you had a mentor (an individual with expertise, experience, and 
certification in special education) at any point in your special education teaching 
career? 

o No  

o Yes  

 
 

 
Q15 Would you be willing to be contacted to participate in a follow-up interview 
(should take no longer than 30 minutes and will be conducted online) if so, please 
provide your email address in the line below.  

o No  

o Yes __________________________________________________ 

 
 

 
Q16 If a social support/peer-to-peer coaching intervention were to be available in 
your district with special education teachers from other districts, would you be 
interested in participating?  

o Yes  

o Maybe  

o No  
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Appendix C 

Maslach Burnout Inventory- Educator Survey Permission Letter 
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Appendix D 

Informed Consent: Survey 
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Appendix E 

Initial Participant Recruitment Email 
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Appendix F 

Follow-up Participant Email 
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Appendix G 

Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 

Interview Protocol 
Developed with Multi-dimensional Theory of Burnout 

 
*Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. The purpose of this interview is 
to understand and describe how burnout is affecting rural, low-incidence special 
education teachers. The interview should take approximately 30-60 minutes. You 
recently reviewed a consent preamble stating the purpose of this study. By participating 
in this interview, you are giving your consent to participate in this study. The interview 
will be recorded; however, the recording is just for me, your identity and responses will 
remain confidential. If at any time you do not want to answer a question or you want to 
stop the interview, that is not a problem, just let me know. Do I have your permission to 
record this interview? 
 
 Okay, great- let’s get started!  
 
I’m going to ask a couple “housekeeping” questions just to get us started. You may see 
me jotting down notes throughout the interview- I’m listening just want to remember 
important details.  

1) Please tell me a little bit about how you became a special education teacher.  
a. Why did you become a teacher?  
b. Tell me about your current teaching assignment.  

i. Number of students 
ii. Disabilities of students currently teaching 

iii. Teaching setting 
iv. How many years you have been teaching special education? 
v. How long at your current school 

c. Have you taught in areas other than special education? 
d. How was your teacher preparation program?  

 
2) Tell me what it is like for you to be a special education teacher. 

a. Walk me through a typical day (arrival time, departure time, lunch, 
planning time, instructional time, collaborating time). 
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3) Tell me about your relationships at school.  

a. Can you describe your relationships with your students? How important 
are these relationships to you as a teacher?  

b.  Can you describe your relationships with other teachers? How important 
are these relationships to you as a teacher?  

c. Can you describe your relationships with administration? How important 
are these relationships to you as a teacher?  

d. Can you describe your relationships with parents of students and the 
community? How important are these relationships to you as a teacher?  

 
4) Emotional Exhaustion. There are three dimensions of burnout that can be 

experienced. Emotional exhaustion is one of them and can be described as feelings 
of being emotionally overextended or exhausted by your work.  

a. Can you tell you about your experiences with feeling emotionally 
exhausted?  

b. Tell me about the demands/challenges of being a teacher. Do the 
demands of teaching impact you, mentally? Physically?  

c. Do the demands of teaching affect other parts of your life?  
i. Tell me about your work/life balance. 

ii. What role does this have with your overall mental/physical health 
and wellbeing?  

iii. Tell me about how you cope with these feelings? 
5) Depersonalization. One of the dimensions of burnout can be depersonalization. 

This can be described as unfeeling and impersonal responses towards recipients of 
instruction. In other words, feelings of negative or cynicism towards students. 
Sometimes, a “don’t really care what happens” situation.  

a. Can you talk about your experience with these feelings?  
b. Do you think your level of engagement with your students has changed 

over time? If so, can you tell me about that experience?  
 

6) Personal Accomplishment. One of the dimensions that can be experienced of 
burnout can be lack of personal accomplishments. This can be defined as reduced 
feelings of competence and feeling unsuccessful in one’s work.  

a. Can you talk about your experience with these feelings?  
b. Tell me about the last time you felt accomplished or successful at work.  

 
7) Tell me about the supports are available to you?  

a. Can you tell me about supports/interventions/people that have helped 
you?  

b. What about supports/interventions/people that have hindered you?  
c. What kind of supports or resources would you like to have but are not 

available to you? 
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d. Did you/do you have any mentors? Describe that experience.  
 

8) Tell me about your favorite things or parts of being a special education teacher? 
a. Your least favorite?  

 
9) Can you tell me about any unique situations or circumstances of being a special 

education teacher in a rural school setting?  
 

10) Think back to when you first started teaching to now. Can you describe how you 
have changed as a teacher?  

a. Do you feel differently about teaching now versus then? If so, what do 
you think contributes to the change?  

b. What are your future plans for teaching?  
 

11) What advice or words of wisdom would you give a new special education teacher?  
a. What about someone considering becoming a special education teacher?  

 
12) Is there anything else you would like to tell me about being a special education 

teacher in general, experiences of burnout or specific circumstances to teaching in 
rural settings?  
 

** General probing questions to use if needed. 

a. Can you tell me more about ____________. 
b. You mentioned ___________. How did that impact you?  
c. Can you describe____________________ in more detail?  
d. What were you thinking when ______________?  

 
That’s all! Thank you so much for taking the time to meet with me and answer these 
questions. If you think of anything else you would like to add or clarify, you can reach me 
via email or cell phone.   
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Appendix H 

Informed Consent: Interview
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