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Abstract

Teachers working in exceptional schools face greater challenges than their counterparts in mainstream
educational settings due to their direct engagement with students with special needs. This study,
conducted in 2023, aimed to identify the occupational hazards encountered by teachers in exceptional
schools and to develop a comprehensive understanding of their professional challenges based on their
lived experiences. A qualitative research design with a phenomenological approach was employed.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling from among exceptional school teachers in
Najafabad County. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was reached, resulting in in-depth
interviews with eight teachers. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed
using content analysis techniques via MAXQDAZ24 software. The findings revealed that exceptional
school teachers experience occupational hazards across eight major thematic categories: (1) hazards
related to the nature of the work, (2) working conditions, (3) job motivation, (4) professional attitudes and
growth, (5) work-family conflict, (6) the impact of psychological harm on job performance, (7)
organizational commitment, and (8) management and organizational policies. The teachers’ narratives
highlighted a range of occupational hazards that negatively impact the quality of educational services,
their mental well-being, and overall job satisfaction. These hazards—spanning from inherent job demands
to systemic organizational challenges—emphasize the urgent need for enhanced material and emotional
support, improved working conditions, increased job motivation, and the provision of counseling and
psychological services tailored to the specific needs of this group of educators.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Teaching students with special needs is a demanding and multifaceted profession that requires specialized
skills and instructional approaches. Special education teachers support learners with a wide range of physical
and cognitive disabilities, necessitating the application of tailored strategies in literacy, numeracy, and
functional skills to facilitate their engagement with the surrounding environment. These educators work with
diverse student populations who may experience intellectual disabilities, visual or hearing impairments,
behavioral disorders, physical limitations, learning difficulties, or, in some cases, multiple concurrent
disabilities (Taghipour Zahir et al., 2020).

Special education teachers face distinct psychological pressures and physical exhaustion not typically
encountered by their general education counterparts, largely due to the demands of working with students
with special needs (Vedpuria, 2021). Their responsibilities extend beyond standard teaching duties to include
providing individualized support, designing and implementing personalized educational programs, and
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managing classroom behavioral challenges. Moreover, they are tasked with systematically documenting students’
learning goals and progress in close collaboration with parents, caregivers, and therapists, ensuring that this
information is regularly updated and accurately reported over time (Adeniyi et al., 2010; Antoniou et al., 2023).

Several factors contribute to the heightened pressure experienced by special education teachers, including the
distinctive educational environment, ongoing interactions with students who have complex learning needs,
the need to manage abnormal behaviors and emotional challenges, the demands of addressing various
disabilities, and the typically slow academic progress observed in special education settings. These
conditions can significantly diminish teachers’ overall life satisfaction (Ebrahimi et al., 2017). As a result,
the mental well-being of special education teachers has been reported to be relatively low (Zhang et al.,
2020). These challenges not only compromise teachers’ quality of life but also directly affect the quality of
education delivered to students with special needs (Fu et al., 2022).

This study aims to identify and analyze the occupational challenges faced by special education teachers using
a qualitative research approach informed by comprehensive occupational hazard models. The findings are
intended to provide a foundational basis for educational policymaking, strategic support planning, and future
research in this critical area of education.

Methods

This study adopted a constructivist paradigm and employed a qualitative phenomenological approach to
investigate the lived occupational experiences of special education teachers in Najafabad, Iran. Participants
were selected through purposive sampling to ensure the inclusion of individuals with substantial experience
regarding occupational challenges. A total of eight participants were recruited, with sampling continuing
until data saturation was reached. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, guided by a
protocol developed following an extensive review of literature and models related to occupational hazards.
The interviews commenced with open-ended questions exploring general experiences and gradually shifted
toward more specific inquiries concerning occupational challenges. All interviews were audio-recorded and
transcribed verbatim for subsequent analysis.

Results

This study identified eight core themes representing the occupational hazards experienced by special
education teachers. These themes were derived through thematic analysis of the semi-structured interviews,
employing Attride-Stirling’s (2001) thematic network approach. Each theme is presented below, along with
its associated sub-themes.

Table 1
The themes and subthemes extracted in this study

Main Theme Descriptive Subsets

High volume of work; Spending a lot of time managing students; “Jack-of-all-trades” role;

Nature of work Dealing with challenging behaviors (aggression, self-harm); Monotonous daily tasks.

Lack of space/facilities/equipment for practical work; Inappropriate safety/ergonomic
Working conditions conditions; Lack of necessary support staff (counselors, therapists, assistants); Limited
access to psychiatrists.

Emotional/physical burnout; Discouragement due to students’ slow learning; Job
Job motivation burnout; Job dissatisfaction; Low salary and benefits; Lack of positive feedback;
Limited career advancement.

Negative views from family, society, and colleagues; Stigmatization of teachers; Lack of

Atti nd professional growth ) s .
titudes and professional growt respect; Incorrect judgment about teachers’ abilities and career choices.

Interference of psychological ~ Exacerbation of obsessive-compulsive disorder/depression due to job; Negative impact of
distress with job responsibilities  student problems on teachers’ mental health; Harm of teachers’ stress/anxiety to students.

High demand for leaving special education; Unwillingness to stay after retirement;
Organizational commitment Lack of commitment to teaching/organizational success; Some consider their role as
only caregiving.

Incomplete/negative feedback system; Lack of encouragement/promotion; Limited
career advancement; Inefficient/costly in-service training; High student-to-teacher
ratio; Insufficient training/recruitment of teachers.

Management and organizational
policies

The findings reveal a multifaceted landscape of occupational hazards experienced by special education
teachers, encompassing challenges related to the nature of their work, working conditions, professional
motivation, attitudes, work-family dynamics, psychological well-being, organizational commitment, and
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management practices. These results highlight the critical need for systemic reforms and targeted support
mechanisms aimed at enhancing the professional experiences and overall well-being of special education teachers.

Discussion

This study identified eight domains of occupational hazards experienced by teachers in special education schools.
The first domain, related to the nature of work, encompassed three primary themes: excessive workload, the
diverse challenges posed by students, and job monotony. These findings align with previous studies (e.g., Adeniyi
et al., 2010; Garba & Tambawal, 2017; Kuvaeva, 2018). The elevated workload stems directly from the unique
needs of special education students. Due to a shortage of specialized personnel, teachers are required to provide
individualized instruction, engage in extensive lesson repetition, and fulfill multiple roles simultaneously. In
organizational studies, this phenomenon is conceptualized as "work overload," which may be either quantitative
or qualitative in nature (Sharma et al., 2021).

The second domain, working conditions, highlighted critical deficiencies, including a lack of essential teaching
facilities, ergonomic challenges, and a shortage of qualified staff. The absence of practical resources complicates
the teaching of abstract concepts, a finding consistent with research emphasizing the impact of physical work
environment characteristics on occupational stress (Ross & Altmaier, 1994).

The third domain, job motivation, involved issues such as burnout and job dissatisfaction. Lubbadeh (2020)
defines burnout as occurring when job demands exceed human capacities. Furthermore, inadequate
rewards—whether financial, social, or intrinsic—exacerbate burnout symptoms (Cooper & Quick, 2017).
These findings are in line with those of the study by Ebrahimi et al. (2017), who reported that special
educational conditions and slow student progress contribute to diminished teacher satisfaction.

The fourth domain, attitudes and professional growth, represents a distinctive finding in this study.
Participants reported that families, colleagues, and the broader society often hold negative perceptions of
special education teachers. Such negative attitudes have been linked to reduced well-being among special
education teachers (Shamstalab et al., 2014), ultimately undermining both teachers’ quality of life and the
educational outcomes of their students.

The fifth domain addressed family-related challenges. Parenting a child with disabilities often imposes
emotional, social, financial, and behavioral burdens on families. The stigma associated with having a child
with special needs, combined with high and sometimes unrealistic expectations, anger, and family issues
such as divorce, exacerbates the difficulties experienced by these teachers. These challenges contribute to
work-family conflict, as highlighted by Ghazbanzadeh and DashtBozorgi (2018).

The sixth domain focused on mental health concerns. Participants reported experiencing stress, depression,
obsessive-compulsive disorder, and anxiety, consistent with findings from Zhang et al. (2020). Moreover, Fu
et al. (2022) emphasize that diminished quality of life among teachers directly undermines the quality of
education delivered.

The seventh domain pertained to organizational commitment. A notable number of special education teachers
expressed a desire to transfer to mainstream schools, indicative of elevated burnout levels and low job satisfaction
within this cohort (Conley & You, 2017).

The final domain involves management and organizational policies. Effective feedback mechanisms are vital for
fostering employee engagement and can enhance organizational learning, creativity, productivity, and
communication across departments (Mahdipour et al., 2012). Moreover, well-structured in-service training
programs serve as critical tools for adapting to change, with the potential to improve both job performance and
satisfaction (Motamedinia et al., 2013).

Conclusion

The findings revealed that exceptional school teachers face a wide range of occupational hazards, including
two themes not previously captured in existing theoretical models of occupational hazards. This study thus
contributes novel insights to the theoretical framework in this field. Furthermore, through in-depth
interviews, several core themes emerged, providing a comprehensive understanding of the challenges,
problems, and occupational risks encountered by exceptional school teachers—issues that have not been
extensively documented in prior research. Collectively, these findings highlight the critical need to enhance
working conditions and to offer robust psychosocial support from both the Special Education Organization
and broader societal sectors.

Ethical Considerations
All participants provided informed consent before their involvement in the study and were assured of the
confidentiality and anonymity of their information. The interviews were conducted by specialists in career
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guidance and counseling, each with extensive experience in occupational hazards research. These
interviewers possessed expertise in both occupational hazards and qualitative research methodologies,
ensuring the rigor and validity of the data collection process.
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