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Abstract 

 

The special education teacher shortage in the U.S. continues to grow and the 

implication of this shortage is multifaceted. First and foremost, students that are eligible 

for special education may not be receiving the educational supports and services that they 

deserve and legally require. Additionally, this shortage may cause great financial burdens 

on school districts that are continually having to hire and train new special education 

teachers. There also may be negative financial obligations when districts are sued 

because there are inadequate or uncertified teachers supporting these students. There are 

many studies that have inquired why teachers leave the field of education, however, there 

are minimal that have explored special education teachers specifically, and according to 

Billingsley and Bettini (2019) current studies of special education teachers that leave or 

remain are largely quantitative.  The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate 
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the perceptions and experiences of special education teachers that have remained in the 

field. The research questions revolved around intrinsic and extrinsic motivation factors 

regarding why they have remained.  Using both in person and a video conference 

platform, five participants were interviewed with an open-ended interview protocol. The 

researcher then analyzed the interview transcripts which revealed two intrinsic (work 

itself and achievement) and three extrinsic (supervisor/leadership quality, working 

conditions, and coworker relations) emergent themes.  Overall, the findings of this 

qualitative study revealed interventions for education leaders and authors/instructors of 

educator preparation programming to assist in reducing the special education teacher 

shortage. 
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CHAPTER I:  

INTRODUCTION 

It is well known that teaching is a highly stressful occupation, and a considerable 

amount of research and literature has been committed to this topic (Ogba, 2020; Agaiâ et 

al., 2015; Smith at al., 2000; Mearns & Cain, 2003). Frustration in teaching is common 

and is expected; however, when these adverse feelings begin to permanently reside, 

exhaustion surpasses energy and effectiveness erodes into ineffectiveness (Brunsting et 

al., 2014; Schaufeli, et al., 2009). In addition, research supports elevated levels of stress 

may lead to burnout when teachers feel that the demands of their job exceed their 

resources and coping capabilities (Hakanen et al., 2006). 

Studies have steadily shown that teachers are a main influencer regarding 

students’ educational outcomes (Coleman et al., 1966; Hanuskek, 2006; Carver-Thomas 

& Darling-Hammond, 2017) which includes long and short-term academic outcomes 

(Lee, 2018) as well as noncognitive outcomes such as self-efficacy and motivation 

(Jackson, 2018).  Teachers who are burned out but stay in the field, are at risk for adverse 

personal outcomes and reduced progress for their students (Williams & Dykes, 2016). 

Additionally, teachers who experience burnout usually become less efficient in their 

behavior management procedures (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009) and may provide lower 

quality programming and supports (Ruble & McGrew, 2013). With inadequate 

programming, students with disabilities are more likely to struggle emotionally, socially, 

behaviorally, and academically (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Ruble & McGrew, 2013). 

Special education teachers (SETs) provide instruction to students with disabilities 

and manage services mandated in the student’s individualized education program (IEP) 

(Legislative Analyst’s Office, 2013).  At the end of the 20th century, burnout in SETs was 

described as a “crisis” (Wisniewski & Gargiulo, 1997), and this crisis has gone 
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unresolved for the last 40 years (Mason-Williams et al., 2020). From 2005 to 2012 the 

number of SETs in the United States (U.S.) dropped by 17% (Dewey, et al., 2017). 

According to the United States Department of Education (2016), 49 out of the 50 states 

report that there is a shortage of SETs and that 98% of the country reports that SETs are 

in demand. In 2018 the demand for SETs rose by 17% (Snyder et al., 2018) and Sullivan 

et al. (2017) reported that special education–certified teachers leave schools at about 

twice the rate of other teachers. Sullivan et al. (2017) argued that SETs in Texas also 

leave Texas public schools at nearly twice the rate of general educators.  

Literature on attrition and burnout of SETs attribute low job satisfaction as a main 

indicator in their leaving the field (Emery & Vandenberg, 2010; Paquette & Reig, 2016). 

Studies show that there are a range of factors that can affect levels of job satisfaction 

experienced by SETs such as school environment, workload manageability, and access to 

resources (Andrews & Brown, 2015; Bettini et al., 2017; Boyer & Gillespie, 2000; 

Brunsting et al., 2014; Thornton et al., 2007). 

A survey by Rand Corporation yielded that 78% of teachers reported that 

significant job-related stress and teachers reported depression at a rate of 2 ½ times 

greater than the general public (Diliberti & Schwartz, 2021).  Research shows that the job 

of a SET is more stressful than that of general education teachers (Bettini et al., 2017) 

because they face large student caseloads, lack of role clarity, lack of administrator 

supports, increasing and excessive paperwork, feelings of isolation, and minimal 

collaboration with colleagues (Albrecht et al., 2009). Additionally, SETs face vast 

academic and behavioral challenges of their students as well as a growing number of 

responsibilities, numerous meetings, and increased accountability (Ansley et al., 2016). 

Special education teachers have the greatest turnover rate in the teaching field (Robertson 

& Singleton, 2010).    

https://journals-sagepub-com.libproxy.uhcl.edu/doi/full/10.3102/0034654319862495
https://journals-sagepub-com.libproxy.uhcl.edu/doi/full/10.3102/0034654319862495
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While much is known regarding teacher attrition, according to Day and Gu (2009) 

and Chiong et al. (2017), less is known about variables that contribute to the retention of 

teachers and the reasons why some educators stay in the teaching field.  Research focused 

on variables that contribute to the retention of SETs specifically, is minimal. Therefore, 

this study is needed to discover what the retention variables are, in hopes of increasing 

the SET retention rate. As school districts across the U.S. continue to struggle with SET 

vacancies, this study was needed to determine possible SET retention interventions which 

may ultimately decrease the SET attrition rate.  

Research Problem 

Garcia and Weiss (2019) reported that the teacher shortage is expanding which 

makes it challenging to build a positive reputation for teaching which perpetuates the 

shortage. While some attrition is normal because of being unskilled or retiring (Adnot et 

al., 2016), involuntary attrition and retirement only account for 14% and 18% of all 

attrition respectively (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). Thus, 67% of teacher 

attrition is voluntary and may be rectifiable by intervention (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019).  

 Research suggests that, for many decades, school systems throughout the U.S. 

have struggled to fill special education teaching positions (Cowan et al., 2016; Mason-

Williams et al., 2020). These shortages historically have been credited to an insufficient 

supply of SETs (Boe, 2006) and to low retention rates (Billingsley, 2004). Current 

research has associated SET low retention rates to unique working conditions and 

assignments (Bettini et al., 2017; Billingsley et al, 2020).  

Special education has never completely experienced a totally qualified teaching 

labor force, and has therefore, never delivered on the promise of delivering a free and 

appropriate public education (FAPE) for all students with disabilities (Mason-Williams, 

2020).  Billingsley and Bettini (2019) report that there is a growing and universal 
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shortage of SETs which directly threatens the quality of education that students with 

disabilities receive. In other words, high SET attrition rates hinders schools in providing 

qualified SETs for students with disabilities (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). A lack of 

appropriate and qualified teachers threatens a student’s ability to learn (Darling-

Hammond, 1999; Sorenson & Ladd, 2016), and this instability adversely affects student 

achievement and teacher effectiveness (Kraft & Papy, 2014; Sorenson & Ladd, 2018).          

High teacher turnover consumes economic resources through expenditures 

regarding recruiting and training new teachers (Garcia & Wiess, 2019).  School districts 

that invest deeply in new teacher orientation activities and professional development have 

significant turnover costs (Watlington et al., 2010). For example, filling teacher vacancies 

costs approximately $21,000 per teacher (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; 

Learning Policy Institute, 2017).  Regarding SETs specifically, Mason-Williams et al. 

(2020) argue that SET shortages have serious economic impacts because the amount of 

funds spent annually by school districts and other agencies regarding critical staffing 

concerns, as well as having to financially compensate for mandated services for students 

with disabilities that go unmet (Mason-Williams et al., 2020). Regarding SETs 

specifically, Mason-Williams et al. (2020) argue that SET shortages have serious 

economic impacts because of the amount of funds spent annually by school districts and 

other agencies regarding critical staffing concerns, as well as having to financially 

compensate for mandated services for students with disabilities that go unmet is 

substantial (Mason-Williams et al., 2020).  
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Significance of Study 

It is essential to examine the factors related to why some experienced SETs stay 

in the field to determine practices that contribute to SET retention because, according to 

DeFranzo (2018), teacher retention is a critical issue that affects an education system 

(DeFranzo, 2018). DeFour and Eaker (1998) maintain that retaining veteran teachers is 

essential for communities and schools, thus, understanding factors that are associated 

with SET retention is crucial in designing interventions that may assist in combating this 

historical problem.   

Over the past three decades, schools have seen a critical shortage of SETs 

(Billingsley, 2021). A high turnover rate of 25% among SETs in the U.S. has remained 

fairly stable over the past 20 years (Billingsley, 2021), while the turnover rate of general 

educators is 8% annually (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019). Examining the 

factors that contribute to the retention of SETs could be beneficial to education leaders 

and authors/instructors of educator programming in combatting the SET shortage. 

Addressing and alleviating the shortage will result in a higher quality education for more 

students with disabilities and will aid in stopping the depletion of campus and district 

finances regarding the recruitment, hiring, training, and holding professional 

development sessions for newly hired SETs. 

Despite the heightened attention on why SETs leave the field, knowledge related 

to attrition of SETs is limited when compared to general education teachers (Hagaman & 

Casey. 2017).  Additionally, there are studies that indicate reasons why SETs leave the 

field but there is minimal research that examines why some SETs remain in the field., 

and this study filled this disparity. In other words, this study provided unique data in the 

issue of SET retention which will assist education leaders and authors/instructors of 

educator programming in understanding the reasons why some experienced SETs 
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remained in the field. Ultimately, this study conveyed interventions to combat the SET 

shortage. 

Research Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the experiences of SETs 

who have remained in the same public school district and who have continued working 

with special education students with behavioral challenges for five or more years.  

Research Questions 

1. What intrinsic (motivators) factors have SETs, who have remained in the same 

public school district and who have continued working with special education 

students with behavioral challenges, perceived and experienced regarding 

remaining and teaching this specific special education population? 

2. What extrinsic (hygiene) factors do SETs, who have remained in the same public 

school district and who have continued working with special education students 

with behavioral challenges, perceived and experienced regarding remaining and 

teaching this specific special education population? 

Definitions of Key Terms 

The following key terms pertain to this study: 

ARD (meeting): (Admission, Review and Dismissal) Annual review of a 

student’s special education program that includes an update of the student’s progress, a 

review of the current Individualized Education Program (IEP), and the development of a 

new IEP for the upcoming year (Texas Project First, 2022). 

Alternative Certification Program: A program that gives professionals an 

alternative way to receive certification in teaching while completing required training and 

teaching students at the same time (Texas Education Agency, 2015). 
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Assistive Technology: Any item, piece of equipment, or product system used to 

increase, maintain, or improve the functional capabilities of a person with a disability 

(Texas Project First, 2022). 

Attrition: A reduction in numbers usually as a result of resignation, retirement, or 

death (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). 

Burnout: Exhaustion of physical or emotional strength or motivation usually as a 

result of prolonged stress or frustration (Merriam-Webster, n.d.).  

Early Childhood Teacher Certificate: Signifies that a teacher has met a set of 

standards that shows they understand the best ways to educate young students aged 3 to 8 

(Teaching-Certification, 2022). 

Experienced Special Education Teacher: A teacher who teaches children with 

disabilities as defined in section 602 of IDEA Legal Institute, (n.d.) and who has 

remained teaching students with disabilities at the same public-school campus for five or 

more years. 

Job Satisfaction: A positive or pleasurable state caused by the evaluation of an 

individual’s job or job experiences (Locke, 1976). 

Public school: A school that is maintained at public expense for the education of 

children of a community or district and that constitutes a part of a system of free 

education commonly including primary and secondary schools (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). 

Retention: The act or state of being retained (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). 

Special Education Teacher (SET): A teacher who teaches children with 

disabilities as defined in section 602 of IDEA (Legal Institute, (n.d.).   

Teacher Turnover: When a teacher leaves teaching. (Gilmore & Wehby, 2020). 
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Traditional Teacher Certification: The conventional way to begin teaching; 

completing a bachelor’s degree in education at an accredited college or university 

(Bell, 2021). 

Conclusion 

This chapter provided an overview of the need for this study, significance of the 

problem, research purpose and questions, and the study’s key terms. The study will be a 

contribution to education leaders and authors/instructors of educator programming 

regarding what factors contribute to the retention of experienced SETs which will be 

beneficial in combatting the SET shortage. The following chapter will be a literature 

review of the major topics that supported this study. 

  



 

 

9 

CHAPTER II:  

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This chapter provides a comprehensive analysis of literature on topics related to 

factors that impact the retention of SETs. This analysis will begin with investigating this 

study’s theoretical framework, Herzberg’s two-factor theory, and the applicability of this 

theory to the study. The following sections will provide further literature review centered 

on special education in the U.S., SETs’ reasons for entering the field, roles and 

responsibilities of SETs, attrition of U.S. teachers, current attrition trends and demands 

for SETs, current attrition trends and demands for SETS, SET job satisfaction, and the 

impacts of SETs leaving the field. The conclusion of this chapter will report a summary 

of findings.  

Theoretical Framework 

Herzberg’s two-factor theory, also known as Herzberg’s motivation-hygiene 

theory, was used to frame this study which examined factors related to SET retention. 

Frederick Herzberg is known as a pioneer in motivation theory (Lee et al., 2014). 

Herzberg proposed the two-factor theory in 1959 (Herzberg, 1968; Herzberg et al, 1959) 

following an extensive review of more than 2,000 job satisfaction studies. Herzberg et al. 

(1957) noted that the variables that influenced job satisfaction appeared to be different 

from the variables that influenced job dissatisfaction.  Through open ended interviews, 

Herzberg et al. (1959) asked a sample of more than 200 engineers and accountants to 

describe instances when they felt “really good” while on the job and instances when they 

felt “really bad” while on the job to test this theory. Herzberg (1959) found that the 

factors that lead to job satisfaction were not the same as those that produced job 

dissatisfaction. The results of his study offered evidence of two separate and distinct 

categories related to job satisfaction (motivators and hygiene), thus creating the 
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motivation-hygiene theory. Herzberg et al. (1959), then proposed the two-factor theory of 

work motivation. The theory suggested that humans have two types of needs and that 

different aspects of a work environment satisfies or dissatisfies these needs (Park & 

Johnson, 2019). 

Herzberg described satisfaction and dissatisfaction in the workplace using the two 

factors he termed motivation (satisfiers) and hygiene (dissatisfiers) (Herzberg, 1996; 

Herzberg, 2003). Herzberg et al. (1959) established that motivating factors and hygiene 

factors are independent of each other and are not merely on the opposing ends of a scale 

but are separate constructs. The category of motivation correlates with a need for growth 

or self-actualization (Alshmemri et al., 2017). The category known as hygiene factors 

relate to the need to evade unpleasantness (Alshmemri et al., 2017). Herzberg 

appropriated the term hygiene from epidemiology, noting that good medical hygiene does 

not make people healthy, but can stop illness (Herzberg et al., 1959). Herzberg and his 

colleagues reported that, similar to medical hygiene, good interpersonal relations, fair pay 

and policies, and pleasant working conditions did not appear to provide significant long-

term satisfaction, but did appear to prevent dissatisfaction (Herzberg et al., 1959). 

According to Herzberg et al. (1959), motivation factors lead to positive job attitudes and 

hygiene factors encompass the ‘doing’ of the job. Herzberg (1966) asserted that 

motivation factors could be used to satisfy psychological needs like growth and 

achievement, while hygiene factors could be used to satisfy physiological needs such as 

earning income to provide food and shelter. According to Herzberg, hygiene cannot 

motivate an employee, and when utilized to achieve motivation, negative effects may be 

produced over the long run (Acquah et al., 2021). Equally, the presence of hygiene 

factors will not increase motivation, but a lack of hygiene factors produces dissatisfaction 
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(Ozsoy, 2019).  Een et al., (2021) argue that school administrators and leaders should pay 

attention to motivation and hygiene factors to ensure job satisfaction among teachers.  

Many researchers have focused on extrinsic rewards and working conditions such 

as benefits, pay, and working conditions in increasing motivation levels among 

employees (Stringer at al., 2011; Heneman & Werner, 2005; Probst et al., 2002; Brundy 

& Condrey 1993).  Other researchers have focused on the role of employees’ feelings 

regarding their work such as achievement, recognition, and responsibility in improving 

motivation levels (Herzberg, 1968; Herzberg et al., 1959). According to Herzberg et al. 

(1959) and Herzberg (1968), employees are better motivated and may increase their 

productivity when they experience these feelings at work, compared when provided with 

better working conditions such as high pay and job security. A majority of the stories 

relayed in Herzberg’s study about job dissatisfaction concerned incompetent or unfair 

supervisors, unfair company policies, poor interpersonal relations, unfair salary, job 

insecurity, and threats to status (Herzberg et al., 1959). The researchers found that most 

of the stories of job satisfaction involved opportunities to experience recognition, 

achievement, increased responsibility, interesting work, advancement, and/or learning.  

Motivation Factors Leading to Job Satisfaction (Intrinsic) 

Motivation factors are critical for an employee’s level of job satisfaction 

(Waltman et al., 2012). According to Herzberg (1971) and Herzberg et al. (1993), 

motivating factors are essential to a job and are intrinsically rewarding. Examples of 

motivating factors include advancement, tasks well done, job responsibility, recognition 

of achievement, and work itself, which are all considered to be intrinsically rewarding 

(Herzberg, 1971; Sharp, 2008). In other words, motivation is centered around having a 

sense of personal growth and achievement (Herzberg, 1971). When these factors are 

satisfying, they work as motivators (Herzberg et al, 1993). However, the factors do not 
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produce dissatisfaction if they are missing; instead, there is a deficiency of satisfaction 

(Herzberg, 1971; Herzberg et al., 1993).  

Hygiene Factors Leading to Job Dissatisfaction (Extrinsic) 

Factors (or characteristics) known as hygiene factors, can lead toward job 

dissatisfaction in an individual (Waltman et al., 2012). These factors are critical for basic 

survival needs (Herzberg 1971, Herzberg et al., 1993). Examples of hygiene factors 

include salary, benefits, competent supervision and administration, work relationships, a 

good work environment, and rewards (Herzberg, 1971; Herzberg et al., 1993; Sharp, 

2008). Herzberg et al. (1993) suggests that even if these factors are not met, they do not 

motivate, but assist in preventing job dissatisfaction.   

Studies for Motivation and Hygiene Factors Leading to Job Satisfaction 

A comparative study by Bušatlić and Mujabasic (2018) aimed to test how 

Herzberg’s two-factor theory applied to the context of high school teachers in examining 

whether motivator and hygiene factors had an effect on the job satisfaction of 150 public 

and private high school teachers. The authors’ main data source was a questionnaire from 

an adapted version of the Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire (MSQ).  The findings 

indicated that nearly 84% of the variance in job satisfaction can be substantially 

explained by motivation and hygiene factors. Specifically, the study confirmed that, when 

considered individually, all motivator and hygiene factors significantly correlated with 

job satisfaction (Bušatlić & Mujabasic, 2018). 

Frahm and Cianca (2021) used Herzberg’s two-factor theory to identify 

characteristics that impact teacher job satisfaction, with the main focus being leadership 

behaviors that increased teacher retention in rural schools. The participants in this study 

were eight superintendents, eight principals, and seven aspiring administrators.  Data was 

gained through transcriptions from focus groups where open coding was used to 
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categorize segments of information. Findings from the study reinforced Herzberg’s 

theory regarding interpersonal relationships (hygiene factor) in determining employee 

dissatisfaction. One participant acknowledged that good relationships equal retaining 

teachers. Participants also cited low salaries and less lucrative benefits as teacher 

retention barriers. These barriers may complicate the potential dissatisfaction that can 

come with lower salaries and the costs related with recruiting and training new teachers, 

leading to other hygiene factors (Frahm & Cianca, 2021). 

Isaacs et al. (2020) studied Herzberg’s theory as it related to the job satisfaction of 

medical interns. Twelve interns who were coming to the end of their internship training 

consented to be interviewed for this study. The focus of the interviews was what aspects 

of the internship made the participants happy and what aspects needed improvement. The 

interns were also asked about their positive and negative experiences. Results presented 

themes such as advantages of rural internship and good teaching, which related to 

achievement and advancement (motivating factors) and different themes such as poor 

access to administration and stressful working conditions, which related to administration 

and working conditions (hygiene factors).  The results of this study directly aligned with 

Herzberg’s theory demonstrating that reasons for job satisfaction are generally different 

from reasons for job dissatisfaction (Isaacs, et al., 2020).  

 Relevance to Special Education Teacher Job Satisfaction 

The following analysis of the literature examines research regarding relevance of 

Herzberg’s two-factor theory and teachers’ job satisfaction. While an exhaustive review 

of the literature could not identify research that specifically aligned Herzberg’s theory to 

the context of SET job satisfaction, studies that explored teacher job satisfaction were 

identified. Additionally, a study regarding Herzberg’s two-factor theory within the 
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context of psychology was also examined, as it closely related to SET job satisfaction 

during the current pandemic COVID-19. 

Herzberg’s two-factor theory is one of the most frequently used theoretical 

frameworks in job satisfaction studies (Dion, 2006). Nias (1981), interviewed 100 

primary school teachers. Evidence in this study was consistent with Herzberg’s theory 

that job satisfiers are derived from the job itself such as the emotional satisfaction of 

being with children and the pleasures of helping children learn (Nias, 1981). This same 

study also supported Herzberg’s theory as it reflected main sources of job dissatisfaction 

which included institutional factors (e.g., inefficient administration, poor communication, 

and weak leadership) which made teaching difficult and required ways that the teachers 

found were offensive (Nias, 1981). Bogler, (2001), studied 745 teachers' responses on a 

quantitative Likert-type questionnaire in 1997. The respondents were directed to refer to 

their current administrator and to complete the questionnaire that asked questions about 

the administrator’s decision-making strategies and leadership styles, their perceptions 

about the occupation of teaching, and their satisfaction relating to issues at their work. 

Bogler (2001) found that the teachers’ perceptions of occupational prestige, autonomy at 

work, self-esteem, and professional development contributed the most to job satisfaction, 

which directly supports Herzberg’s two-factor theory.  

Herzberg’s theory was also used by Abraham and Prasetyo (2021) to determine 

factors that affected job satisfaction of teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic and to 

examine a teacher’s work motivation in relationship to the theory. In this study, 20 

teachers were both observed and engaged in focus groups. The study found the sources 

that functioned as satisfiers included relationships, job security, and school policies, 

which are all Herzberg’s hygiene factors Herzberg’s theory highlights that hygiene 
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factors cannot serve as sources of motivation or satisfaction but can prevent employee 

dissatisfaction (Abraham & Prasetyo, 2021). 

A study by Gangwar et al. (2022) also focused on testing the efficacy of 

Herzberg’s theory during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study aimed at analyzing the 

motivational and hygiene factors of people working from home during the pandemic.  In 

this study, a questionnaire was sent through social media. Forty-four males and 44 

females, all over the age of 18 and working from home, responded to a questionnaire, and 

were selected as the sample. The study supported that there is a significant difference in 

job satisfaction of employees “locked in” at home due to motivation and hygiene factors. 

The two top motivating factors that predicted job satisfaction were achievement and work 

itself. The two top hygiene factors that played a critical role were relationship with 

supervisors and company policy (Gangwar et al., 2022).  

Special Education in the U.S. 

Special education is a process by which students who have special needs, receive 

their education by specially trained staff, to address their specific individual needs while 

incorporating these needs in a typical education environment as much as possible 

(Benitez Ojeda & Carugno, 2021). Benitez Ojeda and Carugno (2021) report that success 

regarding academic achievement, self-sufficiency, and future community contributions 

may not be achieved if special education students do not receive this additional support. 

Children who have special education needs are entitled by law to receive support and 

accommodations that will enable them to reach their academic potential and perform to 

the best of their abilities (Minz & Wasserman, 2020; Protopapas & Parrila, 2018).  

Federal commitment in ensuring that all students have equal access to educational 

opportunities, which includes teachers that are prepared to meet the needs of students 

who require specialized instruction, began in 1965 with the enactment of the Elementary 
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and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) (Mason-Williams et al., 2020).  The ESEA 

mandated availability of categorical aid for advancing educational programs in “meeting 

the special education needs of educationally deprived children” (P.L.89-10, §201). A 

reauthorization of this act lead to additional aid for children whom English was a second 

language, migrant children, and children with mental and physical handicaps 

(McLaughlin, 2010). Although ESEA had a distinct emphasis on ensuring equal 

educational opportunity, many officials believed that educating children with disabilities 

was not a public-school responsibility (Mason-Williams et al., 2020). Subsequently, in 

1970 (A History of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2022) only one in 

five students with disabilities was educated in the public-school setting and nearly one 

million children were kept out of public schools (Abeson et al., 1976).     

In 1970, U.S. schools only educated one in five students with disabilities, and 

many states excluded certain students such as those that were blind, deaf, intellectually 

disabled or had an emotional disturbance (A History of the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act, 2022). In 1975, Congress enacted the Education for All Handicapped 

Children Act, also known as Public Law 94-142, which emphasized the inclusion of 

individuals with disabilities (Mason-Williams et al, 2020). Before Public Law 94-142, 

many children were denied access to opportunities to learn (A History of the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act, 2022).  Public Law 94-142 specified that students with 

disabilities were entitled access to FAPE which must be designed to meet their unique 

needs as specified by their Individual Education Program (IEP) and funded through 

federal categorical aid (Mason-Williams et al., 2020). 

Public Law 94-142 was later reauthorized as the Individuals with Disabilities Act 

(IDEA) which makes FAPE available to eligible students with disabilities and ensures 

special education supports and related services in a least restrictive environment (LRE) to 
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those children (About IDEA, 2020). The IDEA regulates how states and public agencies 

deliver early intervention, special education, and related services to over 7.5 million (as 

of the 2018-19 school year) eligible infants, toddlers, children, and youth with disabilities 

(About IDEA, 2020). Infants and toddlers with disabilities and their families receive early 

intervention under IDEA Part C, while children and youth ages three through 21, receive 

special education and related services under IDEA Part B (About IDEA, 2020).  

In the 2019-20 school year, there was 7.3 million students (ages 3 through 21) 

served under the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) in the U.S., which is 

approximately 14% of total public-school enrollment (NCES, 2021). During this same 

school year, the percentage of students served under IDEA was greatest for American 

Indian/Alaska Native students (18%), followed by Black students (17%), and students of 

two or more races (15%) (NCES, 2021). The National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES, 2021) reports that the percentage was the lowest for Pacific Islander students  

(11 %), and Asian students (7%).  

Among students ages 6 - 21 who are served under IDEA, the percentage who 

spent most of their day in the general education setting (i.e., 80 % or more of their school 

day) increased from 59% in 2009, to 65% in 2019 (NCES, 2021). In contrast, during this 

same period of time, the percentage of students who spent between 40% to 79% of their 

day in the general education setting decreased from 21% to 18%, and the percentage of 

students who spent less than 40% of their time in the general education setting decreased 

from 15% to 13% (NCES, 2021). In fall 2019, the percentage of students that were served 

under IDEA who spent most of their school day in the general education setting was 

highest for students with the disability of speech or language impairment (88%) (NCES, 

20121). Approximately two-thirds to three-quarters of students with specific learning 

disabilities (73%), visual impairments (69%), other health impairments (68%), and 
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developmental delays (67%) spent most of their school day in the general education 

setting (NCES, 2021). According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2021), 

less than one-third of students with deaf-blindness (26%), intellectual disabilities (18%), 

and multiple disabilities (14%) spent most of the day in the general education setting 

(NCES, 2021).  

Students eligible for special education are those that have been identified by a 

team of professionals as having a disability or disabilities that adversely affects academic 

performance and is deemed that he or she requires special education supports (NCES, 

2021). The thirteen categories of a disability are: specific learning disability, other health 

impairment, autism spectrum disorder, emotional disturbance, speech or language 

impairment, visual impairment (including blindness), deafness, hearing impairment, deaf-

blindness, orthopedic impairment, intellectual disability, traumatic brain injury, and 

multiple disabilities (IDEA, 2004).  

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)  

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 was the first national law to 

require penalties for U.S schools based on a student’s standardized test score (Whitney & 

Candelaria, 2017). According to Whitney and Candelaria (2017), the NCLB era ended in 

December 2015 and its replacement, Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), continues to 

include consequences for schools regarding standardized test scores. According to 

DeMatthews and Night (2019), ESSA mandates that state education agencies continue to 

maintain standards, testing, and accountability to boost achievement and address equity 

issues that have plagued the education system. 

Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) and Special Education Teacher Shortage 

Special education teacher shortages have existed at least since 1975 when PL-145 

(IDEA) was first passed (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). Although educational 
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opportunities were available for a number of students with disabilities before 1975, this 

law mandated that public schools educate all students, thus contributing to a remarkable 

increase in the demand for SETs (Dewey, et al., 2017). Since then, the demand for SETs 

has surpassed the supply, generating a pervasive and persistent national shortage 

(McLeskey & Billingsley, 2008), and projections indicate that this shortage is growing 

(Levin et al., 2015). 

The History of Special Education Teacher Certification 

Federal involvement ensuring that all students received educational opportunities 

that were equal, which included having access to teachers who were prepared to meet the 

unique needs of students that required specialized instruction, began in 1965 with the 

enactment of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) (Mason-Williams et 

al, 2020). This law emphasized the critical role that fully prepared teachers played in 

providing equal educational opportunity for all students (Mason-Williams, 2020). 

Although ESEA had a direct emphasis on providing equal educational opportunities to all 

students, a majority of the hope that was brought on by ESEA was quickly decreased by 

the large challenges of instructional capacity (Mason-Williams et al., 2020). The 

insufficient supply of individuals prepared and willing to serve, and the sparse 

infrastructure for developing a large number of teachers within a sensible timeframe 

complicated matters (Kleinhammer-Tramill, 2014). 

In 1975, the Education of All Handicapped Children Act determined that students 

with disabilities have a right to a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) (Zetell & 

Ballard, 1979).  This mandate generated an immediate demand for services and for 

teachers and other staff members to provide these services (Meyers et al., 2020). The No 

Child Left Behind Act and the reauthorization of IDEA required that all teachers be 

highly qualified (Rosenburg et al., 2004); meaning that a minimum standard was 
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mandated for SET licensure (Sindelar et al., 2016) The reauthorization of NCLB is Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) which eliminates this requirement (Klein, 2020).  

Special education teacher certification is generally comprehensive from pre-

kindergarten through grade 12, and there has been a definite trend toward noncategorical 

licensure since 2000 (Sindelar et al., 2019), which allows school districts flexibility in 

assigning SETs to teach students with varied disabilities. In Texas, an individual may 

become certified to teach special education by either the traditional route, which requires 

a bachelor’s degree from an accredited institution and completing a teacher preparation 

program, or through an alternative certification program (Texas Special Education 

Certification & Requirements, 2021). In the traditional route, select Texas bachelor’s 

degree programs offer the necessary coursework to qualify for a Texas teaching 

certificate, but additional classes in the field of special education are required (Texas 

Special Education Certification & Requirements, 2021). 

The continual teacher shortage has led to states producing policies to support 

alternative routes into teaching to supplement the supply (Meyers et al., 2020). These 

routes may differ from traditional training in many ways, but they tend to tap into non-

traditional participants (Meyers et al., 2020). Currently, ESSA allows for states to utilize 

degree-granting programs for teachers without relying on traditional higher education 

systems (ESSA, 2015).  At present, IDEA requires that SETs be fully certified, and if 

they are not, be enrolled in an alternative preparation program (Meyers et al., 2020). 

Special Education Teachers’ Reasons for Entering the Field 

For many people, the decision to teach is motivated by intrinsic motivators that 

are symbolic of hope and possibility (Manuel & Cater, 2016).  According to Watt and 

Richardson (2014), teachers have definite reasons for starting in the profession. Perryman 

and Calvert (2020) found that having the desire to make a difference in the lives of 
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students, confidence in their ability to teach, and finding a profession that is rewarding 

were main reasons for teachers to enter the field. Stephens and Fish (2010) reported that 

the most influential element that impacts an individual’s reason to pursue a career in 

special education is “the desire to serve those in need” (p. 402). Another main reason is 

having prior experience with individuals with disabilities (Stephens & Fish, 2010; Zhang 

et al, 2014). Stephens and Fish (2010) also found that family, empathy toward students, 

and the availability of positions were reasons given by SETs regarding why they entered 

the field of special education. A study by Lavian (2013), examined how SETs interpreted 

and saw their roles. The findings indicated that, at the beginning of their careers, SETs 

were driven by thoughts of ‘saving the world’ or by beliefs in their own capabilities and 

their desire to work hard for their students (Lavian, 2013). 

 Cormier (2021) interviewed seven Black male special education teachers about 

what motivated them to enter the field of special education. Data collection and analysis 

focused on the teachers’ introductions to the field of special education and their 

educational paths. Cormier found that the men chose to enter the field for varying reasons 

which included having prior experiences working with children or suggestions from 

mentors. All participants in the study indicated that their career choice was in response to 

the desire to be a change agent, mainly driven by the awareness of the needs of Black 

boys what are disproportionately represented in U.S special education programs 

(Cormier, 2021).  

 Through an interview approach, Chambers (2007), explored the perceptions of 

eight individuals who had a sibling with a disability regarding their choosing a career in a 

disability field. All participants either had a degree in special education or related area or 

were pursuing a degree and all had worked in serving individuals with disabilities.  The 

first theme that emerged  in the Chamber’s study was motivations related to their brother 
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or sister who had a disability. One participant mentioned that she had been preparing her 

entire like to work with individuals with disabilities. Another participant revealed that she 

hoped to make a difference in her special education students’ lives because special 

education did not help her sister. The second theme that emerged was opportunities and 

general experiences moved them into the disability field. Two of the participants reported 

that they entered the disability field because they worked with therapeutic horseback 

riding sessions. One participant realized she needed to know more about disabilities and 

teaching, thus gained a master’s degree in special education. The other stated that she felt 

good about herself when she was helping others, especially those individuals with 

disabilities (Chambers, 2007).  

Special Education Teachers’ Primary Reasons for Leaving the Field 

Many new SETs list factors such as lack of knowledge and working conditions as 

primary reasons for leaving the field (Hagaman & Casey (2018). A study conducted by 

Hagaman and Casey (2018) involved 52 participants; 22 were preservice SETs, 18 were 

new SETS, and 12 were administrative personnel. Their study involved three focus 

groups from two states in the Midwest. In this study, all groups identified that the 

primary roles of SETs include teaching and planning, managing behaviors, and crisis 

intervention. All three groups also identified stress and lack of support as major reasons 

why SETs would leave the field. However, some differences emerged across the groups. 

First, the administrators were not as likely to list lack of training or caseload issues as 

reasons why SETs might leave which was in direct contrast to both preservice and new 

special educators who indicated these issues were top reasons to leave the field 

(Hagaman & Casey, 2018). 
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Roles and Responsibilities of Special Education Teachers 

By definition, SETs work with students who have a broad range of learning, 

emotional, mental, and physical disabilities (U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics, 2021). 

Over the past few decades, research, policy, and practice in pre-kindergarten through 

grade 12 settings have documented the increasingly complex and multifaceted roles for 

SETs (Shepherd et al., 2016). Special education teachers are prepared to teach students in 

one or more of the 13 disabilities identified under IDEA (2004). According to IDEA 

(2018), a child with a disability indicates that the child has been evaluated as having a 

disability and requires special education and possibly a related service. Special education 

teachers are prepared to teach students in one or more of the 13 disabilities identified 

under IDEA (2004). The 13 types of disabilities are autism, deaf-blindness, emotional 

disturbance, hearing impairment, intellectual disability, multiple disabilities, other health 

impairment, specific learning disability, speech or language impairment, traumatic brain 

injury, and visual impairment (IDEA, 2018). 

Collaboration 

Special education teachers must collaborate with general educators and other 

colleagues to support students with increasingly diverse backgrounds across tiered 

systems of supports while still delivering specialized instruction to students within 

various disability categories (Sheppard et al., 2016). The shift to a more tiered model of 

support has generated opportunities for special and general educators to share their 

expertise and employ preventative approaches, but it has also resulted in more 

complicated systems and blurred lines between roles which have raised some concerns 

about the degree to which specialized instruction is available to students with more 

intensive needs (McCray et al., 2014; Pullen & Hallahan, 2015).  
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According to Squillaci and Hofman (2021), the roles and functions of SETs has 

evolved with the development of inclusive practices, and this is often a source of stress 

because they may have less autonomy and more complicated collaboration than their 

general education peers. Jurkowski and Muller (2018) reported that the coordination of 

separate forms of instructional responsibilities and among two partners continues to be an 

unresolved issue. Furthermore, general educators and SETs do not commonly agree on 

their respective co-teaching responsibilities (Stefanidis & Strogilos, 2015) and several 

studies report that co-teaching oftentimes results in the SET being treated like an assistant 

within the classroom setting (Bettini et al., 2015; Brunsting et al., 2014). 

Findings by Ansley et al., (2019) found that there are significant connections 

between satisfaction with workplace relationships and job satisfaction, and according to 

Stewart-Banks et al. (2015) these relationships can be promoted by providing 

opportunities for teachers to collaborate and create positive working relationships.   

During the 2016-17 school year, Hester et al. (2020) investigated 366 SETs from 43 

states. The purpose of the study was to conduct an examination into the factors that cause 

stress as well as factors that may lead to decisions to leave the special education field. 

Results from the study revealed that responsibilities such as collaborating with other 

teachers are stressful facets of their job and collaboration descriptions alluded to feeling 

devalued and not being respected by other teachers (Hester et al., 2020).  

Teaching Assignments 

Special education teachers’ teaching assignments vary based on the service 

delivery model adopted by their district. For example, some special education teachers 

work primarily in an inclusive setting such as co-teaching with general education teachers 

(Scruggs, 2007), others teach in a resource or push in models which provide small-group 

instruction in a special or general education setting (Mitchell et al., 2012), while others 
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teach in a combination of all of these models (Kaff, 2004). A smaller percentage of 

special education teachers work in self-contained classrooms and typically provide 

instruction for all content areas to a small group of students with either substantial 

learning and/or behavior needs (Edgar & Rosa-Lugo, 2007).  

Demands of Case Management and Workload Manageability 

Special education teachers must also interact with many individuals to manage 

services for their students such as collaborating with general education teachers, related 

service providers, paraprofessionals, and parents (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). Beyond 

instruction, special education teachers have a primary responsibility in managing their 

students’ individual education programs (IEPs) which includes developing the program, 

attending meetings, and assuring that all aspects of the program are consistent with the 

requirements of the Americans with Disabilities ACT (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). All 

of these factors can vary greatly across teaching assignments within the same school and 

across schools (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). 

It has been long reported that novice SETs have workloads that are unmanageable 

(Billingsley et al., 2004; Griffin et al., 2009).  Bettini et al. (2017) studied novice SETs’ 

perceptions of their workloads to determine if they perceived their workloads are less 

manageable than novice general education teachers, and whether their perceptions of 

workload manageability predicted emotional exhaustion and career intentions. Their 

study was a secondary analysis of an existing data set named the Michigan Indiana Early 

Career Teacher Study. The results of the study demonstrated that workload manageability 

may be linked with career intentions and emotional exhaustion (Bettini et al., 2017).  

Managing Families of Children that Qualify for Special Education 

The relationship between SETs and families of children with special education 

needs is more demanding and complex than relationships between teachers and families 
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in the general education setting (Lavian, 2014).  According to Shepherd et al. (2016), 

SETs must also collaborate with families from diverse linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds. The National Research Council (2001) suggests that matching teacher and 

parent interventions is an important strategy for positive child outcomes. Papay and 

Bombara (2014) report that family involvement in the education of students with 

disabilities may be particularly beneficial because of higher levels of academic 

achievement and school completion rates, as well as increased postschool outcomes. 

 Hirano et al. (2018) utilized qualitative synthesis methods to examine barriers to 

school-based participation in transition planning and preparation for families of youths 

with disabilities. This study was part of a larger study, and its primary focus was to obtain 

experiences and perceptions of the transition development process and the transition to 

adulthood from caregivers and parents of adolescents with disabilities ages 14-25 who 

either had received or were receiving services under IDEA (Hirano et al., 2018). Family 

members described their experiences regarding transition planning for 349 youth and the 

main themes discovered in the study regarding barriers to a families’ involvement in 

transition planning were school, family, and adult services (Hirano et al., 2018). Hirano et 

al. (2018) indicated that racism, lack of information, not feeling valued, teacher directed 

services, and poor-quality transition plans were all school barriers that families faced. 

Low student expectations, long waiting lists, difficulty navigating an unresponsive and 

unfamiliar system, not feeling respected, and conflict of parental role, and stresses of 

daily living also stated as barriers that the families encountered (Hiranao et al., 2018).  

The family barriers noted in the study included stresses of daily living and a lack of 

knowledge of the system (Hiranao et al., 2018).  
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The Attrition of U.S. Teachers 

Markedly, the SET shortage is situated within the current arena of the teacher 

shortage as a whole. Across the U.S., content areas such as science, math, career and 

technology education, and bilingual education, are all experiencing a shortage of 

qualified teachers (Sutcher et al., 2016). A recent survey of school superintendents 

showed that 80% considered that the teacher shortage is a major challenge for their 

districts; greater than any other challenge that they face (Hodge, 2018). 

The Current Attrition Trends and Demands for Special Education Teachers 

The Higher Education Consortium for Special Education (2021) reported the field 

of special education has the most significant shortage of teachers in the U.S., so several 

states have turned to using long-term substitutes; some with only a high school diploma 

and most with not teacher training. Also reported by the Higher Education Consortium 

for Special Education (2021) was that there is a shortage of special education faculty at 

universities, which further adds to the SET shortage. Research suggests that, for many 

decades, school systems throughout the entire U.S. have struggled to fill special 

education teaching positions (Cowan et al., 2016; Mason-Williams et al., 2020). These 

shortages historically have been credited to an insufficient supply of special education 

teachers (Boe, 2006), and to low retention rates for SETs (Billingsley, 2004), which 

current research has associated to the unique working conditions and demands of SET 

working assignments (Bettini et al., 2017; Billingsley et al, 2020). According to Theobald 

et al. (2021) another potential explanation for the low retention rates may be linked to the 

preparation that SET candidates receive prior to entering the profession. The COVID-19 

pandemic has also served to intensify the already critical shortage of SETs because many 

experienced SETs are retiring early and others simply leave the profession completely 

(Monnin, et al., n.d.).  
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According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2022), in 2021 there were 

476,300 SETs. It is estimated that each year brings 37,600 SET openings because of the 

need to replace teachers who transfer to different occupations or exit the labor force (U.S. 

Bureau, 2022). Special education teachers in the U.S. are leaving the classroom at 

disturbing rates (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 

2017), and this can have a devasting effect on establishing high quality programs for 

students with disabilities. Special education teachers are in high demand and are critically 

needed to meet the requirements of the growing U.S. population for students that are 

qualified for special education supports and services under the IDEA (IDEA, 2004). This 

Act guarantees students with disabilities receive a free and appropriate public education 

(FAPE) in a least restrictive environment (LRE) (IDEA, 2004). Forty-nine states and the 

District of Columbia currently report shortages of SETs (U.S Department of Education, 

2021). Additionally, SET attrition is growing at a rate that is equivalent to the U.S. 

population of students with disabilities, and the percentage of students that receive 

special education supports is also rising (National Education Association, 2019).  

Special Education Teacher Job Satisfaction 

There have been numerous studies that have examined variables that impact SET 

job satisfaction. The connection between job stress and job satisfaction has been 

specifically observed within the arena of SETs (Eichinger, 2000). In a Stress Survey for 

Special Educators, SETs reported feeling incapable of coping with stressors ensued from 

supporting special education students (Crane & Iwanicki, 1986). Weiskopf (1980) 

reported that cited stressors when working with special education students include heavy 

workload and pressure to complete required tasks in a timely manner. Studies have also 

found a range of factors that can attribute to the level of job satisfaction experiences by 

SETs such as overall campus environment, access to resources, and workload 
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manageability (Andrews & Brown, 2015; Bettini, et al., 2017; Boyer & Gillespie, 2000; 

Brunsting, et al., 2014; Thornton, et al., 2007). A study by McLeskey and Waldron 

(2012) revealed that job satisfaction was higher when administration had more open 

communication and allowed for flexible teaching strategies. Davis and Palladina (2011) 

found that SETs who feel they are supported by general education teachers and are 

provided with meaningful collaboration opportunities report a higher level of job 

satisfaction. Fish and Stephens (2010) surveyed 57 currently teaching SETs and 

discovered that the teacher’s ability to serve students leads to high job satisfaction.  

A study by Robinson et al. (2019) which occurred during the 2016-2017 school 

year, aimed to address two gaps in literature on SET burnout. The first part of the study 

aimed to investigate the connection between SETs having meaningful professional 

development, feeling supported, and having feelings of job satisfaction with possible 

links to burnout. In this quantitative study, 363 participants were asked to complete a 

survey (Robinson et al., 2019). Results indicated that there is a significant relationship 

between SET burnout scores and job satisfaction, implying that if improved job 

satisfaction (and staying in the field) for SETs is a goal, lower levels of burnout must be 

achieved (Robinson et al., 2017).  

Factors that Impact Job Satisfaction and Dissatisfaction 

The goal for a study by Ballaro and Meade (2021) was to identify work factors 

that contributed to the highest levels of job satisfaction and dissatisfaction for forensic 

scientists. One of the theoretical frameworks for this study was Herzberg’s two-factor 

theory.  This was a mixed-methods study of 255 forensic scientists which investigated 

their physiological experiences, psychological perceptions, and environmental 

circumstances to determine which factor influenced the greatest level of job satisfaction.  

Results indicated that the top two intrinsic factors that led to the highest level of job 
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satisfaction were the jobs provided steady employment and staying busy. The top two 

extrinsic factors that lend to job dissatisfaction were the way company policies were put 

into practice and chances for promotion (Ballaro & Meade, 2021) which supports 

Herzberg’s theory. 

The purpose of Garza and Taliaferro’s (2021) qualitative study was to describe 

experiences that related to job satisfaction among home healthcare nurses. This study was 

also framed by Herzberg’s two-factor theory. Twelve home healthcare nurses participated 

in in-depth interviews. The four themes that emerged from the data were (a) patients 

contribute to job satisfaction; (b) autonomy promotes job satisfaction; (c) occupational 

stressors adversely affect job satisfaction; (d) and leadership impacts job satisfaction. 

The Impacts of Special Education Teachers Leaving the Field 

The U.S. SET shortage has been well recognized by state and local education 

agencies and the special education research community as a key issue that negatively 

affects outcomes for special education students (Garcia & Weiss, 2020; CEEDAR 

Center, 2020). A growing and persistent shortage of SETs jeopardizes the quality of 

education that students with disabilities receive (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). Special 

education teacher attrition intensifies this shortage, which leaves many school districts in 

the unfortunate position if hiring unqualified personnel (McLesky & Billingsley, 2008). 

A study by Ronfeldt et al. (2013) drew on extensive data from the New York City 

Department of Education and the New York City State Education Department. The 

analyses focused on approximately 850, 000 fourth and fifth grade students over eight 

academic years. Researchers were able to connect student test scores in English language 

arts (ELA) and math to student, class, school, and teacher characteristics.  The study 

found evidence for a direct effect of teacher turnover on student achievement. The results 

indicated that teacher turnover has significant and negative impacts on student 
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achievement in both ELA and math (Ronfeldt et al., 2013). No equivalent research has 

examined the effects of SET turnover on student achievement (Billingsley & Bettini, 

2019), but specialists have suggested that the unsettling effects of SET turnover might be 

especially challenging given the high number of collaboration relationships SETs must 

build with general education teachers, related service staff, and parents (McLesky & 

Billingsley, 2008).    

Furthermore, teacher attrition can have a sizable impact on campus and school 

district finances. According to Partner (2020), teacher replacement costs incorporate 

recruitment, hiring, training and professional development. Researchers have estimated 

that these costs reach as high as 150 % of the leaving teacher’s salary (Partner, 2020).  

Moreover, when qualified educators leave, school districts are often left to hire 

alternatively certified teachers, which means the teachers did not earn their teaching 

credentials though a traditional college program (Partner, 2020). To make matters worse, 

Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) suggests that teachers with little or no training leave the 

teaching field at two to three times the rate of teachers with preparation that is 

comprehensive. Districts that invest heavily in new teacher induction and professional 

development have even higher turnover costs (Watlington, 2010).  Barnes et al., (2007) 

estimated that annual replacement costs for large districts such as Milwaukee may be as 

high as $14.1 million annually.  
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CHAPTER III:  

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the perceptions and 

experiences of special education teachers (SETs) who have remained in the same public 

school district and who have continued working with special education students with 

behavioral challenges for five or more years.  The results of this study suggested 

interventions regarding how to retain SETs and combat the SET shortage. This 

qualitative case study gathered individual interview data gained from a purposeful sample 

of five SETs who currently work in special education in a large school district in 

southeast Texas. The participants were allowed to choose either being interviewed via a 

video conference platform or in person.  

The SETs were asked to answer general demographic questions followed by 22 

qualitative semi-structured, open-ended interview questions about their perceptions and 

experiences in teaching which included roles and responsibilities, administrative support, 

and peer support (see Appendix A).  Qualitative semi-structured interviews are a 

dominant and widely used data collection method within the social sciences (Bradford & 

Cullen, 2012). This method of data collection is valuable because it allows a researcher to 

explore an individual’s subjective perspectives (Flick, 2009) and to collect in-depth 

descriptions of people’s experiences (Evans & Lewis, 2018). This chapter will present an 

overview of the research problem as well as the research purpose and questions. It will 

also review the researcher's role, research design, participant selection, data collection 

procedures, data analysis, validity and reliability, privacy and ethical considerations, and 

the limitations of the study.   
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Overview of the Research Problem 

Garcia and Weiss (2019) have reported that the teacher shortage is expanding and 

is worse than thought. The teacher shortage makes it challenging to build a positive 

reputation for teaching which perpetuates the shortage (Garcia & Wiess, 2019). While 

some attrition is normal because of retirement or being unskilled (Adnot et al., 2016), 

involuntary attrition and retirement only account for 14% and 18% of all attrition 

respectively (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). Thus, 67% of teacher attrition 

is voluntary and may be rectifiable by intervention (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019).  

 Research suggests that, for many decades, school systems throughout the U.S. 

have struggled to fill special education teaching positions (Cowin et al., 2016; Mason-

Williams et al., 2020). These shortages historically have been credited to an insufficient 

supply of SETs (Boe, 2006) and to low retention rates (Billingsley, 2004). Current 

research has associated SET low retention rates to unique working conditions and 

assignments (Bettini et al., 2017; Billingsley et al., 2020).  

Special education has never completely experienced a totally qualified teaching 

labor force, and has therefore, never delivered on the promise of delivering FAPE for all 

students with disabilities (Mason-Williams, 2020).  Billingsley and Bettini (2019) report 

that there is a growing and universal shortage of SETs which directly threatens the 

quality of education that students with disabilities receive. In other words, high SET 

attrition rates hinder schools in providing qualified SETs for students with disabilities 

(Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). A lack of appropriate and qualified teachers threatens a 

student’s ability to learn (Darling-Hammond, 1999; Ladd & Sorenson, 2016), and this 

instability adversely affects student achievement and teacher effectiveness (Kraft & Papy, 

2014; Sorenson & Ladd, 2018).          
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High teacher turnover expends economic resources through expenditures 

regarding recruiting and training new teachers (Garcia & Wiess, 2019).  School districts 

that invest deeply in new teacher orientation activities and professional development have 

significant turnover costs (Watlington et al., 2010). Filling teacher vacancies costs 

approximately $21,000 per teacher (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; 

Learning Policy Institute, 2017). Regarding SETs specifically, Mason-Williams et al., 

(2020) argue that SET shortages have serious economic impacts because the amount of 

funds spent annually by school districts and other agencies regarding critical staffing 

concerns, as well as having to financially compensate for mandated services for students 

with disabilities that go unmet, is enormous (Mason-Williams et al., 2020).  

As already indicated, there has been a significant amount of research relating to 

why teachers leave the teaching field (Day & Gu, 2009; Chiong et al., 2017). On the 

contrary, there is less research regarding why some teachers remain in the field. This 

researcher only found minimal research specifically focused on why some experienced 

SETs remain in the field and found no research that was solely qualitative, thus this study 

was warranted and filled that void. The study indicated unique interventions that can be 

utilized by education leaders and authors/instructors of educator programming to assist in 

reducing the SET shortage. 

Research Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the perceptions and 

experiences of SETs who have remained in the same public school district and who have 

continued working with special education students with behavioral challenges for five or 

more years.  

1. What intrinsic (motivators) factors have SETs, who have remained in the 

same public school district and who have continued working with special 
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education students with behavioral challenges, perceived and experienced 

regarding remaining teaching in special education? 

2. What extrinsic (hygiene) factors have SETs, who have remained in the same 

public school district and who have continued working with special 

education students with behavioral challenges, perceived and experienced 

regarding remaining and teaching in special education? 

Researcher’s Role 

The researcher conducting this study is currently retired from public education 

(retired in December 2021). The researcher was employed as a SET for over 15 years; 

most of which was spent working with some students with behavioral challenges. After 

teaching in special education, the researcher taught in general education for one year, and 

was a district assistive technology leader for a school district in the target geographical 

area for four years. 

As a previous SET, and one that remained teaching in the special education field 

for over 15 years, this researcher understands the challenges of SETs. Special education 

teachers have one of the most demanding and challenging jobs in public education 

(MetLife Survey of the American Teacher, 2014). As a result of possible shared 

characteristics with the experienced SETs in this study, this researcher recognized that 

there is a critical need for interventions to assist education leaders and authors/instructors 

of educator programming in ensuring that the SET shortage is addressed and rectified. 

Research Design 

Crotty (1998) contended that methodology is a research main blueprint which 

justifies the use of specific methods to align with the research questions, theoretical 

foundations, data collections, and analysis measures. This case study utilized narrative 

methods to frame the research. Applying this method assisted the researcher in 
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identifying deeper analysis of the nuances that explain why SETs remain and aimed to 

generate interventions, grounded in the advice of teachers, that may assist in reducing the 

SET shortage. Sonday et al. (2020) report that merging case study and narrative inquiry 

can make a critical contribution in explaining current realities within professions.  

According to Yazan (2015), case study is one of the most regularly used 

qualitative research methodologies. A case study is an in-depth investigation of a person, 

group, community, or event (McLeod, 2019). Stake (1995) agrees with Smith (1978) in 

that a case study is specific, complex, and functioning, and is an integrated system which 

has working parts as well as being purposive in social sciences and human services.  

Stake (1995) suggests using observation, interview, and document review for qualitative 

case study research. The benefits of employing a case study affords opportunities to 

gather data from several sources (Sonday et al., 2020).   

This study’s design consisted of an open-ended, semi-structured interview 

protocol which was administered to five participants. Creswell (2013) suggests gathering 

extensive details about a few individuals and provide the recommendation of no more 

than four to five participants for a case study. In a qualitative study, the researcher’s 

intention is not to generalize from the samples, but to describe, explain, and interpret a 

phenomenon (Maxwell, 2013).  In other words, sampling is not a matter of opinions, but 

a matter of information depth and richness Guetterman (2015). This researcher believes 

that five participants enabled making valid findings about general trends that emerged in 

the data. The five participants held different SET roles, had varied teacher career 

longevity, and had varied campus demographics across the district. Therefore, this 

researcher concluded that, for in-depth and detailed understanding of the SETs’ 

perceptions and experiences, five participants was an appropriate sample size for this 

study.  Each administration was predicted to occur within 45 to 60 minutes timespan but 
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in reality occurred between 45-75 minute timespans. The interview sessions were 

recorded and transcribed. The results were analyzed, and each participant member 

checked for accuracy. Member checking is a method for exploring the credibility of 

results whereas the results are returned to participants to verify accuracy (Birt et al., 

2016).  

Participant Selection 

The criteria that was required for the participant sample was SETs who have 

remained in the same public school district and who have continued working with special 

education students with behavioral challenges for five or more years. The participants 

were solicited by using a purposeful sampling in order to locate initial research 

participants. According to Welman and Kruger (1999), purposeful sampling is the most 

important kind of non-probability sampling used to identify primary participants. This 

sampling was based on the purpose of the research (Greig & Taylor, 1999), which located 

participants “who have had experiences related to the phenomenon to be researched” 

(Kruger, 1988, p. 150). The purposeful sample was obtained from a large school district 

in Southeast Texas. 
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Table 3.1 

 

Participating School District’s Student Demographic Data 

 

   Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 

Total Students 

African American 

  21,007 

3,067 

100% 

14.6% 

Hispanic   7,857 37.4% 

White 

Asian 

  6,785 

2,395 

32.3% 

11.4% 

Native American   42 0.2% 

Two or More Races   819 3.9% 

Eco Disadvantaged   6,911 32.9% 

Limited English Proficiency   2,374 11.3% 

Data Collection Procedures 

Prior to collecting data, the researcher received approval from the Committee for 

the Protection of Human Subjects (CPHS) at the University of Houston-Clear Lake 

(UHCL). To collect data, interview protocols were utilized. The interview protocol 

served as an instrument of inquiry and asked questions specific to the study (Patton, 

2015). It was also utilized as a tool for conversation.  

The researcher’s goal was to obtain five SETs for this study. First, a participant 

recruitment letter outlining the purpose of the study was shared (see appendix A) with the 

Chair of the UHCL’s College of Education Mentoring Collaborative. This individual was 

the first point of contact in identifying the purposive sample through the University’s 

partnerships with various local school districts. She contacted University partners who 



 

 

39 

were experienced SETs and shared the participant recruitment letter which explained the 

purpose of the study and asked volunteers to provide their personal email addresses to 

contact the researcher via email if interested. 

Upon identifying possible participants, the researcher sent an email to all with a 

link to Qualtrics, with the intent to explain the study, its potential benefits, the design, the 

study’s purpose, and a consent to allow an interview (see appendix A). Consent was 

obtained and documented via a Qualtrics survey. Once consents were gained, five 

participants that fit the study’s criteria of SETs, who have remained in the same public 

school district and who have continued working with special education students with 

behavioral challenges for five or more years, were be selected. An additional email was 

sent to the selected participants explaining that they met the criteria for the study and 

explained that a telephone contact will be made to schedule an interview. Moreover, an 

email was sent to those SETs that either did not meet the study’s participant requirements 

or alerted those whose participation was not necessary based on their demographic data 

and to ensure that there was a range of participant experience in the study. Approximately 

two to three days prior to each interview, the researcher contacted the selected 

participants via telephone and made brief introductions and answered any questions. All 

participants were contacted via telephone thus no voicemails were left.  

Open ended, semi-structured questions were used in the interview protocol which 

focused on the perceptions and experiences of the participants. The interviews occurred 

via a video conferencing platform or in person, based on the participant’s preference. The 

interviews that occurred via video conferencing were audio and video recorded, with 

closed captioning turned on which assisted with transcription. The interviews that 

occurred in person were audio recorded via the application iRecord: Transcribe Voice 
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Memo which assisted in transcription. There was one interview per participant; each 

lasting between 45 and 75 minutes.  

Before the interviews began, the researcher introduced herself, reiterated the 

study’s purpose, and asked if there were any questions. Additionally, the researcher 

reinforced assurances of confidentiality for participants. The researcher gained 

permission to both video (if video conference occurred) and audio record the interview 

session to ensure accuracy. The participants were told that the sessions will be 

automatically transcribed by either closed captioning (video conference) or via the 

application iRecord. The researcher began recording once securing permission to begin 

from the participant. A copy of the interview protocol is available as Appendix C. 

Each interview consisted of general demographic questions followed by 22 open-

ended, semi-structured questions listed in the study’s interview protocol. Adding to or 

adjusting the interview questions was allowed and was appropriate when the participant’s 

responses deemed this necessary or if the participant(s) wished to elaborate. Additionally, 

participants were contacted after their interview for clarification when required.  

After the interviews were transcribed, each participant received the results to 

member check for accuracy. Member checking or seeking feedback from a participant 

about one’s data or interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) has become so consistently 

and extensively recommended as a validity check that it often appears to be a requirement 

for thorough qualitative research (Motulsky, 2021). It is a method that is most commonly 

used to validate, assess, or verify the trustworthiness of qualitative results (Birt et al., 

2016). Upon completion of the interviews, the researcher uploaded the interviews in the 

researcher’s password protected computer. In accordance with CPHS and federal 

requirements, all data will be held for three years and will be destroyed once the three- 

year time requirement has passed.  
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Data Analysis 

Data from the interviews were transcribed and analyzed for emergent themes. 

After each interview was transcribed, the researcher coded developing themes, using a 

combination of priori and emergent codes. Each theme was organized into categories 

related to the research questions. As there were multiple single participant interviews, the 

researcher coded each transcript which was followed by a search for commonalities 

across all transcripts.  Once the themes were evident, the researcher organized the data 

for further analysis which included any relationships of the data to the research questions. 

Any unessential elements, such as remarks that do not pertain to the study, were not 

examined.  

 To begin coding thematically, each interview was analyzed which created single 

profiles using priori coding. Upon completion of thematically coding the interview 

transcripts, the researcher explored possible patterns and themes within each participant’s 

profile. Open coding is an emergent coding technique derived from grounded theory 

methodology (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and requires applying codes that are obtained 

from text (Blair, 2016). According to Butina (2015), written findings that are presented 

by themes or categories are a traditional written report format for qualitative studies. This 

researcher reported findings, organized by themes, in this traditional design. First, a brief 

overview of a specific theme was described. Each theme was then supported by several 

narrative quotes which allowed for rich and solid descriptions of the data. Keeping the 

narratives together ensured that clarity and meaning was communicated (Butina, 2015).  

Validity and Reliability 

Each participant was asked to member check the transcriptions that were recorded 

by this researcher. Member checking or seeking feedback from a participant about one’s 

data or interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), has become consistently and extensively 
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recommended as a validity check and often appears to be a requirement for thorough 

qualitative research (Motulsky, 2021). To increase validity of the study, the researcher 

required specific feedback regarding reducing bias and maintaining an impartial 

viewpoint when conducting the research.  The interview questions were edited and 

reviewed by committee members to reduce bias and improve open-ended responses. 

Additionally, to reduce personal bias, the researcher attempted to maintain a neutral 

affect while interviewing participants as much as possible. As noted above, member 

checking with the participants occurred regarding the interview transcripts to confirm 

accuracy.  

 The researcher recognizes that, as a former SET, some bias were inevitable in the 

research pursuits, thus self-exploration while analyzing the data was required to assist in 

the reliability of the study. Furthermore, guidance from the researcher’s dissertation 

content specialists was essential regarding analyzing data objectively. This researcher 

understood that bias is natural but minimized it as much as possible through the above 

methods.  

Privacy and Ethical Considerations 

The researcher obtained permission to conduct this study from the UHCL’s CPHS 

before collecting any data. A cover letter was sent to the SETs who agreed to participate 

and explained the purpose of the study, ensured that they were aware that their 

participation was voluntary, and that their responses and identities were to remain 

confidential. The researcher used procedures to protect confidentiality such as 

pseudonyms for themselves, their supervisors, and their district. The participants were 

asked to complete and sign an informed consent form, which explained the possible risks 

and rewards of the study and what the participants could expect if they chose to 

participate. During the interview phase, every attempt to remain objective was made. 
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During the coding phase, the researcher continually countered against subjective 

interpretations as themes emerged. The data collected is stored on a computer and on a 

flash drive; both are password protected on a personal computer. The computer will be 

kept in a locked office. The flash drive will be stored in a locked desk drawer for five 

years and after this time, will be destroyed.  

Limitations of the Study 

During data collection, the COVID-19 pandemic was occurring which may have 

impacted the results gained in the interviews. According to Klusmann et al. (2023), it is 

fair to assume that the remarkable changes that the pandemic levied on teachers impaired 

their occupational wellbeing. A second limitation to this study was the small sample size. 

There may be limits of generalizability due to the small sample size (Guetterman, 2015), 

As larger sample size may have resulted in different emergent themes. A third 

limitation to this study is that all participants worked in the same school district which 

may have brought “unique to the district” participant answers and may have limited the 

findings. A final limitation to this study was that self-reporting interviews were obtained 

whereas the participants may have been too embarrassed to reveal private details, may 

have not told expressed truths, or they may have exaggerated. Also, various participant 

biases may have affected the results.  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine the perceptions and 

experiences of SETs who have remained in the same public school district and who have 

continued working with special education students with behavioral challenges for five or 

more years. This chapter explained the methodology that was used. This study used 

individual open-ended, semi-structured interview questions to gather perceptions and 
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experiences of five SETs. The researcher organized and analyzed the data gained which 

will be presented in Chapter IV.   
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CHAPTER IV: 

RESULTS 

This study set out to examine the perceptions and experiences of SETs who have 

remained in the same public school district and who have continued working with special 

education students with behavioral challenges for five or more years. This research is 

important due to the chronic level of SET shortages. This study presented an opportunity 

to explore and analyze five SETs’ perceptions, experiences, thoughts, and reasons 

regarding why they have remained in the field of special education at their current school 

district.  This chapter begins with a brief summary of my career in special education 

(including reasons for my inquiry into why some SETs remain), a brief description of the 

participants, and will be followed by the findings guided from the research questions. The 

findings are organized by common themes. This chapter will conclude with a summation 

of the study’s findings. 

My Journey and Inquiry 

I write this chapter of my dissertation as a recently retired educator, after 20 years 

of working in the field of education;18 which were specifically in special education. I 

decided to work toward an alternative certification for teaching special education 

approximately 29 years ago because I did not like my current career course as a state 

parole officer and I always liked working with children (at the time I had none of my 

own). Many of my friends were teachers and had mentioned that teaching is “the best” 

career if you want to have kids of your own. I saw an advertisement in a local newspaper 

explaining the process and two years later, found myself certified to teach special 

education (early childhood through 12th grade), and teaching resource social studies and 

science in a West Texas middle school. After teaching for two years, I took time off to 

raise my children. 
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 Nearly ten years later, I became involved in my daughter’s campus’s PTA 

(Parent-Teacher Association) and also began substitute teaching. My official teaching 

career (in the same district my daughter was at) began when I gained a position as a part-

time teacher in the dyslexia program. This position was followed by full-time positions as 

a reading resource teacher (and the special education department chair), an ARD 

(Admission, Review, and Dismissal) facilitator, a regular education reading teacher, and 

the assistive technology (AT) liaison; all in the same school district. 

 My inquiry into the reasons why some SET remain in the field began five years 

ago when I became a public-school district’s assistive technology (AT) liaison. This 

“AT” position allowed me to assist all of the district’s twenty-three campuses and the 

majority of the district’s SETs personally. It was clearly evident that a large percentage of 

SETs either left the field or were looking for a different job year after year. Conversely, it 

was also apparent a small minority remained year after year. Knowing that there was a 

critical and growing shortage of SETs in the area and in the nation, my interest in 

understanding “why some stay” commenced.  

The Participants 

 The participants for this study consisted of SETs who have remained in the same 

public school district and who have continued working with special education students 

with behavioral challenges for five or more years. All participants taught in the same 

large school district in Southeast Texas. There were eight SETs who agreed to participate 

via the online survey which resulted in a 100% response rate. The teachers were solicited 

to complete an online survey and interview, based on their years of special education 

teaching service within the same school district and working with students with 

behavioral challenges for five or more years. Based on demographic data and to ensure 

that there was a range of participant experience, five of the eight SETs that agreed to 
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participate were selected to be interviewed. The participating SETs consisted of two 

males and three females. Four participants identified their racial identity as White or 

Caucasian and one reported being Black or African American. Four of the five earned 

their teaching certificates through alternative certification.  

Participant One: Sally 

 

Table 4.1 

 

Student Demographic Data for Sally’s Campus 

 

   Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 

Total Students 

African American 

  3,250 

418 

100% 

12.86% 

Hispanic   1,284 39.51% 

White 

Asian 

  1,225 

201 

37.69% 

6.18% 

Native American   10 0.31% 

Two or More Races   105 3.23% 

Eco Disadvantaged   1,073 33.02% 

Limited English Proficiency   172 5.29% 

Sally (pseudonym), an African American, 50 to 59 year old female is a special 

education English III and IV (11th and 12th grades) resource teacher. An English resource 

teacher in this specific school district is a specialized educator that focuses on helping 

children with physical or educational learning difficulties to develop their reading and 

writing skills. Sally gained her special education certification through alternative 

certification. She holds teaching certifications in Special Education (early childhood 
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through 12th grade), English/Language Arts (4th through 8th grade), and ESL (English as 

a Second Language). Sally also has a master’s in special education. Sally’s entire 18- 

year career in education has been in special education where she has remained at her 

current campus. Her campus has an administrator that is specifically in charge of special 

education and who has been in place for approximately eight years.  

Participant’s Journey to Becoming a SET 

Sally explained that having an autistic son and attending ARD meetings were 

main catalysts in her leaving the corporate world and beginning her journey as a SET. 

Sally stated that when she initially interviewed for a job in special education, she was 

offered a position as a behavior intervention teacher. She declined that job and about two 

weeks later was offered a job in the same school district as a high school English resource 

teacher which she accepted. Sally expressed that in the beginning of her career “a lot of 

people kind of helped me along the way” and that the principal at that time wanted the 

resource students to be exposed to the same curriculum as the general education students. 

She gave the example that if the general education teachers were teaching Romeo and 

Juliet, she was asked to teach that to her resource students, but at a lower reading level. 

Sally said that this was a new concept at her campus and that she has modeled that 

concept “all of these years.”  Sally has remained at the same high school her entire 

special education career and has taught all four high school English resource levels 

(English I, II, III, and IV). 

A Typical Day 

Sally stated that her day typically begins with making a personal list of things to 

accomplish. I tell the students to take notes when class begins, but many of them are not 

able to do so because of their low literacy levels. She further explained, 
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There are like two classes in my room; like two grade levels. Some of the students 

are low, like they read at the first or second grade level. I get a lot of life skills students 

put into resource (class) so my lesson may not go right and I have to change things. They 

may not have the book that I want at the low level that is needed, so I may have to change 

my lesson. I have to go down many, many levels sometimes, and some students still 

cannot get it. I mean, just basic and simple things like using commas. They simply cannot 

get the foundation. 

Required Duties 

When asked if there were any other duties (other than teaching) required for her 

job she said “yes.” She elaborated on this question by saying, 

I’m a case manager so I have to get ready for ARDs by preparing the 

students and their paperwork. I also have to do the grading like any other regular 

teacher and tend to all of those duties, as well as keep up with my case management 

tasks. Case management entails a lot. I mean, you have to keep up with the pace because 

my students have goals and objectives to monitor and keep data on, as well as send out 

documents to teachers. It is a lot to try to maintain and keep up. I finally have less 

students than a straight inclusion teacher has, but it is still a lot of work to do. 
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Participant Two: Mitch 

Table 4.2 

 

Student Demographic Data for Mitch’s Campus 

 

   Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 

Total Students 

African American 

  753 

80 

100% 

10.62% 

Hispanic   275 36.92% 

White 

Asian 

  334 

33 

44.36% 

4.38% 

Native American   1 0.13% 

Two or More Races   27 3.59% 

Eco Disadvantaged   225 29.88% 

Limited English Proficiency   41 5.44% 

Mitch (pseudonym), a Caucasian, 40- to 49-year-old male is a behavior support 

intervention (BSI) and inclusion teacher in a middle school (grades 5th and 6th). Mitch 

explained that his job focuses on providing students with behavioral and emotional 

disorders suitable instruction and intervention within the general education setting. He 

received his special education certification through alternative certification. He holds 

teaching certifications in Special Education (early childhood through 12th grade), Physical 

Education (early childhood through 12th grade), and Generalist (4th through 8th grades).  

Mitch’s highest level of education is a bachelor’s degree. Mitch’s entire 11-year career as 

a certified educator has been in special education where he has remained at his current 

campus. His current administrator has been in place for approximately three years.  
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Participant’s Journey to Becoming a SET 

Mitch explained that, after college, he thought he would “never see the inside of a 

school building again.” He stated that he worked at different jobs for nine years before 

becoming a teacher. Mitch said that he was “kind of in limbo” and started substituting for 

PE (physical education) which began his journey into special education. Mitch explained 

that he formed bonds with many of the students while substitute teaching for PE and that 

teachers in other subjects began asking if he would substitute for them too. He stated that 

“My schedule filled up fairly quickly.” Mitch further explained that he “found a niche 

with the special ed students on of the campuses. It was fun and enjoyable to work with a 

group of kids and to see their growth and their processes in working through things.” 

Mitch has remained at the same campus for his entire teaching career and has taught 

language arts as a resource teacher as well as being an inclusion and BSI teacher. 

A Typical Day 

 Mitch summed up his typical day by explaining that it depends on the students; when 

they come in and what might come from home.  

You just never know if they’re tired or they may have had an argument in 

the morning so I kind of just feel the students out in the morning when 

they get to us. They check in with us in the morning where we sit and talk 

a little bit – see how their mornings have been going. If everything looks 

good and the kids are doing good we start on daily goals which are on the 

board. They read some of the goals to get their minds right, which helps 

them be successful through their day. Then, we let them go to class, and 

monitor them every twenty minutes which involves peeking in on them to 

be sure they are on task and doing their assignments. If everything is ok, 

we jot down that information and pass by. If the teacher needs us, and the 
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student needs a break, we may stay in the classroom, take to them for a 

walk, or go somewhere else…it just depends on each individual kid. If 

there’s a student that is having a major struggle or having some issue in 

class, we may need to pull the kid out due to specific behaviors or 

whatever may be going on. 

Required Duties 

When Mitch was asked what the required duties of his job were, he replied, “It is 

a lot! I just need to be available for the kids and just have patience with them.” 

Participant Three: Mary 

Table 4.3 

 

Student Demographic Data for Mary’s District (same as participating district) 

 

   Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 

Total Students 

African American 

  21,007 

3,067 

100% 

14.6% 

Hispanic   7,857 37.4% 

White 

Asian 

  6,785 

2,395 

32.3% 

11.4% 

Native American   42 0.2% 

Two or More Races   819 3.9% 

Eco Disadvantaged   6,911 32.9% 

Limited English Proficiency   2,374 11.3% 

Note: Mary is assigned to the entire district. Statistics are the same as Table 3.1. 
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Mary (pseudonym), a Caucasian, 40- to 49-year-old female, is a special education 

homebound teacher for early childhood through 12th grade students. She provides 

teaching in a home for those students with severe disabilities, appropriate activities that 

meet their IEP. As the main homebound teacher in her district, she teaches up to seven 

students per week and supports students who are enrolled throughout the district’s 23 

campuses. She gained her special education teaching certification traditionally and is also 

certified in General Education (early childhood through 6th grade). Mary’s entire 20-year 

career as a certified educator has been in special education as a homebound teacher in her 

current district. Her current supervisor is a district specialist over homebound services 

and has been in place for approximately three years.  

Participant’s Journey to Becoming a SET 

Mary stated that her working in a school cafeteria and interacting with the 

students initiated her interest in helping students eligible for special education. She 

decided to “take the next step” and become a paraprofessional for SETs. When employed 

as a paraprofessional, she realized that she wanted to work with students that were 

eligible for special education more directly, so she pursued a degree in special education 

and became a SET.  

A Typical Day 

When Mary was asked to describe a typical day she stated that there is no such 

thing as a typical day.  

One day can go from having three students and all three need some sort of 

counseling, going back to the ESC (Education Support Center) to work on 

lesson plans, and preparing for ARDs.  A day can go might involve having 

all of my students being healthy and present, and well enough to 

participate in school and all activities, or only one student who is able to 
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participate. So, there is no typical day for me. I don’t know what a typical 

day would look like. 

Required Duties 

Mary reported that she is required to prepare for and attend all ARDs for all of her 

students. She elaborated by saying, 

I also must write lesson plans, adapt goals and objectives, implement goals 

and objectives, and be creative. Being flexible is really important. I work a 

lot by myself but sometimes work with related services like speech, OT 

(occupational therapy), PT (physical therapy), and VI (vision impaired). I 

don’t really collaborate with other teachers. 
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Participant Four: Mike 

Table 4.4 

 

Student Demographic Data for Mike’s Campus 

 

   Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 

Total Students 

African American 

  3,250 

418 

100% 

12.86% 

Hispanic   1,284 39.51% 

White 

Asian 

  1,225 

201 

37.69% 

6.18% 

Native American   10 0.31% 

Two or More Races   105 3.23% 

Eco Disadvantaged   1,073 33.02% 

Limited English Proficiency   172 5.29% 

Mike (pseudonym), a Caucasian, 40–49-year-old male, is an inclusion teacher for 

grades 9th through 12th. An inclusion teacher in his specific school district assists students 

who are eligible for special education while in a general or special education setting as 

written in each students’ IEP. Mike obtained his special education teaching certificate 

through alternative certification and his highest level of education is a bachelor’s degree. 

He holds Special Education Certification (early childhood through 12th grade) and Social 

Studies Composite Certification. Mike’s entire 26-year career as a certified teacher has 

been in special education where he has remained at his current campus. His campus has 

an administrator that is specifically in charge of special education and who has been in 

place for approximately eight years.  
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Participant’s Journey to Becoming a SET 

Mike explained that his working in a small private alternative school directly after 

graduating from college began his journey into becoming a SET. This job included 

teaching as well as speaking with the parents and students about their challenges. He then 

pursued an alternative certification in special education. Mike stated, “I never really 

intended to be a special education teacher…I kind of got roped into it, and then twenty-

six years later I am still on.” Mike has remained at the same high school as a SET for his 

whole 26-year career. 

A Typical Day 

Mike stated that his typical day includes working with three different teachers and 

in three different subjects. He further elaborated by stating, 

I also do resource English inclusion; like the lowest of the kids that are on 

modified curriculum. They are not life skills, but these students need most 

assignments modified. They more like need one to one help. I also help 

kids that are not on modified curriculum for content areas including 

government, economics, and U.S. history. 

Required Duties 

When Mike was asked to explain the required duties of his job he explained that 

he gathers paperwork for ARDs from the teachers, parents, and students. He also said, 

I have to modify different tests and assignments and go along with the kids when they are 

given. I mean, theoretically, each kid can have a different version of a modified test based 

on where he is and what their level of functioning is because they (tests and assignments) 

need to meet their levels. Also, I try to look at every assignment ahead of time and try to 

see what the kids might struggle with. I sort of try to foresee what problems might 

happen or what situation might cause issues. 
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Participant Five: Jane 

Table 4.5 

 

Student Demographic Data for Jane’s Campus 

 

   Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 

Total Students 

African American 

  806 

146 

100% 

18.11% 

Hispanic   364 45.16% 

White 

Asian 

  226 

30 

28.04% 

3.72% 

Native American   1 0.12% 

Two or More Races   37 4.59% 

Eco Disadvantaged   353 43.80% 

Limited English Proficiency   160 19.85% 

Jane (pseudonym), a Caucasian, 30-39, is a life skills teacher for a middle school 

(grades 5th and 6th).  A life skills teacher teaches students functional communications 

skills and functional academic skills such as reading, counting, and sharing (Texas 

Education Agency, 2019). In a life skills setting, the students’ needs can be widely 

varied; with a main focus being on communication (Texas Education Agency, 2019). 

Jane obtained her special education teaching certificate through alternative certification 

and is also certified in the area of Generalist (early childhood). Her highest level of 

education is a bachelor’s degree. Her entire seven-year career as a certified educator has 

been in special education where she has remained at her current campus. The current 

administrator of her campus has been in place for about two years.  
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Participant’s Journey to Becoming a SET 

Jane shared that she finished an alternative certification program and earned her 

special education teaching certificate at the end of a school year and “felt ready to teach.” 

She did not get a teaching job the following summer, so she took a job at her son’s 

elementary school as a substitute paraprofessional (for a life skills class) the first day of 

that school year. Jane stated that the longer she stayed the more she “just fell in love with 

the kids.” She said that the following school year there was an opening at the middle 

school where many of her current students would attend. Mary interviewed for and was 

given that job, and she has remained at the same campus, in the same position her whole 

teaching career. 

A Typical Day  

When asked what a typical day entailed Jane said that “there’s a lot going on 

during the day.” She explained that sometimes she is a counselor, a “momma,” a doctor, 

and a lawyer. She further elaborated by saying that she must catch up a lot during the 

day, especially when there are “behaviors.” Jane explained, 

I try to do what works for each of the kids. We start with the weather and 

calendar time, then we do a short news article; PE follows. We come back 

and do some reading and some kids go out to general education. I have a 

wheelchair student this year so we move him out of his chair during this 

time and catheter him. I then put him back in his chair and the students go 

to lunch. This is when I eat lunch too. After lunch we do restroom breaks 

which is when my wheelchair student needs to be catheterized again. We 

do restroom breaks throughout the day but again, whatever works. After 

this break the kids go to specials which is art or music. Then they have 
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snack time and a restroom break, which takes about 40 minutes to an hour, 

so by then it is time to go home.  

Required Duties 

Jane laughed while explaining that she is continually told “other duties as 

assigned” by her campus’s secretary regarding the required duties of her job. She added, 

I am it all. I am a plumber, a counselor, a nurse, and a referee. I do ARDs, 

paperwork, communicate with parents, “cath” (catheterize) a student twice 

a day, and have to support a behavior student. I do not have enough help 

because my class has only has one real para (paraprofessional). The other 

para is a sub and she is not required to do a lot of the things that are needed 

throughout the day. 

Research Question One 

To answer Research Question 1, What intrinsic (motivators) factors have SETs, 

who have remained in the same public school district and who have continued working 

with special education students with behavioral challenges, perceived and experienced 

regarding remaining teaching in special education?, the participants’ transcripts were 

analyzed and developing themes were coded, using a combination of priori and emergent 

codes. According to Herzberg, there are six motivation factors that relate to job 

satisfaction (Herzberg, 1966). These six factors were used as priori codes for this specific 

research question: (a) advancement, (b) work itself, (c) responsibility, (d) recognition, (e) 

possibility of growth, and (f) achievement (Herzberg, 1966). Two of the six codes (work 

itself and achievement) presented as themes in the results. These themes speak to the 

variables that contributed to the motivating factors grounded in the lived experiences that 

the participants shared. Interview questions that aligned with the data to support the 

exploration of the first research question included prompts eliciting details about student 
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behavioral challenges, what a typical day entailed, proud past moments (if there were 

any), job satisfaction (or dissatisfaction), reasons they remain as a SET in the same 

district, and thoughts on SET teacher retention.  

Work Itself 

According to Herzberg (1966), work itself is defined as the actual content of job 

assignments and tasks which can have either a positive or negative influence. Whether a 

job is too difficult or too easy, boring or interesting, can influence job satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction (Herzberg, 1966). Work itself, as noted, includes attributes specific to the 

actual work of teaching and is related to motivational factors.  Four subthemes emerged 

from the theme of work itself as related to the job of being a SET. The subthemes were, 

(a) passion for the kids, (b) content and prepared for job duties, (c) the schedule, (f) and 

campus and district culture. 

Passion for the Kids  

While only two of the five participants recognized working specifically with 

students that have behavioral challenges as a motivator for remaining, four of the five 

participants remarked that having passion for the students has been critical in their 

remaining in the field. Jane, Sally, and Mary stated that they “loved the kids” and that 

this “love” was a motivational factor for them staying in the field.  Jane and Mary both 

remarked that working with students that have special needs has to be “in your heart.” 

Mary specifically stated, “I love working with my kids. I have been with some of them 

for 7-8 years.”  Mike also indicated that he finds teaching students with special needs 

more rewarding than teaching in an advanced class “where all of the students are alike.” 

Content and Prepared for Job Duties 

Five of the five participants agreed that they felt content and prepared for the 

duties of their jobs. Mitch mentioned that “most days,” he feels prepared and content. He 
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clarified by saying. Something may come up that you did not expect or anticipate, and 

that makes the job interesting.” Mike acknowledged that he is satisfied with his work 

assignment and that he “really enjoys what he is doing.” He added, “This job gives me 

great flexibility and allows me to move about.” Mike further explained that he really 

enjoys working in social studies classes and “This is an area that I like so it’s not 

something that I force myself to do” and that the schedule of his job is a “pretty nice 

deal.” He continued by saying,” We start early and get out early every day. There are not 

many jobs that have that type of schedule.” He also said that being off during the 

summer, two weeks for Christmas, and a week for Thanksgiving and Spring Break is also 

a motivation in his remaining in the field. Mary said that her schedule is flexible and 

remarked, “I have been doing this for a long time so I can manage pretty much 

everything.”   

District and Campus Culture  

Four of the five participants reported that their district and/or campus culture was 

positive. Jane stated that she liked Sunny School District (a pseudonym) and its diversity. 

She said that she did not live in the district but did not want to work elsewhere. Similarly, 

Sally reported that Sunny district “has been a great district to work for!” Like Jane, Sally 

explained that she did not live in the district but did not want to work anywhere else. She 

said that she has been approached by people who ask why she does not work “just down 

the street” from her home. Sally elaborated, “I drive 10 miles to work and that does not 

bother me.” Likewise, Mary commented “my district is a good district.” Mike said he has 

been at the same campus for seventeen years and “I’ve never wanted to leave.” 

Achievement 

Achievement can be positive or negative and can include achieving a particular 

success or failing to make progress (Herzberg, 1966). All five participants mentioned that 
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being a part of and experiencing their students’ achievements and/or successes was 

important. Specifically, two subthemes emerged in the analysis of the data which were all 

linked to the children’s’ success and the teachers’ personal growth as educators. These 

subthemes were, (a) student academic and behavioral successes, and (b) positive student 

outcomes. 

Student Academic and Behavioral Successes 

 Mitch smiled when he described a specific success of a 5th grade student who 

was autistic and struggled to read and write. Mitch stated that when the student was asked 

to read aloud he would always pass. 

I asked him to just read three or four words to me. We started small, then 

went into one sentence, and then a small paragraph. He struggled with the 

words, but we got through it. By the middle of the year, he raised his hand 

to read…he really wanted to read. He then started making little books. It 

was interesting to see how far he had come in short time. Before this, his 

mother told me that he would never be able to write, but I did not settle for 

that. Too see that kind of progress…that is why I am still in it. 

Mitch also explained that he enjoys seeing the students’ progression and helping the 

students be successful with their behaviors. Mary mentioned, “At the end of the year a 

student has grown so much…so it’s very rewarding and awesome.” Mike mentioned that 

it made him proud when a student grew behaviorally and responsibility. “Some of my 

students have had such disruptive behavior that they had to leave class. This behavior 

gets less and less, and by the time they are seniors, it almost never happens.”  Mike 

elaborated by explaining that he also likes to see students’ basic responsibility levels 

grow. “For example, I had to loan a kid a pen every single day, and almost every single 

day he would lose it.” He further explained that this student would not complete work 
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during the day because he would say that he could not work because he did not have a 

pen. Mike said that by the student’s junior year he always had a pen in his backpack. 

Positive Student Outcomes 

 Sally expressed that seeing positive outcomes of the students was a motivator 

regarding her staying in the field. She said it was wonderful to see the positive outcomes 

of her students and that she loved to know the careers they went into and how successful 

they had become. She mentioned that she would sometimes hear negative things like 

them getting into trouble or going to prison, but her “main thing is to see the positive 

outcomes of my students.” Mary smiled as she explained how happy it made her when 

she transitioned a student to another teacher and “truly know that they made significant 

progress while under my teaching.” She also stated, “To hear a parent talk about where 

her child was and where her child is now, due to my teaching, absolutely makes me 

happy.” Jane reported that a parent of one of her previous students sent a picture of him 

bowling and playing, which he was not able to do successfully when he first came to her 

class. Jane said, “that makes me happy.” Mike expressed that he liked to see his students 

grow and work their way up into adulthood, college, or out in the workforce. 

Research Question Two 

To answer Research Question 2, What extrinsic (hygiene) factors have SETs, who 

have remained in the same public school district and who have continued working with 

special education students with behavioral challenges, perceived and experienced 

regarding remaining and teaching in special education? The participants’ transcripts 

were analyzed and developing themes were coded, using a combination of priori and 

emergent codes. The results were organized by themes that speak to the variables that 

contribute to the extrinsic (hygiene) factors grounded in the lived experiences that the 

participants shared. According to Herzberg, there are five hygiene factors that relate to 
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job satisfaction (Herzberg, 1966). These five factors were used as priori codes for this 

specific research question: (a) working conditions, (b) coworker relations, (c) policies 

and rules, (d) supervisor quality, (e) wage/salary. Three of the five codes presented as 

themes in the results; supervisor/leadership quality, working conditions, and coworker 

relations. Interview questions that aligned with the data to support the exploration of the 

second research question included prompts eliciting details about SET teacher retention 

and attrition, supervisor support, campus and district peers, and required duties.  

Supervisor/Leadership Quality  

Supervisor quality correlates to the competence (or incompetence) or fairness (or 

unfairness) of a supervisor (Alshmemri et al., 2017). According to Alshmemri (2017), a 

good supervisor, or good access to good supervision, enhances an employee’s job 

satisfaction level. Two subthemes emerged from this theme which were directly related 

to the participants’ willingness to remain in the field; campus level supervisor quality and 

district level supervisor quality. Three of the five participants remarked that they receive 

quality campus level supervision while five of the five participants commented on their 

receiving quality supervision at the district level.  

Campus Level Supervisor/Leadership Quality 

Mitch explained, “When everything is running smoothly, we do have the support 

of some of the (campus) administrators. When everything is going well, I feel like I am 

being supported and everything is going in the right way.” Jane mentioned that she could 

go directly to her principal and she would understand what I need. This could be because 

she has a niece with downs (down syndrome).” Mike said, 

Mr. Jones (pseudonym) has been the principal over special education for 

quite a few years. He does a very good job and I don’t have any 
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complaints. He is very willing to help and always has an open door if you 

have any questions or concerns. He is very supportive of teachers. 

When the participants were asked to state reasons why they thought SETs remain in the 

field, Mike said, “being supported by administration” and both Jane and Mary said 

“support.” 

District Level Supervisor/Leadership Quality  

Mitch stated, “I think our district leadership is good. I feel like they have our best 

interest at heart. I feel like we are lacking in some areas though. We do have people 

pushing for the right things.” Sally said that she felt her district supervisors are “running 

in the right path.” Mary remarked that she feels very fortunate in being able to go to her 

specialist with questions, concerns, and ideas. She elaborated by saying, 

I have a really good leader in ESC (Education Support Building). We 

have some really good specialists. They will help me come up with a 

lesson plan or some good activities. Some things that come up are too 

complicated, so you have to go to them, and they are a very supportive 

team. 

Jane reported “there are some people in our district who are very helpful - very 

supportive. They will stop by to see you just to say hi, and that is important.” Similarly, 

Mike said that district leadership is very supportive. He continued, 

Miss Smith (pseudonym) is the person over high school. She comes to our 

trainings, talks to faculty members, and is very giving of her time. If you 

want you can call or email her directly, even though there are probably 

several supervisors on campus that could be contacted. She is very open 

about helping anybody that needs help with anything special ed related.  
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Working Conditions 

According to Alshmemri (2017), working conditions encompass the physical 

surroundings of the job. The factors leading to physical surroundings may involve the 

amount of work, tools, and safety (Alshmemri et al., 2017). Three of the five participants 

mentioned that their teaching duties are aligned with positive working conditions. Sally 

stated “They (administration) don’t bother me.  I do what I do, and they let me do what I 

need to do.” Mitch said that he feels fully prepared for the required duties of his job. He 

also mentioned that the looks of the school are positive, the campus is clean, and “I think 

the kids enjoy coming here.” Mike also mentioned that he feels fully prepared for the 

required duties of his job. He stated that he is given “a month or so in advance of critical 

deadlines. I am given time for the things that need to get done.”  

Coworker Relations 

Coworker relations regards relationships with others in the workplace (Thant & 

Chang, 2021). Three of the five participants mentioned having a positive relationship 

with coworkers as being important in their job. Mary said that she worked with an 

amazing group of women about two years ago. “We collaborated very well, and we had 

each other’s backs through good times and bad times. We were always there for each 

other to answer questions and that is important.” Mitch explained that there has been a lot 

of change recently (in administration). He said, “I think, overall, with the teachers, staff, 

and administration, everybody works together, and it has been good. The teachers do 

what they can to support us and the kids.” Mike expressed that he was proud that the 

teachers on his campus have become noticeably more understanding of “special ed kids” 

while he has been working at the campus. “They are more accepting and understanding 

of accommodations and modifications, and also tend to treat every kid the same across 

the board.” He also stated that getting teachers to be more understanding regarding 
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students that are eligible for special education was a significant challenge for him about 

10 years ago. 

Summary of Findings 

The findings in this qualitative study provided an analysis of data which was 

collected to address two research questions. The purpose of this qualitative study was to 

examine the experiences of SETs who have remained in the same public school district 

and who have continued working with special education students with behavioral 

challenges for five or more years. The majority of the data was collected in the fall of 

2022 from a purposeful sample of five SETs who met the study’s requirements. 

 The data analysis of the teachers’ interviews regarding research question one 

illustrated that two of the six priori codes (work itself and achievement) that were gained 

from Herzberg’s theory presented as themes. Three subthemes emerged from the theme 

work itself; passion for the kids, content with job duties, the schedule, and district and 

campus culture. Two subthemes emerged from the theme achievement: student academic 

and behavioral success, and positive student outcomes.  

The data analysis of the interviews regarding research question two indicated that 

three of the five priori codes gained from Herzberg’s theory (supervisor/leadership 

quality, working conditions, and coworker relations) presented as themes. Two 

subthemes emerged from supervisor/leadership quality. These subthemes were campus 

level supervisor/leadership quality and district level supervisor/leadership quality. 

Conclusion 

This chapter presented a qualitative analysis of five SETs’ perceptions and 

experiences regarding their remaining in the field of special education. Although many 

rationales for remaining in the field emerged, the participants’ interviews highlighted 

strong supervision, liking their campuses and district, and having the ability to assist their 
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students in various achievements as main contributors. Chapter V will incorporate a 

discussion of the findings in this chapter and in Chapter II, implications from this study, 

and recommendations for future research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

69 

CHAPTER V:  

SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

This study’s focus was to answer the two research questions qualitatively, in 

hopes to explore and explain the perceptions and experiences of SETs who remain in the 

field of special education. The data provided may assist education leaders and 

authors/instructors of educator preparation programming in defining possible 

interventions regarding the SET shortage. The previous chapters offered an introduction 

to the study, a literature review, the study’s methodology, and the findings from 

analyzing the participants’ interviews. Data for this study was collected via semi-

structured interviews involving five teachers with a mean of 16 years of experience. Five 

of five participants stated that they have solely taught in the field of special education. 

Four of the five participants reported that they gained their special education teaching 

certificate through alternative certification and stated that their highest degree is a 

bachelor’s. All participants have remained in the same school district and the same 

campus for their entire teaching career. Two participants were male, three were female; 

the median age selected was 45-54. 

Thematic coding of the data yielded themes that align with Herzberg’s two-factor 

theory.  Two intrinsic themes emerged in regard to intrinsic factors; work itself and 

achievement. Three extrinsic themes emerged regarding extrinsic factors; 

supervisor/leadership quality, working conditions, and coworker relations. This chapter 

will present discussion of findings, implications, and recommendations for future 

research.  
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Summary of Findings  

Two research questions guided this study. Research question one addressed 

intrinsic factors (also called motivators) that SETs, who have remained in the same public 

school system and who have continued working with special education students with 

behavioral challenges, perceived and experienced regarding remaining teaching in special 

education. Research question two addressed extrinsic factors (also called hygiene factors) 

that SETs, who have remained in the same public school system add who have continued 

working with special education students with behavioral challenges, perceived and 

experienced regarding remaining teaching in special education. Despite different 

participant roles, the same themes emerged.  The following section examines the study’s 

findings as they relate to existing literature and will be discussed based on the themes and 

subthemes that emerged from the data. 

Work Itself (Intrinsic Factor) 

According to  McLean et al. (2019), intrinsic career motivations relate positively 

to career optimism. Teachers who have higher levels of intrinsic motivation generally 

show lower intentions to leave when compared to those with lower levels of intrinsic 

motivation (Grant et al., 2019; Imran et al., 2017). Markedly, higher intrinsic motivation 

also relates to higher commitment, which is associated with lower turnover intent (Imran 

et al., 2017). Furthermore, according to Karimi & Fallah (2021), intrinsically motivated 

individuals are more likely to feel less fatigue and emotional exhaustion and are more 

likely to work harder at their job.  

According to Herzberg (1966), work itself is defined as the actual content of job 

assignments and tasks which can have either a positive or negative influence. Five out of 

the five participants commented that the work itself was a positive influence regarding 

their remaining in the field. These findings are consistent with Nias (1981), who found 
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that job satisfiers are obtained from the job itself which may include a teacher’s positive 

emotional feelings of being with the children and helping children learn. In this study, the 

subthemes that emerged from the theme work itself were, (a) passion for the kids, (b) 

content and prepared for job duties, (c) and campus and district culture.  

Passion for the Kids  

Main reasons teachers enter the field is having the desire to make a difference in 

the lives of students, having confidence in their ability to teach, and finding a profession 

that is rewarding (Perryman & Calvert, 2020). Lesh et al. (2017) conveyed five SETs that 

were part of their study reported that their jobs were a “calling” in describing their 

dedication to students with disabilities. Stephens and Fish (2010) found that empathy 

toward students was a reason SETs enter the field of special education, and a study by 

Lavin (2013) indicated that SETs were driven by thoughts of ‘saving the world’ or by 

beliefs in their own capabilities and their desire to work hard for their students. Hansen 

(2001) defines a passionate teacher as one who truly thinks that teaching motivates them. 

A passionate teacher is one who loves the field of knowledge, is profoundly excited about 

ideas that might change the world and is highly interested in the dilemmas and potential 

of the young people who come into their class every day (Fried, 2001).  

Fish and Stephens (2010) discovered that a teacher’s ability to serve students 

leads to high job satisfaction. Likely, the reasons teachers (and specifically SETs) enter 

the field is not enough for them to remain, but pairing the reasons they entered and 

having the ability to sustain their passion for the “kids” as the days and years progress, 

remains a primary reason for them to stay. Student caseloads and their characteristics 

may be challenging at times, but SETs often indicate that the students are a main reason 

they have remained in the field (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). Although only two of the 

five participants in this study mentioned working specifically with students with behavior 
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challenges as a motivator to remain, this sustainability was evident as four of five 

participants referenced the intrinsic factor of having passion for the “kids” as a 

motivation toward their remaining in the field. This is supported in the Bahia et al. (2013) 

study of teachers which indicated that the participants’ students were the greatest source 

of self-esteem, satisfaction, and self-fulfillment. 

Content and Prepared for Job Duties  

According to Shepherd et al. (2016) over the past few decades, policy, practice, 

and research in special education pre-kindergarten through grade 12 setting indicate that 

there are increasingly complex and multifaceted roles for SETs. Workload manageability 

may be linked to emotional exhaustion and career intentions (Bettini er al., 2017).  A 

study by Lavian (2014) revealed that SETs who start out as optimists are often awakened 

abruptly early in their careers because of the complexity of their day-to-day work.  

People are attracted to jobs that match their personal abilities and interests 

(Schneider, 1987). For example, a person who enjoys multi-tasking (as being a SET 

requires much of the time), may be more attracted to or remain at a job that requires or 

allows for regular multi-tasking. Lavian (2014) also indicated that SETs who seemed to 

remain in the field may remain because special education presents a satisfying career.  

In this study, although it was evident that the participants’ roles varied, four of the 

five agreed that they felt content and prepared for the duties of their jobs, which has had 

an impact on their willingness to remain in the field. One participant mentioned that he 

felt prepared “most days,” and another stated that she had been doing “this” for a long 

time and felt that she could manage almost everything. The participants’ intrinsic feelings 

of contentment and preparedness may be cross sectioned by the extrinsic factor of 

successful administration which they indicated was in place.  A study by Johnson (2019) 

argued that the most successful schools (in the study) employed administrators who 
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respected the teachers’ time, eliminated needless requirements, and trusted the teachers to 

use their time well.  

School and District Culture  

The culture of a school is an important factor that establishes the perception of the 

school and the behavior patterns of all partners (Kalkan et al., 2020). Barnes and 

Spangenburg (2018) argued that a shift toward a negative culture may be damaging to the 

complete organization and can take substantial time to restore. A negative culture is 

something that can be observed as organizational commitment decreases, turnover rates 

increase, and productions falls (Emery & Barker, 2007). A supervisor who cannot seem 

to lead a team in a positive direction upsets the general culture in an organization (Barnes 

& Spangenburg, 2018). 

In contrast, schools that have a strong culture have honest and sincere 

relationships among school members (Kalkan et al., 2020). School culture and teacher’s 

work stress levels significantly impacts a teacher’s job satisfaction (Febriantina et al., 

2020) and Johnson (2006) asserts that the workplace matters, concerning teacher quality, 

effectiveness, and retention. Research has recognized that a culture of collective 

responsibility predicts student achievement (Lee & Loeb, 2000), the frequency of 

instructional collaborations with peers, the opinions of workload manageability (Bettini 

et al., 2018), and the intent to remain teaching (Jones et al, 2013).  Jones et al. (2013) 

contends that a collectively responsible (school) culture predicts an intent to remain 

teaching and were more committed to their school, which correlates with the participants 

in this study.  Four of the five teachers reported that their campus and/or district culture 

was positive; an intrinsic factor. One participant summed this up by stating, “I’ve never 

wanted to leave” which supports the other participants as they have remained in the same 

school district and the same campuses for all or the majority of their teaching careers.    
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Achievement (Intrinsic Factor) 

Achievements lead to positive impacts on an employee’s productivity which 

increases their job satisfaction (Usmani, 2022). Achievement can be positive or negative 

and can include achieving a particular success or failing to make progress (Herzberg, 

1966). Both Usmani (2022) and Herzberg (1966) agree with this study’s participant data 

as all were in consensus that being a part of and experiencing their students’ 

achievements and/or successes was critically important. In this study, two subthemes 

emerged from the theme achievement; student academic and behavioral successes, and 

positive student outcomes. A study by Reitman and Karge (2019), associated a teacher’s 

ability to reflect on student achievement and outcomes as being critical in teacher 

retention.  The importance of reflecting positively was evident in this study as all 

participants remarked about the importance of assisting in their students’ academic, 

behavioral, and/or outcome successes and their remaining in the field. 

Student Academic, Behavioral, and Outcome Success  

The greatest satisfaction in teaching comes from both witnessing students achieve 

success academically and seeing students developing their personal identities and 

characters (Brewer & Burgess, 2005). A study by Perryman and Calbert (2019) found 

that one of the most cited rewards of teaching was ‘helping students achieve.’ Student 

achievement is directly related to (a teacher’s) job satisfaction (Ansley, 2019).  Collie et 

al. (2012) argued that a student’s engagement and motivation to learn can function as a 

boost for a teachers’ sense of job satisfaction. This precisely correlates to the participants 

in this study as being grounded in their passion for their students, and the importance of 

seeing the students grow academically and behaviorally. One participant remarked that he 

enjoyed helping his students be successful with their behavior and their education and 
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added, “seeing a student with joy on their faces when they do something they thought 

they were not able to do…it is just fun and enjoyable to work with this group of kids.”  

A teacher’s inability to properly respond to students’ challenging or disruptive 

behaviors is a main reason why teachers report leaving the field (Ingersoll et al., 2018). 

The SET’s daily buildup of negative emotions in reaction to challenging behaviors may 

lead to burnout (Chung & Harding, 2009; Hensel et al., 2012; Mills & Rose, 2011).  

Ingersol at al. (2018) reported that the teachers who lack behavior management skills 

report high levels of stress and are more likely to leave the profession (Ingersoll et al., 

2018).  Student disruptive behaviors are linked to increased teacher stress and burnout 

(Bottiani et al., 2019). Student behavior has been found to be both an extremely 

predictive factor in a teacher’s level of satisfaction within their position and in their 

thoughts of leaving the profession (Harris et al., 2019). 

On the other hand, teachers who can effectively manage their classrooms have 

reported higher job satisfaction levels (Carninis et al., 2012) which correlates to two of 

the participants in this study; one having revealed he felt that continuing working with 

students who have behavior challenges and seeing successes is an intrinsic motivator for 

him. Although mentioning that they enjoyed witnessing and feeling a part of their 

students’ successes, three of the five participants did not recognize working with a 

student’s challenging behavior as a motivator in remaining in the field, with two stating 

that it is “just part of the job.”   

Like positive student academic and behavioral successes, teacher job satisfaction 

directly affects a teacher’s job performance and student outcomes (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009: Thapa et al., 2013). In correlation with these studies, the majority of the 

participants in this study expressed that seeing positive outcomes for their students was a 

motivator for staying in the field. For example, a participant expressed that he liked to see 
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his students grow and work their way up into adulthood, college, or out in the workforce.  

Another participant mentioned that she felt “rewarded and awesome” when she sees a 

child at the end of a year and knows that he or she has “grown so much.”  

Extrinsic Factors related to Remaining  

Three of the emergent themes in this study (supervisor/leadership quality, 

working conditions, and coworker relations) related directly to extrinsic factors and SETs 

remaining in the field which are consistent with several studies. A study by McLesky and 

Walderon (2012), revealed that job satisfaction was higher when administration 

(supervisor/leadership quality) allowed for open communication and allowed flexible 

teaching strategies. Bettini et al. (2017) found that workload manageability (working 

conditions) may be linked with career intentions and emotional exhaustion. Abraham and 

Prasetyo’s (2021) study showed that relationships in the workplace (coworker relations) 

can serve as a satisfier regarding job satisfaction.  

Supervisor/Leadership Quality 

Leaders play a critical role in keeping a teacher’s motivation engine going (Aria 

et al., 2019).  Administrative support places special significance in a teacher’s decision to 

remain at their teaching post (Harris et al., 2019) and SETs are more likely to intend to 

stay if they rate administrative support more highly (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019).  

Consistent with this, in studies where teachers were asked why they left or stayed, 

administrative support was reported as playing a role (Billingsley, 2007; Carver-Thomas 

& Darling Hammond, 2017; López-Estrada & Koyama, 2010). A major theme that arose 

from a study by Garza and Taliaferro (2021), indicated that leadership directly impacts 

job satisfaction.  

Sutcher et al. (2016) found that teachers who find administration unsupportive are 

more than twice as likely to leave the filed versus those that feel supported, which 
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correlated directly with this study because all participants indicated that they receive 

quality supervision at work. Two of the participants in this present research remarked that 

“being supported by administration” is a reason why they thought some SETs remain in 

the field, and all participants stated that they personally felt supported by administration 

either at the campus level, the district level, or both. For example, Jane mentioned that 

she could go directly to her principal, and she (her principal) would understand what is 

needed and would act on it.  

According to Billingsley & Bettini (2019), there are only a minimal amount of 

studies that have examined district level supports, but they largely found that it related to 

attrition. Berry (2012) found a significant relationship between rural SETs’ perceptions of 

district administrators’ helpfulness and intent to stay.  Billingsley (2007) contended that 

25% of those who left an urban school district described “inadequate support from central 

administration” as a cause of dissatisfaction; 8% reported that it the greatest source of 

dissatisfaction – greater than the amount who reported having left due to dissatisfaction 

with principals.  In this study, a participant remarked that she feels fortunate at being able 

to go to her specialist at the ESC with any questions, concerns, or ideas, which she 

reported as a contributor to why she remains.  

Working Conditions 

The strongest findings associated with SET attrition relate to working conditions 

(Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). Working conditions may encompass physical surroundings, 

amount of work, tools, and safety (Alshmemeri, 2017). Working conditions may support 

(a) facilitation in a teacher’s efforts to enact their knowledge via effective instructional 

conditions (Billingsley & Bettini, 2017), (b) provide teachers opportunities to learn 

effective practices (Grossman & Thompson, 2008), and (c) support a teacher’s metal 

health (McLean et al, 2017). Toropova et al. (2019), found there is a considerable 



 

 

78 

association between school working conditions and teacher job satisfaction. Studies have 

also found a range a range of factors that can contribute to job satisfaction experiences by 

SETs such as overall campus environment, access to resources, and workload 

manageability (Andrews and Brown, 2015; Bettini, et al., 2017; Boyer and Gillespie, 

2000; Brunsting, et al., 2014; Thornton, et al,, 2007).  

Workload, also known as time pressure, is regularly reported by teachers as being 

associated with turnover and their feeling burned out (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017). 

Demik (2008) emphasized how restricted preparation time, combined with excessive 

demands, contributed to a SET’s intent to leave because of their less structured schedules. 

When SETs encounter more job demands they are less likely to intend to remain teaching 

(Bettini et al., 2019).  A study by Billingsley (2007) found that 33% SETs who left large 

urban school districts identified large caseloads as a main reason for leaving. Similarly, a 

study by Hagaman and Casey (2017) discovered that 9 of 13 focus groups reported 

caseload size was associated with new teacher attrition; interestingly, preservice and early 

career SETs mentioned this, but administrators did not. The majority of the participants 

in this study agreed that their teaching duties are aligned with positive working 

conditions which included administration allowing autonomy, having a clean campus, 

feelings that the students enjoy coming to school, and allowing time to complete “things 

that need to get done.”   

Coworker Relations 

Findings by Ansley et al. (2019) discovered there are significant connections 

between satisfaction with work and workplace relationships. Similarly, Skaalvik and 

Skaalvik (2011) showed that social relationships with coworkers are implicitly related to 

job satisfaction, facilitated through a sense of belonging. Studies that have examined a 

teachers’ reasons for why they stayed or left identified collegial support as a significant 
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contributor (DeMik, 2008; Hagaman & Casey, 2018; López-Estrada & Koyama, 2010).   

Furthermore, research by Perryman and Calvert (2019) found that ‘colleagues’ was 

mentioned as an enjoyable factor for teachers that remained teaching and a study by 

Grossman and Thompson (2004) reported that collegial supports may increase a teachers’ 

learning, help navigate a schools’ structure, and provide emotional support.   

Support from colleagues has proven to be vital in helping SETs be more effective 

in their roles, as research has shown that positive collegial supports are associated with 

more positive career outcomes (Gilmore et al, 2022; Jones et al., 2013). Colleagues help 

SETs, particularly new SETs, understand their responsibilities through collaboration 

regarding curriculum and instruction as well as provide mentorship that supports a SET’s 

ability to make sense or their roles (Jones et al., 2013). Some researchers suggest that 

collegial support may be particularly important for SETs because they depend on 

collaboration to synchronize services and to safeguard a student’s meaningful inclusion 

in a general education setting (Billingsley et al., 2019). 

Research suggests that a positive collegial climate and social support system 

appears to be essential for keeping early career teachers in the profession (Pogodzinki et 

al., 2013; Pomaki et al., 2010). The support that SETs receive from colleagues may 

increase their feelings of commitment to their job (Jones et al., 2013), which could 

potentially reduce influences of job stress (Gilmore & Sandilos, 2023).  Kaff (2004) 

found that 51% of SETs who planned to leave the field felt that having more 

opportunities to co-teach and collaborate with general education teachers would be an 

enticement to remain. The research mentioned in this current section clearly conveys to 

this study, as the majority of the participants relayed that having positive relationships 

with coworkers is an encouraging part of their job. 
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Additional Findings 

It is worth noting that all participants in this study have remained in the same 

school district and campus their entire careers as SETs. Organizational commitment can 

be utilized as a forecast for turnover intention because it give details on the strength of an 

individual’s association, identification, and involvement in an organization (Mowday at 

el., 1979). Commitment to an organization is instilled in employees who feel their 

contributions are valued (Meilami, 2021). Furthermore, if organizational commitment 

and support are strong and positive, high job satisfaction is provided (Soegandhi, 2013).  

Implications and Recommendations 

Despite heightened attention on why SETs leave the field, knowledge related to 

attrition of SETs is limited when compared to general education teachers (Hagaman & 

Casey. 2017).  Additionally, there are studies that indicate reasons why SETs leave the 

field but there is minimal research that examines why some SETs remain in the field. 

Furthermore, current studies regarding those SETs that leave or remain are largely 

quantitative which require discrete and brief statements regarding their reasons for 

attrition (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019); thus, this qualitative study fills that disparity.  

This study provided unique qualitative data in the issue of SET retention which 

could assist education leaders and authors/instructors of educator preparation 

programming in understanding the reasons why some experienced SETs remain in the 

field; ultimately conveying interventions to combat the SET shortage. This study also 

implies that if we are to support current SETs, and attract and retain new professionals in 

the field, we need to expand the lens by which we seek to understand what is required for 

them to remain in the field of special education. This study presented two critical areas in 

which the focus of this new “lens” allowed recommendations for interventions 
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concerning SETs and their remaining in the field; educator preparation programs and 

education leader training/supports. 

Educator Preparation Programs (EPPs) and Professional Development (PD) 

Good preparation does not always imply preparing teachers for best practices, it 

also means preparing them for the unanticipated and the realities of teaching (Gümüş, 

2015). Leko et al. (2015) argue that high quality EPP is vital to develop successful and 

committed SETs; however, initial preparation is not sufficient in ensuring these new 

teachers have the skills necessary perform effective practices. Gesel at el. (2021) report 

that special education teachers and general education teachers position the supports they 

are given for teaching students with high incidence disabilities, including PDs, as 

somewhat insufficient. Professional development and other training could be specifically 

important to SETs given that, in 2016, 32% did not study special education (Gilmore et 

al., 2022). Given the high numbers of educators that fill SETs’ roles who may not have 

had adequate training, providing high quality PD is one path to potentially shape a SET’s 

working conditions (Gilmore & Sandilos, 2023).  

Hagaman and Casey (2018) stated that early career SETs reported not enough PD 

or training as being their third out of five highest reasons they saw SETs leaving the field. 

Furthermore, studies indicate that SETs who experience meaningful PD result in higher 

rates of job satisfaction (Grant, 2017; Wasburn-Moses, 2005). With that stated, skilling 

prospective, preservice, and current SETs through EPPs and PDs regarding situations that 

might arise, decision making, advocacy (for self and students), and describing the actual 

realities of teaching in the special education arena would assist in their entering and/or 

remaining in the field. The EPPs and PDs may involve dialogue with experienced SETs 

who have remained in the field of special education and intend to stay.  
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Teachers that are at a high career point are a valuable resource for mentoring 

teachers that are early in their career because they have collective knowledge and skills 

required to make changes (Elfers, 2017).  Mentoring has been shown to reduce workload 

and stress that is often experienced by a new teacher and has been proven to improve 

retention among novice teachers ( Ansley et al., 2016).  Furthermore, inexperienced SETs 

need supports through mentoring which may include modeling, goal setting, feedback 

and observation (Isreal et al,. 2013). Intentional mentoring with effective SETs can offer 

genuine insights and support. This would require careful attention to the pairing of 

teachers with not just those with more experience but those that have been effective in 

navigating their teaching careers. It would also be beneficial if the mentors were assigned 

to the same campus as the mentee when possible. Being assigned to the same campus 

would support quick access and the mentor having “unique to the campus” knowledge.   

Education Leader Training/Supports 

The leadership of principals can have an effect on a teacher’s work life and 

experiences (Kars & Inandi, 2018).  A principal’s leadership plays a major role in 

determining the experiences of teachers and students, as well as a school’s climate 

(Baptiste, 2019). Lack of administrator support adversely impacts teachers in many ways 

such as teachers’ feelings, school systems and policies, and challenges that are associated 

with issues related to students, parents and others (McMahon et al., 2017). Woulfin and 

Jones (2021) argue that school leaders should gather and analyze evidence on SETs’ 

knowledge, dispositions, skills, and working conditions and use this evidence to design 

PDs for these educators. The SETs in this study stated that they have strong support in 

the leadership of their campuses and/or their district, therefore, it would be highly 

beneficial for education leaders to speak with (or read about) SETs that have remained, to 

gain insight into their perceptions and experiences. According to Samuels (2018), school 
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leaders who effectively manage SETs have to be one part lawyer, one part counselor, and 

somewhat fearless. Furthermore, it would benefit education leaders to network with 

leaders who have proven to retain SETs. This information would contribute to the 

leaders’ knowledge bases and hopefully provide interventions regarding SET attrition.  

A common factor that spurs teachers to leave the professions is poor working 

conditions (Geiger & Pivovarova, 2018). Decisions regarding teacher workloads are 

under management of school leaders (Gilmore & Sandilos, 2023). Bettini et al. (2019) 

state that leaders should take into consideration ways to improve SETs’ working 

conditions. It would be beneficial for education leaders to first understand what SETs 

identify as “positive” working conditions (this may be specific to school districts or 

campuses) and may involve focus groups, discussions, or literature reviews. Second, once 

a definition of positive working conditions has been determined, a viable means to get to 

and maintain these conditions is critical. This may also involve partnering with EPPs and 

special education certification programs that utilize SETs who have demonstrated 

commitment to working in special education.  

According to this study, having positive relationships (an intrinsic factor) with 

coworkers is an asset toward remaining in the field. Teacher-coworker relationships 

affect a teacher’s efficacy, so improving these relationships tends to increase their level 

of professional efficacy (Rodriguez-Mantilla & Fernadez-Diaz, 2017).  Yavuzkurt and 

Kiral (2020) determined that teacher’s perceptions of friendship opportunity significantly 

predict their job satisfaction. Unfortunately, new SETs often have restricted access to 

coworkers in their schools, which has been cited as a reason for attrition (Billingsley, 

2004; Jones et al., 2013). Having coworkers (and friends) one can “count on” is 

important in being content, thus school leaders should be educated in understanding this 

concept and pursue and support social interaction among SETs (and other peers).  
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 More than anything, education leaders need to listen to the teachers if hoping for 

a “turnaround” in the SET retention rate. Education leaders should call upon SETs whose 

paths have more likely than not, revealed some ups and some downs, but have ultimately 

resulted in a positive journey. In other words, instead of continuing to study why they 

leave, let’s look through a new lens focusing on “why they remain.” 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Researchers might consider reviewing previous literature to articulate specific 

interventions that may enhance the working conditions if SETs. These studies should 

include interpersonal, leadership, and administrative activities that support SETs, to 

establish how these activities associate with SET attrition and retention.  Researchers 

should then evaluate the effects of the interventions to improve SET retention and 

consider disseminating the findings to broad groups such as campus and district-based 

leaders.  

One of this study’s participant requirements was having continued to work with 

special education students with behavioral challenges. More research is needed to convey 

why alternate groups of SETs remain in the field. For example, study those SETs that 

solely work with students with behavioral challenges, those that work in a self-contained 

classroom, or those that work in hard to staff or rural schools/districts.   

Researchers should consider in depth accounts regarding a SET’s reason to leave 

the field. According to Clandin et al. (2015) teachers do not decide to leave at one 

particular time, instead they consider their options over time and with others in their 

social groups. Studies that investigate the actual process by which they decide to leave or 

studies that follow a SET from the time they enter the field until the time they leave is 

warranted.   
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Conclusion 

This study sought to examine the perceptions and experiences of SETs who have 

remained in the same public school district and who have continued working with special 

education students with behavioral challenges for five or more years.  Although it was 

evident that the participants’ roles varied, data produced by examining the perceptions 

and experiences of these teachers revealed similar themes regarding a combination of 

intrinsic and extrinsic factors via Herzberg’s two-factor theory and their remaining in the 

field of special education. An employee’s job satisfaction is not influenced by a single 

factor (Nabi et al., 2017) but a set of workplace norms and practices might be taken as 

inviting for staff retention (Irabor & Okoloe, 2019). Consistent with Herzberg, as we seek 

to support and retain current and future SETs, we need to improve specific intrinsic and 

extrinsic factors such as work itself, achievement, supervisor/leadership quality, working 

conditions, and coworker relations. 

There are many studies that have inquired why teachers leave the field of 

education, however, there are fewer that have explored special education teachers 

specifically. Current studies of SETs that leave or remain are largely quantitative 

(Billingsley & Betinni, 2019). This qualitative study filled that void as it revealed 

possible interventions and suggestions for education leaders and authors/instructors of 

educator programming to assist in reducing the special education teacher shortage. This 

chapter provided a discussion of the findings, implications and recommendation, and 

concluded with some considerations for future research.  
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APPENDIX A:  

INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE 

Why They Stay 

Q1 Dear Invitee: 

 

Greetings!  You are being solicited to complete an online survey that will gather 

demographic information as well as allow you to provide contact information for further 

interview.  The data obtained from this study may allow for the development of 

interventions to address the special education teacher shortage.     Please try to answer all 

questions.  Filling out the following survey is entirely voluntary but answering each 

response will make the survey most useful.  This survey takes approximately 2 minutes to 

complete and all of your responses will be kept completely confidential.  No obvious 

undue risks will be endured and you may stop your participation at any time.  In addition, 

you will not benefit directly from your participation in the study.      Your cooperation is 

greatly appreciated and your willingness to further participate in this study is implied if 

you proceed with completing the survey.  Your completion of this survey is greatly 

appreciated and invaluable.  If you have any further questions, please feel free to contact 

Dr. Elizabeth Beavers (beaversea@uhcl.edu) or myself (newsomj3916@uhcl.edu).  

 

Thank you and kind regards, 

Jeanne Newsom, M.Ed. 
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Q12 Are you willing to be contacted for an interview? The interview will take 

approximately 30-45 minutes. You may choose to be interviewed virtually or in 

person.  As already indicated, the data gained from this study may allow for the 

development of interventions to address the special education teacher shortage. 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

Skip To: Q9 If Are you willing to be contacted for an interview? The interview will take approximately 30-45 
min... = Yes 

 

 

Q9 So that we may schedule an interview, how do you prefer to be contacted? I will ask 

you to provide your contact information below. 

 

o Phone  (1)  

o Email  (2)  

o Text  (3)  
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Q15 Do you prefer to be interviewed in person (location to be mutually determined) or 

virtually? 

o In person  (1)  

o Virtually  (2)  

 

 

 

Q3 Are you currently employed as a special education teacher? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

 

 

Q4 In your experience, have you been a teacher for students with behavioral challenges 

(regardless of the student's diagnosis or eligibility classification)? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
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Q5 How many years have you been employed as a special educator? 

o Less than five years  (1)  

o Five to ten years  (2)  

o ten years or more  (3)  

 

 

 

Q6 Describe the type of school setting in which you teach: 

 

o Public  (1)  

o Private  (2)  

o Other  (3) __________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Q16 In what type of special education classroom setting do you teach?  

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q7 How many years have you been teaching in the same school district as a special 

education teacher?  Though you may have taught at different schools (or not), this 

question seeks to confirm your years of teaching in your current school district. 

 

o Less than 5 years  (4)  

o More than 5 years  (6)  

 

 

 

Q8 Please provide your first name: 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Q11 Please provide your preferred email address: 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Q10 Please provide your phone number: 

 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q13 How do you identify your gender? 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Non-binary / third gender  (3)  

o other  (4)  

o Prefer not to answer  (5)  

 

Q14 Which of the following best matches your racial identity? You may check more than 

one.  

o Black or African American  (1)  

o American Indian or Alaska Native  (2)  

o Asian  (3)  

o White or Caucasian  (4)  

o Other  (5)  

o Prefer not to answer  (6)  
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APPENDIX B:  

INFORMED CONSENT 

Why they stay: Consent 

Q1 Thank you for your potential interest in my study. 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of special education teachers 

who have remained in the same public school district and who have continued working 

with special education students with behavioral challenges for five or more years. This 

study’s goal is to examine the factors relating to why some experienced special education 

teachers stay in the field to determine practices that contribute to their retention. 

 Protections, Risk, and Benefits: 

 Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary and you may refuse to participate, or 

you may decide to stop your participation at any time. You are being asked to read the 

information below carefully and ask questions about anything you don’t understand 

before deciding whether or not to participate. There are no anticipated risks associated 

with participation in this study. There is no direct benefit received from your participation 

in this study, but your participation will help the investigator to better understand factors 

related to why some special education teachers stay in the field to possibly determine 

practices that can contribute to special education teacher retention. 

 Confidentiality of Records: 

 Every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of your study records. The data 

collected from the study will be used for educational and publication purposes, however, 

you will not be identified by name. For federal audit purposes, the participant’s 
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documentation for this research project will be maintained and safeguarded by the 

Principal Investigator or Faculty Sponsor for a minimum of three years after completion 

of the study. After that time, the participant’s documentation may be destroyed. 

 Compensation: 

 There is no financial compensation to be offered for participation in the study. The 

investigator has the right to withdraw you from this study at any time. 

 Contact Information for Questions or Problems: 

 The investigator will offer to answer all of your questions. If you have additional 

questions during the course of this study about the research or any related problem, you 

may contact the Principal Investigator, Jeanne Newsom by telephone at 713-775-3400 or 

by email at newsomj3916@uhcl.edu. The Faculty Sponsor, Elizabeth Beavers Ph.D. may 

be contacted by telephone at 281-283-7600 or email at BeaversEA@uhcl.edu. 

Consent: 

 Your digital consent below acknowledges your voluntary participation in this research 

project. Such participation does not release the investigator(s), institution(s), sponsor(s) 

or granting agency(ies) from their professional and ethical responsibility to you. By 

signing the form, you are not waiving any of your legal rights. The purpose of this study, 

procedures to be followed, and explanation of risks or benefits have been explained to 

you. You have been allowed to ask questions and your questions have been answered to 

your satisfaction. You have been told who to contact if you have additional questions. 

You have read this consent form and voluntarily agree to participate as a subject in this 

study. You are free to withdraw your consent at any time by contacting the Principle 
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Investigator or Student Researcher/Faculty Sponsor. You will be given a copy of the 

consent form you have signed. 

 THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON-CLEAR LAKE (UHCL) COMMITTEE FOR 

PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS HAS REVIEWED AND APPROVED THIS 

PROJECT. ANY QUESTIONS REGARDING YOUR RIGHTS AS A RESEARCH 

SUBJECT MAY BE ADDRESSED TO THE UHCL COMMITTEE FOR THE 

PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS (281.283.3015). ALL RESEARCH 

PROJECTS THAT ARE CARRIED OUT BY INVESTIGATORS AT UHCL ARE 

GOVERNED BY REQUIREMENTS OF THE UNIVERSITY AND THE FEDERAL 

GOVERNMENT. (FEDERALWIDE ASSURANCE #FWA00004068 

 Do you consent to participate in this study? 

o Yes  (1)

o No  (2)

Q3 Please provide your name: 

________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C: 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Interviewee: __________________________________ 

Date: ________________________________________ 

Informed Consent gained:     Yes     No 

Location of interview:___________________________ 

Guide Script prior to interview (via ZOOM or in person):  

I’d like to thank you once again for being willing to participate in the interview phase of 

my study. As you are already aware, my study seeks to examine the experiences of 

special education teachers who have remained in the same public school district and who 

have continued working with special education students with behavioral challenges for 

five or more years. I will be examining factors that contribute to the retention of 

experienced special education teachers in Texas public schools. Specifically, the study 

will analyze special education teacher retention, in hopes to assist in combatting the 

ongoing and growing special education teacher shortage. Our interview today will last 

approximately 45 minutes during which I will be asking you about general demographics 

and about your experiences regarding the field of special education. Through email, you 

completed a consent form indicating that I have your permission (or not) to video and 

audio record this interview (Zoom platform for video recording only). Are you still okay 

with me audio and video recording (or not) our conversation today? ___Yes ___No   

If yes: Thank you!  

If at any point you want me to turn off the recording, keep something you said off the 

record, or not answer any of the questions, please let me know. I will also be taking 

written notes of our conversation. Before we begin the interview, do you have any 

questions? [Discuss questions].  If any questions arise at any point in this interview (or 

after the interview), feel free to ask or contact me via email at any time. I would be more 

than happy to answer your questions. First, I will ask general demographic questions that 

will be followed by 22 open-ended questions. If you prefer not to answer any of these 

general questions, please let me know. 

What is your age range? 

25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74+

What is your highest level of education? 

Bachelor’s degree Master’s degree Doctoral 
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What other certification related to education do you hold besides special education (if 

any)? ________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Did you receive special education certification through the regular or alternative track? 

Regular Alternative 

 

How many years have you been in the field of education? 

0-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 26-30 30+ 

 

How many of those years have been spent in the field of special education? 

0-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 26-30 30+ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

  

Open-ended interview questions: 

1. What other roles (or assignments) if any, have you held while working in the field 

of education?  

2. Tell me about your journey into the field of special education. 

3. What is your current assignment? 

4. Tell me what your typical day entails? 

5. If I were considering entering the special education field,  

6. Tell me about the required duties of your job. 

7. Do you feel fully prepared to fulfill your required daily/weekly duties (yes, 

somewhat, no), and why? 

8. Tell me about your campus/school climate (School climate refers to the quality 

and character of school life. School climate is based on patterns of students', 

parents' and school personnel's experience of school life and reflects norms, goals, 

values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and 

organizational structures).  

9. Tell me about your district leadership regarding special education. 

10. Tell me about your current administration/school leadership regarding special 

education. 

11. Can you recall a significant moment or moments with your students and/or 

families that made you smile, happy, and/or proud? If so, please explain. 

12. Can you recall a significant moment or moments with your students and/or 

families that made you upset or uncomfortable?  If so, please explain. 

13. Can you recall a significant moment or moments with your campus (with staff 

and/or administration) that made you smile, happy, and/or proud? If so, please 

explain. 

14. Can you recall a significant moment or moments with your campus or district 

(with staff and/or administration) that made you feel upset or uncomfortable? If 

so, please explain. 
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15. Are you satisfied with your current job/assignment? Please explain why? 

16. What do you think is a major factor or factors in SET retention (SET teachers that 

remain)? 

17. What do you think is a major factor or factors in SET attrition (SET teachers that 

leave/quit)? 

18. If you had one wish which would make teaching and remaining in the special 

education field more attractive, what would it be?  Why? 

19. You stated in the survey that you have been (or are) a teacher for students with 

behavioral challenges. Can you explain?  

20. Tell me about your behavior management style. In other words, how do you 

combat negative behaviors (either stop them from occurring or when they occur). 

21. Why do you stay in the field of special education and in your current district? 

22. Is there anything else you’d like to mention or clarify? 

 

 


