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Abstract:

Background:

The teachers of learners with special needs are confronted with higher demands, enormous challenges and low reward or motivation. Hence, stress
among the teachers is inevitable with a resultant effect on behavioural and learning outcomes of learners with special needs. Unfortunately, factors
that contribute to perceived stress among teachers of learners with special needs, particularly in Southwest Nigeria, are yet to be established.

Objective:

To establish the relationship of some personal and environment-related factors as determinants of stress among teachers of learners with special
needs.

Methods:

A total of 118 participants were randomly selected from special schools in South west Nigeria. A descriptive survey of both a quantitative and
qualitative  research  design  was  adopted.  Based  on  the  person-environment  fit  theory,  four  research  questions  were  raised  and  answered.  A
structured questionnaire and semi-structured interview were used for data collection. Quantitative data were analysed with descriptive statistics and
inferential statistics at a 0.05 level of significance, while qualitative data were thematically analysed.

Results:

The study found a significant positive relationship between the student-teacher relationship and perceived stress and an inverse relationship of
work experience and work motivation with perceived stress among the participants. An unfavourable working environment and lack of motivation
were identified by the participants as major sources of stress.

Conclusion:

The study concluded that work environment-related factors triggered stress among teachers of learners with special needs.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Learners  with  special  needs  represent  a  heterogeneous
group of individuals with diverse needs.  They are those who
may be living with physical, cognitive or sensory disabilities,
which  may either be  congenital or  acquired. In addition,  they
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have  peculiarities  of  moderate  to  profound  effects  of  their
disabilities  on  their  social,  behavioural  and  educational
activities.  Perceptions  and  attitudes  of  people  in  developing
countries  like  Nigeria  have  exacerbated  marginalisation
experiences and redshirting of school activities among children
living with disabilities [1, 2]. Among the approximately 10.5
million  school-age  children  in  Nigeria,  many are  living  with
disabilities [3]. Children with disabilities are enrolled in either
government-owned  or  privately  owned  inclusive,
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mainstreamed or segregated special schools across the country
[4  -  6].  In  Nigeria,  like  in  many other  developing  nations  in
sub-Saharan Africa, concerns about the education of children
with  disabilities  via  more  appropriate  strategies  are  on  the
increase.  Hence,  there  is  a  shift  in  the  ideology,  policies,
philosophies, and frameworks on how to better place children
with  disabilities  in  teaching  and  learning  situations  that  best
suit  their  physical,  social,  cognitive,  behavioural  and
educational  needs.

Essentially  teachers,  irrespective  of  their  school  type
(privately  or  publicly  owned  schools),  are  at  the  centre  of
educational  provision  to  learners  with  special  needs.  They
extensively strive to implement the curricula using appropriate
teaching strategies that  respond to the behavioural,  cognitive
and  learning  abilities  of  each  learner  irrespective  of  their
disabilities.  In  addition  to  ensuring  adherence  to
implementation  of  the  curricula  and  knowledge  impartation
and  enhancement  of  the  learning  outcomes  of  learners  with
special  needs,  teachers  of  these  learners  often  contend  with
excessive  behavioural  characteristics,  such  as  hyperactivity,
impulsivity,  self-injury,  anxiety  and/or  aggressiveness  of
learners  and  other  psycho-physiological  features  that  may
prevent  effective  teaching  and  learning  processes.  Hence,  it
may  be  said  that  the  teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs
have an enormous job and a difficult task when teaching these
learners with diverse educational needs. According to Cancio
et  al.  [7],  Kokkinos  and  Davazoglou  [8]  and  Kuvaeva  [9],
working  with  learners  with  special  needs  is  highly  stressful
work. Stress is thus inevitable among teachers of learners with
special needs [9, 10], especially when the teaching workload is
not well managed and teachers are not well motivated.

Although not all stress experienced by teachers of learners
with special needs is deleterious [11], unmanaged stress among
these teachers in special schools may lead to deleterious effects
on  job  performance,  attrition  and  absenteeism.  Studies  have
established that teachers in special schools are confronted with
higher  demands,  enormous  challenges  and  low  reward  or
motivation that may prevent them from giving their best to the
educational  and  behavioural  enhancement  of  learners  with
special  needs  [8,  11,  12].  The  literature  on  stress  among
teachers indicates that teachers in special schools exhibit higher
levels of stress than teachers in ordinary needs schools [8, 10,
12,  13].  However,  Ghani  et  al.  [11]  have  recorded  only  a
moderate level of stress among some Malaysian special needs
education teachers in comparison to their counterparts teaching
in schools  for  non-disabled learners.  Moderate  to  high-stress
levels experienced by teachers of learners with special needs
are  due,  in  part,  to  additional  resources,  attention  and
modification  of  the  curriculum given  by  teachers  to  learners
with special needs. Other factors are an unfavourable working
environment,  poor  conditions  of  service  and  inequitable
rewards for teaching services rendered to learners with special
needs  despite  the  educational  qualifications  of  the  teachers
[12].

In  Nigeria,  a  few  studies  with  digital  visibility  [10,  14]
have examined the levels of perceived stress among teachers
teaching  in  special  educational  settings.  Such  studies  have
established that  stress  among this  set  of  Nigerian  teachers  is

high.  However,  the  determinants  of  the  magnitude  of  the
perceived stress are yet to be established. Some studies [7, 8,
12]  assert  that  teaching  learners  with  special  needs  is  a
challenging  task,  which  requires  exceptional  skills  and
dexterity  in  classroom  management  and  lesson  preparation,
resource management and pedagogical applications, as well as
assessment  and  evaluation  of  learning  outcomes.  Special
educational  needs  teachers  have  an  increased  workload  with
the  use  of  Individualised  Educational  Programmes  (IEP)
crafted by teachers to meet learners’ specific needs, especially
in inclusive educational programmes. Irrespective of any type
of educational provisions (inclusive, mainstream or segregated)
for learners with special needs, with the use of IEP, teachers
exert more effort, time and energy to craft, design, implement
and  review  IEPs  for  each  learner  based  on  his/her  academic
and  behavioural  potential.  Despite  no  or  very  minimal
opportunities for education and training scholarships from the
Nigerian government or institutional support, many teachers of
learners  with  special  needs  in  Nigeria  have  acquired  the
requisite educational qualifications and skills, as stipulated by
the  establishment  Act  (TRCN  Act  CAP  T3  of  2004)  of  the
Teachers Registration Council of Nigeria [15].

However,  despite  personal  education  attainment  and
teaching  qualifications  obtained,  teachers  of  learners  with
special  needs  remain  one  of  the  less  remunerated  groups  of
professionals in Nigeria [16]. Teachers of learners with special
needs with the requisite educational qualification but earning
meagre  salaries  may  express  various  levels  of  stress.
Documented  reports  of  the  implications  of  educational
qualifications and perceived stress among teachers of learners
with  special  needs  are  scanty.  However,  the  literature  on
teachers in regular schools reveals divergent results. Okeke and
Dlamini [17] assert that educational qualification or attainment
and  teachers’  stress  has  no  relationship.  In  other  words,
irrespective of the level of educational certificates obtained, the
stress experienced by teachers remains the same. Conversely,
Aftab and Khatoon [18] posit  that stress among teachers is a
function  of  their  qualifications.  They argue  that,  with  higher
educational  qualifications  and  less  pay,  the  tendency  of
perceived stress is likely to be higher among teachers. Also, a
very recent study among school teachers in Gondar, Ethiopia,
reveals that teachers with lower educational qualifications are
66% likely to be more stressed [19]. However, Darmody and
Smyth  [20]  report  no  significant  differences  in  educational
level and work stress among teachers.

With requisite educational qualifications and employment
opportunities in special schools, teachers garner experience on
the  job  and  sharpen  their  classroom  management  skills,  and
this may reduce their perceived stress. According to Berger et
al. [21], years of work experience as a teacher is an essential
factor  in  how  teachers  handle  issues  within  the  classroom,
among  peers  and/or  with  school  administrators.  Following  a
comparison of novice teachers and those with about ten years
of teaching experience, Berger et al. [21] suggest that based on
years  of  teaching,  teachers  have  great  potential  to  better
anticipate issues and adapt and cultivate a superior ability to
understand  learners’  behaviour  and  classroom  management
practices  accordingly.  Although  how  years  of  teaching
experience  influence  the  perceived  stress  among  teachers  of
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learners with a disability is understudied, especially in Nigeria
and many other  sub-Saharan African countries.  It  was  found
that the ability to resolve organisational conflicts, which may
spur stress among teachers is better developed by teachers with
a reasonable number of years of teaching experience [22]. This
assertion lends credence to Kabito and Wami’s [19] finding of
more work-related stress among some Ethiopian teachers with
less  than  five  years  of  teaching  experience  as  compared  to
those  with  ≥  sixteen  years  of  teaching  experience.  Also,
Shkëmbi et al. [23] have found a relationship between years of
teaching  experience  and  work-related  stress  in  Kosovo.
However,  some  studies  have  found  no  relationship  between
years  of  teaching experience and perceived stress  levels  [24,
25].

During  the  years  of  teaching,  one  major  construct  that
cannot be separated from teaching and learning processes is the
relationship between the teachers and their learners. Breaks in
the chain of cordial relationships between teachers and learners
may  negatively  affect  learning  and  behavioural  outcomes;
hence  the  relationship  between  learners/students  and  their
teachers/instructors,  particularly  for  learners  with  special
needs,  is  paramount.  Previous  studies  have  presented  the
effects  of  the teacher-student  relationship on the behavioural
dimension  and  learning  outcomes  of  learners  with  special
needs  [26  -  29].  Many  of  the  previous  studies  have  also
indicated  that  the  extent  of  the  student-teacher  relationship
reflects  the  level  of  acceptance  or  rejection  of  such  learners
among their  peers  and society  [28,  30 -  33].  However,  some
studies  [34,  35]  conducted  in  developed  countries  have
examined the implications of the teacher-student relationships
on  the  perceived  stress  among  the  teachers  of  learners  with
special needs.

As indicated by Brunsting et al. [34] and Kiel et al. [35],
teachers of learners with special needs might be susceptible to
emotional exhaustion, frustration and higher levels of stress in
their  bid  to  ensure  enhanced  behavioural  and  learning
outcomes among learners with special needs. The severity and
type  of  disabilities  presented  in  the  classroom  may  heighten
teachers’ levels of frustration, emotional exhaustion and stress
[36, 37]. As found by Shevlin et al. [37], teaching learners in
an  inclusive  setting  exacerbates  the  stress  experienced  by
teachers.  This  is,  perhaps,  because  teachers  have  several
academic  and  behavioural  characteristics  to  manage  at  the
same  time.  Owing  to  the  peculiarities  associated  with  each
learner  with  special  needs,  it  is  expected  that  the  teacher-
student  ratio  should be minimal.  The classroom situations in
Nigerian public primary schools are appalling, with a lack or
inadequacy of basic facilities, and most times, the classrooms
are overcrowded [38, 39]. Teachers in such situations may be
prone  to  job  stress;  thus  an  examination  of  the  impact  of
teacher-learner  relationships  vis-à-vis  the  perceived  stress  of
the  teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs,  especially  in  a
developing nation like Nigeria, is essential.

While  studies  [10,  12,  14]  have  established  that  stress
among teachers in special schools is heightened, other studies
have indicated that motivation to work vis-à-vis its sources is
paramount for teachers’ job satisfaction and stress relief [40,
41]. Motivation (delineated as intrinsic and extrinsic) refers to

vibrant  processes  with  greater  potential  to  affect
communication, productivity, cooperation, the emotional and
physical  state,  career  fulfilment  and  self-fulfilment,  and  the
working  atmosphere.  Both  intrinsic  motivation  and  extrinsic
motivation are essential for stress-free jobs and job satisfaction
for teachers. Dombrovskis et al. [40] provide evidence that a
positive  work  climate,  competitiveness  among  teachers,
appropriate remuneration, as well as personal and professional
growth are sources of motivation evident in teachers’ morale
and how well they are satisfied with their jobs. Yasmeen et al.
[42], in their study among special education teachers in Punjab,
Pakistan, have revealed that teachers of learners with special
needs  are  intrinsically  motivated  to  execute  their  duties  as
teachers; however, the state of extrinsic motivators among the
teachers is grossly inadequate.

Special education teachers are ill-treated and paid salaries,
which are incommensurable with their input made in teaching
learners  with  special  needs.  Yasmeen  et  al.  [42]  note  that
limited  chances  of  securing  promotion  as  and  when  due,
dilapidated or even unavailable teaching facilities and a lack of
special  teacher  allowances  remain  part  of  the  regular
experiences of teachers in special schools. However, many of
the  previous  studies  have  failed  to  assess  work  motivation
among the teachers of learners with special needs in relation to
the  perceived  stress  of  these  teachers.  Many  studies  have
explored various school environments and teachers’ motivation
with  respect  to  job  performance  and  students’  learning
outcomes  [43  -  47].  Therefore,  in  order  to  advance  research
knowledge on the  relationship between work motivation and
perceived  stress,  particularly  among  teachers  in  special
schools,  we  hypothesise  that  work  motivation  may  predict
perceived stress among teachers of learners with special needs.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study is anchored to the person-environment (P-E) fit
theory [48]. This theory is based on the assumption that there is
a  deep  sense  of  connection  between  a  person  and  his/her
environment.  The  P-E  fit  theory,  according  to  Yu  [49],
emphasises the interactions between what makes up a person
and his/her environment.  In other words,  an individual seeks
and  strives  to  fit  in  an  environment  that  matches  his/her
characteristics  in  a  manner  that  is  consistent  with  a  reduced
level of uncertainty and a moderate to a high level of happiness
and  satisfaction.  This  implies  that  an  existing  fit  between  a
person  and  his/her  environment  may  have  implications  for
his/her psychosocial well-being. A misfit of P-E may result in
the  expression  of  maladaptive  behaviours,  deterioration  in
physical  and  mental  well-being,  as  well  as  stressful
experiences,  especially  in  the  workplace,  which  eventually
results  in  increased  morbidity  and  mortality.  Within  the
teaching  space,  a  teacher’s  physical,  social  and  emotional
reactions  to  events  may  largely  be  motivated  by  personal
characteristics  or  factors  within  the  school  environment.  As
expressed  by  Okeke  and  Dlamini  [17],  teachers  are  often
trapped between personal  and professional  conflicts  but  may
strive to adjust to situations for the sake of the learners. Thus, it
may  be  assumed  that  there  is  a  greater  tendency  for
disequilibrium,  strife,  dissatisfaction  and  heightened  stress
among  teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs  and
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inharmonious teacher-student relationships when a negative P-
E fit exists within the school environment. There is a dearth of
studies  on  the  influence  of  personal  (gender,  educational
attainment,  work  experience)  and  environment-related
(student-teacher relationships and work motivation) factors that
exist among teachers of learners with special needs in Nigeria.
Therefore, this study, using the P-E fit theory as the theoretical
lens, answers the following questions:

•  Is  there  a  significant  relationship  between  gender,
educational  attainment,  work  experience,  student-
teacher relationships,  work motivation and perceived
stress among teachers of learners with special needs?
• Is there a significant joint relationship between work
motivation, student-teacher relationships and perceived
stress among teachers of learners with special needs?
• Is there any significant relative contribution by work
motivation,  student-teacher  relationships  on  the
perceived  stress  among  teachers  of  learners  with
special  needs?
•  Is  there  a  significant  difference  in  perceived  stress
among teachers of learners with special needs based on
gender and work experience?
•  What  is/are  the  major  source(s)  of  perceived stress
among the teachers of learners with special needs?

3. MATERIALS AND METHODS

3.1. Study Design

A  mixed-methods  research  design  was  adopted  for  this
study. Mixed method research design is an approach by which
researchers/investigators  collect  and  analyse  both  qualitative
and quantitative data in a single study, integrate the findings,
and draw inferences from both the qualitative and quantitative
data [50]. In line with the foregoing, this study engaged mixed-
method  approach  in  order  to  facilitate  and  ensure  the
comparison  between  the  quantitative  and  qualitative  data
collected on the personal and environment-related factors and
their effect on the perceived stress among teachers of learners
with special needs in Southwest Nigeria between June and July
2019.

3.2. Participants

One hundred and eighteen teachers of learners with special
needs,  who  were  randomly  selected  from  two  purposively
selected states from South western Nigeria, participated in the
study.  The  participants  comprised  44.1%  males  and  55.9%
females. About 48.3% of the participants were aged between
20 and 30 years, 34.7% were between 31 and 40 years, while
6.4% and 2.1% of the study participants were between the ages
of  41-50  and  >  50  years,  respectively.  The  majority  of  the
participants (57.7%) were Yoruba from western Nigeria, while
only  2.5%  of  the  participants  were  Hausa  from  northern
Nigeria.  The  other  participants  (39.8%)  were  Igbo  from  the
eastern  part  of  Nigeria.  All  participants  were  teachers  in
various special schools within the two selected states in South
western Nigeria. Among the 118 teachers, who participated in
the  study,  63.5%  had  the  Nigeria  Certificate  in  Education
(NCE), 20.4% held Bachelor’s degrees, while 11.9% and 4.2%

held Master’s and Doctoral degrees, respectively.

Furthermore, at the time of data collection, 73.7% of the
participants were teaching learners with special needs in public
(government-owned)  schools,  while  the  other  26.3%  were
teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs  in  privately  owned
schools  [50].  Amongst  the  teachers  who  participated  in  the
study, 44.9% were teachers in inclusive schools, 19.5% taught
in  segregated  schools,  and  19.5%  taught  in  mainstream
schools. About 49.2% of the participants had spent 1 to 5 years
24.6% had spent 6 to 10 years, 19.5% had spent 11 to 15 years
and  6.8%  had  spent  >  15  years  as  teachers  of  learners  with
special needs. In terms of average monthly salaries, 49.2% of
the  teachers  earned  40,000  -  60,000  Naira  monthly  (an
equivalent of about $155), 28.7% earned 61,000 - 80,000 Naira
monthly (an equivalent of about $207), 15.3% earned 81,000 -
100,000 Naira  monthly  (an  equivalent  of  about  $258),  while
6.8%, who had spent  more than 15 years  as  teachers,  earned
more than 100,000 Naira monthly.

3.3. Measures

In addition to the demographic information obtained from
the participants, other measures employed for data collection in
the study are presented below:

3.3.1. Student-teacher Relationship Scale-short Form

(STRS-SF):  This  is  a  15-item  Student-Teacher
Relationship  Scale  [51]  originally  designed  with  a  5-point
response  format,  from  1  =  definitely  does  not  apply,  to  5  =
definitely  applies.  The  STRS-SF was  adopted  for  this  study.
Items  in  the  scale,  such  as,  ‘I  share  an  affectionate,  warm
relationship  with  this  child’  were  reworded and thus  read,  ‘I
share  an  affectionate,  warm  relationship  with  learners  with
special  needs’ and the STRS-SF was redesigned in a 4-point
Likert response format, from 1 = definitely does not apply to 4
= definitely applies. In other words, the ‘3 = neutral, not sure’
response column in the STRS-SF was expunged to allow for
definite  responses  from  the  participants.  The  STRS-SF  was
revalidated among 20 teachers of learners with special needs,
who  were  not  part  of  the  final  participants  sampled  for  this
study. A Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.81 was obtained for the
revalidated STRS-SF.

3.3.2.  Work  Extrinsic  and  Intrinsic  Motivation  Scale
(WEIMS)

The  WEIMS designed  by  Tremblay  et  al.  [52]  is  an  18-
item scale that  was used in this  study to measure motivation
among teachers of learners with special needs. It was originally
designed in a 7-response format, from 1 = ‘does not correspond
at all’ to 7 = ‘corresponds exactly.’ However, in this study, the
7-response format was changed to a 4-point Likert scale, from
1 = ‘strongly disagree’ to 4 = ‘strongly agree.’ This scale was
revalidated among 20 teachers of learners with special needs
who were not part  of the teachers eventually sampled in this
study. A Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.78 was obtained for the
revalidated WEIMS.

3.6. Perceived Stress Scale (PSS)

The PSS [53] was used to assess the stress experienced by
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teachers  of  learners  with  a  disability.  The  PSS  is  a  10-item
scale designed in a 5-response format, from 0 = ‘never’ to 4 =
‘very often.’ PSS has only four positively-worded items (items
4, 5, 7 & 8) and six negatively-worded items (items 1, 2, 3, 6, 9
&  10).  This  scale  was  adapted  for  this  study  but  was  also
revalidated among 20 teachers of learners with special needs
who were not part of the teachers whose responses were used
and analysed in this study. A Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.83
was obtained for the revalidated PSS.

In  addition  to  the  above,  qualitative  responses  were
obtained  from eight  participants  (4  males  and  4  females)  on
what  constituted  stress  to  them in  their  duties  as  teachers  of
learners with special needs. The interview schedule covered the
following key areas: (i) their perception about being a teacher
of learners with special needs, (ii) how stressful their job as a
teacher of learners with special needs was and (iii) what their
major source of perceived stress as a teacher of learners with
special needs was.

3.7. Data Collection Procedure

In administering the research instrument, permission was
sought  to  conduct  the  study among teachers  of  learners  with
special  needs  from  the  school  administrators  of  each  school
visited in the two states. Permission was granted by the school
administrators.  In  some schools,  the  principals  directed  each
head of the department to assist in encouraging each teacher to
attend to the paper-pencil research instrument, while in others,
the school administrators allowed the researchers to approach
and  solicit  teachers’  attention  to  attend  to  the  research
instrument.

The researchers, in conjunction with a research assistant,
administered  copies  of  the  paper-pencil  questionnaire  to  the
teachers  who  participated  in  this  study.  This  gave  the
researchers  ample  time  to  provide  answers  to  the  relevant
questions raised by the respondents and to ensure that all the
copies  of  the  research  instrument  were  properly  filled.  One
hundred  and  eighteen  copies  of  the  questionnaire,  out  of  the
one hundred and fifty copies administered, were either properly
filled or returned. In other words, the response rate was 78.7%.
This was considered appropriate for a descriptive survey study,
according to Bryman [54], who posits that a 60% response rate
is adequate for quantitative survey research. An average of 12
minutes  was  used  to  complete  the  various  sections  of  the
research  instrument.

Out of the 118 teachers of learners with special needs who
responded  to  the  paper-pencil  questionnaire,  8  of  them  (4
males,  4  females)  were  purposively  selected  for  an  in-depth
interview in the English language. An interview guide, which
was  flexible,  was  used  for  the  interview.  The  in-depth
interview guide  was  grounded  in  the  issues  addressed  in  the
paper-pencil  questionnaire.  The  interview  sessions  were
recorded with voice recorders, and the interpretivist paradigm
was adopted.

3.8. Ethical Consideration

The participants were duly informed of the objective of the
study, and they voluntarily participated in the study. They all
gave their informed consent before responding to the research

instruments.  No  compensation  was  given  to  any  participant.
The  participants  were  anonymised  and  assured  of  the
confidentiality  of  their  responses.

3.9. Data Analysis

The  quantitative  data  gathered  were  analysed  with
descriptive  statistics  of  frequency  counts  and  simple
percentages, as well as inferential statistics involving Pearson
Product Moment Correlation and Multiple Regression at alpha
< 0.05 level of significance. Descriptive statistics were used to
analyse  the  demographic  information  provided  by  the
participants, Pearson Product Moment Correlation was used to
analyse the responses related to research question one, Multiple
Regression was used to analyse the data for research questions
two and three, while the independent-sample T-Test was used
to analyse research question four (Table 1).

Also, in order to answer research question four, the audio-
recorded  in-depth  interviews  were  transcribed  by  an
independent  research  assistant.  The  transcription  was  then
independently  checked  for  accuracy  with  the  notes  taken
during the interviews. The qualitative data collected via the in-
depth interviews were thematically analysed. This was done in
order  to  be  able  to  reflect  on  and  provide  a  deeper
understanding  of  the  findings  obtained  from the  quantitative
analysis  conducted  earlier  on  the  factors  associated  with
perceived stress among teachers teaching learners with special
needs.  The  interviews  were  coded  and  organised  using  the
repetitive  themes  identified  from  the  transcribed  documents.
The  iterative  process  of  analysis,  comparison,  and
summarisation of the data collected was carried out. Original
supporting  responses  of  the  interviewees  were  presented  in
quotations.

4. RESULTS

4.1. Research Question One

Is  there  a  significant  relationship  between  gender,
educational  attainment,  work  experience,  student-teacher
relationships, work motivation and perceived stress among the
teachers of learners with special needs?

With  regard  to  this  research  question,  analysis  with  the
Pearson Product Moment Correlation coefficient at a 0.05 level
of significance revealed that work experience (r = -0.268, p <
0.05) and work motivation (r = -0.685, p < 0.05) had an inverse
relationship  with  perceived  stress  among  the  teachers  of
learners with special needs. The student-teacher relationship (r
=  .274,  p  <  0.05)  had  a  direct  and  positive  relationship  with
perceived  stress  among  the  teachers  who  participated  in  the
study. Conversely, gender (r = 0.135, p > 0.05) and educational
attainment (r = -0.048, p > 0.05) had no significant relationship
with the perceived stress of the participants. This is shown in
Table 2. The implication of these findings was that participants
with fewer years of work experience with learners with special
needs  tended  to  be  more  stressed  on  the  job.  Also,  a  less
motivating  work  environment  could  greatly  increase  and
contribute to the perceived stress experienced by the teachers
in special schools. In addition, these findings showed that the
student-teacher  relationship  had  a  direct  and  positive
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relationship with the teachers’ perceived stress. This aspect of
the  findings  indicated  that  the  teachers  did  not  really
experience  any  stress  when  interacting  with  their  learners,
perhaps  as  they  felt  that  they  were  doing  their  jobs  and
affecting  the  psychosocial  and  cognitive  development  of
learners  with  special  needs  in  a  positive  manner.  The
relationships  that  existed  between  the  teachers  and  their
students  could  be  termed  as  ‘sweet  stress.’

4.2. Research Question Two

Is  there  a  significant  joint  relationship  between  student-
teacher  relationships,  work  motivation  and  perceived  stress
among teachers of learners with special needs?

In  order  to  provide  answers  to  research  question  two,
Multiple Regression Analysis was conducted to reveal the joint
relationships (Table 2) of continuous/independent variables in
this study (work motivation and student-teacher relationships)
and perceived stress (dependent variable) among the teachers
of learners with special needs.

Table 2 reveals the prediction of both work motivation and
student-teacher relationships with perceived stress among the
study participants. Both independent variables jointly predicted
perceived  stress  among  the  teachers  of  learners  with  special
needs.  The  table  also  shows  a  coefficient  of  multiple
correlations (R) of 0.285 and a multiple R square of 0.081. This
means that 8.1% of the variance in the perceived stress among
the participants was accounted for by both predictor variables
when  taken  together.  The  significance  of  the  composite

contribution  was  tested  at  p  <  0.05  using  the  F-  ratio  at  the
degree of freedom (df = 2/117). The table equally indicates that
the Analysis of Variance for the regression yielded an F-ratio
of  5.083  (significant  at  0.05  level).  This  implies  that  all  the
variables  considered  in  this  study  jointly  contributed  to  the
perceived  stress  among  the  teachers  of  learners  with  special
needs.

4.3. Research Question Three

Is  there  a  significant  relative  contribution  by  work
motivation and student-teacher relationships on the perceived
stress among teachers of learners with special needs?

The  results  captured  in  Table  3  reveal  the  relative
contribution of the two independent variables to the dependent
variable, expressed as beta weights. The standard coefficients
of  the  student-teacher  relationship  had  a  positive  significant
contribution to the perceived stress of the teachers of learners
with  special  needs.  Work  motivation,  however,  had  an
insignificant contribution to the perceived stress of the teachers
of  learners  with  special  needs.  Using  the  standardised
regression coefficient to determine the relative contributions of
the independent variables to the explanation of the dependent
variable,  this  study  revealed  that  the  student-teacher
relationship  (β  =  0.285,  t  =  3.160,  p  <  0.05)  was  the  most
potent contributor to the prediction of the perceived stress of
the  teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs.  These  results
indicated  in  Table  3  implied  that  the  student-teacher
relationship  largely  influenced  the  perceived  stress  of  the
teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs.

Table 1. Correlation between all the variables in the study.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6
1 Perceived stress 1 .135 -.048 -.268** .274** -.685*
2 Gender 1 .162 -.113 .023 -.152
3 Educational attainment 1 .255** -.133 -.106
4 Work experience 1 -.136 -.113
5 Student-teacher relationship 1 .139
6 Work motivation 1

Table 2. Joint relationships between student-teacher relationship, work motivation and perceived stress.

R R Square Adjusted R Square Std Error of the Estimate
0.285a 0.081 0.065 5.591
Model Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig.

Regression 317.842 2 158.921 5.083 .008b

Residual 3595.751 115 31.267
Total 3913.593 117

a. Dependent Variable: Teacher stress b. Predictors: (Constant), student-teacher, Motivation
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Table  3.  Relative  contribution  of  work  motivation  and  student-teacher  relationships  to  the  perceived  stress  among  the
teachers of learners with special needs.

Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients t Sig.
Β Std. Error Beta

Constant 11.734 5.100 2.301 0.023
Work motivation -0.076 0.088 -0.077 -0.857 0.393

Student-teacher relationship 0.410 0.130 0.285 3.160 0.002

4.4. Research Question Four

Is there a significant difference in perceived stress among
teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs  based  on  gender  and
work experience?

This study further examined the differences between two
categorical  variables  (gender:  male  and  female,  work
experience: early career and late career) and perceived stress
among  teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs.  Results
obtained, as shown in Table 4 revealed a significant difference
in  the  perceived  stress  of  teachers  of  learners  with  special
needs  (t  =  -1.544;  p  <  0.05)  based  on  their  years  of  work
experiences  while  no  statistically  significant  difference  was
observed  in  the  perceived  stress  of  teachers  of  learners  with
special  needs  (t  =  -1.462;  p  >  0.05)  based  on  gender
differences.

4.5. Research Question Five

What is/are the major source(s) of perceived stress among
the teachers of learners with special needs?

Based  on  the  thematic  analysis  of  the  data  that  emerged
from the semi-structured interviews with the participants, two
themes emerged as  the major  sources of  the perceived stress
among teachers of learners with special needs. These were an
unfavourable working environment and motivation.

4.5.1. Unfavourable Working Environment

Teachers of learners with special needs who participated in
the semi-structured interviews expressed great concern about
the deplorable state of the classroom facilities, dilapidated staff
rooms,  and  learners’  residences.  This  concern  was  raised
mainly by the teachers of learners with special needs working
in  publicly  (government)  owned  special  schools.  One  of  the
participants, a teacher in a publicly owned special school, had
this to say:

Although I  have voluntarily  signed up to be a teacher of
learners with special needs, I feel very bad to teach in this type
of  classroom  where  the  roof  is  leaking.  When  it  rains,  the
classroom  is  be  filled  with  water,  and  I  have  to  move  the
learners to one side of the classroom (TPub 1, Male).

Another  participant,  a  female  teacher  (TPub  3)  from
another publicly-owned special school, corroborated the claim
of TPub1:

Hmm, the state of facilities in government-owned special
schools  is  nothing  to  write  about....  The  classroom has  been
partly demolished by wind storms for more than one year. The
floors  of  the  staffrooms  are  with  potholes  and  not  well

cemented.  The  staffrooms  have  no  electricity.  Learners’
residence  is  in  a  worrisome  state  and  above  all,  teaching
resources for these learners are most times sourced for by we,
the teachers (TPub 3, Female).

Another teacher had the following to say about the school
situation:

It is very frustrating teaching in a special school with this
type of deplorable classrooms (TPub 2, Male).

The  participants  from  privately-owned  special  schools
indicated that their facilities were in relatively better shape but
that a lot needed to be done. In support of this assertion, TPri 1
said:

The  facilities  in  my  school  are  somewhat  okay,  but  the
challenges  we  are  experiencing  in  this  school  is  that  the
classrooms are small to accommodate the number of children
with special needs currently admitted. There is interference in
classrooms. I mean, learners in my classroom are sometimes
distracted by the noise coming from another classroom (TPri 1,
Female).

4.5.2. Motivation

Teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs  were  not  well
motivated. The interviews conducted showed that remuneration
was  the  main  source  of  perceived  stress  for  the  teachers.
Unfortunately,  the  teachers  interviewed  complained  bitterly
about  their  salaries  compared  to  the  enormous  task  and
activities  required  by  their  job.  The  responses  by  all  the
interviewees were similar. TPub 2 stated the following in this
regard:

The time I feel most stress being a teacher of learners with
special  needs  is  when  the  salary  is  paid.  The  remuneration
does  not  motivate  me  to  do  my  best  for  these  children.  The
salary is meagre and, many times, I get angry with myself as a
teacher of these children, especially when I think of the stress I
had passed through in teaching them (TPub 2, Male).

Similarly,  the participants  in the privately-owned special
schools lamented about how demotivated they were and how
stressed  they  felt  about  their  low  salaries.  One  of  the
participants from a privately owned special school stated that:

When it comes to stress, special needs education teachers
in  privately  owned  schools  are  overworked  and  stressed.
Unfortunately,  they  are  less  paid.  Teachers  are  not  well
motivated  to  work  at  all.  When  you  receive  your  salary,  the
expenses outweigh the pay. Then what do you expect? Stressful
day(s) or even weeks ahead! (TPri 3, Female).
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Table 4. Independent-sample T-Test of gender, work experience and perceived stress among study participants.

Variables N Mean Std. Dev Df t Sig
Gender Male 52 18.500 6.197 116 -1.462 .088

Female 66 20.060 5.383
Work experience Early career 87 18.885 5.274 116 -1.544 0.35

Late career 31 20.742 6.932

6. DISCUSSION

A  number  of  studies  [55,  56]  have  been  conducted  on
learners  with  special  needs  in  Nigeria  and  among  Nigerian
teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs  [57  -  59].  However,
studies  on  perceived  stress  among  teachers  of  learners  with
special needs in Nigeria are scanty, although some studies have
indicated  that  stress  is  inevitable  among  teachers  in  special
schools  [7,  9,  10,  14].  This  is  because  their  job  is  highly
emotional  and  demanding,  based  on  the  interconnection
between  personal  characteristics  and  environment-related
factors,  as  established  by  the  P-E  fit  theory  [17,  48,  49].

Based on the assumptions of the P-E fit  theory [48],  this
study conducted among 118 teachers of learners with special
needs found that the student-teacher relationship had a direct
and  positive  correlation  with  teachers’  perceived  stress.  In
other  words,  a  cordial  and  positive  relationship  between  the
teachers  and  learners  with  special  needs  would  lower  the
perceived stress among the teachers. This implied that teachers
would not necessarily feel stressed if they experienced positive
growth in the behavioural, social, and cognitive capacities of
their learners with special needs. This finding corroborated the
findings from other studies [11, 36, 37].

This  study  further  observed  that  work  experience  had
inverse relationships with perceived stress among the teachers
of  learners  with  special  needs.  This  implied  that  teachers  of
learners  with  special  needs  who  had  years  of  service  may
inform  stress  experienced  by  teaching  learners  with  special
needs. This finding provided support for studies [7, 9, 11, 12,
14]  that  assert  that  teachers  in  special  schools  are  going
through  stress.  Adeniyi  et  al.  [11]  and  Kebbi  and  Al-Hroub
[12] argue that the task of teaching learners with special needs
is challenging. Kebbi and Al-Hroub [12] note that at all times,
teaching  learners  with  special  needs  require  extraordinary
efforts  from  teachers  in  the  curriculum  implementation,
management of behavioural issues exhibited by the learners in
and  outside  the  classroom,  application  of  teaching  resources
and deployment of pedagogical techniques appropriate to the
learners’ specific needs.

The findings on research question two, shown in Table 2,
indicated  that  all  the  independent  variables  collectively
predicted  perceived  stress  among the  teachers  sampled.  This
finding  recognised  work  motivation  and  student-teacher
relationships  factors  that  jointly  influence  perceived  stress
among teachers of learners with special needs. The findings in
the current study were in agreement with previous studies [10,
14, 27, 28, 32, 33, 37, 40], which had reported links between
the independent variables examined in this study and perceived
stress. However, few of these studies were conducted among
teachers of learners with special needs.

Expressed  as  standard  coefficients,  the  student-teacher
relationship  had  a  positive  significant  contribution  to  the
perceived  stress  of  teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs,

while  work  motivation  had  a  negative  and  insignificant
contribution to the perceived stress of teachers of learners with
special  needs.  The  implication  of  this  finding  was  that  the
student-teacher  relationship  contributed  to  a  reduction  in  the
perceived stress of the teachers of learners with special needs,
while less motivated teachers may experience an increased risk
of  stress.  This  finding  corroborates  Dombrovskis  et  al.  [40]
express concern about the effects of a negative work climate,
professional  stagnation,  and  undesirable  remuneration  as  a
source of stress among teachers. According to Dombrovskis et
al. [40], the morale to teach learners with special needs could
be very low when teachers were not positively motivated; thus,
they may likely experience heightened job stress. Yasmeen et
al. [42], in their study among special education teachers, found
that the teachers of learners with special needs sampled were
intrinsically motivated to execute their duties and have a good
relationship  with  their  learners,  but  the  teachers  expressed
heightened  stress  levels  due  to  a  non-motivating  work
environment.  The  result  of  the  present  study  supported  the
findings presented by Cornelius-Ukpepi and Opuwari [39].

The finding obtained in this study showed that a significant
difference exists in perceived stress among teachers of learners
with special needs based on their years of work experiences. In
other words, based on the mean value of 18.885, early career
teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs  may  experience
heightened  job  stress  than  colleagues  who  had  spent  more
years on the job. This finding is not different from Kabito and
Wami’s  [19]  as  well  as  Shkëmbi  et  al.  [23],  who  aver  that
teachers  with  lesser  years  of  work  experience  are  prone  to
work-related stress when compared to other teachers with more
than  sixteen  years  of  teaching  experience.  However,  our
current  finding  is  not  in  support  of  some  studies  [24,  25],
which  found  no  relationship  between  years  of  teaching
experience  and  perceived  stress  levels.

The major sources of perceived stress among the teachers
of learners with special needs, as observed in this study, were
an unfavourable working environment and inadequacy or lack
of  motivation  for  teaching  learners  with  special  needs.  This
finding  was  in  support  of  other  studies  [8  -  12,  16,  38,  60],
which found that the stress experienced by teachers, especially
those  of  learners  with  special  needs,  is  high  as  a  result  of
unfavourable  working/teaching  environments,  coupled  with
high job demands and low rewards or stimulus packages that
are  commensurate  with  the  effort  they  put  into  teaching
learners with special needs. Kebbi and Al-Hroub [12] state that
the moderate to high levels of stress experienced by teachers of
learners with special needs are attributable to an unfavourable
working  environment,  abysmal  conditions  of  service,  poor
salaries,  and  inequitable  rewards  for  the  teaching  services
rendered  to  learners  with  special  needs.

CONCLUSION

This  study  acknowledged  the  extensive  implications  of
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environmental  factors  (work  motivation  and  student-teacher
relationship)  on  perceived  stress  among  teachers  of  learners
with special needs. It can be asserted that despite the positive
nature of the student-teacher relationships, teachers of learners
with  special  needs  are  more  stressed  when  the  work
environment is not positively stimulated and teachers are not
sufficiently  positively  motivated.  The  findings  of  the  cross-
sectional  study  have  implications  for  special  needs  teachers’
professional practice. In practical terms, governments and other
relevant  stakeholders  in  educational  systems  in  Nigeria  and
across African nations should ensure the increased well-being
of  teachers  of  learners  with  special  needs.  These  teachers
should  be  well  remunerated  and motivated  for  them to  work
efficiently  for  the  positive  psychosocial  development  of
learners with special needs. In order to fully achieve the 2030
Sustainable  Development  Goals,  teaching  and  learning
facilities  must  be  conducive  to  learning.  Therefore,  effort
should be made to ensure that facilities in special schools are
adequately equipped, as this will further strengthen a positive
work climate.
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