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Over the last two decades, the nature of teachers’ work has undergone significant
structural changes due to political, social, organizational, technological, and
philosophical factors. With the development of inclusive policies, the roles and
functions of special education teachers (SETs) have evolved over the years.
Inclusive work in general classrooms is often seen as a source of stress for SETs
as they may have less autonomy at work, and more complex collaboration than their
peers working in special classes. This stress can lead to a burnout syndrome, which is
characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and a lack of personal
accomplishment. Less is known about the effects of teaching contexts on the
SETs’ health. Therefore, this study aimed to compare the perceived health of a
sample of SETs in Switzerland (N � 306) working in inclusive contexts (n � 79) with
those working in non-inclusive contexts (n � 227). The sample filled out a self-reported
questionnaire measuring personal variables, burnout at work with the Maslach Burnout
Inventory, and collaborative variables with the School Quality Survey. Research results
show three main findings. 1. Differences in perceived health at work are not significant
between the two subgroups. 2. The two subsamples are not exhausted or
depersonalized, but present a reduced personal achievement. 3. The collaboration-
related variables exert different effects on the three burnout dimensions.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last two decades, the nature of the teachers’ work has undergone significant structural
changes due both to political, social, organizational, technological, and philosophical factors
(Curchod-Ruedi et al., 2013). In this regard, the principle of inclusion of students with special
needs education (SNE) in regular classrooms - supported by international conventions, such as the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the UNESCO Salamanca
Statement on Principles, Policy and Practice in SNE - has changed the roles and functions of many
school actors. In Switzerland, as in many other countries, public schools must ensure a free and an
adequate education in order to support the progress of students with SNE (Sam et al., 2020).
However, data from 20 countries reveal that Switzerland is one of the least inclusive countries in
Western Europe (European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education, 2010): in most
Swiss provinces, the majority of children with SNE attend special schools in institutions, special
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classes in public schools according to their performance levels
(European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education,
2012), although since 1980, an inclusive school model has
emerged in Switzerland, especially in some provinces as
Tessin or Valais. According to data from the Federal
Statistic Office, Bless (2017) reported a separation rate in
Switzerland close to 3.4%, with great differences from one
canton to another (1.15% in Obwalden, 3.4% in Fribourg,
5.78% in Schaffhausen). In fact, the Swiss education system
uses a wide range of options to accomplish its selective
mission, which inevitably have consequences on the
educational path of the pupils (Bless, 2017). In some
cantons, as Fribourg, the implementation of an inclusive
school model which led to the creation of an Integration
Service to support the schooling of students with SNE
(Conférence Suisse des Directeurs de l’Instruction Publique,
2007) didn’t take place until 1999. Since then, the number of
integrated pupils has continued to increase in Fribourg, like
the number of SETs working in inclusive settings.

COMPLEXIFICATION OF THE SPECIAL
EDUCATION TEACHERS PROFESSION: A
HEALTH RISK?
By law, teachers must establish individualized educational
goals that guide the program the school provides to each
pupil (Sam et al., 2020). From a legal point of view, both
SETs and regular teachers are responsible for the development
of students and their social integration. In this regard, the
Profile of Inclusive Teachers, published by the European
Agency for Development in Special Needs Education (2012)
states that the ability to work with other people and collaborate
is an essential requirement for any pedagogue (Milteniene and
Venclovaite, 2012). This responsibility is based on
collaborative practices that require SETs to adapt to the
diversity of their colleagues in terms of inclusive policies
(Done and Murphy, 2018). However, this vision of
harmonious relations and complementary approaches can
be very different depending on the teaching contexts
(Boulanger et al., 2012). In fact, the implementation of
inclusive policies can interfere with the pedagogical beliefs
and values of the different partners, making the roles and
functions of SETs so complex that some perceive a loss of their
professional identity (Maillard, 2017), leading to premature
leaving teaching job and burnout risks. This loss of identity can
be explained, among other reasons, by the fact that in
mainstream education, curricula and teaching contents are
usually not discussed or negotiated with other professionals,
the mainstream teacher being generally the sole responsible for
his or her class. In contrast, in special education, a large part of
the functioning, programs, and contents are interpreted,
discussed, negotiated, and decided upon in a multi-
professional approach (Emery, 2016). Thus, working in an
inclusive or non-inclusive context cannot be considered
without taking into account the different variables related to
collaboration. On this topic, some researchers note the

difficulties of collaboration in inclusive contexts (Delorme,
2015), which could have an impact on teachers’ professional
burnout.

COLLABORATION AS RISK FOR
TEACHERS’ HEALTH: A REVIEW

If teaching is considered a profession at risk of burnout, this is
mainly explained by the high level of relational demand it places
on teachers (Betoret, 2009; Gavish and Friedman, 2010; Squillaci,
2020d). The 11th revision of the International Classification of
Diseases (ICD-11) defines burnout as the result of a chronic work
stress not successfully managed. This syndrome is characterized
by three dimensions (World Health Organization [WHO], 2018):
1. Feelings of emotional exhaustion (EE). 2. Feelings of cynicism,
depersonalization (D) in relation to work. 3. Lack of personal
achievement (PA). This definition is based on the three-
dimensional burnout model of Maslach (Maslach and Leiter,
2016). A recent literature review (k � 45 results studies) revealed
worrying percentages of burnout with only 18.4% of teachers at
low risk for EE (76,4% at moderate risk and 5.2% at high risk),
with 38.1% of teachers at low risk for D (60.8% at moderate risk
and 1.1% at high risk) and with only 0.4 of teachers (one study out
of 45 results) at low risk for PA (12.7% at moderate risk and 86.9%
at high risk) (Squillaci, 2020a).

The high proportion of burnout teachers has generated a vast
amount of research to identify the risk factors related to this
syndrome. To this end, interpersonal variables are studied with
specific attention, as studies show that burnout especially affects
people in professions with high relational demands (Maslach and
Leiter, 2016). The most studied factors regarding collaboration
concern the quality of relationships with supervisors, parents,
colleagues, and students, as well as role conflicts and lack of
decision latitude (Curchod-Ruedi et al., 2009; Özer and Beycioglu
2010; Dyrbye et al., 2014). To our knowledge, there are no meta-
analyses or systematic reviews available of the effects of
collaboration on health in different contexts (e.g., inclusive vs.
non-inclusive). The majority of research in the field tends to focus
on teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion. For this reason, the
present research analyses the effects of the teaching contexts
on perceived health by examining the collaborative variables
through a systematic review of the literature and an empirical
research.

Literature searches adhered to the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA). Results of
each study were reported by two persons (one author and a
master-level student) in order to identify discrepancies. Literature
searches of articles published between 1996 and 2016 were
conducted in various databases: Medline, Pubmed,
Sciencedirect, Springer, Eric, Scopus, ProQuest and PsychInfo.
Key terms used in searches included Maslach Burnout Inventory
OR MBI AND teachers OR special education teacher OR SETs
AND risk factors OR individual OR interpersonal OR
organizational. For the systematic review, articles were selected
on eight inclusion criteria: 1. Are based on Maslach’s model. 2.
Use the MBI as a tool to assess burnout. 3. Present quantitative

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org May 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 6402272

Squillaci and Hofmann SETs’ Burnout and Collaboration

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


results in all three dimensions (EE-D-PA). 4. Include sample
teachers or SETs. 5. Report means and standard deviations in the
three dimensions of the MBI. 6. Have been published in scientific
journals. 7. Include a sample of more than 45 teachers. 8. Include
results in link with the selected interpersonal or collaborative
variables (school context and lack of control, decision latitude,
relationships with parents, pupils, colleagues, school principal).
The literature review identified 117 cross-sectional studies, 202
study results of which 74 concerned collaborative variables (80
individual factors and 48 organizational factors). For each study
(details available on request), following categories have been
reported: authors, date, characteristics of the sample, means
and standard deviation in the three burnout dimensions,
effects of the independent variables on the three dimensions,
p-value and effect size (if measured).

Table 1 highlighted 18 study results linked to collaboration
and teachers’ burnout. School context can generate role conflicts
influencing all the three dimensions particularly EE (16 studies
out of 18) and D (12 of 18), while PA is affected to a lower extent
(8 of 18) (e.g., Doef andMaes, 2002;Wilkerson and Bellini, 2006).
According to the review, teaching requires the articulation of
several simultaneous roles (instructive, educational,
administrative and therapeutic) and carrying several roles
simultaneously is considered as a risk factor for burnout (e.g.,
Kokkinos, 2007; Meng, 2010; Ghorpade et al., 2011). With the
increasing number of partners of the educational network, the
risk of role conflicts, or even interpersonal conflicts, is greater
(e.g., Doef and Maes, 2002; Rascle et al., 2009; Vercambre et al.,
2009). Role conflicts arise when faced with contradicting
demands, incomplete information, and possible disagreements
about work objectives (Billehøj, 2007; Houlfort and Sauvé, 2010).
This ambiguity of professional roles influences teachers’ health
(Wilkerson and Bellini, 2006; Papastylianou et al., 2009). Even if
no study has focused on role conflicts by examining inclusive or

separate contexts, this variable must be taken into account in the
assessment of SETs’ occupational health. The increasing
complexity of the teaching profession, which involves
diversified skills adapted to students’ needs, is likely to explain
teachers’ burnout (Betoret, 2009).

Table 2 summarizes 10 study results analyzing links between
teachers’ health and the lack of participation in decision, a
variable related to all the three burnout dimensions. Effects of
this variable on EE (8 studies out of 10) and D (8 studies out of 10)
are more pronounced than on PA (5 out of 10 studies). Teachers
who perceive a lack of autonomy and participation in decision are
more vulnerable to EE (e.g., Doef and Maes, 2002; Kokkinos,
2007) and D (e.g., Näring et al., 2006; Ponnelle, 2008). PA is also
affected, but to a lower extent (e.g., Skaalvik and Sidsel, 2007;
Rascle et al., 2009). Only one study conducted by Fernet et al.
(2012) found no link between decision latitude and at least one of
the dimensions of burnout. While research results exist for
teachers, they are not available for SETs due to the lack of
empirical studies including this population (Antoniou et al.,
2013). However, shared decisions appear to be a determinant
of teachers’ professional health, regardless of the teaching context.
Studies of interpersonal variables also place particular emphasis
on the support provided by the various educational partners (i.e.
pupils, parents, colleagues and school principals).

Table 3 summarizes 13 study results between pupils’
relationships and teachers’ burnout. Disciplinary problems,
disrespect, apathy, low school functioning, learning disabilities
and mental illness are major sources of stress for teachers (e.g.,
Betoret, 2009; Fernet et al., 2012). All three dimensions are
affected, in particular PA (11 studies out of 13) but also D (10
out of 13) and EE (9 out of 13). Faced with a demotivated and
apathetic audience, teachers expend considerable energy during
the day to maintain, as much as possible, a positive classroom
climate (Otero et al., 2008). While the quality of teacher-student
relationships is one of the most rewarding aspects of the
profession, it can also be a source of discouragement and
emotionally draining experiences (Betoret, 2009).

Table 4 synthesizes 6 study results analyzing links between
parents’ relationships and teachers’ burnout (Squillaci, 2020b). As
evidenced by the results, the three dimensions are affected by
conflictual relationships with parents, in particular EE (4 of 6

TABLE 1 | School context, work control and burnout.

Study Sample EE D PA

Baran et al. (2010) 171 *
Betoret (2009) 724 * * *
Dorman (2003) (material conditions) 246 * * *
Dorman (2003) (shared value) 246 * *
Ghorpade et al. (2011) 263 ** ** **
Kokkinos (2007) 447 **
Laugaa et al. (2008) 410 ** **
Meng (2010) (material conditions) 416 **
Meng (2010) (role conflicts) 416 ** ** **
Papastylianou et al. (2009) 562 * ** **
Rascle et al. (2009) 260 ** * **
Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2009) 563 *
Doef and Maes (2002) 454 ***
Vercambre et al. (2009) 2558 ** **
Wilkerson and Bellini (2006) (number of students) 78
Wilkerson and Bellini (2006) (role conflicts) 78 ** * **
Wilkerson and Bellini (2006) (ambiguity) 78 ** *
Wilkerson and Bellini (2006) (financial ressources) 78 * *

Note. 18 results’ studies (k � 13 studies; n � 7152) show 16 effects on EE, 12 on D and 8
on PA. EE � emotional exhaustion; D, depersonalization; PA, personal achievement. * p <
0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.

TABLE 2 | Decision Latitude and Burnout.

Study N EE D PA

Betoret (2009) 714 ** *
Fernet et al. (2012) 806
Kokkinos (2007) 447 *** *
Näring et al. (2006) 345 ** *** *
Ponnelle (2008) 191 * *
Rascle et al. (2009) 260 ** ** ***
Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2009) 563 * * **
Doef and Maes (2002) 454 ***
Wang et al. (2015) 559 ** ** **
Wilkerson and Bellini (2006) 78 ** *

Note. 10 results’ studies (k � 10 studies; n � 4417) show 8 effects on EE, 8 on D and 5 on
PA. EE, emotional exhaustion; D, depersonalization; PA, personal achievement. * p < 0.0.
** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.
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studies) and PA (4 of 6 studies) as well as D to a lower extent (2 of
6 studies). Authors note that working with parents can be
psychologically challenging and is often perceived as a
significant stress factor, especially for novice teachers (e.g.,
Stoeber and Rennert, 2008; Betoret, 2009). Parental pressure
has an impact on D and on PA (Stoeber and Rennert, 2008)
while lack of parental involvement affects EE (Betoret, 2009).
Conflicts with parents, questioning school decisions and practices
as well as recourse lead to teacher stress, affecting his or her health
(Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2009). The lack of shared values and goals
between parents and teachers hinders collaboration and increases
the risk of tension between partners (Grayson and Alvarez, 2008).
Positive relationships are considered as protective factors against
burnout (Zabel and Zabel, 2002). Despite the lack of research
results regarding this variable, its influence must be analyzed for
its possible effects on the three dimensions of burnout.

Table 5 summarizes 16 studies that examined the links
between interactions with colleagues and teachers’ burnout.
Relationships with colleagues have an effect on all three
dimensions of burnout. The majority of studies (12 of 16)
reported associations with EE, 9 with D and 10 with pA. Only
two studies found no association between these variables (Doef
and Maes, 2002; Gavish and Friedman, 2010). Research has
shown that the more positive colleagues’ supports are
perceived, the less exhausted or depersonalized teachers are

and the more accomplished they are at work (e.g., Ju et al.,
2015; Ho, 2016). Studies have noted the negative impact of
conflict, peer pressure, and negative work climate within the
team on the three dimensions of teachers’ burnout (Laugaa et al.,
2008; Vercambre et al., 2009). Collegial and regular interpersonal
relationships among colleagues are considered protective factors
for occupational health (e.g., Stoeber and Rennert, 2008; Betoret,
2009; Baran et al., 2010).

Table 6 presents a synthesis of 10 studies that examined the
links between relations with supervisors and teacher’s burnout.
Among them, 8 established links with at least one of the burnout
dimensions, 6 studies with all three dimensions (e.g., Betoret,
2009; Ho, 2016). The effect is confirmed on EE (8 studies out of
10), on D (7 studies out of 10) and finally on PA (7 studies out of
10). Only two studies (Doef and Maes, 2002; Gavish and
Friedman, 2010) found no relationship between these
variables. The level of involvement of school principals, their
ability to respond to teachers’ needs are considered protective
factors against burnout (e.g., Meng, 2010; Fernet et al., 2012).
Knowing that the teaching profession requires a certain solitude

TABLE 4 | Relationships with parents and burnout.

Study N EE D PA

Betoret (2009) 714 *
Gavish and Friedman (2010) 123
Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2009) 563 * * *
Stoeber and Rennert (2008) 118 ***
Vercambre et al. (2009) 2558 ** ** **
Zabel and Zabel (2002) 298 *** ***

Note. 6 results’ studies (k � 6 studies; n � 4374) show 4 effects on EE, 2 on D and 4 on
PA. EE, emotional exhaustion; D, depersonalization; PA, personal achievement. * p <
0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.

TABLE 5 | Relationships with colleagues and burnout.

Study N EE D PA

Betoret (2009) 714 *
Dorman (2003) 246 *
Gavish and Friedman (2010) (climate) 123 ** **
Gavish and Friedman (2010) (supports) 123
Ho (2016) 539 *** *** ***
Ju et al. (2015) 307 ** ** **
Kokkinos (2007) 447 ** **
Laugaa et al. (2008) 259 *
Meng (2010) 416 * ** **
Näring et al. (2006) 345 ** *** *
Rascle et al. (2009) 260 ** * ***
Stoeber and Rennert (2008) 118 * **
Doef and Maes (2002) 454
Vercambre et al. (2009) 2558 ** *
Wang et al. (2015) 559 * **
Zabel and Zabel (2002) 298 ** *** **

Note. 16 results’ studies (k � 15 studies; n � 7643) show 12 effects on EE, 9 on D and 10
on PA. EE, emotional exhaustion; D, depersonalization; PA, personal achievement. * p <
0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.

TABLE 6 | Relationships with school principals and burnout.

Study N EE D PA

Betoret (2009) 714 * * *
Fernet et al. (2012) 806 ** **
Gavish and Friedman (2010) 123
Ho (2016) 539 *** * **
Meng (2010) 416 *** **
Rascle et al. (2009) 260 ** ** **
Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2009) 563 * * *
Doef and Maes (2002) 454
Wang et al. (2015) 559 ** ** **
Zabel and Zabel (2002) 298 *** * *

Note. 10 results’ studies (k � 10 studies; n � 4732) show 8 effects on EE, 7 on D and 7 on
PA. EE, emotional exhaustion; D, depersonalization; PA, personal achievement. * p <
0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.

TABLE 3 | Relationships with pupils and burnout.

Study N EE D PA

Betoret (2009) 714 * * *
Dorman (2003) (relations) 246 *
Dorman (2003) (discipline) 246 *
Fernet et al. (2012) 806 *** ** ***
Gavish and Friedman (2010) 123 ** ** **
Grayson and Alvarez (2008) 320 ** ** **
Kokkinos (2007) (relations) 447 *** ** ***
Kokkinos (2007) (behavior) 447 ** ** **
Meng (2010) 416 **
Otero et al. (2008) 1386 *** *** ***
Rascle et al. (2009) 260 ** ** **
Stoeber and Rennert (2008) 118
Vercambre et al. (2009) 2558 ** ** **

Note. 13 results’ studies (k � 11 studies; n � 7394) show 9 effects on EE, 10 on D and 11
on PA. EE, emotional exhaustion; D, depersonalization; PA, personal achievement.
* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.
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in terms of pedagogical action, feeling supported by one’s
superior is considered a bulwark against EE (Squillaci, 2020c).
Being supported cognitively and emotionally by one’s supervisor
is correlated with the three dimensions (Skaalvik and Skaalvik,
2009). Lack of support from superiors appears to be more critical
than lack of support from colleagues with respect to teachers’
burnout (e.g., Zabel and Zabel, 2002; Wang et al., 2015).

What can we learn from this review? Out of the 74 study
results (k � 24 studies), 68 established links between the
collaborative variables and at least one of the burnout
dimensions. Only 7 studies found no effect between these
variables. School context and work control are the variables
most studied (18 studies), followed by relationships with
colleagues (16 studies), with pupils (13 studies), decision
latitude and relationships with the school principal (10
studies each), and to a lower extent, relationships with
parents (6 studies). It is also interesting to note the
proportion of studies showing an impact on all three
dimensions. Emotional exhaustion seems to be the
dimension most affected by collaborative variables (work
control, decision latitude and relationships with school
principals), D is more specifically linked to work control
and decision latitude and PA to poor relationships with
students. While much research has focused on variables in
link with collaboration, there is a lack of data on occupational
health given the teaching context. To our knowledge, no
previous study has assessed the effects of inclusive or non-
inclusive contexts on the SETs’ burnout.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND
HYPOTHESES

The present study answers the following research question: How
are teaching contexts related to SETs’ burnout?

H1: The first hypothesis states that the burnout averages of
SETs vary according to their work context (inclusive or separate).
This hypothesis has been categorized into sub-hypotheses
according to the three dimensions of the Maslach model.

• H1.1: SETs’ EE mean values vary according to the context
(inclusive or separate).

• H1.2: SETs’ D mean values vary according to the context
(inclusive or separate).

• H1.3: SETs’ PA mean values vary according to the context
(inclusive or separate).

H2: The second hypothesis states that collaborative variables
(decision latitude, relationships with principals, etc.) are
differently related to the three burnout dimensions.

• H2.1: EE mean values vary according to work control,
decision latitude and relationships with principals.

• H2.2: D mean values vary according to work control and
decision latitude.

• H2.3: PA mean values vary according to relationships with
students.

METHODS

Participants
The research sample included the whole population of SETs
working in the French-speaking part of the canton of Fribourg.
The Department of Education of the Canton of Fribourg gave its
consent for the study and provided a list of all persons working as
SETs. All participants were aware of the purpose of the study and
they voluntarily agreed to take part with the guarantee that the
data processing would be completely anonymous. Participants
were not restricted to SETs but also included ordinary teachers
and educators currently working with pupils with SNE. The
sample includes SETs working either in inclusive contexts
(n � 79; 22.9%) or in non-inclusive contexts (n � 227; 65.8%),
39 respondents (11.3%) didn’t indicate their work settings. The
latter were therefore excluded in the statistical analyses for group
comparisons between inclusive and non-inclusive contexts. Most
of the participants were women (n � 254; 84.8%), confirming the
great feminization of this profession and aged between 31 and
40 years. The majority were university graduates (>75%) in the
field of special education (Squillaci, 2020d). To better describe the
two subsamples of SETs in inclusive and non-inclusive contexts,
we added information about the distribution of sex, age, degree of
professional qualification, and level of education in the two
groups (see Table 7). Chi-Square-Tests revealed that the
distribution of the participants’ characteristics did not differ
significantly between the inclusive and the non-inclusive context.

Measure
Hypotheses were tested using a self-reporting questionnaire to
assess burnout levels in the two subsamples. The questionnaire
was presented online using a secure software (EvalandGo). Each
SET was instructed to complete the questionnaire thinking about
his/her work situation over the last three months, as prescribed by

TABLE 7 | Distribution of participants’ characteristics between SETs in inclusive
and non-inclusive contexts.

Sample characteristic SETsInt SETsSep χ2 (df) p

N % N %

Sex
Male 9 11.4 40 17.9 1.800 (1) 0.180
Female 70 88.6 184 82.1
Age
20–30 16 20.3 45 19.9 0.697 (3) 0.874
31–40 27 34.2 75 33.2
41–50 20 25.3 67 29.6
>50 16 20.3 39 17.3
Degree of qualification
Special education teacher 54 68.4 145 64.4 0.849 (2) 0.654
Ordinary teacher 6 7.6 25 11.1
Other educators 19 24.1 55 24.4
Level of education
University 60 75.9 161 70.9 0.829 (2) 0.661
University of teacher education 9 11.4 34 15.0
Other 10 12.7 32 14.1

Note.SETsInt �SETsworking in integrative (inclusive) context. SETsSep �SETsworking in
separative context (non-inclusive) context.
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the MBI procedures. A reminder was made after fifteen days.
Data were exported to an Excel spreadsheet, and the fully
anonymized responses were transferred to SPSS for processing.
Part 1 measured sociodemographic variables: age, gender, job
title, years’ experience, highest level of qualification, specialist
training received, type of educational setting, rate at work, type of
pupils, etc.).

Part 2 measured burnout through the Maslach Burnout
Inventory (MBI). We selected this inventory, as it is the
primary instrument used in studies of burnout among teachers
and health professionals due to its recognized psychometric and
reliability qualities (Kania et al., 2009; Squillaci, 2020c). The MBI
consists of 22 items measuring the 3 dimensions of burnout: EE
(nine items, such as “I feel emotionally drained from my work; I
feel used up at the end of the workday”, etc.), D (five items, such as
“I worry that this job is hardening me emotionally; I have become
more callous toward people since I took this job”, etc.), PA (eight
items, such as “I feel frustrated by my job; I feel very energic”, etc.).
Each item is evaluated on a Likert scale that ranges from never to
every day. The degree of EE is low if the total score is less than or
equal to 17, it is moderate if the score is between 18 and 29, it is
high if the score is equal to or greater than 30. The degree of D is
low if the score is less than or equal to 5, it is moderate if the score
is between 6 and 11, it is high if the score is greater than 12. The
degree of achievement is low threshold if the score is greater than
40, it is moderate if the score is comprised between 34 and 39, it is
high if the score is less than or equal to 33 (Maslach and Leiter,
2016). The French translation of the MBI was scientifically
validated by Dion and Tessier who noted that standardized
alpha coefficients are comparable to those reported by
Maslach and Jackson, i.e., 0.90 for the EE dimension, 0.64 for
D, and 0.74 for PA (Dion and Tessier, 1994). Results in the
sample are quite similar to those reported in the French literature,
i.e., 0.86 for EE and 0.82 for PA, but not for D 0.49 (reliability
very low).

Part 3 measured the perceived satisfaction at work using
the School Quality survey (Bundesministerium für Bildung
Wissenschaft und Kultur der Republik Österreich, 1999), an
Austrian questionnaire intended for teachers which offers
an evaluation of the perceived school quality through 37
items grouped in seven dimensions: work context and
control (five items, such as “My school/institution offers
good teaching resources”; “I can manage the challenges of
my job; “I am satisfied with my timetable”, etc.), school
principals’ relationships (five items such as “My school
principal respects my point of view”; “I feel supported by
my school principal”, etc.), parents’ relationships (four items
such as “In case of a problem, I am often used as a scapegoat”;
“Parents do not sufficiently recognize our efforts”, etc.),
pupils’ relationships (five items such as “I have good
personal relationships with my students”; “Relationships
with students give me a lot of pleasure”, etc.), colleagues’
relationships (seven question such as “I receive good advice
from my colleagues”, “I have several friends among my
colleagues”, etc.), teaching activity (six items such as “I
like teaching in this school”, etc.), global teaching
satisfaction (five items such as “On the whole, the

advantages are predominant in my school”, etc.).
Responses were collected on a Likert scale with
respectively two levels of agreement and two levels of
disagreement. Results in the sample reported standardized
alpha coefficients 0.70 for work control, 0.42 for school
principals, 0.56 for pupils, 0.66 for parents, 0.51 for
colleagues (reliability very low). Items of this
questionnaire were used as independent variables to
measure satisfaction with collaborative variables and their
effects on burnout.

Procedure
For the first hypothesis, the research plan includes three
dependent variables (EE, D, PA) and one independent variable
(inclusive or non-inclusive context). For the second hypothesis,
the research plan includes three dependent variables (EE, D, PA)
and five independent variables (work control, relationships with
pupils, parents, colleagues and school principal). In order to
verify the SETs health according to their work context, we
analyzed how these five collaborative variables are linked to
EE, D, and PA.

Statistical Analyses
The data were recorded using Microsoft Excel and statistical
analyses were carried out with the programs SPSS software
(version 27). First, descriptive statistics were performed for
each dimension and a Chi-square test indicated the
distribution of the frequencies between the two subgroups. We
used the mean values and distributions of data to create a ranked
list of perceived SETs’ health at work. Then, in order to test the
hypothesis related to teaching contexts, the means of both
subsamples were calculated and subjected to a two-tailed
t-test. In a third step, the effects of all collaborative variables
were tested simultaneously in multiple regression models
(separately for the 3 burnout domains) with continuous and
categorical predictors. In these analyses, we also controlled for
subgroups (inclusive vs. non-inclusive). In case assumptions
regarding data distribution were not met, tests with robust
standard errors were used to avoid biased results.

RESULTS

Table 8 presents the distribution of SETs scores on the three
dimensions of the burnout.

With respect to EE, the percentages of SETs at low risk for EE
score present no significant difference between the two
subgroups (χ2 � 5.728; df � 3; p � 0.126). Regarding D, the
percentages at low risk do not differ significantly for both
subgroups (χ2 � 2.521; df � 3; p � 0.471). Outcomes indicate
that the vast majority of SETs do not appear depersonalized at
work. Concerning PA, the percentages of SETs at low risk for
PA present no significant difference according to teaching
contexts (χ2 � 5.418; df � 3; p � 0.144). These data display that
the samples present a moderate risk for PA, more particularly
for SETs working in integration (only 38% feeling self-
accomplished at work).
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Special Education Teachers’ Burnout in
Inclusive or Non-inclusive Settings
In order to verify H1, the data of the two subgroups were
submitted to an independent sample two-tailed t-test.

Table 9 illustrates that means between SETs working in
inclusive settings (SETsInt) and SETs working in non-inclusive
settings (SETsSep) present no difference in the three burnout
dimensions. Results indicate neither significant difference for EE
(t � −1.222; df � 288; p � 0.222) nor for D for the two subsamples
(t � 0.524; df � 288; p � 0.601). Regarding PA, analyses also show
no statistically significant difference between the two samples
(t � 1.073; df � 288; p � 0.284). The means indicate that SETs
seem to be neither exhausted nor depersonalized but at moderate
risk for pA. This signifies that SETs seem to have a positive view of
their health at work, regardless of the teaching context (inclusive
or non-inclusive).

Effects of Collaboration on Perceived
Health
In order to verify if there is a difference in collaborative variables
according to the work context, we first estimated the Pearson
correlation coefficients between the MBI scale and the School
Quality survey (seeTable 10). The data of the two subgroups were
then submitted to an independent two-tailed t-test (see Table 11).

Table 11 shows that among the collaborative variables, the
least positively perceived variable is the relationships with parents
(rated on average as “quite good”). The means of SETs working in
special classes are significantly lower than those of teachers
working in integration (t � −2.125; df � 285; p � 0.034) which
means that SETsInt report more "conflict and disagreement" than
SETsSep. Relationships with colleagues are evaluated positively in
both subgroups and analyses reveal no statistical differences (t �
−1.335; df � 285; p � 0.183). Relationships with pupils are
assessed very positively by both subgroups (t � 1.196; df �
285; p � 0.233) and the context (inclusive or not inclusive)
does not affect the means. Finally, relations with the school
principal also present levels of satisfaction considered as
“good” for teachers working in separate contexts and even as

“very good” for teachers working in integration (t � −4.204; df �
285; p � 0.000). In terms of work control (satisfaction with the
context and role conflicts), both subgroups report a fairly good
level of satisfaction, with no statistical difference in the means
between the two subgroups (t � −0.700; df � 285; p � 0.484).

In order to verify H2, multiple regression models were
calculated that considered all collaborative variables
simultaneously to predict each of the three burnout
dimensions. Since there were differences between subgroups
(inclusive vs. non-inclusive work context) in some of the
collaboration-related variables, subgroup membership was
added to the multiple regression models as a control variable.

Table 12 first shows the results regarding EE. As can be seen,
parents’ relations (B � 0.26, SE � 0.09, p � 0.002), pupils’ relations
(B � 0.30, SE � 0.13, p � 0.019), work control (B � −0.76, SE �
0.14, p < 0.001), and colleagues’ relations (B � 0.45, SE � 0.17, p �
0.010) exhibited significant effect on SETs EE with small to
medium effect sizes (η2 � 0.03–0.05). That is, problematic
relationships with parents or colleagues were associated with
higher EE. The same is true for positive relationships with pupils.
On the other hand, greater satisfaction with control at work went
along with less EE. In addition, there were significant effects of
parents’ relations (B � -0.29, SE � 0.09, p � 0.001), pupils’
relations (B � 0.32, SE � 0.11, p � 0.003), and work control
(B � 0.53, SE � 0.14, p < 0.001) on PA, indicating small effects (η2
� 0.02–0.09). While bad relationships with parents were related to
less PA, positive relationships with pupils and greater satisfaction
with work were positively associated with pA. Related to D, only
poor relationships with parents were predictive of higher scores in
D (B � 0.10, SE � 0.05, p � 0.033). However, the effect size was
small (η2 � 0.02).

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to compare the occupational health
of SETs working in inclusive or non-inclusive contexts while
identifying collaborative variables related to burnout dimensions
in this profession.

Burnout Levels According to the Settings
The first hypothesis assumed the existence of a difference in
perceived work health between the two subgroups, arguing that
inclusive contexts implied more difficulties in collaboration. The

TABLE 9 | Differences in means in the three dimensions of burnout between the
two subgroups.

Dimension SETsInt SETsSep t (288) p

M SD M SD

EE 15.82 7.38 14.57 7.80 −1.222 0.222
D 1.83 2.06 1.99 2.19 0.524 0.601
PA 37.30 5.96 38.20 6.42 1.073 0.284

Note. EE, emotional exhaustion; D, depersonalization; PA, personal achievement.SETsInt
� SETs working in integrative context; SETsSep � SETs working in separative context
(non-inclusive).

TABLE 8 | Distribution of SETs in the three dimensions of the MBI.

Dimension Levels of
burnout

SETsInt SETsSep

N % n %

EE Low risk 48 62.3 151 70.9
Moderate risk 26 33.8 48 22.5
High risk 3 3.9 14 6.6

D Low risk 73 94.8 195 91.1
Moderate risk 4 5.2 18 8.4
High risk 0 0 1 0.5

PA Low risk 29 37.7 100 47.6
Moderate risk 31 40.3 64 30.5
High risk 17 22.0 46 21.9

Note. EE, emotional exhaustion; D, depersonalization; PA, personal achievement.SETsInt
� SETs working in integrative context; SETsSep � SETs working in separative context
(non-inclusive) context.
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results showed that the burnout mean scores indicated no
significant difference between the two subgroups and low risk
for EE and D, but moderate risk for pA. The majority of SETs
reported low risk for EE regardless of their teaching context
(SETsInt � 62%; SETsSep � 71%). This low percentage of exhausted
teachers doesn’t corroborate research in the field, as literature
mentioned much higher proportion of teachers with moderate or
high risk for EE (e.g., Kokkinos, 2007; Laugaa et al., 2008; Arquero
and Donoso, 2013). Results also indicated no difference between
the two subgroups concerning the D dimension (Mint � 1.83; T2:
MSep � 1.99), and the averages indicated very low D scores which
seems to indicate that the sample did not experience
depersonalization at work, in both inclusive and non-inclusive
contexts. Outcomes showed that SETs present a moderate risk in
PA (MInt � 37.30; MSep � 38.20). These results may perhaps be
related to the lack of professional perspectives inherent in the
profession of SETs. However, according to MBI standards, the
fact of being at a moderate risk for PA is not sufficient to assert
that teachers are in burnout, if the two other dimensions remain
in low range.

These data highlight several elements. First, it is encouraging
that inclusive and non-inclusive contexts seem to offer working
conditions that preserve the perceived health of the SETs. In
both settings, working conditions appear to be similar enough,
which contradicts the statements by some authors who
highlighted the difficulties of collaboration in inclusive
contexts (Delorme 2015). Second, the averages of the two
subgroups present low risk for EE and D but moderate risk
for pA. These results are not in line with those found in the
literature, as the majority of research indicates moderate or high
risk for EE (see the systematic review of Squillaci, 2020a). For

PA, both subgroups presented moderate scores (with no
significant difference between the two groups), but when
these data are linked to those reported in the literature, de
facto weighting is necessary, as the vast majority of research
reports high risk scores for teachers’ PA (only one study out of
45 reported low risk score for PA). On this topic, the frequent
use of the MBI in research cannot hide the disagreements on the
relationships between its three dimensions. Several researchers
note that PA seems to evolve in a different way with respect to
EE and D (Zawieja and Guarnieri, 2013; Squillaci, 2020d).
Finally, these results are not really unexpected, since the
resources allocated to support children with SEN are counted

TABLE 12 | Multiple regression analyses to predict the three dimensions of
burnout by all collaboration-related variables, controlling for subgroup
membership.

Variable B SE B t p η2

EE
Intercept 2.12 0.47 4.52 <0.001
School principal’s relations −0.07 0.12 −0.53 0.596 0.001
Parents’relations 0.26 0.09 3.12 0.002 0.03
Pupils’ relations 0.30 0.13 2.35 0.019 0.02
Work control −0.76 0.14 −5.30 <0.001 0.09
Colleagues’ relations 0.45 0.17 2.60 0.010 0.02
SETsSep (compared to SETsInt) −0.20 0.11 −1.79 0.075 0.01
D
Intercept 0.80 0.25 3.14 0.002
School principal’s relations −0.10 0.07 −1.58 0.116 0.01
Parents’relations 0.10 0.05 2.14 0.033 0.02
Pupils’ relations −0.12 0.07 −1.71 0.088 0.01
Work control −0.10 0.08 −1.31 0.191 0.01
Colleagues’ relations 0.10 0.09 1.10 0.270 0.004
SETsSep (compared to SETsInt) 0.03 0.06 0.52 0.605 0.001
PAa

Intercept 3.05 0.49 6.17 <0.001
School principal’s relations 0.19 0.13 1.47 0.143 0.01
Parents’relations −0.29 0.09 −3.34 0.001 0.04
Pupils’ relations 0.32 0.11 3.02 0.003 0.03
Work control 0.53 0.14 3.82 <0.001 0.05
Colleagues’ relations −0.23 0.19 −1.23 0.222 0.01
SETsSep (compared to SETsInt) 0.13 0.10 1.24 0.214 0.01

Note. EE, emotional exhaustion; D, depersonalization; PA, personal achievement.
aSince the assumption of homoscedasticity was not met for PA, the results of parameter
estimate with robust standard errors are reported here.

TABLE 10 | Correlations between variables used for hypotheses tests.

Variable M (SD) % 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. EE 1.65 (0.85) - - 0.39*** -0.26*** −0.15** 0.22*** 0.09 −0.31** 0.17** 0.07
2. D 0.40 (0.44) - - -0.31*** −0.15** 0.15** −0.11 −0.18** 0.07 −0.03
3. PA 4.72 (0.82) - - 0.21*** -0.25*** 0.18* 0.28*** −0.08 −0.07
4. School principal’s relations 1.88 (0.43) - - −0.06 0.02 0.41*** −0.09 0.20**
5. Parents’relations 0.92 (0.55) - - 0.00 −0.07 0.09 0.13c

6. Pupils’ relations 2.09 (0.39) - - 0.16** 0.20** -0.07
7. Work control 2.16 (0.36) - - 0.04 0.13*
8. Colleagues’ relations 1.35 (0.29) - - 0.08
9. SETsSep (compared to SETsInt) - 65.8 -

Note. EE, emotional exhaustion; D, depersonalization; PA, personal achievement. SETsInt � SETs working in integrative context; SETsSep � SETs working in separative context (non-
inclusive). * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.

TABLE 11 | Comparison of collaborative variables means in the two subgroups.

Variable SETsInt SETsSep t (285) p

M SD M SD

School principal’s relations 2.05 0.29 1.86 0.45 −4.204 0.000
Parents’relations 1.03 0.54 0.87 0.55 −2.125 0.034
Pupils’ relations 2.05 0.36 2.11 0.39 1.196 0.233
Colleagues’ relations 1.40 0.26 1.35 0.29 −1.335 0.183
Work control 2.08 0.58 2.02 0.56 -0.700 0.484
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according to the severity of each child’s disability, regardless of
the context in which he or she attends school. In Switzerland,
the State allocates significant budgets to support pupils, and this
factor can probably explain the good health perceived by both
subgroups (Squillaci, 2020d). As it stands, the hypothesis that
the teaching context (inclusive or non-inclusive) is related to the
average of at least one of the three dimensions can be rejected.

Collaborative Variables and Special
Education Teachers’ Burnout
The second hypothesis evaluated collaborative variables in order
to test their relations on the three dimensions of burnout.
Outcomes highlighted that parents’ relations, pupils’ relation,
colleagues’ relations, and work control exhibited significant links
on SETs’ EE with small to medium effect sizes.

In terms of relationships with pupils, results indicated that
both subgroups are very satisfied with these relationships,
whether in an inclusive or non-inclusive setting, with scores
representing no significant difference between the two
subsamples. Analyses highlighted that student relationships are
more specifically related to D and pA. These results are supported
by the vast majority of studies in the literature review that notes
the effects of this variable on D as found in 9 out of 13 studies
(e.g., Otero et al., 2008; Gavish and Friedman, 2010) and on PA as
reported by 11 out of 13 studies (e.g., Rascle et al., 2009;
Vercambre et al., 2009). EE was not associated with pupils’
relationships, which was supported by 4 out of 13 studies (e.g.,
Dorman, 2003; Stoeber and Rennert, 2008). Researchers highlight
the links between behavioral disorders and disciplinary
management on this variable (e.g., Dorman, 2003; Kokkinos,
2007).

With respect to the relationships with pupils’ parents, results
showed that both subgroups were satisfied with this variable
although if SETsInt assessed these relationships somewhat less
positive than SETsSep (negatively worded items) (Squillaci,
2020b). This is certainly related to the fact that SETsSep work
very closely with parents, whereas the key referent of an
integrated child is mainly the regular teacher. Outcomes
showed that relationships with parents are more specifically
related to EE and pA. These results are supported by 4 studies
(out of the 6 identified) from the literature review for EE (e.g.,
Zabel and Zabel, 2002; Vercambre et al., 2009) and PA (e.g.,
Stoeber and Rennert, 2008; Vercambre et al., 2009).
Depersonalization was not affected by this variable, which is
consistent with 4 out of 6 studies (e.g., Betoret, 2009; Gavish and
Friedman, 2010). More generally, these results suggest that the
relationship between parents and teachers is good, and this is
probably due to respect for each other’s roles and functions.
Indeed, as Maubant and Leclerc (2008) note, an effective
partnership cannot be improvised, as it call into question the
role and place of each partner.

With respect to colleagues’ relationships, results illustrate that
both subgroups were fairly satisfied with peer relationships
without significant differences according to the work context.
In addition, results showed that co-worker relationships affected
only the PA dimension. These data are supported by 10 out of 16

studies (e.g., Rascle et al., 2009; Ho, 2016). The fact that EE was
not associated with these relationships is supported by only 4 out
of 16 studies (e.g., Doef and Maes, 2002; Dorman, 2003). The
absence of an effect on D is documented in 7 out of 16 studies
from the review (e.g., Laugaa et al., 2008; Betoret, 2009). Results
suggest that teachers are able to adjust to the diversity of their
colleagues even in inclusive contexts (Done and Murphy, 2018).
Training probably plays a role in the positive perception of
relationships among colleagues. The vast majority of the
sample has an academic background that includes a significant
number of modules on partnership and allows trainee teachers to
experience different teaching contexts.

With respect to relationships with school principals, results
indicated that both subgroups were very satisfied with these
relationships. Data further showed differences between
teaching contexts: inclusive teachers were more satisfied than
those working in non-inclusive settings. These data must be
related to the particular context of inclusive teachers in the
French-speaking part of the canton of Fribourg. Teachers all
depended on the same service, which was keen to maintain
weekly contact with each teacher and create a unit of
belonging between the SETs themselves and the principal.
However, the SETsSep also showed good levels of satisfaction,
despite this statistical difference between the subgroups.
Outcomes further revealed that relationships with school
principals were associated with all three burnout dimensions.
These findings are confirmed by the vast majority of the studies in
the literature review that highlight the effects of collaboration
with school principals on EE, as shown in 8 out of 10 studies (e.g.,
Zabel and Zabel, 2002; Meng, 2010), on D as shown in 7 studies
(e.g., Betoret, 2009; Ho, 2016) and on PA as shown in 7 studies
(e.g., Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2009; Fernet et al., 2012). Researchers
note the role of principal support as an important factor
influencing teachers’ perceived health at work as corroborated
by various research in the field (Squillaci, 2020c). Feeling
supported by the school principal is a variable that likely
explains the perceived good health of both subgroups.

In addition, greater satisfaction with school context and work
control, was related to less EE and more PA (no effect on D).
These results are in line with 16 out of 18 studies in the EE
literature review (e.g., Wilkerson and Bellini, 2006; Ghorpade
et al., 2011), 12 out of 18 studies for D (e.g., Laugaa et al., 2008;
Meng, 2010) and 8 out of 18 studies for PA (e.g., Papastylianou
et al., 2009; Rascle et al., 2009). These feelings are likely related to
an excess of responsibilities in daily work, the articulation of
several roles that exceed expectations and the articulation
required for team work in both contexts. These data
emphasized that special education requires the articulation of
several simultaneous roles (instructive, educational,
administrative and therapeutic, etc.) and these cumulative
roles may affect workplace health. However, it is important to
remember that, in both subsamples, the means remain within the
correct thresholds for the majority of SETs.

Taken together, results suggest that the hypotheses related to
the collaboration are partially confirmed. In summary, in both
subsamples, SETs’ EE is related to work control, relationships
with parents and colleagues, while the results of the review
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identified links with work control, decision latitude and
relationships with principals; D is associated with work
control, relationships with students and school principals,
while findings of the review noted links with work control and
decision latitude and PA is related to work control, relationships
with students, parents, colleagues and school principal, while the
outcomes of the review identified links with the students’
relationships. Variables that affect most dimensions are work
control and leadership relationships (e.g., respond to SETs’
expectations, deal with complex situations, coordinate the
different educational partners’ resources and build up a
trusting climate in the school) (Squillaci, 2020c).

CONCLUSION

Healthy and inclusive schools? A difficult question to which this
article has attempted to answer through a systematic review and
an empirical research. Results suggest a positive perception of the
health of SETs regardless of the teaching context, as both
subgroups do not appear to be exhausted or depersonalized.
Thus, whether in an integrated or non-integrated context, the
resources available appear to be sufficient to allow a positive
perception of health at work. In order to provide external validity
to the study, these outcomes were presented to school authorities,
school principals and, most importantly, to the SETs themselves.
All noted that the study results reinforced their perceptions and
opinions on their work experiences. These data tend to illustrate
that special education allows professionals to live in healthy
conditions, an encouraging sign, as research indicates the
positive impact of teachers’ health not only on students’ well-
being, but also on their school performances (see Emilie et al.,
2018).

STRENGTHS, LIMITATIONS, AND FUTURE
RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Interpretation of these results must take into account the
strengths and limitations of the study (Squillaci, 2020d;
Squillaci, 2020b). One of the first limitations is related to
the fact that the perceived health at work was measured by
self-administered questionnaires. This procedure does not
take into account all the factors that compose teachers’
perceived health. A second limitation is related to the
representativeness of the sample, the compared samples
are very heterogeneous in number. Despite a
proportionally high rate of respondents (more than 60%),
the question of whether those affected by burnout
participated in the study remains open. A methodological
limitation relates to the reliability of the depersonalization
burnout dimension and of the School Quality survey, which
were very low in the present study. Further studies are needed
that make adjustments in the French translation and re-
evaluate the factor structure and reliability of these two
scales. However, these limitations are offset by several
strengths. First, this research presents an original approach

by combining a systematic review of the literature with an
empirical study, in order to better understand SETs’ burnout
in relation to collaborative variables. Second, this study is a
necessary topic because there is hardly any research on
teachers dedicated to special education. Third contribution
of this research is that it counteracts the idea that SETs are an a
priori population in burnout (Squillaci, 2020d). The good
perceived health of both sub-samples is probably related to
the generally advantageous working conditions in Switzerland.
Caution should therefore be exercised in generalizing these
results to other countries, as Switzerland is a country with a
substantial education budget. Our findings indirectly suggest
that the state has a key role in preventing burnout by allocating
sufficient financial resources to maintain the health of SETs
(Squillaci, 2020d). In light of these findings, future research
must not disregard interventions focused on promoting a
healthy and constructive partnership climate between all the
actors in the school system. Additional research in this field is
still needed for at least two main reasons: after data collection,
the integration service has been disbanded and for the past
year, the SETs are under the supervision of regular school
principals. Therefore, it would be interesting to assess the
burnout of SETs in relation to this new situation. For the past
year as well, COVID-19 has also been pressing heavy demands
on SETs who have seen their work and roles evolve over long
periods of time. As a result, teachers’ occupational health
needs to be assessed regularly in order to prevent the
apparition of burnout.
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