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Job burnout among school psychologists represents a potentially serious issue given widespread shortages of practitioners. It is
then important to identify effective strategies for both preventing and responding to feelings of burnout when they occur to
ultimately ensure a healthy workforce. The current study examined written responses provided by 122 practicing school psy-
chologists in the Southeastern United States to the question, “What do you think training programs can do about the issue of
burnout in school psychology.” A qualitative thematic analysis of responses resulted in the identification of three main themes:
develop specific personal/professional skills, modify professional/training components, and modify administrative/
organizational policies and seven associated sub-themes. Resulting themes are discussed in reference to specific recommenda-
tions training programs can take in the future to better address job burnout in the field.
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Introduction

Despite the increasing need for school psychologists in
schools, widespread shortages exist among practitioners.
While the National Association of School Psychologists
(NASP) (2010) recommends a ratio of no more than 1000
students per school psychologist (500—700:1 when more com-
prehensive services are delivered), more recent estimates
place the current average nationwide ratio at 1381:1
(Walcott et al. 2018). Furthermore, continued shortages in
practicing school psychologists are expected to continue
through the year 2025 (Castillo et al. 2014).

These shortages exist due to a variety of reasons. Many
have identified difficulties recruiting graduate students into
school psychology training programs as a major factor leading
to shortages. Researchers have found undergraduate students
are generally less knowledgeable about school psychology as
a viable career option in relation to other fields, including
clinical and counseling psychology (Graves Jr. and Wright
2009). As a result, they are less likely to pursue a graduate

>4 Ethan J. Schilling
¢jschilling@email.weu.edu

School Psychology Graduate Program, Department of Psychology,
Western Carolina University, Cullowhee, NC, USA

@ Springer

degree in the field. Complicating this issue further is the fact
that shortages also exist among faculty in school psychology
programs (Clopton and Haselhuhn 2009) as well as a lack of
school psychology training options for students (i.e., the avail-
ability of training programs has only grown by 9% over the
past 40 years) (Rossen and von der Embse 2014).

Perhaps a less understood, but equally important, factor
contributing to shortages in the field is related to difficulties
retaining practitioners in schools. In a recent nationwide sur-
vey of school psychologists, more than 16% of respondents
expressed a desire to leave their position within the next
5 years and a further 8% stated an intention to leave the field
entirely usually due to a lack of support from or negative
relationships with administrators (Boccio et al. 2016). In a
more regional sample, Schilling et al. (2018) found that, in a
sample of school psychologists practicing in the Southeastern
United States, almost 22% reported thinking about leaving
their current position and 19% indicated having thoughts
about leaving the field at some point during their careers.

One of the most serious causes of practitioners leaving their
current place of employment or even the field are feelings of job
burnout, with some recent studies estimating up to 90% of
school psychologists experience occasional feelings of burnout
in their working lives (Schilling & Randolph 2017; Schilling
et al. 2018). A potential consequence of job burnout is then a
further exacerbation of shortages in the field. It is then important
to identify strategies to help mitigate job burnout in the field and
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its effects. Although many see job burnout as a field-based issue,
it is the feeling of the authors that specific steps can be taken in
training programs to address burnout. For example, trainees can
be provided with information and strategies at the preservice
level to equip them to be able to effectively prevent and respond
to feelings of burnout as they enter the field.

The present study examined feelings of job burnout
among practitioners in the Southeastern United States. As
part of this study, participants were asked to provide their
thoughts regarding what training programs can do to ad-
dress the issue of job burnout in the field. The following
represents a qualitative thematic analysis of participants’
responses to this question. The goal was to identify recom-
mendations for training programs for effectively addressing
issues of burnout in developing school psychologists and,
thus, ultimately contributing to lessening the burden of
shortages in the field.

Defining Job Burnout

Job burnout is defined as “a psychological syndrome in re-
sponse to chronic interpersonal stressors on the job” (Maslach
et al. 2001, p. 399). Feelings of burnout within the context of
one’s job may arise due to a variety of reasons including in-
creasing perceptions of an overall lack of support/access to
external resources (Hakanen et al. 2006; Huebner 1992;
Schilling et al. 2018; Williams and Gersch 2004), increasing
job demands (Evers et al. 2004; Hakanen et al. 2006; Ilies
et al. 2015; Richards et al. 2016; Schilling et al.
2018;Williams and Gersch 2004), strained relationships with
coworkers (Grayson and Alvarez 2008; Schilling et al. 2018;
Zhao et al. 2018), reduced access to internal resources/
perceptions of an individual’s ability to do one’s job and to
cope with difficult situations (Alessandri et al. 2018; Butler
and Constantine 2005; Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2007), and in-
creased feelings of negativity (Bianchi and Schonfeld 2016;
Szczygiel and Mikolajczak 2018).

Decades of research regarding the construct of job burnout
conceptualize this response as including three distinct dimen-
sions: emotional exhaustion (EE), depersonalization (DP),
and a reduced sense of personal accomplishment (PA)
(Maslach et al. 2001). Emotional exhaustion refers to feeling
tired and/or fatigued within the context of one’s work and
includes feelings of being overextended and being drained
of one’s emotional and physical resources within the work
environment. Feelings of depersonalization are characterized
by a general sense of detachment from one’s job and can
include the adoption of callous, uncaring, or even hostile/
negative attitudes toward others (i.e., colleagues and/or cli-
ents). Finally, a reduced sense of personal accomplishment is
defined by feelings that one is not accomplishing anything
worthwhile at work and, thus, experiences a lack of motiva-
tion to perform one’s job. This conception of job burnout is

represented on a validated measure of these feelings, the
Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) (Maslach and Jackson
1986). Ratings of items on this measure result in an overall
burnout score as well as scores for current perceptions of
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accom-
plishment. Although individuals might experience some
symptoms of burnout along each of these dimensions, the
degree to which symptoms of each are experienced often
varies based on the nature of one’s work.

Job Burnout in School Psychology

Patterns in perceptions of burnout among practicing school
psychologists have remained fairly consistent over the years.
School psychologists have consistently reported feelings of
burnout most often in relation to higher levels of emotional
exhaustion and lower levels of personal accomplishment as
measured by the MBI. In contrast, school psychologists tend
to report lower levels of depersonalization on this same mea-
sure. In a 1992 random sample of NASP members, 36% of
school psychologists reported high emotional exhaustion,
28% reported low levels of personal accomplishment, and
only 10% reported high levels of depersonalization on the
MBI (Huebner 1992). These results were fairly consistent
with MBI results from practicing school psychologists collect-
ed 4 years prior to this study in 1988 (Huberty & Huebner,
1988) and 6 years later in 1998 (Mills & Huebner 1998).

More recent estimates of feelings of burnout in the field
have remained consistent with noted trends toward higher
reported levels of emotional exhaustion among this group.
In an examination of MBI results provided by a nationwide
sample of practicing school psychologists, Boccio et al.
(2016) found that more than one third of practitioners reported
high levels of emotional exhaustion, 12% reported low levels
of personal accomplishment, and only 5% reported high levels
of depersonalization. Similarly, in a more regional survey of
practitioners, Schilling et al. (2018) found that 46% of school
psychologists surveyed reported high levels of emotional ex-
haustion, 26% reported low levels of personal accomplish-
ment, and only 6% reported high levels of depersonalization.
Taken together, these results point to the importance of iden-
tifying strategies to prevent and respond to feelings of burnout
in school psychologists when they occur, with particular at-
tention paid to alleviating levels of exhaustion and increasing
a heightened sense of personal accomplishment.

Strategies for Addressing Burnout

Given the potentially negative consequences that can result
from feelings of job burnout, namely departure from one’s
job or even the field entirely, current researchers have begun
to identify strategies that can be used to better address these
feelings. Most of these strategies have focused on increasing
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the motivation of employees to thrive in their work duties
despite challenges they may face (Fernet et al. 2016). Within
the context of the school setting, some have argued that fos-
tering a greater sense of resilience within staff may lead to a
greater ability to navigate the larger system and ultimately lead
to a reduced likelihood of feelings of burnout (Richards et al.
2016). This same study found that teachers with a greater
sense of resilience feel less emotionally drained, have greater
overall satisfaction with their jobs, and are more positive in
their interactions with coworkers (Richards et al. 2016).

Related to increasing motivation/resilience in workers as a
method of addressing feelings of job burnout, many have
argued that increasing feelings of self-efficacy should also
be a target of such efforts. Feelings of self-efficacy in rela-
tion to the ability to successfully navigate the work team
climate (Loeb et al. 2016), the ability to effectively cope
with work stressors (Evers et al. 2004), and the ability to
deal with negative emotions at work (Alessandri et al. 2018;
Szczygiel and Mikolajczak 2018; Zhao et al. 2018) have all
been found to lessen the burden of feelings of job burnout.
In recognizing the importance of these personal characteris-
tics in preventing and responding to feelings of burnout,
some researchers have proposed that methods aimed at in-
creasing feelings of resilience and self-efficacy are perhaps
the most effective means of dealing with the issue of job
burnout.

In a recent meta-analysis of studies examining the effec-
tiveness of burnout-related interventions targeting mental
health professionals, results portrayed first that interventions
have a small but advantageous effect in decreasing feelings of
burnout among practitioners (Dreison et al. 2018).
Interestingly, results indicated that person-directed interven-
tions (i.e., teaching personal coping skills, individual ways
of increasing social support, or individualized relaxation tech-
niques) were most effective in specifically reducing the emo-
tional exhaustion aspect of burnout. Relatedly, some have ar-
gued that coaching or training programs with a focus on in-
creasing workers’ feelings of self-efficacy (e.g., through activ-
ities including reflective writing) (Kirk et al. 2011) or level of
emotional intelligence (Szczygiel and Mikolajczak 2018) can
be delivered to workers as potentially effective burnout pre-
vention strategies. Organization-directed strategies, particular-
ly in the form of job training and the provision of continuing
education, have also been found to be most effective in de-
creasing feelings of overall burnout as well as increasing per-
ceptions of personal accomplishment in relation to other or-
ganizational strategies (Dreison et al. 2018).

Strategies for Addressing Burnout Specific to School
Psychology There has been a relative lack of investigation into
the effects of strategies specifically targeting, preventing, and
responding to feelings of job burnout in school psychologists.
However, a body of research exists suggesting that targeting
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certain job and personal characteristics can help to mitigate the
effects of burnout. In regard to job characteristics, previous
research has demonstrated that school psychologists working
in environments in which they engage in a greater diversity of
roles (Hosp and Reschly 2002; Proctor and Steadman 2003)
have manageable caseloads (Proctor and Steadman 2003),
have access to qualified supervisors (Worrell et al. 2006), ex-
perience positive relationships with colleagues (Brown et al.
2006; Hosp and Reschly 2002), and perceive they are an in-
tegral part of their school team (Proctor and Steadman 2003)
are more likely to report higher job satisfaction and potentially
lesser feelings of burnout.

In regard to personal characteristics, research has shown
that school psychologists who report a greater perception of
being able to handle work stressors and engage in effective
coping strategies are more likely to report higher job satisfac-
tion and lower feelings of job burnout. These personal re-
sources can include keeping a normal routine (Bolnik and
Brock 2005; Schilling et al. 2018), seeking social support/
sharing feelings with others (Bolnik and Brock 2005;
Schilling et al. 2018), realizing that others are dealing with
similar stressors (Bolnik and Brock 2005), and getting in-
volved with state and national school psychology organiza-
tions (Schilling et al. 2018; VanVoorhis and Levinson 2006).
Perhaps even less well understood are strategies that school
psychology graduate training programs can implement to help
prevent feelings of burnout in future practitioners and to teach
trainees strategies for dealing with these feelings when they do
occur. It is the goal of the current study to shed further light on
this issue.

Methods
Participants

This study included participants from an ongoing project in-
vestigating feelings of burnout in a regional sample of prac-
ticing school psychologists. Data was collected from 122
school psychologists working in educational settings in the
Southeastern United States (response rate of 45%).
Participants were primarily females (84.6%) working in pub-
lic schools (98.3%) with a mean age of 42.6 (SD=12.9).
Participants reported working in urban (24.8%), suburban
(42.5%), and rural (32.75%) settings. Nationally, school psy-
chologists are 83% female with 86% working in public school
settings, indicating a fairly representative sample utilized in
the current study (National Association of School
Psychologists 2016). In terms of years of service: 26.6% re-
ported more than 20 years, 30.2% between 10 and 19 years,
30.9% between 5 and 9 years, and 13.3% less than 5 years in
the field.
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Measures

As part of the larger study, demographic information was col-
lected regarding participants’ age, gender, work setting, geo-
graphic location, estimated school psychologist-to-student ra-
tio, salary, and number of annual evaluations completed. In
addition to demographic data, participants completed the
School Psychology Satisfaction and Burnout Questionnaire.
The SPSBQ was developed by the researchers to gather infor-
mation concerning professional burnout from school psychol-
ogy practitioners in terms of factors contributing to these feel-
ings (responding to yes/no questions, forced choice items,
Likert-type ratings, and open-ended questions). Participants
responded to such areas as satisfaction with salary,
psychologist-to-student ratio, and number of evaluations com-
pleted annually; whether they had experienced feelings of
burnout during their careers; when they first experienced feel-
ings of burnout; how frequently they have experienced feel-
ings of burnout; and how they typically deal with feelings of
burnout. They also were asked to rate how contributory they
felt each of the following factors were to feelings of burnout in
the field: educational setting, relationship with coworkers,
support from state and national organizations, support from
administration, recognition of work, resources, parent in-
volvement, personal circumstances, role overload, and poor
fit with training. Open-ended questions solicited participants’
definition of burnout and beliefs about how school psycholo-
gy training programs might mitigate the issue of burnout.

The SPSBQ was developed to help determine specific var-
iables identified by previous research as correlated with the
experience of burnout in school psychologists. Initial validity
of this measure was established by incorporating these vari-
ables into an overall conception of burnout in the field as
represented by this measure.

Procedures

Participants were solicited through contacting leaders in
school psychology state associations and requesting them to
send surveys to their membership. Online surveys were ad-
ministered through Qualtrics. The current study focused on
the qualitative thematic analysis of participants’ responses to
the survey question regarding how training programs address
the issue of burnout in the field. The resulting qualitative anal-
ysis included responses from question 42 of the SPSBQ:
“What do you think training programs can do about the issue
of burnout in school psychology? Be specific as possible. Can
you think of activities or courses that would have better pre-
pared you for your profession and specifically experiencing
burnout?”” Qualitative thematic analysis of responses was con-
ducted independently by two raters after which consensus was
reached between the two in the identification of themes best
describing and summarizing the data.

Data Analysis

Qualitative thematic analysis was used to analyze the individ-
ual responses of participants. Thematic analysis as proposed
by Braun and Clarke (2006) is a method of analyzing qualita-
tive research employing a six-step process. First, the two re-
searchers individually read and familiarized themselves with
the responses provided. Next, they independently generated
codes summarizing participant responses. This step involved
first highlighting overarching phrases provided by participants
that stood out to the researchers as potentially interesting and
then coming up with shorthand labels to describe this content.
The third step involved identifying patterns present among
coded responses and beginning to develop resulting themes
summarizing the data. This was initially completed indepen-
dently by the two raters leading to step four when themes were
reviewed simultaneously by the researchers. When comparing
independently identified themes, each researcher had identi-
fied 9 themes summarizing the data, which were essentially
identical. Consensus achieved in this step speaks to the high
level of interrater reliability obtained in this thematic analysis.
Step five involved a discussion of identified themes, creating a
hierarchy and renaming the final set of main and sub-themes.
Finally, step six involved writing up the results of the analysis,
including the identification of quotes from participants’ re-
sponses supporting both main and sub-themes. While the au-
thors recognized some sub-themes included few responses
they were retained as important examples of how practitioners
responded to the question within the context of larger themes.
The reader may interpret accordingly. See Table 1 for an iden-
tification of initial codes as well as resulting themes and sub-
themes.

Results

One hundred and three participants responded to this ques-
tion in the survey. Of these responses, many participants
included multiple components in their answers. Three re-
sponses were thrown out as they had nothing to do with
the question concerning what training programs could do,
but instead made a comment on the field in general (e.g.,
“doctoral programs are not needed since districts don’t pay
specialist-level psychologists enough”). Thematic analysis
of participants’ responses to what training programs can
do to address burnout indicated a total of 3 main themes
and 7 sub-themes (see Table 1).

The three main themes included the following: (1) Develop
Specific Personal/Professional Skills, (2) Modify Program
Components, and (3) Modify Administrative/Organizational
Policies. These 3 resulting themes each included two of more
sub-themes, which are all further defined below.
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Table 1 Identified themes in

participants’ responses Codes Main themes Sub-themes
Self-care Develop specific Self-care
Time management personal/professional skills
Work-life balance Advocacy

Coping

Professional engagement

Advocacy

Course changes

Better preparation

Need for mental health
training

Need for behavioral
training

Address ideal vs. real

world practice
Talk about burnout

Modify professional training
program components

Curriculum changes

Prepare students for the actual roles of
school psychologists

Include discussions of burnout

Shortages Modify Recruitment of students
Increasing enrollment adrlplplstratlve/ organizational Graduate student selection
policies

Need for competent
practitioners

Recruiting the “right”
students

Theme 1: Develop Specific Personal/Professional
Skills

“Provide extensive training on setting clear personal bound-
aries that define a healthy professional role as school psychol-
ogist...including the need for coping strategies and social
skills to effectively collaborate with colleagues in educational
setting”—participant #6

Within this theme, participants indicated the need to devel-
op personal and professional skills through training, which
would allow them to engage in strategies to mitigate feelings
of burnout when they occur. Within this larger theme, two
sub-themes were identified addressing the need to teach
trainees to engage in self-care practices and to advocate for
themselves and the larger field in the workplace.

Sub-theme 1: Self-care “Give psychologists tools to develop
coping skills to handle job stress, compassion fatigue, and
time management”—participant #57

This sub-theme was addressed by 31 participants and in-
cluded discussion of the need to develop trainees’ skills in
stress management, time management, mindfulness, taking
personal time, working/communicating effectively with pro-
fessionals outside the field, how to recognize burnout, devel-
oping general coping skills, and setting clear boundaries be-
tween work and home (i.e., not taking work home). Several
responses were broader in nature and generally indicated that
teaching physical and mental/emotional self-care strategies is
important in emphasizing the need to lead a “balanced life.”
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Sub-theme 2: Advocacy “Involvement in state and national
school psych association leadership has been extremely im-
portant in keeping me a happy and healthy practitioner for 35
years”—participant #1

Perceptions expressed within this second sub-theme (14
responses) referred to the need for training programs to em-
phasize the importance of personally advocating for them-
selves, the profession, and their clients both in and out of the
workplace. Responses indicated the need to learn how to ad-
vocate for engaging in the variety of roles they want to per-
form and were trained to deliver.

Theme 2: Modify Professional Training Program
Components

“If the program accurately reflects the climate where you plan
to work and provides adequate practicum experiences, there
should be no surprises. I worked in the state where I was trained
and was happy, then moved to another state with completely
different procedures and I was unhappy”—participant #117

This second main theme incorporated 4 sub-themes relat-
ing more to the need for training programs to modify aspects
of professional training, including specific training program
components in an effort to address the issue of burnout. Sub-
themes focused on providing training in specific skill areas,
teaching the actual versus ideal roles of school psychologists,
including discussions of burnout in courses, and informing
students of alternative job placement opportunities for school
psychologists (in addition to schools).
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Sub-theme 1: Curriculum Changes “I completed my program
a number of years ago, and the severe mental health and se-
vere behavioral health issues I’'m seeing in students today
were not addressed in my program. I’ve tried to get profes-
sional development in these areas, but one or two workshops
isn’t giving me enough of what I need.”—participant #24

Twenty-two responses focused on the need for programs to
add further courses addressing some of the professional skills
needed to more adequately meet job expectations. The skill
areas mentioned most frequently were counseling, intervening
in severe behavior problems, collaboration, report writing,
systems interventions, and technology. Responses in this area
also addressed the need to increase continuing practical pro-
fessional development opportunities offered at their schools/
districts and by professional organizations.

Sub-theme 2: Prepare Students for the Actual Role of School
Psychologists “Instruct on how to work in an ideal scenario
but recognize that schools aren’t the utopia that’s painted in
grad school; teach students how to most effectively work with
the resources and data actually available to them”—partici-
pant #61

This sub-theme associated with modifying training pro-
gram components (17 responses) emerged from specific com-
ments made about the “ideal versus actual” role of a school
psychologist presented in training programs. These comments
focused on the lack of “real world” examples, expectations,
activities, and coverage of “people skills” (e.g., how to deal
with resistance one encounters from others on the job) within
the context of training. Some responses noted how training
programs present “best practices,” which are sometimes unre-
alistic in the real world with events occurring that you have no
control over as a practitioner. For example, many recognized a
lack of resources (personnel as well as access to materials) in
the school setting and changing policies/procedures between
schools/districts/states that sometimes do not allow them to
engage in practices consistent with what was taught in the
training setting. Finally, there was mention from some partic-
ipants that even during practicum and internship field experi-
ences, the real versus ideal role of school psychologists was
not acknowledged since the activities required by training
programs were sometimes not regularly addressed by a prac-
ticing school psychologist.

Sub-theme 3: Include Discussions of Burnout “Talking to stu-
dents about the possibility of burnout, giving the reasons why
school psychologist experience burn and how to look for and
avoid burnout factors when taking a job”—participant #44
The third sub-theme within this larger theme (9 responses)
involved having candid discussions of professional burnout
with trainees. Responses discussed the need to incorporate
discussions early in the training process about what burnout
is, how to recognize it, and how to address it using a variety of

alternative methods. Several participants encouraged pro-
grams to bring in practitioners from the field to discuss the
way(s) they have dealt effectively with their own feelings of
burnout.

Sub-theme 4: Discuss Alternative Practice Settings “Prepare
trainees for licensure in other areas so that they have options
outside of practicing in schools”—participant #108

Although only 2 participants mentioned this as something
training programs should incorporate, it was a unique re-
sponse that could easily be addressed in training programs.
Participants mentioned the importance of talking with stu-
dents in training programs about practice opportunities be-
yond schools including additional licensure options that are
available.

Theme 3: Modify Administrative/Organizational
Policies

“I believe many people are not aware that school psychology
and a job in this field is available, and that more awareness of
the field among the general public would help to get more
people trained and available for hire”—participant #81

Comments incorporated in this last identified main theme
were primary linked to two sub-themes: recruitment of stu-
dents and graduate student selection. The responses in this
category were beyond the scope of program components or
addressing personal responses to burnout and really focused
more on administrative or organizational factors of training
programs that could be changed in an effort to better address
feelings of burnout in the field.

Sub-theme 1: Increase Recruitment of Students “Training
programs should increase their enrollment cap in order to train
a sufficient number of psychologists”—participant #39

Within this sub-theme (7 responses), participants noted re-
cruitment of graduate students as an issue related to burnout.
They interestingly mentioned the need to either remove cohort
caps to admit more students in training programs (i.e., to better
address filling job shortages) or raise the requirements for
entrance so programs produce “better-qualified” practitioners
(i.e., to reduce burden on those perceived as qualified). This
response was often related to an expressed need to advocate
for additional school psychologists and the need for profes-
sional organizations to promote the field of school psychology
among potential future practitioners.

Sub-theme 2: Graduate Student Selection “I think making
sure that training programs are choosing the right students
for their programs is important and if students are questioning
school psychology during the training program, help them
make appropriate choices. I love the field of school psychol-
ogy. If T didn’t, my feelings of burnout would be much worse,
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and I would be in a difficult situation in a job that I didn’t
enjoy”—participant #78

This was an infrequently mentioned response (2) but seems
worthy of recognition. These responses indicated a need for
school psychologists in the field who “want to be school psy-
chologists.” Responses included in this sub-theme were often
related to the identified need to emphasize the ideal vs. actual
roles of school psychologists in identifying the “right” persons
for the field—making certain individuals who are applying
and being accepted in school psychology training programs
have realistic expectations about the field and what is involved
in practice. These responses noted individuals entering the
field who did not have realistic expectations were more likely
to experience burnout.

Although not identified as a separate theme present in the
responses of participants, it should be noted that many practi-
tioners (18 responses) noted that training programs could do
“nothing” about the larger issue of school psychologist burn-
out. As participant #13 stated, “I can’t think of anything that a
training program can do about this issue. There are so many
factors which contribute to the problem that cannot be allevi-
ated by a training program.” Responses related to this idea
often indicated that burnout is more of a “field-based issue”
and that preventing and responding to feelings of burnout
were not the responsibility of training programs. This is note-
worthy in emphasizing the importance of addressing job burn-
out from a multifaceted approach. Both training programs as
well as practice settings (i.e., schools) should take some re-
sponsibility in dealing with this vital issue.

Discussion

Job burnout in practicing school psychologists is recognized
as an important issue for the field. A field already faced with
significant shortages needs to determine the possible reasons
for practitioner burnout as well as strategies that can be im-
plemented to prevent it or address it. Past research has esti-
mated that an alarming rate (up to 90%) of school psycholo-
gists report experiencing some feelings of job burnout at some
point during their careers (Schilling and Randolph
2017, Schilling et al. 2018) most often in relation to increased
feelings of emotional exhaustion and a lessened sense of per-
sonal accomplishment (Boccio et al. 2016; Mills and Huebner
1998; Schilling et al. 2018). It is then vital that prevention and
intervention strategies are identified in order to retain a healthy
workforce in the field. The purpose of the current study was to
examine perceptions among practicing school psychologists
of effective strategies training programs can utilize to address
job burnout in the field. More specifically, participants’ open-
ended responses to this question embedded within a larger
survey regarding perceptions of feelings of job burnout were
examined and resulting themes were identified.

@ Springer

It is thought by the authors that by beginning to address
the topic of job burnout and equip trainees with strategies
to deal with these feelings when they occur, future practi-
tioners are then less likely to experience resulting negative
consequences including leaving the field entirely. This is
especially important given that significant job shortages in
the field continue to persist (Castillo et al. 2014). Despite
this recognition, little research exists in identifying such
strategies. As such, the current research study is one of
the first to begin to identify potentially effective efforts that
training programs can engage in from the point of view of
practitioners.

Three distinct themes were identified in participants’
responses to the question of what training programs can
do to address feelings of job burnout in school psychology:
(1) develop specific personal/professional skills in trainees,
(2) modify professional training program components, and
(3) modify program administrative/organizational procedures.

Regarding the first identified theme, participants empha-
sized the importance of teaching both self-care skills (e.g.,
time management and other coping skills) and how to advo-
cate for themselves and the profession within the context of
training as a strategy to address burnout in the field. This is
consistent with previous research demonstrating that individ-
ual efforts aimed at increasing self-efficacy among workers
to deal with job demands and effectively address feelings of
burnout when they occur are often an effective means of
reducing burnout (Dreison et al. 2018; Kirk et al. 2011).
Similarly, this identified theme is reflective of previous re-
search support that personal characteristics are equally im-
portant in predicting feelings of burnout among school psy-
chologists as are other job-related factors (Bolnik and Brock
2005; Schilling et al. 2018). It is then reasonable to believe
that practitioners who experience less-than-ideal working
conditions (e.g., increasing caseloads, lack of support from
administrators, etc.) are better able to deal with resulting
feelings of burnout if they feel they have been equipped with
strategies to do so within the context of their training.
Regarding the identification of teaching advocacy skills to
students as a means for dealing with burnout in the field, this
finding is again supportive of previous research demonstrat-
ing that engaging in advocacy efforts can help workers, in-
cluding school psychologists, to increase levels of motiva-
tion to “push through” difficult feelings of burnout, particu-
larly emotional exhaustion (Fernet et al. 2016). Increasing
advocacy efforts can also help school psychologists to feel
a greater sense of purpose in their work (Schilling et al.
2018; VanVoorhis and Levinson 2006).

Regarding the second identified theme, participants em-
phasized the inclusion of additional important topics in the
programming of training programs in an effort to reduce
future feelings of burnout in the field. Within this larger
theme, participants identified the need to include broader
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coverage of varying practice areas within the curriculum,
openly discuss the actual vs. ideal practice of school psy-
chology, include discussion of burnout in courses, and dis-
cuss alternative practice settings with students. Generally,
participants’ responses within this broader theme are sup-
portive of past research speaking to the importance of ad-
dressing job burnout from an “organizational” standpoint
(i.e., equipping workers with sufficient skills and providing
them with ongoing training to complete job duties effec-
tively) with the ultimate goal of encouraging a greater
sense of personal accomplishment on the job (Dreison
et al. 2018).

Of note, many responses within this broader theme iden-
tified the need for training programs to focus more on actual
vs. ideal roles of school psychologists. As trainers, it is cer-
tainly necessary to offer a broad training experience to future
practitioners including an overview of all practice areas;
however, responses here appear to indicate the need to also
emphasize that real-world practice does not always match
this ideal. Future practitioners might be best served and less
prone to feelings of burnout if they “know what they are
getting themselves into” (i.e., that a restriction of roles may
occur in some settings, that other practice opportunities out-
side of the school setting are possible, etc.). Previous re-
search has indeed shown that practitioners working in set-
tings in which they engage in a broader range of roles and
subsequently feel like they are valued members of their
school teams are more likely to express greater levels of
job satisfaction and lower levels of job burnout (Hosp and
Reschly 2002; Proctor and Steadman 2003). It is then rea-
sonable to believe that training programs are well-equipped
to work with and encourage students to seek out job oppor-
tunities that appear to be well-matched with their career
goals and vision for their future practice.

Regarding the third identified theme regarding strategies
for how school psychology training programs can address
job burnout in the field, participants spoke to the importance
of modifying administrative policies within programs regard-
ing both recruiting students to the field to share in the burden
of practice as well as ensuring recruitment of high-quality
students who are sufficiently aware of the requirement of
everyday practice. Responses included within this theme
are perhaps most reflective of past research indicating that
perceptions of positive working relationships with coworkers
(Brown et al. 2006) as well as manageable caseloads stem-
ming from a more robust workforce (Proctor and Steadman
2003) are often predictive of lower feelings of burnout.
Generally, strategies offered in this area speak to the need
for training programs to bear the brunt in increasing their
training of high-quality practitioners to help fill shortages
among practitioners that exist in the field in hopefully lead-
ing to reduced feelings of burnout in already overworked
practicing school psychologists.

Limitations

Despite the goal of the current research study to shed further
light on the specific strategies school psychology training pro-
grams can engage in to address the issue of job burnout in the
field, several limitations of this study should be noted. First,
practitioners were surveyed from only one geographical re-
gion (Southeast) of the United States. As recent research has
demonstrated that practitioners in this area of the county tend
to report higher rates of job burnout with up to 90% reporting
some feelings of burnout during their careers (Schilling et al.
2018), it is reasonable to believe that practitioners in other
areas of the country experiencing lower levels of burnout
may identify other potentially useful strategies for addressing
the issue. Second, it should also be emphasized that partici-
pants were only asked to identify what they believe training
programs can do to address job burnout in the field. They were
not asked to identify strategies that their own or other training
programs have engaged in in the past which they personally
experienced as effective in addressing burnout. Therefore, no
judgment was placed on participants’ identification of strate-
gies related to potential effectiveness of these strategies.
Furthermore, identified strategies were not evaluated in rela-
tion to how feasible they might be to implement by programs.
Despite such limitations, results of this study add to the body
of literature regarding the effective prevention of and response
to feelings of job burnout in school psychology and provide
potential areas training programs may consider addressing.

Conclusions and Future Directions

An analysis of resulting themes present in participants’ re-
sponses indicated that practicing school psychologists view
job burnout in the field as a complex issue stemming from a
variety of causes and requiring a multifaceted approach to
effectively address. Participants identified both the need for
training programs to adapt programming components (e.g.,
broadening coverage of topics within their curriculum) and
larger organizational policies (e.g., examining recruitment
procedures) as well as directly addressing the issue of job
burnout with students and equipping future practitioners with
strategies to respond to these feelings when they occur. In
addition, some participants expressed a belief that prevention
and remediation of burnout is not a training program issue and
instead is the responsibility of schools/the practice setting to
address. This indicates that perhaps trainers and employers are
probably most likely to be effective in tackling this vital issue
together. Future research should continue to help identify po-
tentially useful strategies in remediating burnout in the field
with particular attention paid to evaluating the specific out-
comes of such strategies in ultimately reducing feelings of
burnout among practitioners.
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