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What Are Special Educators’ Working Conditions?  

Improving special education teachers’ (SETs’) working conditions will require a shared 

definition of working conditions. Thus, we aimed to develop a definition of SETs’ working 

conditions and relevant subconstructs, as a foundation for future efforts to assess and improve 

SETs’ working conditions. We developed a definition based on prior research, which we 

iteratively revised through feedback from focus groups and interviews with SETs. Based on these 

data, we developed the following definition: Working conditions are the job responsibilities 

special educators fulfill and the resources special educators experience, as a result of how their 

school is organized to structure and coordinate teachers’ work. We explain key dimensions of 

this definition, what working conditions are not, and working conditions subconstructs. This 

definition, and the constructs and subconstructs within it, provide a strong foundation for the 

field to pursue coordinated lines of inquiry on SETs’ working conditions.  
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What Are Special Educators’ Working Conditions?  

 Working conditions are implicated in the chronic challenges facing the special education 

teacher (SET) workforce (Bettini, Mathews et al., 2024; Billingsley et al., 2020). These 

challenges include: (a) a shortage of qualified SETs, especially SETs of color; (b) an inequitable 

distribution of SETs, with the least qualified SETs disproportionately teaching the most 

marginalized students; (c) instability in the SET workforce, with high turnover rates; and (d) the 

instruction SETs provide to students with disabilities is insufficiently effective to promote 

positive student outcomes (Bettini, Scott et al., 2024). Extant research indicates working 

conditions are a key factor in all of these challenges (Billingsley et al., 2020). Thus, systematic 

efforts to assess and improve SETs’ working conditions are needed to address these challenges.  

 Improving SETs’ working conditions will require (1) a shared definition of what working 

conditions are and (2) a measure operationalizing this definition, that can inform research, 

practice, and policy (Stark et al., 2023). Although such steps will not, on their own, effect 

change, they provide a necessary foundation for future intervention efforts. Thus, we aim to 

provide an overall definition of SETs’ working conditions, as well as definitions of relevant 

subconstructs (e.g., administrator support, planning time), as a foundation for future efforts to 

assess and improve SETs’ working conditions. We first describe how prior scholars have defined 

working conditions and our conceptual foundation in Conservation of Resources theory.  

Prior Definitions of Working Conditions 

Scholars have studied SETs’ working conditions for more than 40 years (e.g., Lawrenson 

& McKinnon, 1982). Early studies were primarily concerned with effects of working conditions 

on attrition. Thus, the first literature reviews on SET attrition highlighted “work conditions and 

work rewards” (Billingsley, 1993, p. 152) and “school factors (i.e., conditions that affect the 
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daily work of teachers)” (Brownell & Smith, 1992, p. 238). These studies did not explicitly 

define working conditions, but listed school factors posited to lead to attrition, such as paperwork 

and administrator support (Billingsley, 1993; Brownell & Smith, 1992). Some recent scholars 

have also defined working conditions by listing examples (e.g., Gilmour & Sandilos, 2023). 

As evidence of the importance of working conditions has grown (e.g., Kraft & Papay, 

2014), scholars have tried to define them. Ladd (2009, p. 6) defined working conditions as the 

“physical features…organizational structure, and the sociological, political, psychological and 

educational features of the work environment.” Bettini et al. (2016) and Billingsley and Bettini 

(2019) used Ladd’s (2009) definition in their literature reviews. Some recent studies use similarly 

broad definitions; for example, Scott et al. (2023, p. 258) defined them as “organizational factors 

(e.g., school and classroom-based conditions) affecting SETs’ performance.”  

Billingsley et al.’s (2020, p. 2) definition distinguished between demands on SETs and 

resources to meet those demands: “We conceptualized working conditions as including (a) SETs’ 

roles and responsibilities which place particular demands on them and (b) supports… that help 

SETs meet their demands.” Many subsequent studies have aligned with this definition, focusing 

on both (a) demands on SETs (i.e., responsibilities, such as paperwork) and (b) resources that 

help SETs meet those responsibilities (e.g., Bettini, Cumming et al., 2020; Brunsting et al., 2022; 

Scott et al., 2023). Miesner (2022) also differentiated between static (or stable) and dynamic (or 

fluctuating) working conditions. Other studies have not made this distinction, but other scholars 

have likewise found variability in SETs’ working conditions across days (e.g., Stark et al., 2022). 

Studies have also varied in what constructs they consider as working conditions. Some 

scholars only include school-based conditions (e.g., Bettini et al., 2016), whereas others include 

factors outside of school such as economic, social, and political conditions. For example, Scott et 
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al. (2022) assessed SETs’ perceptions of society’s value for education. Some scholars have 

included student characteristics (e.g., race) as working conditions (e.g., Hanushek & Rivkin, 

2007), whereas others explicitly defined working conditions to exclude these conditions (e.g., 

Bettini, Cumming et al., 2020). And, some have included SETs’ affective responses to working 

conditions (e.g., stress) as an aspect of working conditions (Scott et al., 2023), while others have 

treated these responses as outcomes of working conditions (e.g., Brunsting et al., 2022). 

Definitions of working conditions have evolved and there is not a consistent definition. 

As scholars continue to assess and improve working conditions, a shared definition could support 

a coordinated line of inquiry and provide a lexicon with which to discuss working conditions.  

Conceptual Framework: Conservation of Resources Theory 

 Like prior scholars (e.g., Bettini, Cumming et al., 2020), we drew on Conservation of 

Resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989) to conceptualize working conditions. COR theory 

posits that individuals are motivated to gain and protect resources; resources are anything an 

individual values that helps them attain their goals (Hobfoll et al., 2018), including social 

supports, materials, and information (Halbesleben et al., 2014). As people work to meet job 

demands, they strategically use resources. When they have resources needed to meet job 

demands, they can successfully manage workloads. Conversely when they lack resources to meet 

demands, they experience negative outcomes, such as burnout (Alarcon, 2011).  

 Grounded in COR theory, we focus on the resources SETs seek to obtain and maintain, as 

well as the demands SETs use resources to meet. Of note, researchers have demonstrated the 

utility of COR theory for explaining how working conditions relate to SETs’ workload 

manageability and emotional exhaustion (e.g., Bettini, Cumming, et al., 2020), intent to stay in 

their jobs (e.g., Bettini, Gilmour, et al., 2020), and use of effective instructional practices (e.g., 
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Cumming et al., 2021). COR does have limitations, as SETs may calibrate their assessment of 

their resources and demands based on a constrained view of what is possible (Authors, in prep). 

However, studies have consistently obtained findings aligned with COR theory, supporting the 

utility of COR for conceptualizing SETs’ working conditions (Cumming et al., 2022). 

Method 

To develop a definition of working conditions, we engaged in three iterative development 

cycles, as part of Project [REDACTED], an Institute of Education Sciences grant focused on 

developing the [REDACTED] measure of SET working conditions. In this study, we focus on 

the first step of measure development, explicating constructs. Measures lack validity evidence if 

constructs are not fully defined before development (Shadish et al., 2002).  

In the present study, we explicated the construct of working conditions in three cycles 

(see Online Supplemental S1), aligned with the steps for construct explication recommended by 

measurement experts (e.g., Kalkbrenner, 2021). First, in Cycle 1, we used prior research and 

COR theory to draft construct definitions and map salient subconstructs onto constructs. Second, 

in Cycle 2, we used focus group feedback to refine and finalize construct definitions and to 

revise subconstructs. Finally, in Cycle 3, we refined and finalized subconstructs based on 

cognitive interviews with SETs. Note, we generated definitions primarily through engagement 

with prior research (Cycle 1); focus groups and cognitive interviews (Cycle 2, 3) focused on 

ensuring definitions resonated with participants and refining them based on feedback.  

Cycle 1 

We first mapped working conditions constructs from prior research onto COR theory, 

organizing them into four constructs derived from Stark et al.’s (2023) systematic review: 

demands, social resources, logistical resources, and informational resources. To develop the 
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initial Table of Specifications (specifying construct definitions, subconstructs), we consulted 

prior empirical research. We identified studies by systematically searching relevant published 

systematic reviews (i.e., Billingsley, 2004; Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Billingsley et al., 2024; 

Stark et al., 2023), supplemented by landmark studies of general educators (e.g., Johnson et al., 

2004). The body of literature on which we relied included: (a) quantitative survey (e.g., 

Billingsley et al., 2004; Brunsting et al., 2023; Layden et al., 2022; McGrew et al., 2023; Miller 

et al., 1999; O’Brien et al., 2019), (b) qualitative (e.g., Bettini et al., 2019; Cormier et al., 2022; 

Gee & Gonsier-Gerdin, 2018; Hester et al., 2020; Miesner, 2022; Scott & Alexander, 2019; 

Youngs et al., 2011), and (c) mixed methods (e.g., Mathews et al., 2021; Siuty et al., 2018) 

studies. We used these studies to identify what working conditions SETs report experiencing and 

dimensions of those conditions. The initial Table of Specifications included four constructs and 

29 subconstructs. For example, we identified 10 subconstructs (e.g., paperwork) comprising 

demands. 

Cycle 2 

We refined the Table of Specifications by adding, removing, and updating subconstructs 

based on feedback from key constituencies, with approval from our Institutional Review Boards. 

We first sought feedback from our advisory board, comprised of five scholars whose research 

explores working conditions among: (a) general educators, (b) SETs of color, (c) male SETs, (d) 

SETs who co-teach; (e) SETs serving students with intellectual/developmental disabilities; (f) 

SETs serving autistic students; (g) SETs serving students with learning disabilities; and (h) 

novice SETs (note, some advisory board members have conducted research across multiple 

groups). We shared our Table of Specifications with the advisory board, surveying them about 

the comprehensiveness, salience, and utility of subconstructs. For example, we asked about the 
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overall definition, e.g., How does this definition and conceptual framework align with how you 

think about working conditions? Does this definition apply to the full range of SETs? We also 

asked about each subconstruct, e.g., Do these definitions align with the salient dimensions of that 

demand? Do the definitions capture anything irrelevant to these demands? Are there aspects of 

these demands that these definitions are missing? Are there any groups of SETs for whom these 

demands and their definitions could be biased or unfair? We conducted a 2-hour focus group 

with the advisory board to discuss responses and collaboratively generate solutions.  

We then held two focus groups with SETs (n = 5) and district leaders (n = 5). We shared 

the Table of Specifications with participants in advance, asking them to review it and to come 

prepared to discuss. We asked the same or similar questions as we asked the advisory board (see 

Online Supplemental S2); we also interviewed a principal using the same protocol. Questions 

focused on construct coverage (e.g., Thinking about the sub-constructs for responsibilities, would 

there be aspects that are captured/not captured for SETs who are in different delivery models?). 

We recruited participants by sharing the opportunity with four partner districts (two each in the 

Northeast and South). We also intentionally recruited individuals whose roles or experience 

would otherwise have been missing. For example, we recruited a high school SET via 

professional contacts, as our initial sample had no high school SETs. SETs included four women 

and one man with 4-21 years’ experience (M = 15), all with master’s degrees. Four identified as 

Caucasian or White and one as Asian. Three worked in elementary, one in middle, and one in 

high school, serving students identified with specific learning disabilities, intellectual disabilities, 

and emotional disturbance. The principal, a White woman, served at the elementary level for 5-

10 years. District leaders included a White Hispanic woman, a Hispanic man, a White man, and 

two White women, with 15-30 years’ experience in education; two held a Doctorate and three 
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held master’s degrees. All were special education directors.  

During interviews, each research team member made notes about each construct and 

subconstruct. We then met to discuss proposed changes, based on participant feedback. We 

engaged in in-depth discussion about each potential change, incorporating both participant 

perspectives and prior research, and coming to consensus before finalizing changes in the Table 

of Specifications.      

Cycle 3 

In the third cycle, we conducted cognitive interviews with current SETs (n = 19) from 

four partner districts in the Northeast and Southern regions of the U.S. (see Table 1). We 

purposively sampled to ensure representation of SETs in varied grades and service delivery 

models, and with varied gender and ethnoracial identities. In cognitive interviews, we elicited 

participants’ interpretations of draft survey items, probing for how they interpreted items and 

why they responded how they did (Desimone & Le Floch, 2004).  

After each cognitive interview, the interviewer took notes on misinterpretations or areas 

of confusion. A second team member watched the initial interview, completing a formal memo, 

organized by sub-construct with space for notes about each item. This process was intended to 

refine items (reported elsewhere), but it also informed revisions to subconstruct definitions. For 

example, cognitive interviews revealed that SETs often misinterpreted items about assessment 

responsibilities – an issue connected to vague terms in the definition. Thus, we edited the 

definition to use more precise, accessible language. We discussed each potential change as team, 

coming to consensus before finalizing the change in the Table of Specifications.  

Positionality 

 Most of us are former SETs, who witnessed firsthand how unsupportive working 



WHAT ARE WORKING CONDITIONS?  10 

conditions negatively impacted ourselves and our students. Rooted in those experiences, we are 

deeply committed to improving SETs’ working conditions, both because we believe SETs are 

humans whose well-being matters, and because we believe all students deserve to be taught by 

educators who are well-supported to teach them well. This study is rooted in these commitments. 

In addition, one team member is a measurement expert, with strong commitments to developing 

measurement tools such that valid inferences can be drawn from measurement scores.  

We approached this study as scholars who have conducted many studies of SETs’ 

working conditions, often grounded in COR theory. We deliberately incorporated other scholars’ 

research in Cycle 1, but our own studies deeply inform our understanding of working conditions. 

Our prior work mostly focused on SETs serving students with emotional/behavioral disorders in 

self-contained settings. As such, we have a deeper understanding of SETs’ experiences in these 

settings than in other settings, which may result in missed nuances with regards to other SETs’ 

experiences; hence, we deliberately sought participants with varied expertise (e.g., co-teaching, 

intellectual/developmental disabilities). We are also mostly white and female; thus, we especially 

sought and valued perspectives of participants with other identities.  

Findings 

Through the iterative process described above, we developed the following definition: 

Working conditions are the job responsibilities special educators fulfill and the resources special 

educators experience, as a result of how their school is organized to structure and coordinate 

teachers’ work. In the following sections, we explain this definition in more detail, describe what 

working conditions are not, and then present working conditions subconstructs.  

Key Features of This Definition of Working Conditions 

First, we used COR theory as the conceptual framework, but we adjusted COR 
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terminology. Specifically, “demands” are anything requiring time and energy; the term is not 

meant to be interpreted negatively. However, the advisory board noted that some demands on 

SETs (e.g., teaching) are highly motivating (Stark et al., 2022), and this term can be 

misinterpreted negatively; for example, one advisory board member had a strong negative 

reaction to the idea of calling instruction a “demand” on SETs. Anticipating similarly negative 

reactions in the future, we adjusted COR terminology, instead using the term “responsibilities.”  

Second, working conditions are how SETs experience school structure and organization, 

they are not the structure and organization themselves. For example, school schedules determine 

the subjects and grades SETs teach, thereby shaping their instructional load and time to teach and 

plan. The schedule is an objective feature of the school structure (not a working condition); a 

SET’s instructional responsibilities and time to plan and teach are working conditions they 

experience as a function of the school schedule. Likewise, a school’s distribution of funds to hire 

personnel and purchase materials shape the social and material resources available to SETs. The 

distribution of funds is an objective feature of the school organization (not a working condition), 

while a SET’s experience of collegial support and resources are working conditions they 

experience due to how funds are distributed. Thus, working conditions are experienced by 

individual SETs, but they are a function of how teachers’ work is structured and coordinated. 

Though working conditions have objective features, determining whether those features are 

manageable or adequate requires understanding SETs’ perspectives on them. Note, because 

working conditions are defined by SETs’ experiences, their perspectives on working conditions 

may be influenced by identities (e.g., ethnoracial) and past experiences. (e.g., prior teaching).    

Third, SETs’ responsibilities in a school differ greatly, and thus so do the resources on 

which they rely. For example, a SET providing intensive intervention in a push-in model may 
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have planning time but limited autonomy, due to integration of their work with general 

educators’ work (McLeskey et al., 2014). In contrast, a SET in a self-contained class, in the same 

school, may be responsible for students all day and may be relatively isolated; thus, they may 

have no planning time, but more autonomy (O’Brien et al., 2019). Due to differences in their 

roles, SETs also experience different working conditions than general educators. For example, 

they may be excluded from curriculum purchases (Lillis et al., 2024) and their schedules may not 

be specified in school schedules (Youngs et al., 2011), resulting in different working conditions 

than general educators in the same school. Thus, SETs’ experiences of working conditions likely 

vary within a school (i.e., they are an individual, rather than a collective, experience).  

Finally, because working conditions are a function of the school’s structure and 

organization, they are amenable to intervention. Though intervention may not always be easy or 

feasible (Kaler & Bettini, 2022), the ways schools are organized to structure teachers’ work can 

be changed, as evidenced by, for example, studies documenting dramatic changes in school 

organization to support inclusion (e.g., McLeskey et al., 2014).  

What Are Working Conditions NOT? 

We also identified constructs that prior scholars have sometimes considered working 

conditions, but that do not meet our definition: (a) economic, political, and social conditions; (b) 

student, community, or neighborhood characteristics; (c) SETs’ personal responsibilities or 

resources; (d) SETs’ affective responses to work; and (e) salaries. Instead, we conceptualize these 

as either predictors, moderators, or outcomes of working conditions (see Figure 1). 

Economic, Social, and Political Conditions 

Some scholars have treated broader economic, social, and political conditions as working 

conditions (e.g., Scott et al., 2022). These conditions do shape how schools operate, and thereby, 
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SETs’ working conditions. For example, ableist discourses may shape how leaders support SETs 

(Bettini, Cumming et al., 2024). Economic conditions may contribute to variability in staffing 

and material resources. And racist and anti-racist discourses may shape how SETs of color are 

supported (Scott & Alexander, 2019). However, these broader conditions are not working 

conditions, as they are not a manifestation of how the school is organized, they are predictors of 

how the school is organized to structure and coordinate teachers’ work.  

Student, Community, or Neighborhood Characteristics 

Some prior studies have treated student race, socioeconomic status, behavior, and 

disability as working conditions (e.g., Hanushek & Rivkin, 2007). We specify that working 

conditions are a function of how the school is organized; student and neighborhood 

characteristics are not a function of how schools are organized, thus we do not consider them 

working conditions. We adopted this stance because schools have an ethical responsibility to 

serve all students, and thus to organize teachers’ work in ways that facilitate serving all students. 

If teachers struggle to meet the needs of, for example, low-income Black students, that difficulty 

is not due to students’ race, socioeconomic status, or disability, but rather, problems with another 

factor, such as how the school is organized and resourced or teachers’ knowledge and skill to 

serve students with those identities.  

Ample prior research indicates working conditions do vary with student identities (e.g., 

Bettini, Nguyen et al., 2022; Johnson et al., 2012). However, we do not interpret this covariance 

as indicating that some students constitute less desirable working conditions. Rather, we interpret 

this relationship as reflecting financial and social divestment from marginalized communities and 

students (e.g., Green et al., 2020), which leaves teachers serving these students with fewer 

resources, or with resources inappropriate for their students. For example, white-normed 
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curricula may be more problematic for teachers serving mostly ethnoracially minoritized 

students than for teachers serving mostly White students (e.g., Achinstein & Ogawa, 2012; 

Anderson & Stillman, 2010; Arce, 2004; Bettini, Cormier et al., 2022; Borrero et al., 2016; 

Mathews et al., 2023; Musanti, 2017; Philip, 2014; Scott & Alexander, 2019).  

Thus, we do not consider student behavior, disability, ethnoracial identities, poverty, or 

other characteristics to be working conditions. The school organization and resources determine 

which students and how many students are assigned to a SET; as such, working conditions 

include the extent to which SETs are assigned manageable caseloads and class sizes. Likewise, 

working conditions include supports for managing behavior, as these supports are a function of 

how teachers’ work is structured and coordinated. However, the students themselves are not 

working conditions, nor are the characteristics of the surrounding community.  

Personal Responsibilities or Resources 

Teachers have many personal responsibilities (e.g., caregiving) and resources (e.g., skills) 

that may also affect how they engage with their work (e.g., Billingsley, 1993). For example, 

familial responsibilities may influence their willingness or ability to work long hours, while 

financial resources may shape their capacity to spend personal funds on materials (e.g., Pittard, 

2016). Personal responsibilities and resources are often valuable to understand but they are not 

working conditions, as they are not a function of how the school is organized. Rather, personal 

responsibilities and resources may moderate the effect of working conditions– they may change 

the nature of the relationship between working conditions and outcomes. For example, teachers 

with stronger stress management skills may better manage overwhelming workloads, and thus be 

less likely to quit in response to heavy workloads than teachers with weaker skills (e.g., Eddy et 

al., 2024); stress management skills are a potential moderator of the association between a heavy 
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workload and attrition, but they are not, themselves, a working condition. 

Affective Responses to Work 

We also do not consider teachers’ affective responses to work, such as their stress, job 

satisfaction, or burnout, working conditions. Working conditions are indeed associated with 

teachers’ affective outcomes (e.g., Brunsting et al., 2014), but teachers’ stress, burnout, and job 

satisfaction arise from interactions between personal characteristics (e.g., stress management) 

and working conditions (Toropova et al., 2021) – they are not working conditions themselves. 

Salaries and Compensation 

Finally, prior studies have considered salary a working condition (Shen et al., 2012). 

Salaries do impact SETs’ career decisions (e.g., Gilmour et al., 2024), but they are not a function 

of how schools are organized. Other studies also make this distinction (e.g., Feng, 2014). Raising 

salaries may help improve job satisfaction, retain SETs, and attract new SETs (Theobald et al., 

2025). Salaries can also serve as a “compensating differential” – compensation for challenging 

working conditions (e.g., Tsao, 2025), but they are not, themselves, working conditions. 

Working Conditions Subconstructs 

 In the following sections, we describe working conditions subconstructs. Subconstructs 

included responsibilities SETs fulfill and resources that support them to fulfill responsibilities.  

Responsibilities 

SETs’ job responsibilities include: (a) instructional responsibilities, (b) instructional 

grouping, (c) paperwork, (d) paraeducator supervision, and (e) extra responsibilities (Table 2). 

Based on SET burnout research (Brunsting et al., 2022), we added subconstructs to capture 

SETs’ overall experiences of responsibilities, including role ambiguity and role conflict. Based 

on emerging scholarship showing unpredictability in SETs’ responsibilities from day-to-day 
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(Miesner, 2022), we included role instability. Based on research underscoring the pressure SETs 

experience to ensure student improvement on state assessments (Braun & Youngs, 2020), we also 

included performance pressure. We confirmed the relevance of each subconstruct with advisory 

board members, in focus groups, and in cognitive interviews, revising based on feedback. For 

example, an advisory board member indicated “learning needs” was unclear in our original 

definition of instructional group. We thus edited the definition to clarify (Table 2). Last, based on 

feedback, we added four subconstructs (a) special education assessment responsibilities, (b) 

collaborative responsibilities, (c) building family relationships, and (d) safety responsibilities. 

Special Education Assessment Responsibilities. The need to include special education 

assessment responsibilities as a distinct subconstruct became clear, especially in the SET focus 

group. SETs indicated their assessment responsibilities were core to their job. For instance, one 

SET stated, “maybe this falls under performance pressure, but the idea of grading and 

interpreting data… not just filling out the paperwork, but knowing, interpreting data…[is] a 

major responsibility.” Thus, we developed a special education assessment responsibilities 

subconstruct, which we initially defined as including formative and summative assessments 

related to student IEP goals. Based on repeated confusion, in cognitive interviews, about the 

terms “formative” and “summative,” we replaced “formative assessment” with “progress 

monitoring” and “summative assessment” with “3-year re-evaluations.”  

Collaborative Responsibilities. We initially conceptualized collaboration as a resource, 

not a responsibility, but district administrators prompted us to reconsider. As one administrator 

stated, “we have inclusive practices, and it's widespread throughout the district...for us… 

[collaboration is] the responsibility…it is an expectation that they are partnering with general 

education teachers.” Thus, we included collaborative responsibilities as a key responsibility, 
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defining it as “SETs’ responsibilities for supporting and coordinating the work of other educators 

(e.g., related service providers, general educators) in service of students in schools.” 

Building Family Relationships. Families are not a working condition, but SETs and 

advisory board members highlighted that the time and effort SETs spend working with families 

does constitute a responsibility. For example, an advisory board member said, “demands could 

also include interactions with caregivers.” Similarly, SETs in our focus group highlighted how 

responsibilities (e.g., communication) related to their students’ families was missing, but was an 

important part of their work. Thus, we added building family relationships as a responsibility, 

defining it as “the extent of responsibilities for collaborating with students’ families.”   

Safety Responsibilities. Prior measures of SETs’ working conditions have not included 

safety as a responsibility (Stark et al., 2023), but our focus groups indicated its importance. For 

example, a district leader highlighted that SETs are responsible for safety by “keeping the doors 

locked, keeping kids safe.” SETs are responsible for keeping students safe from external threats 

(e.g., active shooters), other students (e.g., fights), and themselves (e.g., self-injurious behavior). 

SETs also need to ensure their own and their staff’s safety, including from physical attacks by 

students. In cognitive interviews, SETs often mentioned safety responsibilities. For example, one 

SET said, “teachers [may also be] handling a student aggressively attacking them physically.” To 

ensure this subconstruct could capture varied safety responsibilities, we defined it as “the extent 

of teachers’ responsibility for keeping themselves, their students, and their staff safe.”  

Resources 

Resources are any aspects of the school’s organization and social structure that SETs 

value as helpful for fulfilling their responsibilities. We adopted Stark et al.’s (2023) typology of 

resources: (a) social resources, supports from other educators (e.g., administrator support, 
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colleague support); (b) logistical resources, practical supports that make it possible for SETs to 

fulfill their responsibilities (e.g., time, materials); and (c) informational resources, resources that 

provide information about how to fulfill responsibilities (e.g., coaching). Though we divided 

these resources for clarity, there is overlap among them. For example, we classified collegial 

support as a social resource, but teachers do learn through interactions with colleagues (e.g., 

Jackson & Brueggman, 2009). Likewise, we classified curricular materials as a logistical 

resource, but curricular materials can also provide teachers with learning experiences and thus 

could theoretically also be an informational resource (e.g., Grossman & Thompson, 2008).  

Social Resources. Drawing on prior research, we identified a range of social resources on 

which SETs rely to help them fulfill their roles (e.g., Bettini, Lillis et al., 2022; Billingsley et al., 

2024; Hester, 2020; Jones et al., 2013; Mathews et al., 2021; Prather-Jones, 2011). These include 

(a) school-based administrator support; (b) district administrator support; (c) collaborative 

supports; (d) supports for family relationships; (e) collegial support; (f) school culture; (g) 

belonging; (h) systems of support for promoting positive student behavior; (i) paraeducator 

support; (j) paraeducator training; (k) autonomy; and (l) inclusion in decision making (Table 2). 

In defining these constructs, we especially struggled to (1) differentiate among closely-related 

constructs related to relationships with colleagues; and (2) categorize paraeducators.  

Differentiating among Forms of Support from Colleagues. We struggled with 

conceptual distinctions among (a) collaborative supports; (b) collegial supports; and (c) school 

culture. Prior definitions of school culture have often been conceptually indistinguishable from 

definitions of collegial support, while collegial support has often been defined to encompass 

collaboration (Stark et al., 2023). Further, these constructs likely interact with one another in 

SETs’ work lives; for example, experiences of collegial support and collaboration may shape 
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SETs’ perspectives on school culture, while school culture may shape the nature of collegial 

relationships (e.g., Bettini et al., 2018; Jones et al., 2013; Qian et al., 2013).  

Based on prior research and advisory board feedback, we differentiated among these 

subconstructs by defining collegial support as a dyadic relationship with “a colleague or 

colleagues,” not a general sense of support broadly. We aimed for this narrower subconstruct to 

capture the relationships on which SETs report relying most. For example, in Mathews et al.’s 

(2021) study, some SETs had a partner from whom they received support, even if their overall 

school culture was challenging. In contrast, we defined school culture as the extent to which the 

school overall has a positive climate, characterized by a value for students with disabilities and 

SETs’ work – focusing on aspects of school culture that SETs have shared are most important 

(e.g., Billingsley et al., 2024). We defined collaborative supports to focus on the act of 

collaborating, rather than relational aspects of collegial interactions. To further illustrate the 

distinction among these, in Peyton et al.’s (2025) study, two SETs reported strong overall school 

culture (e.g., normative values for their students) and collegial support from key colleagues as 

needed, yet they lacked collaborative supports to work with colleagues on instruction. 

In addition, prior research consistently indicates SETs are often isolated in schools, an 

issue compounded for SETs of color (e.g., Bettini, Brunsting et al., 2022; Cormier, 2022; Scott et 

al., 2021). We were concerned that School Culture, Collegial Support, and Collaboration might 

not capture this sense of isolation, especially based on race/ethnicity. Thus, we initially added a 

subconstruct, Isolation. Advisory board members were concerned that this subconstruct was too 

similar to Collegial Support and School Culture, just reflecting negative experiences of those 

conditions. Yet, they agreed with us that Collegial Support and School Culture, as defined, might 

not capture the marginalization SETs (especially SETs of color) often report experiencing. Thus, 



WHAT ARE WORKING CONDITIONS?  20 

we developed the subconstruct Belonging, defined as “The extent to which SETs feel a sense of 

belonging in their school based on their individual identity.” This definition is broad enough to 

capture both the racial marginalization SETs of color experience (e.g., Scott, 2020) and other 

forms of marginalization SETs may experience based on their gender, sexuality, disability, or 

other personal, professional, or sociocultural identities. Advisory board members felt this 

subconstruct better reflected the experiences we aimed to capture. In cognitive interviews, the 

subconstruct resonated with SETs in intended ways. For example, a Haitian American SET 

reflected on how his Haitian identity and culture were valued and reflected in his school, while 

SETs with dominant identities (e.g., white, female) also said the construct resonated with them, 

though they mostly thought about it in relation to their professional identities as SETs. Thus, we 

deemed this subconstruct relevant to the full population of SETs, but with capacity to capture 

unique aspects of being a SET with marginalized sociocultural identity markers.   

Paraeducators. We struggled with how to categorize paraeducators. On one hand, they 

are a resource; SETs report relying on them to fulfill key responsibilities (e.g., Mathews et al., 

2021). On the other hand, supervising them is a responsibility; SETs spend time and energy on 

training, supervision, and feedback (Mason et al., 2020). Further, SETs have noted the 

importance of logistical support for supervising them (e.g., time for training; e.g., French, 2003).  

We decided to include several subconstructs, reflecting how supervising paraeducators is 

a responsibility, and, at the same time, skilled paraeducators can serve as a resource supporting 

SETs’ work. Thus, we included: (1) a responsibilities subconstruct, Paraeducator Supervision, 

capturing the extent of responsibilities for supervising paraeducators; (2) two social resources 

subconstructs, Paraeducator Support, focused on the extent to which SETs feel paraeducators 

support their work, and Paraeducator Training, focused on perceptions of paraeducators’ 



WHAT ARE WORKING CONDITIONS?  21 

training; and (3) Support for Paraeducator Training, focused the extent to which SETs have 

logistical support for supervision. Focus group members affirmed that this approach made sense, 

and SETs in cognitive interviews responded to these subconstructs in intended ways. 

Logistical Resources. Logistical resources are practical supports that facilitate SETs’ 

work, such as time and materials. Aligned with prior measures (e.g., O’Brien et al., 2019), we 

initially included subconstructs for Planning Time, Curricular Resources, and Instructional Time. 

We added a subconstruct Support for Paraeducator Training, for the reasons described above.  

In focus groups, SETs and leaders noted how SETs often have both individual and 

collaborative planning, which support different aspects of their work (i.e., planning lessons they 

teach and completing paperwork vs. collaborative responsibilities, respectively). Thus, we split 

Planning Time into two subconstructs, Individual and Collaborative Planning Time.  

Focus group members also highlighted how SETs sometimes teach in subordinate spaces 

(e.g., basement, supply closets) that signal lower status and isolate them and their students from 

the school community (e.g., Otis-Wilborn et al., 2005). Moreover, SETs rely on their school to 

provide a physical environment that facilitates student learning (e.g., desks, technology) and is 

safe (e.g., free of mold and other hazards). These discussions prompted us to add a subconstruct, 

Facilities, reflecting the extent to which SETs have access to appropriate professional space.  

Informational Resources. Informational resources provide information about how to do 

one’s job. We initially included two subconstructs, Professional Learning Opportunities and 

Coaching & Mentoring. Administrators prompted us to distinguish between school- and district-

based professional development. They highlighted how school professional development often 

focuses on content relevant to the whole school (e.g., school-wide behavior systems), whereas 

district professional development often focuses on content specific to being a SET (e.g., Tier 3 
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behavior support, legal compliance). Further, these sources of professional development are 

often planned and delivered by different personnel, so SETs’ experiences of one may differ 

greatly from experiences of the other. Thus, we divided this subconstruct into: (a) Professional 

Learning Opportunities: School and (b) Professional Learning Opportunities: District. 

Advisory board members also noted that SETs often attend professional development 

unrelated to their roles. As one board member shared, “A teacher may participate in a quality 

[professional development] program that may not be relevant to their work.” We revised 

definitions accordingly (i.e., adding “and relevance” to the definition).  

Discussion 

 We iteratively reviewed research and gathered feedback from key constituents to develop 

and refine a definition of working conditions: the job responsibilities SETs fulfill and the 

resources SETs experience, as a result of how their school is organized to structure and 

coordinate teachers’ work. This definition, and the constructs and subconstructs in it, provide a 

strong foundation for coordinated lines of inquiry on SETs’ working conditions. We hope future 

scholars will find this framework useful in their own studies of SETs’ working conditions.  

Our findings affirm the relevance of many working conditions prior scholars identified 

(e.g., planning time; e.g., Scott et al., 2023). In addition, we also identified several working 

conditions that SETs and leaders feel are important, but that have not been robustly studied (e.g., 

Building Family Relationships, Special Education Assessment, Collaborative Responsibilities, 

Facilities). Our findings also affirm prior scholarship (e.g., Bettini et al., 2018), indicating that 

salient working conditions for SETs differ from those for general educators. Many constructs are 

unique to SETs (e.g., Special Education Assessment) and many definitions explicitly address 

unique aspects of SETs’ work. SETs’ and general educators’ responsibilities are distinct, and thus 
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the resources on which they rely also differ. Our findings confirm prior scholars’ contention that 

a unique measure of SETs’ working conditions is needed (e.g., Bettini, Gilmour et al., 2020).   

Limitations 

 We purposively sampled for varied perspectives, but some SETs’ perspectives were not as 

deeply represented as others and results are not generalizable. For example, participants were 

predominantly white and female. Deeper sampling of male SETs and SETs of color may have 

yielded different subconstructs or definitions. We also did not purposively sample LGBTQ+, 

disabled SETs, or SETs with varied preparation, who may have shared different experiences. 

Likewise, high school SETs were slightly underrepresented, as were SETs serving in alternative 

or special education schools, and our study was geographically limited. We drew heavily on prior 

research that includes SETs with varied identities and from varied regions, but further research is 

needed on variability in experiences of working conditions based on SET identities and settings.  

Implications 

 Our definitions provide a foundation for future efforts to measure and improve SETs’ 

working conditions. Intervention studies could investigate which resources are most salient for 

supporting which responsibilities. For example, curricular resources, instructional grouping, and 

individual planning time may be more relevant for fulfilling instructional responsibilities, while 

collaborative planning time and school culture may be more relevant for collaborative 

responsibilities. By mapping which resources are important for which responsibilities, scholars 

could help school leaders better target improvement efforts. Further, salient responsibilities and 

resources may vary depending on service delivery model and student population (e.g., grade 

level); future research is needed to explore which working conditions are most salient for which 

SETs. Finally, as SETs’ perspectives on working conditions may be influenced by prior 
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experiences and identities, it will be important for researchers to examine differences in SETs’ 

working conditions based on these individual characteristics. The framework we developed 

through this iterative process provides a foundation for such efforts. 

 We also identified several working conditions that SETs feel are important, but that prior 

research has seldom investigated (e.g., facilities, safety responsibilities). Further research is 

needed to better understand these working conditions, how they shape SETs’ efforts, and their 

potential effects. For example, how do the nature and extent of safety responsibilities relate to 

burnout? What resources do SETs value for helping them fulfill safety responsibilities? Once a 

comprehensive working conditions measure for SETs has strong reliability and validity evidence 

to support its use, school and district leaders can use the measure to identify areas of strength and 

areas in need of improvement for SETs’ working conditions.  

Conclusion 

 Working conditions are implicated in the challenges facing the SET workforce (Bettini, 

Mathews et al., 2024), yet the field has not had a clear definition on which to ground efforts to 

understand and improve them. By iteratively reviewing research, gathering feedback, and 

revising definitions, we developed a definition of working conditions: the job responsibilities 

SETs fulfill and the resources SETs experience, as a result of how their school is organized to 

structure and coordinate teachers’ work. Grounded in this definition, we identified and defined 

key responsibilities SETs fulfill and resources they rely on to fulfill those responsibilities, and we 

distinguished working conditions from other related constructs. This definition will likely 

change, as SETs’ roles in schools evolve and as future research changes understandings of SETs’ 

responsibilities and resources. However, this definition provides a foundation on which scholars 

can conduct a coordinated line of inquiry about how to better support SETs.   
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Table 1. 

Demographic Information for Cognitive Interview Participants. 

Demographic n % 
Gender     

Female 14 73.68 
Male 5 26.32 

      

Race and Ethnicity     
Asian 1 5.26 

Black or African American 2 10.53 
Caucasian or White 15 78.95 

Hispanic 1 5.26 
      

Neurodiverse     
Yes 4 21.05 
No 14 73.68 

Did not Answer 1 5.26 
      

Education     
Bachelors 3 15.79 

Masters 16 84.21 
      

School Level*     
Elementary 9 47.37 

Middle 8 42.11 
High 3 15.79 

      

Service Delivery Model     
Coteaching 3 15.79 

Resource/Pull-out/Push-in 9 47.37 
Self-Contained 6 31.58 

Therapeutic Day School 1 5.26 
      

Students’ Disabilities     
ASD 1 5.26 

ED 6 31.58 
Orthopedic Impairment 1 5.26 

SLD 1 5.26 
SLI 1 5.26 

Multiple 9 47.37 
Note. The percentage for school level sums to > 100% because one participant teaches at a 

combined elementary and middle school and is counted in both categories. 
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Table 2. 

Constructs and Subconstruct Definitions. 

Construct Sub-Constructs 

Name       Definition Name                 Definition 

R
es

p
o
n

si
b

il
it

ie
s Special 

educators’ job 

duties and their 

experiences of 

those job 

duties 

Instructional Grouping 
The size and heterogeneity (e.g., in terms of ability level, grade level, behavioral 

needs) of students’ learning needs 

Instructional 

Responsibilities 
The total number of lessons to plan and the number of grade levels taught 

Special Education 

Assessment 

Responsibilities 

Extent of special educators’ responsibilities for special education assessment, 

including progress monitoring and 3-year re-evaluations, related to students’ IEP 

goals and special education eligibility 

Paperwork 

Responsibilities 

The extent of responsibilities for completing special education and other 

work-related paperwork 

Collaborative 

Responsibilities 

Special educators’ responsibilities for supporting and coordinating the work of 

other educators (e.g., related service providers, general educators) in service of 

students in schools. 

Extra Responsibilities 
The extent of assigned tasks, that are above and beyond meeting teachers’ 

own students’ needs (e.g., bus duty, lunch duty) 

Paraeducator Supervision The extent of responsibilities for overseeing paraeducators 
Building Family 

Relationships 
The extent of responsibilities for collaborating with students’ families 

Caseload Size & 

Complexity 

The size and heterogeneity of student learning needs on a teacher’s overall 

IEP caseload  

Performance Pressure 

The extent to which teachers feel pressure from others (e.g., principal, 

colleagues, parents) to teach local and state standards and ensure student 

performance on standardized assessments 

Safety Responsibilities 
The extent of teachers’ responsibility for keeping themselves, their students, and 

their staff safe 

Role Ambiguity The extent to which the job expectations for a teacher are unclear 

Role Conflict 
The extent to which demands on a teacher are incompatible with one 

another or with the broader goal of serving students 
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Construct Sub-Constructs 

Name       Definition Name                 Definition 

Role Instability 
The extent of instability in the nature of—or schedule for—teachers’ daily 

responsibilities 

S
o

ci
a
l 

R
es

o
u

rc
es

 

Social supports 

that help 

special 

educators to 

fulfill their 

roles 

School-Based 

Administrator Support 

School-based administrators’ (e.g., principals’, assistant principals’) support 

for special educators’ academic and behavioral instruction and care for 

special educators 

District Administrator 

Support 

District administrators’ (e.g., special education directors’) support for 

special educators’ responsibilities and care for special educators 

Collaborative Supports 

The extent to which special educators feel that they have adequate 

opportunities to communicate and work with other professionals to fulfill 

responsibilities 

Supports for Family 

Relationships 

The extent to which special educators’ feel their school supports their 

efforts to build productive relationships with students’ caregivers 

Collegial Support 
Special educators have a colleague or colleagues with whom they have 

positive and collaborative relationships, who support their work 

School Culture 
The extent to which the school overall has a positive climate, characterized 

by a value for students with disabilities and special educators’ work 

Belonging 
The extent to which special educators feel a sense of belonging in their 

school based on their individual identity 

Systems of Support for 

Promoting Positive 

Student Behavior 

The extent to which special educators perceive the school has a systematic, 

effective process for promoting positive behavior and responding to 

challenging behavior 

Paraeducator Support 
The extent to which special educators feel they can rely on paraeducators 

who have aligned goals and clear roles/responsibilities 

Paraeducator Training The extent to which paraeducators are well-trained for their jobs 

Autonomy How much control the special educator has over planning and instruction 

Inclusion in Decision 

Making 

The extent to which special educators are respected and included in school-

wide decision making 
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Construct Sub-Constructs 

Name       Definition Name                 Definition 
L

o
g
is

ti
ca

l 
R

es
o
u

rc
es

 

Practical 

supports that 

make it 

possible for 

special 

educators to 

fulfill roles 

Individual Planning Time 

The adequacy and productivity of scheduled planning time for fulfilling 

individual responsibilities (e.g., planning instruction, completing 

paperwork, connecting with families), and the number of hours that the 

special educator spends on planning each week 

Collaborative Planning 

Time 

The adequacy and productivity of collaborative planning time with other 

educators, and the number of hours that the special educator spends on 

collaborative planning each week 

Curricular Resources 
The availability and effectiveness of instructional materials/resources that 

teachers are provided 

Support for Paraeducator 

Training 
The extent of time, funding, and materials for training paraeducators 

Instructional Time 

The adequacy of time scheduled with students for providing instruction in 

all of the assigned content areas and grade levels for which special 

educators are responsible 

Facilities 
The sufficiency of access to professional space, and the cleanliness and 

safety of the classroom environment 

In
fo

rm
a
ti

o
n

a
l 

R
es

o
u

rc
es

 Resources that 

provide special 

educators 

information 

about how to 

do the job 

Professional Learning 

Opportunities: School 
How often special educators participate in professional development provided by 

the school and the quality and relevance of the professional development 

Professional Learning 

Opportunities: District 
How often special educators participate in professional development provided by 

the district and the quality and relevance of the professional development 

Coaching & Mentoring 
Frequency and helpfulness of the feedback special educators receive from 

school personnel in support of their professional growth 
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Figure 1. Relationships between Working Conditions and Closely Related Constructs.   

 

 

*Note that this figure is intended to show relationships among these constructs and working conditions, but these other constructs also 

have relationships with one another. For example, economic, political, and social conditions shape student, community, and 

neighborhood characteristics. Likewise, economic, political, and social conditions shape both compensation and teachers’ personal 

resources and responsibilities.  
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REMEDIAL AND SPECIAL EDUCATION SUPPLEMENTAL FILE 

Figure S1. Iterative Development Cycles. 

Article Title: What Are Special Educators’ Working Conditions? 
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REMEDIAL AND SPECIAL EDUCATION SUPPLEMENTAL FILE 

Figure S2. Sample Focus Group Questions. 

Article Title: What Are Special Educators’ Working Conditions? 

We asked the same questions about each construct (i.e., Responsibilities, Social Resources, Logistical Resources, Informational 

Resources). Following are the guiding questions for Social Resources: 

a. Let’s look at the sub-constructs that are part of Social Resources: 

i. Are there any aspects of special education teachers’ social resources that are missing?  

ii. Are there any aspects of special education teachers’ social resources included here that you think should not be 

included? 

b. Thinking about the sub-constructs of Social Resources, would there be aspects that are captured (or not captured) for 

special education teachers who are… 

i. In different delivery models, such as co-teaching, resource, or self-contained? 

ii. Are serving students with different disabilities and support needs? 

iii. In different grade levels (i.e., elementary vs. secondary)? 

iv. With different identities and in different communities? 

 

After asking about each construct, we asked them assess the extent to which these subconstructs collectively fully captured SETs’ 

working conditions: 

a. Overall, do the constructs of responsibilities, social resources, logistical resources, and informational resources 

accurately capture special education teachers’ working conditions? 

b. Is there any aspect of special education teachers’ working conditions that is missing from [REDACTED]? 

 

Throughout, we asked follow-up questions to engage participants in open-ended discussion of each construct and any potential 

changes to it (e.g., Can you say more about that? Why do think that is? How do you think we should rephrase that? Can you give me 

an example? What do you think we could add or take away to address that issue?).  

 

 

 

 
 


