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This study examines whether psychological capital (PsyCap) indirectly predicts occupational well-being among Chinese special education teachers through work engagement. In total, 615 Chinese special education teachers (female = 567) completed the Psychological Capital Questionnaire, the Special Education Teachers’ Occupational Well-Being Questionnaire, and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale. The results indicated that PsyCap was positively correlated with occupational well-being and work engagement. Furthermore, work engagement mediated the influence of PsyCap on occupational well-being. Notably, the multiple mediation model indicated that the indirect effects of PsyCap on occupational well-being were mainly due to dedication and absorption. The study’s results illustrate the association between PsyCap, work engagement, and occupational well-being, which may help educational administrators and social workers assist with special education and special education teachers develop and maintain good working conditions.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the key factors affecting the development of special education is the quantity and quality of teachers (Billingsley, 2004). Unfortunately, the turnover rate for special education teachers is probably higher than that for other teachers (Billingsley, 1993), resulting in insufficient numbers of special education teachers (Billingsley and Bettini, 2019). Consequently, the shortage of special educators implies that the needs of special education development cannot be met. One of the key reasons is that special education teachers are under pressure, and their work engagement and well-being are relatively low (Edward et al., 2018); thus, it is critical to improve their engagement and occupational well-being.

The job demands-resources (JD-R) model suggests that work-related personal resources [e.g., psychological capital (PsyCap)] contribute to generating greater work engagement (Demerouti et al., 2001) and have a positive influence on work outcomes (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007), including workers’ well-being (Wang et al., 2017). Similarly, the conservation of resources (COR) theory posits that workers with more resources (such as PsyCap) are likely to engage more deeply in work and generate better outcomes (Hobfoll, 2002). People who engage more deeply with work may experience greater subjective well-being (Caesens et al., 2014), and empirical research has also shown that resource support can improve special education teachers’ working conditions (Ghere and York-Barr, 2007; Dempsey and Christenson-Foggett, 2011).

Could PsyCap be used as a positive resource to predict well-being through work engagement? Thus far, only one study has explored this question; Adil and Kamal (2016) found that work engagement might mediate the association between university teachers’ PsyCap and their job-related well-being. As special education teachers work with students with special needs, their professional characteristics differ from those of other teachers (Laloo and Buhril, 2013). Whether the mediating effects of work engagement is applicable for special education teachers? Furthermore, Adil and Kamal (2016) do not explain the specific effects of the three dimensions of work engagement in the association between PsyCap and occupational well-being. Therefore, our research attempts to verify the indirect effect of PsyCap on occupational well-being through work engagement and further explore the mediating role of the three dimensions of work engagement in the association between PsyCap and occupational well-being. To the best of our knowledge, the current study is the first to explore these issues among Chinese special education teachers specifically. Our findings will help education managers and policymakers understand how to improve special education teachers’ PsyCap, which will, in turn, improve work engagement and enhance their occupational well-being, resulting in decreased turnover.



OCCUPATIONAL WELL-BEING

Occupational well-being relates to an individual’s experience and satisfaction at work (Doble and Santha, 2008). Huang (2014) suggested that occupational well-being is the quality of a worker’s experience and effectiveness at work. However, special education teachers experience less well-being in their work (Ouellette et al., 2019; Soini et al., 2019). Children with special needs are individually diverse and require a high level of competence from special education teachers, yet their development is extremely slow. This leads to higher levels of work stress and poor mental health among special education teachers (He, 2016; Poppes et al., 2016; Sun et al., 2019), even resulting in higher job burnout and lower well-being (Zhang and Zhang, 2012; Black and Halstead, 2021). Previous studies have confirmed that the occupational well-being of special education teachers was lower than that of mainstream school teachers in China (Zhao and Huang, 2015). To address this problem, some researchers have explored the protective factors of special education teachers’ occupational well-being (Wu et al., 2020; Xu et al., 2021), such as PsyCap, work engagement and so on (Wang, 2017; Wen and Zhang, 2020).



PSYCHOLOGICAL CAPITAL AND OCCUPATIONAL WELL-BEING

Psychological capital is an active psychological state, comprising optimism, self-efficacy, resilience, and hope (Luthans et al., 2007b). Empirical research has shown that PsyCap as a whole predicts better outcome variables than each of its individual facets (Luthans et al., 2007a). According to the JD-R model, individual resources (e.g., PsyCap) lead to work engagement and, consequently, bring about positive outcomes, such as personal well-being and professional identity (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). This may be because people with high levels of PsyCap make greater efforts to overcome challenging tasks and adversity, possess positive attributes and firm goals, and ultimately attain success (Luthans et al., 2007b). That could be able to help workers experience improved well-being (Avey et al., 2011), and, in turn, their turnover intentions may reduce (Siu et al., 2015). Kanapathy et al. (2016) found that PsyCap positively predicts special education teachers’ subjective well-being. Further, Peng et al. (2018) conducted a survey of special education teachers in southwest China (Chongqing and Sichuan province) and demonstrated that all dimensions of PsyCap—optimism, self-confidence, resilience, and hope—are positively related to occupational happiness. Together, PsyCap could be a one of protective factors of special education teachers’ well-being.



WORK ENGAGEMENT AND OCCUPATIONAL WELL-BEING

Work engagement describes a fulfilling and energetic work-related mental state and comprises three dimensions: absorption, dedication, and vigor (Schaufeli et al., 2006). Dedication means engagement and enthusiasm regarding work and its challenges, and the perception that work is important. Absorption means that workers entirely concentrate on and become engrossed in their work—time quickly passes—and they are unwilling to break away. Finally, vigor means that an individual has sufficient energy and psychological resilience, and can persist when they experience difficulties (Schaufeli et al., 2002). According to the JD-R model, researchers have assumed that work engagement is a motivational construct that can improve performance at work (Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004). Individuals engaging in work often experience positive emotions, such as enthusiasm and well-being (Yang et al., 2019). For example, Wang (2017) contends that special education teachers with high levels of work engagement experience positive well-being. An empirical study has shown that special education teachers’ work engagement is a positive predictor of general well-being (Fu et al., 2021).



MEDIATION OF WORK ENGAGEMENT

Bakker and Demerouti (2008) assert that individual resources (e.g., PsyCap), functioning as motivational processes, can predict work engagement. Consistent with this view, COR theory proposes that the higher the PsyCap level, the greater the motivation a worker experiences, and this encourages them to focus on work (Sweetman and Luthans, 2010). Previous studies have found the importance of PsyCap in promoting work engagement (Xanthopoulou et al., 2009; Kang and Busser, 2018). For example, Jin (2017) investigated 253 front-line special education teachers and found that those with high professional identification had higher PsyCap and were more actively focused on their work. Thus, we propose that PsyCap can facilitate special education teachers’ work engagement. Furthermore, in accordance with COR theory, and considering the association between PsyCap, work engagement, and occupational well-being, we expect that special education teachers with high PsyCap experience better engagement with their work, leading to higher levels of occupational well-being.

Although some scholars have asserted that the scores for the three dimensions of work engagement should be equally used in empirical research, other studies have shown that they play different roles in the mediation model (Matthews et al., 2014; Scrima et al., 2014; Van Bogaert et al., 2014). Matthews et al. (2014) demonstrated that work engagement acts as a mediator in the association between family-supportive supervisor behaviors (FSSBs) and subjective well-being. However, when the three components were set in a multiple mediation model to test the relationship between FSSBs and subjective well-being, the results indicated that only vigor significantly mediated the relationship. Thus, to understand how PsyCap predicts occupational well-being, it is necessary to explore its relationships with the three dimensions.



THE PRESENT STUDY

Although some researchers have explored the relationship between PsyCap, work engagement, and well-being, the mediating role of work engagement has not been explored among special education teachers. The current study offers insight into the relationship between PsyCap, work engagement, and occupational well-being in the Chinese context. Consistent with the JD-R model and COR theory, we hypothesized that:

H1. PsyCap has a significantly positive direct effect on work engagement and occupational well-being for special education teachers.

H2. PsyCap of special education teachers might indirectly predict occupational well-being through work engagement.

Additionally, considering previous empirical evidence regarding the mediation effect of the dimensions of work engagement, we hypothesized that:

H3. Dedication, absorption, and vigor might be correlated with PsyCap and occupational well-being, but not all of them necessarily mediate the relationship between PsyCap and occupational well-being.



MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants and Data Collection

The random cluster sampling method was adopted in this study, and samples were drawn from special education teachers from five Chinese provinces (Shandong, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui, and Fujian) and the city of Shanghai. The purpose and details of the study were provided to all the participants. After written consent, they were invited to complete an anonymous survey consisting of demographic items and questions. Completion of the survey took 15–20 min. The study was approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of (Zhejiang Normal University).

A total of 650 questionnaires were distributed to the participants, and the return rate was 96.15%. Some questionnaire data were excluded due to the regularity of responses to questions. Among the 625 questionnaires, 615 were found valid, with an effective rate of 94.62%. More than 92% of the participants were female (n = 567), and 8% were male (n = 48). Most participants (68.6%) reported less than 10 years of work experience as special education teachers, while 17.4% had worked in the role for more than 21 years. Approximately 64.6% of the participants had undergraduate degrees, and 8.8% had master’s degrees. Finally, 7.3% of the participants reported an average monthly income below 2500 RMB ($375.60), 27.6% earned between 2501 and 4000 RMB ($375.75–$600.95), 37.4% reported between 4001 and 5500 RMB ($601.10–$826.31), and 27.6% earned more than 5500 RMB ($826.46).



Measures


Psychological Capital Questionnaire

The 24-item revised Chinese version of the Psychological Capital Questionnaire (Li, 2007) was used to evaluate special education teachers’ PsyCap. This version includes four dimensions—optimism, self-efficacy, resilience, and hope—and has been demonstrated to have good reliability and validity. The participants responded to all the items on a 6-point Likert response scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree). In the present study, Cronbach’s α of the scale was 0.94.



Utrecht Work Engagement Scale

The revised Chinese version of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale was used to assess work engagement, which has been demonstrated to have good reliability and validity (Zhang and Gan, 2005). This questionnaire includes 17 items rated on a 7-point Likert response scale (0 = never, 6 = always) and comprises three dimensions—dedication, absorption, and vigor. Higher scores signify better work engagement. In the present study, the Cronbach’s α of subscales of dedication, absorption, and vigor were 0.84, 0.90, and 0.92, respectively. The Cronbach’s α of the scale was 0.95.



Special Education Teachers’ Occupational Well-Being Questionnaire

Occupational well-being was measured using the Special Education Teachers’ Occupational Well-Being Questionnaire (SETOWQ; Wang, 2017), which includes 25 items that assess occupational well-being in five dimensions—emotional happiness, professional happiness, physical and mental pleasure, environmental satisfaction, and interpersonal harmony. All items are measured on a 5-point Likert response scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree), and this scale has been confirmed to be valid and reliable (Wang, 2017). In the present study, the Cronbach’s α of the scale was 0.93.




Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses were performed using SPSS20.0 and Mplus7.4 to explore the predictive effect of PsyCap as an independent variable on occupational well-being, and the mediation effects of work engagement in the association between PsyCap and occupational well-being. Harman’s single-factor test was used to examine the common method biases that may arise from self-reporting in cross-sectional studies. Exploratory factor analysis of all the items revealed that the first factor of the total variance was 20.86%, which was less than the critical value of 40%. Therefore, no common method variance was found in this study’s data.




RESULTS


Descriptive Analyses

Table 1 presents the means (M), standard deviations (SD), and correlations of all the variables. As expected, PsyCap was positively associated with occupational well-being (r = 0.60, p < 0.01) and work engagement (r = 0.55, p < 0.01). Work engagement was positively associated with occupational well-being (r = 0.53, p < 0.01), while dedication, absorption, and vigor were positively associated with PsyCap (r = 0.53, 0.47, and 0.50, respectively, p < 0.01) and occupational well-being (r = 0.55, 0.46, and 0.45, respectively, p < 0.01).


TABLE 1. Mean, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Between the Measures (N = 615).
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Measurement Model

According to Anderson and Gerbing (1988), the measurement model of all latent variables and manifest variables should be tested before examining the structural model. The hypothesized measurement model in the current study included three interrelated latent variables—PsyCap, work engagement, and occupational well-being—as well as 13 manifest variables. The confirmatory factor analysis indicated that the measurement model had an acceptable fit to the data: χ2 = 237.93, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.07 [90% CI = (0.07, 0.09)], SRMR = 0.05.



Structural Model

Our main assumption was that PsyCap has a significantly positive direct effect on special education teachers’ occupational well-being and work engagement (H1). We hypothesized that special education teachers’ work engagement mediates the association between PsyCap and occupational well-being (H2). We examined these hypotheses using structural equation modeling. The hypothesized model indicated an acceptable fit: χ2 = 411.11, RMSEA = 0.07 [90% CI = (0.07, 0.08)], CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.91, SRMR = 0.05. The results showed that special education teachers’ PsyCap had significantly positive direct effects on their occupational well-being (β = 0.62, p < 0.001) and work engagement (β = 0.63, p < 0.001), confirming Hypothesis 1 (see Figure 1). To examine Hypothesis 2, we used the maximum likelihood bootstrap estimation procedure in Mplus7.4. All relevant effects were estimated with standard errors and confidence intervals (95%; 2,000 samples were drawn). The results indicated PsyCap had indirect effects on special education teachers’ occupational well-being via work engagement. The effects and associated 95% CI are shown in Table 2.
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FIGURE 1. Standardized path estimates for the latent structural models (N = 615, ***p < 0.001).



TABLE 2. The Effects and Associated 95% CI for the Mediation Model 1.
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As work engagement contains three dimensions (absorption, dedication, and vigor), we conducted a multiple mediation analysis (Preacher and Hayes, 2008) to examine the mediational contribution of the components (H3). Dedication, absorption, and vigor were included as mediators between PsyCap and occupational well-being, and demographic variables were treated as covariates (gender, age, academic diplomas, major, and monthly income). The fit of the multiple mediation model was found acceptable: χ2 = 336.76, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.07 [90% CI = (0.06, 0.08)], CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.90 SRMR = 0.04. As presented in the model (Figure 2), PsyCap positively predicted dedication (β = 0.58, p < 0.001), absorption (β = 0.51, p < 0.001), vigor (β = 0.54, p < 0.001), and occupational well-being (β = 0.64, p < 0.001). The indirect effects of PsyCap on occupational well-being via dedication and absorption were significant and positive (indirect effect = 0.11, 0.06), and the 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval did not contain 0 [95% CI = (0.05, 0.17), (0.01, 0.11)], except for vigor [95% CI = (−0.10, 0.02)].
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FIGURE 2. Standardized path estimates for the structural models (*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001).


Further examinations were conducted to test the size of the specific indirect effects. The results showed no significant difference between the mediating effects produced by dedication and absorption (Z = 1.23, p < 0.05), and the 95% confidence interval included 0 [95% CI = (−0.03, 0.13)]. The effect produced via vigor significantly differed from those via dedication (Z = 2.83, p < 0.01) and absorption (Z = 2.01, p < 0.05), and the 95% confidence interval did not include 0 [95% CI = (0.04, 0.22), 95% CI = (0.01, 0.15)]. Therefore, dedication and absorption can be considered as the primary mediators of the relationship between PsyCap and occupational well-being.




DISCUSSION

This study explored the association between PsyCap, work engagement, and occupational well-being of special education teachers and investigated the mediating roles of work engagement and its dimensions in the association between PsyCap and occupational well-being. We found that PsyCap of Chinese special education teachers had a significantly positive direct effect on occupational well-being, which corroborates previous evidence that PsyCap helps promote workers’ performance and well-being (Kanapathy et al., 2016). COR theory argues that people strive to acquire and maintain personal resources, such as PsyCap (Hobfoll, 1989), which may contribute to the achievement of goals and improvement of well-being (Howard, 2018; Newman et al., 2018). PsyCap not only improves primary school teachers’ well-being but also reduces their work stress levels, ultimately leading to a greater sense of well-being (Zhao and Zhang, 2014). Peng et al. (2018) deem that special education teachers with greater PsyCap are better at dealing with problems at work and have a greater sense of occupational well-being. Furthermore, the effect of PsyCap on well-being persists over time, and positive personal resources aid teachers in finding more meaning in life, which in turn enhances their well-being (Li, 2018).

Consistent with the JD–R model, our results suggested that PsyCap positively predicted special education teachers’ work engagement, which supports prior findings (Khaleghkhah et al., 2017; Li et al., 2018). The JD-R model proposes that the characteristics of work can be divided into two types, job resources and job demands (Demerouti et al., 2001). Job demands consume individual resources and can consequently lead to burnout, while job resources aid individuals in reducing personal consumption, reaching goals, and promoting individual development (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). PsyCap is a personal resource that can provide teachers with energy, stimulate motivation, and promote work engagement (Mao and Xie, 2013). Special education teachers who believe in their abilities and have a positive view of engagement in work will perform well in their jobs, even when faced with difficulties; thus, they will be able to continue with their duties and remain fully engrossed in their work (Peng et al., 2018).

It is noteworthy that, in this study, a positive relationship between work engagement and occupational well-being was observed, and this relationship mediated the association between PsyCap and occupational well-being of the Chinese special education teachers. This finding is consistent with that of Adil and Kamal’s (2016) study of university teachers in Pakistan. Their results indicated that higher levels of PsyCap among special education teachers enhance their work engagement, which in turn increases their occupational well-being.

To better reveal the internal mechanisms of PsyCap and occupational well-being, the current study conducted a multiple mediation analysis, setting the dimensions of work engagement (dedication, vigor, and absorption) as mediators. The results suggested that dedication and absorption mediated the association between PsyCap and occupational well-being, indicating that the role of those dimensions was not equal in the mediation relationship model. These results are consistent with those of previous research (Matthews et al., 2014) and may be due to the following reasons.

First, the findings may be related to the special education teaching profession. Most special education teachers tend to be caring and aware of the value and significance of their work with children with special needs, their families, and society. Therefore, special education teachers tend to focus on their work and actively participate in teaching and learning activities. They grow and gain happiness from their work to some extent.

Second, the vigor level of special education teachers is low. Although Chinese special education teachers often draw on resources of love and patience, their work is often considered trivial, monotonous, and repetitive, differing from the work of teachers involved with imparting scientific and cultural knowledge. In addition, primary school teachers usually have clear goals and are motivated to help their pupils achieve the best results that can enable them to gain access to good high schools. However, in special education, such goals do not exist, and there is little competition for promotion, so there is no sense of urgency that stimulates vigor (Chen et al., 2010). Furthermore, children with special educational needs often have functional or physiological disorders, and their teachers must practice stratified teaching and individualized rehabilitation according to each child’s needs. The developmental progress of children with special needs is often slow. In addition, Chinese special education teachers demonstrate less competency in these occupational skills. Therefore, teachers’ psychological resilience and vigor are easily eroded, resulting in lower work-related happiness (Chen and Yang, 2017), and even burnout (Garwood et al., 2018). Therefore, PsyCap could not predict occupational well-being through vigor.



IMPLICATIONS

In the current study, a positive association between PsyCap, work engagement, and occupational well-being of Chinese special education teachers validated the JD-R model and COR theory. Our findings imply that PsyCap is positively correlated with work engagement and occupational well-being; that is, teachers with higher PsyCap are more likely to experience work engagement and feel happier in Chinese special education schools. In line with our expectations, the association between PsyCap and occupational well-being was partially mediated by work engagement, implying that the PsyCap of special education teachers can predict their work engagement, which, in turn, can enhance their well-being. Specifically, the indirect effect of PsyCap on occupational well-being mainly occurs via dedication and absorption.

Some insights can be drawn from the results. Special education schools should guide teachers to pay attention to their PsyCap and help them learn how to self-regulate to improve their PsyCap levels. For example, their teaching skills can be improved through effective teaching demonstrations and group seminars so that their sense of efficacy is enhanced. In addition, schools can create a participative working atmosphere and encourage a harmonious professional relationship among teachers. This will promote teachers’ positive emotional experience and encourage them to better devote themselves to their work, improving their occupational well-being.

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to explore the mediating role of work engagement in the association between PsyCap and occupational well-being in the Chinese context. The study was based on the JD-R model and COR theory and applied them to the domain of Chinese special education. Thereby, the study contributes to the empirical literature and aids further exploration of possible methods to improve special education teachers’ enthusiasm for their work. The partial indirect effect of PsyCap on occupational well-being indicates that there might be other variables affecting this relationship, such as teacher efficacy and social support (Dixon et al., 2014). Future research could examine external resources and other personal resources in this model.



LIMITATIONS

Although this study’s results contribute to the understanding of the internal mechanisms of how work engagement operates in the relationship between PsyCap and occupational well-being among Chinese special education teachers, several limitations should be noted. First, this study adopted a cross-sectional design; thus, it is difficult to confirm causal relationships between the variables. Future studies could test these results using longitudinal studies to determine the causal relations among PsyCap, work engagement, and occupational well-being. Second, collection of PsyCap, work engagement, and occupational well-being data depended on self-report questionnaires, which could have been influenced by personal subjectivity to some extent. In the future, researchers may consider using qualitative and quantitative methods. Third, this study’s participants were mainly sampled from the east coast of China; therefore, the results cannot be generalized to special education teachers across the whole country. Consequently, future studies should expand the sample size to examine the applicability of our results to the general population.



CONCLUSION

This study provides insights regarding the association between PsyCap, work engagement, and occupational well-being of Chinese special education teachers. Our research demonstrated that PsyCap and work engagement are positively associated with occupational well-being and that Chinese special education teachers’ work engagement can mediate the association between their PsyCap and occupational well-being. Notably, we found that work engagement plays an important role through which PsyCap enriches teachers’ occupational well-being. Specifically, dedication and absorption were found to be the primary mediators of PsyCap and occupational well-being.
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