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A B S T R A C T

Burnout is a critical challenge for special education teachers, undermining teacher well-being and educational 
quality. This study examines how transformational leadership in special education influences teacher burnout 
(termed special education work burnout, SEWB) through the mediating pathways of special education teacher 
admiration and student-centered cognitive empathy (SCCE), and whether these effects depend on teachers’ sense 
of responsibility (SETSR). A quantitative survey was conducted with 439 special education teachers in China. 
Data were analyzed using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) to test the hypothesized 
model. Results indicated that TLSE is significantly associated with lower burnout, and SETA and SCCE partially 
mediate this relationship. Teachers who admire their institution and leaders report lower burnout, and those 
with greater cognitive empathy (better understanding of students’ perspectives) also experience reduced 
burnout, supporting both mediation pathways. TLSE had positive effects on both admiration and cognitive 
empathy, which in turn diminished burnout levels. Additionally, teachers’ sense of responsibility moderated the 
effects: a strong personal responsibility amplified the beneficial impact of TLSE on cognitive empathy and 
subsequent burnout reduction. These findings suggest that fostering transformational leadership and empathy 
can alleviate burnout among special educators. The study contributes to understanding teacher well-being in the 
Chinese context and aligns with global development priorities (SDG 3: Good Health and Well-Being, SDG 4: 
Quality Education) by highlighting leadership and professional support as keys to sustainable special education. 
School administrators should cultivate supportive, visionary leadership and provide resources (including 
empathy training and digital tools) to reduce teacher stress and promote an inclusive, healthy educational 
environment.

1. Introduction

Special education teachers face high rates of job burnout, charac
terized by exhaustion, cynicism, and reduced professional efficacy (Park 
& Shin, 2020). This burnout crisis not only harms individual’s mental 
health (Lei et al., 2025; Peng et al., 2022) but also exacerbates teacher 
shortages and undermines the quality of education (Lei et al., 2024) for 
students with special needs (McGrew et al., 2023). In China’s expanding 
special education sector, heavy workloads and increasing demands for 
inclusive education place teachers at particular risk (Fu et al., 2021). 
Addressing special educator burnout is therefore critical for achieving 
the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), notably SDG 

3 (Good Health and Well-Being) and SDG 4 (Quality Education), by 
ensuring teacher well-being and retention, which in turn supports 
quality learning for students with. However, there is a lack of research 
examining organizational and psychosocial factors that can mitigate 
burnout among special education teachers, especially in the Chinese 
context (Ling et al., 2020).

One theoretical lens to understand burnout in this context is the Job 
Demands-Resources (JD-R) model, which posits that high job demands 
lead to stress and burnout, whereas adequate resources can buffer these 
effects (Demerouti et al., 2001). Special education teaching is a 
demanding profession, managing diverse student needs, paperwork, and 
emotional labor, so supportive resources are essential (Bettini et al., 
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2023). Transformational leadership is a key organizational resource that 
may protect teachers from burnout. Transformational leaders provide 
vision, encouragement, and individualized support, thereby helping 
teachers cope with intensive demands (Chen et al., 2022). In fact, 
transformational leadership in schools has been shown to increase 
teachers’ motivation and well-being by fostering a positive, resource- 
rich work climate (Bryant et al., 2018). This leadership style is espe
cially relevant in modern education, where leaders also leverage digital 
tools and innovation to support teachers, improve communication, and 
streamline workloads (Sunu, 2022). In China’s special education set
tings, effective leadership is crucial for navigating reforms toward in
clusive education and ensuring teachers feel supported in their 
challenging roles (Deng & Zhu, 2016; United Nations, 2023).

This study focuses on two social-cognitive resources that trans
formational leaders may cultivate in teachers: admiration and cognitive 
empathy. Teacher admiration refers to a positive regard and respect that 
teachers feel toward their school leadership and institution (Algoe & 
Haidt, 2009). Transformational leadership often engenders admiration 
by exhibiting competence, integrity, and inspirational vision (Bass & 
Riggio, 2006a, 2006b). When teachers admire their leaders, they are 
more likely to feel valued, trusting, and committed, which can buffer 
against burnout (Carmeli et al., 2020). Admiration provides teachers 
with a sense of belonging and pride in their work community, coun
teracting the emotional exhaustion that leads to burnout. This study 
therefore expects that teachers’ admiration for their leadership will 
mediate the relationship between transformational leadership and lower 
burnout.

Cognitive empathy, specifically student-centered cognitive empathy, 
is the teacher’s ability to understand students’ thoughts and perspectives 
(Jiang & Lu, 2020). This faculty is vital in special education, where 
teachers must interpret and respond to diverse student needs 
(Trauernicht et al., 2021). Transformational leaders can foster greater 
cognitive empathy by encouraging perspective-taking, open communi
cation, and an inclusive mindset. When teachers develop higher cogni
tive empathy, they often experience improved relationships with 
students and find their work more meaningful, which can reduce stress 
and burnout (Nwosu et al., 2021). Thus, the study expects cognitive 
empathy to serve as another mediator through which transformational 
leadership reduces teacher burnout. By enhancing teachers’ ability to 
cognitively appraise and manage classroom challenges, supportive 
leaders effectively provide a psychological resource that lessens 
emotional exhaustion.

In addition, the study considers teachers’ sense of responsibility as a 
potential moderator in the burnout process. Sense of responsibility re
fers to teachers’ personal accountability for their students’ outcomes 
and well-being (Lauermann & Karabenick, 2013). Teachers with a 
strong sense of responsibility deeply internalize their duty to help every 
student succeed. This trait can have mixed implications: on one hand, 
responsible teachers may strive for excellence and respond well to 
supportive leadership; on the other hand, if organizational support is 
lacking, their heightened responsibility could translate into pressure and 
self-blame (Finney, 2019), increasing burnout risk. Prior research sug
gests that without sufficient support, highly responsible teachers are 
prone to stress and burnout because they take failures personally 
(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017). In a positive context, however, trans
formational leadership might channel teachers’ sense of responsibility 
into constructive efforts (e.g., engaging more in empathy and profes
sional growth). This study anticipates that sense of responsibility may 
moderate the impact of leadership on burnout and on the mediation 
pathways. In particular, teachers who feel very responsible might 
experience the benefits of leadership-facilitated admiration and 
empathy differently (potentially more intensely) than those with lower 
responsibility.

Despite mounting interest, burnout scholarship still shows three key 
gaps. First, most evidence comes from Western samples; Asian contexts 
such as China, with collectivist norms and hierarchical workplaces 

described by Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, are rarely examined, 
leaving culturally specific burnout dynamics under-explored (Hofstede, 
2011). Second, research leans on mainstream schooling and overlooks 
special-education teachers, whose intensified emotional and cognitive 
load may magnify burnout’s damage to pedagogy and learner outcomes 
(recent study) (Benigno et al., 2025). Evidence on whether trans
formational leadership counteracts this burnout is still emerging and 
under-represented in special-education settings (Tian & Guo, 2024). 
Third, burnout is too often cast as an individual ailment, so organiza
tional antecedents and remedies, including leadership, remain periph
eral (Madigan & Kim, 2021).

Our study addresses these gaps through a systemic model that pairs 
emotional (teacher admiration) and cognitive (empathy) mediators with 
teacher responsibility as a moderator to predict burnout in special- 
education settings. By embedding this model in the Sustainable Devel
opment Goals, the study highlights how unchecked teacher exhaustion 
threatens SDG 3 (health and well-being) and SDG 4 (inclusive, quality 
education), yet leadership-driven, organization-level interventions can 
advance both targets. This integrative perspective shifts the conversa
tion from individual coping to collective, policy-relevant solutions and 
clarifies how culturally attuned transformational leadership can sustain 
teacher well-being and educational quality in high-stress environments.

In summary, this study proposes a model in which transformational 
leadership reduces special education teacher burnout through two me
diators, teacher admiration and cognitive empathy, and where teacher 
sense of responsibility moderates these relationships. By investigating 
these mechanisms in China’s special education context, the study ad
dresses a critical gap in understanding how school leadership and 
teacher attributes jointly influence burnout in non-Western, high-de
mand educational environments (Pavlidou et al., 2022). The research 
question guiding this work is: How do transformational leadership and 
the related factors of teacher admiration, cognitive empathy, and sense 
of responsibility interact to affect job burnout among special education 
teachers in China? Addressing this question can inform both theory (by 
integrating social-cognitive factors into burnout models) and practice 
(by identifying leverage points for interventions to support teacher well- 
being), thereby contributing to sustainable educational development in 
line with global goals.

2. Literature review and theoretical underpinning

Burnout is defined as a state of chronic work-related stress marked by 
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization (cynicism toward people at 
work), and a reduced sense of personal accomplishment (Ran, 2024). 
Special education teachers have been found to experience especially 
high burnout due to the intense emotional and cognitive demands of 
their role (Fu et al., 2021). They often work with students who have 
significant disabilities, requiring patience, individualized strategies, and 
frequent collaboration with families and specialists. These challenges 
can tax teachers’ emotional resources over time. Research internation
ally and in China underscores that many special educators report mod
erate to high levels of burnout, which can lead to job dissatisfaction, 
health problems, and attrition from the profession. Reducing teacher 
burnout is crucial, as chronic burnout not only impairs teachers’ well- 
being (violating SDG 3 targets on mental health) but also negatively 
impacts student outcomes and the inclusive education agenda (under
mining SDG 4 on quality education).

Leadership plays a very important role in mitigating burnout in many 
settings. Effective leadership can lower job pressures, improve engage
ment and help combat burnout. Numerous studies in healthcare, edu
cation, and corporate sectors show that leadership styles that promote 
employee development, support and empowerment are effective in 
reducing burnout (Chen et al., 2022; Tsang et al., 2022). Leadership 
behaviors like communication, clear expectations and consistent feed
back can significantly reduce the chance of burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 
2016), when practiced in the workplace. Ineffective leadership 
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characterized by lack of support and unclear goals are related to lower 
burnout rates (Itri & Lawson, 2016). It is very clear that leadership plays 
an important role in establishing work environment and affecting 
employee well-being. Transformational leadership in special education 
refers to school leadership behaviors that inspire, motivate, and intel
lectually stimulate teachers, while providing individualized support 
(Gong et al., 2013). A leader who transforms brings a clear vision, values 
innovation, shows that teachers matter, and helps create a friendly and 
welcoming school environment. According to research, this way of 
leading has improved teachers’ happiness at work, commitment to the 
organization, and levels of stress (FLANAGAN, 2022). Transformational 
leadership plays an important role in burnout situations: it lightens job 
demands and builds teachers’ confidence and sense of support. Thus, a 
principal who uses transformational leadership could help special edu
cation teachers solve issues, offer support, and give them the necessary 
resources, so they do not feel hopeless or overworked. It has been 
determined recently that effective and motivating leadership in stressful 
areas (like special education) helps to reduce teacher burnout. Also, 
since technology plays a bigger role in education, transformational 
leaders often manage digital leadership by encouraging and assisting 
teachers to use technology well. When digital leadership is adopted, 
there is less need for teachers to handle paperwork, and they can team 
up more easily using online tools (Sunu, 2022).

This study focuses on the relationship between transformational 
leadership and burnout in the special education sector. Studies on 
transformational leadership have shown its capacity to mitigate burnout 
by fostering an empowering and supportive work environment (Khan 
et al., 2020). This leadership style is a good way to take away employees’ 
emotional and cognitive burden, thereby reducing the likelihood of 
burnout (Tian & Guo, 2024). Transformational leaders create shared 
visions of excellence, which motivate teachers to continue to grow 
professionally so that they are not likely to become worn out in an 
already stressful profession. For teachers working to meet many com
plex demands and stay well (Khan et al., 2020), this leadership is 
especially important, given the emotionally taxing nature of special 
education. The study relies on the framework of JD-R theory to explain 
how leadership influences burnout. JD-R theory defines burnout as a 
result of ‘situation demanding resources more than resources available’ 
(Demerouti et al., 2001). Physical, psychological, and emotional aspects 
of jobs demanding sustained effort are called job demands, while sup
ports that employees use to cope are called job resources. Trans
formative leadership serves as a crucial job resource in supplying 
necessary support, direction, and motivation to keep employees going 
(Katou et al., 2022), so they can manage high demands without 
becoming burnt out. This leadership is particularly important in special 
education, where the demands are especially high, and it is the resources 
that are necessary to avoid burnout and promote resilience. Based on the 
JD-R theory and literature on transformational leadership, the study 
proposes the following hypothesis: 

H1. Transformational leadership is negatively related to burnout 
among special education teachers.

In workplaces, admiration is elicited by leaders who demonstrate 
competence, integrity, and inspirational qualities (Ahmad et al., 2024). 
Leaders often cultivate admiration among staff by showing charisma, 
compassion, and commitment to a shared mission (Helfrich & Dietl, 
2019). For special education teachers, feeling admiration for their 
school leadership can be especially empowering. It signals that the 
leadership is worthy of trust and emulation, which enhances teachers’ 
emotional connection to their work (Xue et al., 2024). Admiration can 
thus increase teachers’ organizational commitment and morale, as 
supported by evidence that admiration for leaders correlates with higher 
employee engagement and well-being. In burnout terms, when teachers 
genuinely admire their principal or school, they are more likely to 
perceive a sense of community and shared purpose, which buffers 
against isolation and cynicism (a core component of burnout). 

Admiration also implies that teachers feel valued and inspired in their 
roles, counteracting the feeling of low personal accomplishment. 
Therefore, the study expects that admiration is negatively related to 
burnout: teachers who report greater admiration for their leadership 
will have lower burnout. Furthermore, the study posits that admiration 
mediates the effect of leadership on burnout. A strong transformational 
leader is likely to increase teachers’ admiration (through supportive 
actions and vision), which in turn makes teachers more resilient to stress 
and exhaustion. This mediating role of admiration is a novel consider
ation in special education burnout research, building on organizational 
studies, which find that positive follower‑leader relationships improve 
employee well-being.

Transformational leadership fosters positive emotional responses 
such as admiration, respect, and trust among employees (Bass & Riggio, 
2006a, 2006b). Leaders who demonstrate charisma, provide a clear 
vision, and offer personalized support are often admired by sub
ordinates. Admiration refers to a positive reaction toward someone 
exhibiting competence, trustworthiness, and inspiration (Algoe & Haidt, 
2009). This admiration enhances employee engagement, motivation, 
and commitment, reinforcing belief in the leader’s vision (Avolio et al., 
2009). Across various sectors, including education, healthcare, and 
corporate environments, admiration for transformational leaders cor
relates with higher employee satisfaction and well-being (Ahmad et al., 
2024). In special education, transformational leadership plays a crucial 
role in fostering teacher admiration. Given the high emotional and 
cognitive demands, leaders who offer individualized support, articulate 
a clear vision for inclusive education, and recognize teachers’ unique 
contributions inspire admiration, especially as teachers often feel 
undervalued (Galliani & Vianello, 2012). This admiration boosts 
teachers’ emotional and professional commitment.

Teacher admiration for leadership directly impacts burnout. 
Burnout, characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and 
reduced personal accomplishment, is mitigated when employees admire 
and trust their leaders. Admiration provides a sense of belonging and 
trust, buffering against emotional exhaustion (Michel et al., 2013). 
When employees feel valued and respected by their leaders, they are 
more likely to remain engaged and motivated, strengthening resilience 
against stress (Carmeli et al., 2020).

Admiration for leadership in the special education sector is a 
powerful protective factor against burnout in the special education 
sector. Admiration by teachers for their leaders means they are sup
ported and appreciated (Baker et al., 2015), which reduce their risk of 
burnout. Individualized support and recognition by transformational 
leaders generate admiration and an atmosphere where teachers are 
engaged to meet his or her high demands on being a role. Furthermore, 
teacher admiration may serve as a mediator between transformational 
leadership and burnout. Transformational leaders create a supportive 
work environment to foster admiration that lowers the likelihood of 
burnout (Hildenbrand et al., 2018). Emotional engagement and support 
that follows admiration buffer burnout characteristics. Admiration then 
links positive effects of transformational leadership to lower burnout 
levels. In particular, admiration for leadership serves as a particularly 
important mediator of admiration for leadership in special education, 
where demands are particularly high. Teachers who respect their leaders 
are empowered and supported and are able to cope with role stressors 
(Brunsting et al., 2014). It explains why transformational leadership 
lessens the burnout by creating mediators of positive emotional re
sponses that increase well-being and job satisfaction. Per JD-R theory, 
the use of transformational leadership as a job resource will enable 
employees to manage the demands and prevent burnout. Teacher 
admiration is a major job resource that provides emotional and psy
chological support to deal with high demands. Admiration is a mediator 
according to JD-R theory, being connected to lower burnout levels and 
transformational leadership and social and emotional factors in the 
management of the job demands in special education through the role of 
admiration. Based on this discussion, the study proposes the following 
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hypotheses: 

H2. Transformational leadership is positively related to teacher 
admiration among special education teachers.

H3. Teacher admiration is negatively related to burnout among special 
education teachers.

H4. Teacher admiration mediates the relationship between trans
formational leadership and burnout among special education teachers.

Cognitive empathy is the ability to understand and intellectually 
appreciate another’s perspective and feelings (often termed perspective- 
taking) (Smith, 2006). In teaching, and particularly in special education, 
cognitive empathy allows educators to anticipate student needs, adapt 
instruction, and handle behavioral challenges with insight and patience. 
High cognitive empathy helps teachers interpret why a student might be 
struggling or acting out, leading to more effective and less frustrating 
responses. This skill is thus a psychological resource that can reduce 
stress: teachers with strong cognitive empathy experience fewer nega
tive emotional surprises and conflicts, thereby lowering emotional 
exhaustion over time. Prior research indicates that fostering teachers’ 
perspective-taking abilities can improve classroom climate and decrease 
feelings of burnout, as teachers feel more efficacious in managing stu
dent issues (Trauernicht et al., 2021). This study considers cognitive 
empathy in our model as a crucial mediator. Transformational leaders 
likely boost employees’ cognitive empathy by modeling empathetic at
titudes (Sergey et al., 2020), promoting professional development on 
inclusive practices, and encouraging reflective dialogue about students. 
For example, a leader might encourage teachers to share success stories 
and challenges in team meetings, which can broaden each teacher’s 
understanding of different student perspectives. Studies have shown that 
leadership that emphasizes intellectual stimulation and individualized 
consideration, both components of transformational leadership, can 
increase followers’ empathy and prosocial behaviors (Menegazzo et al., 
2015). Thus, the study expects transformational to positively relate to 
cognitive empathy. In turn, higher cognitive empathy should relate to 
lower burnout because empathetic teachers cope better with student- 
related stressors and find greater meaning in their work. Cognitive 
empathy is anticipated to mediate the transformational leader
ship–burnout link: i.e., transformational leadership reduces burnout 
partially by helping teachers develop greater cognitive empathy, which 
functions as a coping resource that offsets work demands.

Transformational leadership not only fosters admiration but also 
promotes cognitive empathy, the ability to understand others’ thoughts 
and feelings (Davis, 1983). This is vital in professions like education, 
where interpersonal relationships and emotional intelligence are 
important. Transformational leaders encourage open communication, 
critical thinking, and individualized support, cultivating cognitive 
empathy in followers (Jiang & Lu, 2020). By practicing intellectual 
stimulation, they challenge employees to consider different perspectives 
and the needs of others, fostering an environment where cognitive 
empathy thrives. In special education, cognitive empathy is especially 
critical. Teachers work with students who have diverse learning needs 
and behavioral challenges, making cognitive empathy essential (Chang 
et al., 2021). Transformational leaders who emphasize understanding 
students’ unique perspectives help teachers enhance their cognitive 
empathy, improving interactions and fostering a more inclusive envi
ronment (Obliopas et al., 2020).

Cognitive empathy plays a crucial role in mitigating burnout. While 
burnout involves emotional exhaustion, cognitive factors influence how 
individuals cope with stress (Trauernicht et al., 2021). Employees with 
high cognitive empathy approach stressful situations with a better un
derstanding of others, reducing the emotional toll of work. This 
perspective-taking prevents emotional exhaustion, a key component of 
burnout, and improves interpersonal relationships, decreasing work
place conflicts.

Cognitive empathy is an important buffer against burnout for special 

education teachers. Without it, working with special needs students can 
be overwhelming (Nwosu et al., 2021). Teachers with strong cognitive 
empathy know how best to help their students through their challenges, 
making it more rewarding work and less stressful, protecting teachers 
from burnout. Transformational leadership is mediated by cognitive 
empathy with burnout. Miller (2009) assert that transformational 
leaders do so by cultivating cognitive empathy through individualized 
consideration and intellectual stimulation, which, in turn, reduces 
burnout. It is especially pronounced in special education. Interactions 
and emotional resilience are significantly reduced by transformational 
leaders who encourage understanding of students’ perspectives. From 
the perspective of the JD-R theory, cognitive empathy is a critically 
important job resource for managing work demands. Cognitive empathy 
created by transformational leadership empowers employees to cope 
with complex social and emotional job challenges. It protects against 
burnout by improving the understanding and responding to people’s 
needs, and thereby decreasing emotional exhaustion caused by high 
demands (Demerouti et al., 2001). In turn, cognitive empathy mediates 
the relationship between transformational leadership and burnout and 
provides protection from workplace stressors. 

H5. Transformational leadership is positively related to cognitive 
empathy among special education teachers.

H6. Cognitive empathy is negatively related to burnout among special 
education teachers.

H7. Cognitive empathy mediates the relationship between trans
formational leadership and burnout among special education teachers.

Sense of responsibility is defined as a teacher’s internalized duty to 
ensure student success and well-being, often accompanied by feelings of 
accountability for student outcomes (Boyd et al., 2018). Teachers high 
in this trait strongly feel “my students’ failure is my failure,” which can 
drive them to invest extra effort in planning, mentoring, and continuous 
improvement. In many ways, a healthy sense of responsibility is desir
able, as it aligns with professional standards and can motivate teachers 
to seek better strategies and support students persistently. However, an 
excessive or unsupported sense of responsibility may lead teachers to 
shoulder unrealistic burdens, potentially contributing to stress. Lauer
mann and Karabenick (2013) note that teacher responsibility is distinct 
from self-efficacy: it is not just confidence in ability, but a moral 
imperative that can either energize or overwhelm a teacher depending 
on context. In supportive environments, responsible teachers thrive; in 
challenging environments without adequate support, they may experi
ence guilt and burnout. The study includes the teacher’s sense of re
sponsibility as a moderating variable to explore how this personal factor 
interacts with leadership and the mediators. It is plausible that when 
teachers have a high sense of responsibility, transformational leader
ship’s effects could be intensified – for instance, these teachers might 
respond more strongly to a leader’s guidance by working even harder to 
be empathetic and admirable professionals. This could amplify the 
positive impact of transformational leadership on reducing burnout 
(because the teacher eagerly utilizes the support) or, if taken to an 
extreme, it could introduce some additional pressure (“I must live up to 
this supportive leader’s expectations”). Previous literature suggests 
mixed outcomes: a strong sense of responsibility can improve teaching 
performance, but also correlates with higher stress if teachers feel solely 
accountable for uncontrollable outcomes.

How employees perceive and respond to workplace demands de
pends a lot on a sense of responsibility. Teachers who are personally 
responsible for their students’ success tend to have a strong sense of 
responsibility for their students’ success, which can motivate them but 
can also make them susceptible to stress (Lauermann & Karabenick, 
2013). Such heightened responsibility pushes teachers to do more than 
their fair share, to keep students engaged and invested. But it can also 
increase pressure and emotional exhaustion, especially when there is no 
support (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017). As a result, it can increase 
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effectiveness, but it also increases vulnerability to burnout. In the 
context of transformational leadership, sense of responsibility moder
ates between leadership and mediator variables such as admiration and 
cognitive empathy. Furthermore, transformational leaders who give 
support can encourage more admiration from teachers who feel excep
tionally accountable (Bass & Riggio, 2006a, 2006b). Leadership that 
provides the resources these teachers need to meet their responsibilities 
is met with a positive response from these teachers. On the contrary, 
even transformational leadership is not able to fully mitigate burnout if 
high expectations result in emotional exhaustion (Carmeli & Spreitzer, 
2009). Consequently, teacher admiration is influenced by sense of re
sponsibility and, in turn, transformed leadership affects burnout levels. 
The path between transformational leadership and cognitive empathy is 
expected to be moderated by sense of responsibility. Under trans
formational leadership, teachers with a strong sense of responsibility 
tend to develop cognitive empathy as they want to understand their 
students’ needs. However, when this responsibility becomes too much, it 
can become a cognitive and emotional burden that may prevent lead
ership from having a positive effect on cognitive empathy. Supportive 
leadership may still not help when the responsibility is heightened, thus 
increasing burnout risk (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006). Thus, the moder
ating role of sense of responsibility is crucial in determining whether 
transformational leadership can effectively reduce burnout through 
cognitive empathy. Within the JD-R framework, sense of responsibility 
acts as either a motivator or a potential threat to burnout risk. When job 
resources like transformational leadership are present, a strong sense of 
responsibility can enhance positive effects, fostering admiration and 
cognitive empathy that reduce burnout (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 
However, when job demands outweigh resources, it may exacerbate 
stress, reducing the effectiveness of transformational leadership. As a 
moderator, sense of responsibility determines the extent to which 
transformational leadership can buffer against burnout through its in
fluence on key mediators. Hence: 

H8a. Teacher sense of responsibility moderates the relationship be
tween transformational leadership and teacher admiration, such that the 
relationship is stronger for teachers with higher levels of responsibility.

H8b. Teacher sense of responsibility moderates the relationship be
tween transformational leadership and cognitive empathy, such that the 
relationship is stronger for teachers with higher levels of responsibility.

3. Methodology

This study adopted a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design to 
test the proposed model and hypotheses. This approach was appropriate 
because our goal was to examine statistical relationships between mul
tiple latent constructs (leadership, burnout, etc.) and to evaluate medi
ation/moderation effects in a large teacher sample (Liu et al., 2024). A 
survey design allowed standardized data collection on psychological 
variables, and the cross-sectional snapshot captured the state of these 
variables during the study period (Guan et al., 2023). This study choses 
Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) for data 
analysis due to the complexity of our model, which includes two me
diators and a moderator (Murtaza et al., 2021). PLS-SEM (implemented 
via SmartPLS) is well-suited for predictive models with latent variables 
and can handle relatively smaller sample sizes while maintaining sta
tistical power (Fu et al., 2023). This method allowed us to simulta
neously assess the measurement model (validity and reliability of our 
constructs) and the structural model (paths between constructs) within 
one analytical framework. Overall, the quantitative design and PLS-SEM 
analysis provided a rigorous means to quantitatively evaluate our hy
potheses about how leadership and empathy-related factors affect 
burnout.

3.1. Participants and data collection procedure

The study was conducted in mainland China with special education 
teachers as the target population. The study focused on three major 
urban centers, Chengdu, Wuhan, and Nanjing, selected for their diverse 
educational environments and strong special education programs. 
Chengdu and Wuhan are known for robust public education and inclu
sive schooling initiatives, while Nanjing is a national hub for special 
education teacher training and innovation. By sampling from these cit
ies, the study aimed to capture a broad perspective on special education 
contexts in China. This study coordinated with local school authorities 
to reach special education teachers across multiple schools (both special 
schools and inclusive programs).

Data collection occurred in three waves over two months. In the first 
wave, the study gathered demographic information and data on trans
formational leadership in special education and special education 
teacher admiration. The second wave focused on student-centered 
cognitive empathy and special education teachers’ sense of re
sponsibility. In the final wave, the study collected data on special edu
cation work burnout. Surveys were administered primarily in person, 
and research team members or trained school staff distributed paper 
questionnaires during staff meetings or professional development ses
sions. Each questionnaire began with an introduction and the consent 
form, followed by the scale items. To further reduce common method 
variance, the study employed several procedural techniques: the study 
emphasized anonymity to encourage candor, randomized item order 
within each section to avoid response patterns, and gave clear in
structions stressing honest responses over “right” answers. The current 
study also pilot-tested the survey with a small group of 15 special edu
cation teachers to ensure clarity of language (especially after translation 
of some scale items into Chinese). Pilot feedback was used to refine 
wording for cultural relevance and comprehension (Fu et al., 2022; Liu 
et al., 2024).

The study followed strict rules of ethics during the research. Before 
gathering data, the project was approved by the ethics committee of the 
institution. After reading a description of the study’s purpose and pro
cess, all the participants gave their consent. Teachers were allowed to 
take part in the research only if they agreed and could stop at any time 
without facing any issues. No information about people’s identities was 
collected during the survey (Xu et al., 2022; Yu et al., 2021). For 
confidentiality, the study made sure that all completed questionnaires 
were kept safe and only the gathered data were examined. The survey 
was given out by each administration, but they did not take part in 
analyzing the data to protect teachers’ privacy. The study made sure 
teachers could do the survey at their convenience and sent the results to 
any school that wanted to see them as a sign of respect. They conducted 
research on human ethics, earned trust from the participants, and 
probably helped people answer honestly. A stratified sampling approach 
by city was used, and within each city, teachers were approached via 
their schools. To ensure a sufficient sample size for the PLS-SEM model, 
the study conducted a power analysis using G*Power. Setting a mod
erate effect size (f2 ≈ 0.15), α = 0.05, and desired power = 0.80, the 
analysis recommended a minimum of ~400 teachers to detect the 
smallest effect of interest (given our model structure with several pre
dictors). Anticipating some non-response, the authors distributed 700 
questionnaires (approximately proportional to the number of special 
education teachers in each city). The study achieved a strong response: 
462 teachers returned completed surveys. After data screening, the 
study excluded 23 responses due to substantial missing data or incon
sistent answers (e.g., identical ratings for all questions, indicating inat
tentive responding). The final sample size was 439 special education 
teachers. This sample exceeds the power analysis requirement and en
hances the robustness of our findings. Table 1 presents the demographic 
characteristics of participants (e.g., age, gender, years of experience). In 
brief, the teacher sample included a balanced mix of early-career and 
veteran teachers, with a majority in the 25–44 age range, and 
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represented a range of school types (inclusive programs and dedicated 
special schools). (See Fig. 1.)

3.2. Measures

To measure the constructs in this study, fused well-established and 
published scales to ensure rigor and validity. Utilizing recognized scales 
allows us to build on previous research, ensuring reliability and accep
tance within the academic community. All items were measured using a 
five-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 
agree.” Expert evaluations were also conducted by field practitioners 
and academicians, who provided feedback on the relevance and ade
quacy of the items. This process helped refine the instrument and 
confirm its suitability for the study. Transformational leadership in 
special education was measured using seven items adapted from Car
less et al. (2000) Global Transformational Leadership Scale. A sample 
item is, “Our educational supervisor communicates a clear and inspiring 
vision for the future of special education.” This scale assesses leadership 
effectiveness and communication in educational settings. Teacher 

Table 1 
Socio-Demographic Characteristics of the Sample.

Variable Category Frequency Percentage (%)

Age 25–34 years 150 34.20 %
35–44 years 120 27.30 %
45–54 years 90 20.50 %
55 years and above 79 18.00 %

Gender Male 180 41.00 %
Female 259 59.00 %

Teaching Experience 1–5 years 100 22.80 %
6–10 years 130 29.60 %
11–15 years 110 25.10 %
16 years and above 99 22.50 %

Highest Qualification Bachelor’s Degree 250 56.90 %
Master’s Degree 150 34.20 %
Doctorate 39 8.90 %

Type of School Public 300 68.30 %
Private 139 31.70 %

Province/Region Chengdu 160 36.40 %
Wuhan 140 31.90 %
Nanjing 139 31.70 %

Fig. 1. The Measurement Model.
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burnout was assessed with seven items from the work-related burnout 
scale developed by Kristensen et al. (2005). A representative item is, “I 
feel worn out at the end of the school day.” This scale is respected for 
measuring emotional exhaustion and teacher fatigue.

Student-centered cognitive empathy was measured using four 
items adapted from cognitive empathy scales by Bettencourt et al. 
(2001). A sample item is, “I try to look at every side of a student’s sit
uation before making decisions about their learning plan.” This scale 
captures the teacher’s ability to understand and empathize with stu
dents’ perspectives. Special education teacher sense of responsibility 
was measured using 13 items from Lauermann and Karabenick (2013). A 
sample item is, “I would feel personally responsible if a student in my 
special education class failed to make excellent progress throughout the 
school year.” This scale assesses teachers’ sense of personal account
ability for student outcomes. Special education teacher admiration 
was assessed with five items adapted from a scale by Sweetman et al. 
(2013). A sample item is, “I feel admiration when I think about my 
special education institution.” This scale measures the respect and 
admiration teachers have for their institution. Each scale was translated 
into Chinese by bilingual experts using translation-backtranslation to 
ensure accuracy. Pilot testing confirmed that the items were clear to 
Chinese teachers and culturally appropriate. The study also performed 
expert review: two special education scholars and two school principals 
examined the survey and endorsed the relevance of each item to the 
construct (minor wording adjustments were made based on their input).

To mitigate common method bias, the study employed procedural 
and statistical techniques. Participants were assured anonymity to 
reduce biased responses due to social desirability. The questionnaire was 
administered in multiple waves, reducing potential recall bias. Ques
tions were randomized to prevent response patterns from question order 
effects. Statistically, the study conducted Harman’s single-factor test to 
assess common method variance. Results indicated that no single factor 
accounted for the majority of variance, suggesting common method bias 
was not significant. To reduce social desirability bias, the authors 
emphasized the importance of honest and accurate responses in the in
structions. Questions were neutrally framed to avoid leading partici
pants to socially acceptable answers. Reverse-scored items were 
included to detect inconsistent responding and reduce automatic, so
cially desirable answering patterns.

3.3. Data analysis

The study used SmartPLS to perform PLS-SEM analysis. The analysis 
proceeded in two stages. First, the study assessed the measurement 
model for reliability and validity. All construct measures demonstrated 
high internal consistency, with Cronbach’s α and composite reliability 
values above 0.85 for each construct. Indicator reliability was evidenced 
by factor loadings mostly above 0.70 on their intended constructs (all 
retained items met this criterion). The study also confirmed convergent 
validity as the average variance extracted (AVE) for each construct 
exceeded 0.50. Discriminant validity was checked via the Fornell- 
Larcker criterion and HTMT ratios, which were all within acceptable 
limits (no HTMT >0.85), indicating that each construct was distinct 
from the others.

Next, the study examined the structural model to test our hypotheses. 
The authors bootstrapped the PLS model with 5000 resamples to obtain 
robust estimates of path coefficients, standard errors, and confidence 
intervals. The model fit and predictive power were evaluated using R2 

values. The R2 for burnout was substantial (around 0.40), meaning 
about 40 % of the variance in burnout was explained by the model 
predictors (leadership, admiration, empathy, and interactions). The R2 

for cognitive empathy was about 0.39, indicating transformational, and 
the moderator explained roughly 39 % of the variance in SCCE. The 
study also checked for any multicollinearity issues among predictors; all 
variance inflation factors (VIFs) were below 3, suggesting no multi
collinearity problem. Results for each hypothesized path (direct, 

mediated, and moderated) were then interpreted, as described in the 
next section. All significance tests used a p < 0.05 threshold.

4. Results

The analysis for this study was conducted using SMART-PLS, a par
tial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) tool that is 
particularly useful for handling complex models with multiple con
structs, mediators, and moderators. SMART-PLS was chosen due to its 
ability to work with smaller sample sizes and its robustness in modeling 
relationships between latent variables. The analysis focused on evalu
ating the measurement model (reliability and validity of constructs) and 
the structural model (relationships between the variables). The 
following abbreviations are used for the variables in this section: 
Transformational leadership in special education (TLSE), special edu
cation work burnout (SEWB), student-centered cognitive empathy 
(SCCE), special education teacher admiration (SETA), and special edu
cation teacher sense of responsibility (SETSR).

To assess the measurement model, the study examined the loadings, 
composite reliability, and average variance extracted (AVE) for each 
variable. All item loadings exceeded the acceptable threshold of 0.70, 
confirming indicator reliability. The composite reliability values for all 
constructs exceeded 0.9, indicating strong internal consistency reli
ability, and the AVE values were all above 0.5, ensuring convergent 
validity. The combined results of loadings, composite reliability, AVE, 
and R-squared values are presented below in Table 2. The R-squared 
values show that SCCE had an R2 of 0.388, indicating that trans
formational leadership explains 38.8 % of the variance in cognitive 
empathy. SETA had an R2 of 0.369, and SEWB had an R2 of 0.442, 
indicating that the proposed model explains 44.2 % of the variance in 
burnout.

To assess the discriminant validity of the constructs, the study 

Table 2 
Measurement model assessment.

Variable Item Loading Composite Reliability AVE R Square

SCCE SCCE1 0.929 0.938 0.791 0.388
SCCE2 0.766
SCCE3 0.924
SCCE4 0.927

SETA SETA1 0.907 0.936 0.86 0.369
SETA2 0.942
SETA3 0.933
SETA4 0.936
SETA5 0.917

SETSR SETSR1 0.942 0.942 0.833
SETSR10 0.932
SETSR11 0.94
SETSR12 0.944
SETSR13 0.93
SETSR3 0.805
SETSR4 0.804
SETSR5 0.934
SETSR6 0.93
SETSR7 0.928
SETSR9 0.937

SEWB SEWB1 0.943 0.918 0.88 0.442
SEWB2 0.945
SEWB3 0.942
SEWB4 0.94
SEWB5 0.939
SEWB6 0.927
SEWB7 0.932

TLSE TLSE1 0.746 0.914 0.604
TLSE2 0.738
TLSE3 0.756
TLSE4 0.772
TLSE5 0.822
TLSE6 0.819
TLSE7 0.782
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examined the Fornell-Larcker criterion and the Heterotrait-Monotrait 
(HTMT) ratio (Table 3). Discriminant validity ensures that the con
structs are distinct and measure different aspects of the model. A key 
part of assessing discriminant validity involves confirming that the 
square root of AVE for each construct is greater than its correlation with 
any other construct. Additionally, the HTMT ratios provide another 
robust test of discriminant validity, with values below 0.85 indicating 
good discriminant validity. The square root of each construct’s AVE is 
presented along the diagonal of the table, and the correlations between 
constructs are shown off-diagonal. The results indicate that all con
structs meet the Fornell-Larcker criterion, as the square root of the AVE 
for each construct is greater than its correlation with other constructs. 
This confirms the discriminant validity of the constructs in the model. 
The results show that the square root of the AVEs (bold diagonal values) 
for all variables is higher than the off-diagonal correlations, meeting the 
Fornell-Larcker criterion for discriminant validity. Moreover, the HTMT 
ratios (values in parentheses) are all below 0.85, indicating strong 
discriminant validity between the constructs.

The analysis using SMART-PLS revealed significant relationships 
among the variables (Table 4). The direct relationship between TLSE 
and SEWB was significant (β = − 0.295), indicating that trans
formational leadership directly reduces burnout. This underscores the 
importance of effective leadership in mitigating work-related burnout. 
The path from TLSE to SETA was highly significant (β = 0.449), showing 
that transformational leadership boosts teacher admiration. Teachers 
who admire their leaders are likely to experience positive emotional 
connections, reinforcing the value of leadership that fosters admiration 
and respect. The effect of SETA on SEWB was also significant (β =
− 0.377), confirming that teacher admiration is negatively related to 
burnout. Teacher admiration serves as an emotional buffer against job 
stress, and the mediating role of SETA between TLSE and SEWB was 
supported (β = − 0.169), demonstrating that transformational leader
ship reduces burnout by enhancing teacher admiration.

Similarly, TLSE significantly affected SCCE (β = 0.441), confirming 
that transformational leadership enhances teachers’ cognitive empathy, 
crucial in special education settings. The path from SCCE to SEWB was 
significant (β = − 0.233), indicating that teachers with higher cognitive 
empathy experience lower burnout levels. Teachers better able to un
derstand their students’ perspectives find their work more fulfilling and 
less stressful, reducing burnout risk. The mediating role of SCCE be
tween TLSE and SEWB was supported (β = − 0.103), showing that 
transformational leadership reduces burnout by increasing cognitive 
empathy.

The moderating role of SETSR showed mixed results. SETSR did not 
significantly moderate the relationship between TLSE, admiration, and 
burnout (non-significant β = 0.023). However, it significantly moder
ated the relationship between TLSE, cognitive empathy, and burnout (β 
= − 0.019). This suggests that teachers with a strong sense of re
sponsibility may feel more pressured to engage empathetically with 
their students, amplifying the effect of transformational leadership on 
cognitive empathy and, ultimately, on burnout. Fig. 2 includes the full 
structural model of our study.

5. Discussion

This study provides empirical evidence on how transformational 
leadership and related social-cognitive factors impact special education 
teacher burnout in China. Consistent with our expectations and prior 
theory (Chen et al., 2022; Tsang et al., 2022), transformational leader
ship was associated with significantly lower burnout among special 
education teachers. Teachers who perceived their school leaders as more 
transformational, offering vision, support, and intellectual stimulation, 
reported less emotional exhaustion and cynicism in their jobs. This 
finding aligns with the JD-R framework: Transformational leadership 
functions as a crucial job resource that offsets the high demands of 
special education teaching. Importantly, our results show that this 
protective effect of leadership is partially mediated by two factors: 
teacher admiration and cognitive empathy. In our sample, trans
formational leadership led to higher levels of both admiration and 
cognitive empathy in teachers, and in turn, those teachers experienced 
lower burnout. This confirms the past research that both the emotional 
pathway and the cognitive pathway are mechanisms through which 
good leadership can reduce burnout (Baker et al., 2015; Hildenbrand 
et al., 2018; Jiang & Lu, 2020). Notably, teacher admiration had a 
relatively strong relationship with reduced burnout (teachers with 
greater admiration for their institution had significantly lower burnout 
levels, β ≈ − 0.38). This suggests that when teachers value and trust their 
leadership, they gain emotional resiliencepossibly feeling more sup
ported and committed, which buffers stress. The cognitive empathy 
pathway also proved significant: teachers with higher student-centered 
empathy had lower burnout (β ≈ − 0.23), and transformational leader
ship boosted this empathy (β ≈ 0.44), resulting in an indirect effect on 
burnout. Although the empathy-mediated effect was slightly smaller 
than the admiration-mediated effect, its significance underlines that 
understanding students is indeed a protective factor against burnout, 
and one that leadership can foster.

Our moderation analysis yielded comprehensive insights about the 
role of teachers’ sense of responsibility. The study found that sense of 
responsibility moderated the leadership → empathy → burnout 
pathway, but not the leadership → admiration pathway. In other words, 
highly responsible teachers differed from their peers mainly in how they 
responded to transformational leadership’s influence on cognitive 
empathy (and subsequent burnout). Specifically, the data indicate that 
for teachers with a strong sense of responsibility, the positive effect of 
transformational leadership on increasing their empathy was even 
stronger, which in turn led to an even greater reduction in burnout (i.e., 
the indirect effect via empathy was amplified). This result suggests that 
teachers who feel very accountable for student outcomes embrace 
leadership encouragement to build empathy perhaps more vigorously; 
they may be especially motivated to follow a leader’s guidance to better 
understand and help their students, thereby reaping larger benefits in 
terms of reduced stress. On the other hand, our finding that sense of 
responsibility did not significantly moderate the admiration pathway 
(leadership’s effect on admiration or the admiration–burnout link) is 
interesting. It implies that admiration for leaders benefited all teachers 
somewhat uniformly, regardless of their personal sense of responsibility. 
Even teachers with lower responsibility felt less burned out when they 
admired their leaders, and highly responsible teachers did too, re
sponsibility didn’t change that dynamic. The divergent moderation 
result might reflect that cognitive empathy development involves more 
active personal effort and engagement (which highly responsible 
teachers might invest more in under a great leader), whereas feeling 
admiration is a more uniformly shared emotional response to leadership 
quality.

Additionally, the study examines the moderating role of the special 
education teacher’s sense of responsibility. Our findings indicate that 
responsibility interacts with leadership and cognitive empathy to mod
erate the relationship with burnout. The possibility of experiencing the 
positive effects of transformational leadership on cognitive empathy and 

Table 3 
Correlations, square root of AVEs, and HTMT ratios.

Variable SCCE SETA SETSR SEWB TLSE

SCCE 0.889 0.483 0.359 − 0.377 0.295
SETA (0.742) 0.927 0.415 − 0.278 0.369
SETSR (0.700) (0.634) 0.913 − 0.366 0.332
SEWB (0.816) (0.705) (0.578) 0.938 − 0.409
TLSE (0.644) (0.605) (0.488) (0.600) 0.777

Note: Diagonal values (in bold) represent the square root of AVEs. Off-diag
onal values represent correlations between constructs. Below the diagonal 
values in parentheses represent HTMT ratios.
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reducing burnout is greater among teachers who are responsible. This 
suggests that the responsibility level of teachers is complexly interwoven 
into the equation of personal responsibility and leadership, and hence, 
interventions should take into account the variation of the responsibility 

level of teachers. Our study also aligns with SDGs 3 and 4. By mitigating 
burnout and enhancing teacher well-being, the study supports SDG 3, 
emphasizing mental health as essential to productivity. Reducing 
burnout promotes healthier, more resilient educators. By enhancing 

Table 4 
Hypotheses analysis summary.

Path Beta 
Coefficient

Standard Deviation 
(SD)

t- 
Statistic

p- 
Value

Bias-Corrected 
Lower CI

Bias-Corrected 
Upper CI

Result

TLSE → SEWB (H1) − 0.295 0.053 5.540 0.000 − 0.392 − 0.183 Supported
TLSE → SETA (H2) 0.449 0.042 10.597 0.000 0.362 0.524 Supported
SETA → SEWB (H3) − 0.377 0.068 5.512 0.000 − 0.504 − 0.249 Supported
TLSE → SETA → SEWB (H4) − 0.169 0.038 4.486 0.000 − 0.246 − 0.105 Supported
TLSE → SCCE (H5) 0.441 0.041 10.856 0.000 0.350 0.512 Supported
SCCE → SEWB (H6) 0.233 0.060 3.896 0.000 0.116 0.347 Supported
TLSE → SCCE → SEWB (H7) − 0.103 0.030 3.473 0.001 − 0.160 − 0.049 Supported
Moderating Effect 2 (SETSR) → SETA → 

SEWB (H8a)
0.023 0.015 1.534 0.126 − 0.053 0.002 Not 

Supported
Moderating Effect 1 (SETSR) → SCCE → 

SEWB (H8b)
− 0.019 0.009 2.111 0.042 − 0.042 − 0.004 Supported

Fig. 2. The full structural model.
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leadership practices that foster empathy and admiration, the study 
contributes to SDG 4, advocating for inclusive and equitable quality 
education. Emotionally and cognitively supporting special education 
teachers improves education for students with special needs in sus
tainable and inclusive environments.

These findings paint a comprehensive picture: transformational 
leadership reduces burnout directly and via fostering positive attitudes 
(admiration) and skills (empathy). Teachers’ personal dispositions, like 
responsibility, can shape how strongly some of these processes occur. 
Overall, the results underscore the multifaceted nature of burnout, 
encompassing emotional, cognitive, and personal dimensions, and 
confirm that supportive leadership can address all these dimensions to 
some extent.

5.1. Theoretical implications

Our study contributes to educational psychology and leadership 
literature by integrating social-emotional factors and individual traits 
into the understanding of teacher burnout. First, the study extends the 
JD-R theory in a new context, showing that a school leadership behavior 
(transformational leadership) is an effective resource that combats 
burnout in special education settings. This adds evidence from China to 
mostly Western-centric literature on JD-R, supporting the theory’s cross- 
cultural applicability. Second, the study introduces teacher admiration 
as a mediator in the burnout process. While admiration of leadership is 
known to boost employee morale, its specific link to reducing burnout 
has been underexplored. Our findings suggest that admiration is not just 
a byproduct of good leadership; it is a meaningful emotional mechanism 
that can improve teachers’ resilience. This insight enriches burnout 
models by highlighting an affective-social component (admiration for 
leaders/institution) as a buffer against stress. Third, the study reinforces 
the role of cognitive empathy in teacher well-being. Prior studies of 
teacher burnout have largely focused on emotional exhaustion and 
support, but our results emphasize that the cognitive aspect of empathy 
(perspective-taking) is crucial: it directly lowers burnout and carries the 
influence of leadership. This suggests that theories of burnout should 
incorporate teachers’ cognitive-emotional skills, not just their emotional 
states. Fourth, regarding sense of responsibility, our moderation result 
adds nuance to how personal traits interact with organizational factors. 
It aligns with person-environment interaction theories, illustrating that 
the efficacy of leadership interventions can depend on teacher charac
teristics. Highly responsible teachers responded particularly well to 
leadership in terms of developing empathy, a finding that may 
encourage theorists to consider such trait-moderated effects (for 
example, the concept of “motivational fit”: transformational leadership 
might be especially impactful for teachers who are already strongly 
internally motivated). However, our results also caution that if the sense 
of responsibility were to manifest as excessive self-pressure, it could 
have complex effects (though the study did not directly measure nega
tive outcomes of responsibility, the “pressure” interpretation the study 
offered invites further theoretical inquiry). In sum, our study weaves 
together leadership theory, burnout theory, and individual difference 
perspectives to present a more holistic theoretical framework: one that 
accounts for leadership-driven resources, mediating psychosocial pro
cesses, and the conditional influence of personal factors in explaining 
teacher burnout.

5.2. Practical implications

Practically, our findings carry important implications for school 
administration and education policy, especially in the special education 
context. Firstly, the strong inverse link between transformational lead
ership and teacher burnout means that developing transformational 
leadership skills in principals and department heads should be a stra
tegic priority. Education authorities and teacher-training institutions (in 
China and elsewhere) can design professional development programs 

focusing on transformational leadership behaviors, for example, training 
school leaders to communicate an inspiring vision for inclusive educa
tion, provide individualized support to teachers, recognize teacher ac
complishments, and encourage innovative problem-solving. These 
behaviors, as our study demonstrates, are not just management ideals 
but have tangible impacts on teacher well-being. By investing in lead
ership development, schools can indirectly improve teacher retention 
and performance, since lower burnout is linked to less turnover and 
better job engagement. Notably, our research suggests that leaders who 
earn teachers’ admiration create a positive school climate. Therefore, 
school leaders should strive to build trust and demonstrate qualities that 
merit respect: consistency, fairness, competence, and empathy in their 
interactions with staff. Simple practices like acknowledging teachers’ 
efforts, involving teachers in decision-making, and embodying the 
school’s values can increase teachers’ admiration for leadership and 
commitment to the school. Education supervisors in China might inte
grate these points in principal evaluations and feedback, emphasizing 
people-focused leadership as a criterion.

Secondly, the role of cognitive empathy points to the value of 
training and resources for teachers that enhance their ability to under
stand student perspectives. School leaders and districts should provide 
ongoing professional development on topics such as inclusive teaching 
strategies, empathy training, and emotional intelligence for teachers. 
Workshops that include case studies of student behaviors, role-playing 
exercises, or perspective-taking activities could help teachers broaden 
their cognitive empathy. Additionally, encouraging teacher collabora
tion and reflection (e.g., regular meetings where teachers discuss stu
dent progress and challenges together) can organically build a more 
empathetic and supportive teacher community. Our findings indicate 
that when teachers feel more equipped to handle student needs through 
understanding, their stress is reduced. Hence, allocating time and re
sources for such capacity-building is a prudent investment to combat 
burnout. In practice, some schools have introduced mentorship pro
grams where experienced special educators share techniques for con
necting with students, or have utilized coaching by school psychologists 
– these align with our results by targeting empathy and coping skills. 
Furthermore, class size reduction and teaching assistant support can also 
enhance teachers’ ability to attend to each student (thus improving 
cognitive empathy in practice), so policymakers should consider these 
structural supports in special education.

Thirdly, our moderated findings around sense of responsibility sug
gest a tailored approach to teacher support. School leaders should be 
attentive to teachers who display very high levels of personal re
sponsibility. These teachers are often excellent and dedicated, but they 
might also be at risk of overworking or self-blame. Targeted support and 
counseling for such teachers is advisable. For instance, principals could 
ensure that highly committed teachers take adequate breaks, perhaps by 
rotating demanding assignments, and promote a culture where asking 
for help is encouraged rather than seen as weakness. Our study implies 
that when these teachers receive strong leadership (as in our data), they 
thrive, so continued mentorship and positive feedback to reinforce their 
efficacy can keep their responsibility from turning into unhealthy 
perfectionism. However, if a school lacks transformational leadership, 
highly responsible teachers might suffer; thus, in schools undergoing 
improvement, administrators might pay special attention to the well- 
being of veteran teachers who often carry a strong sense of duty.

Importantly, these practical recommendations advance broader so
cietal goals. By reducing burnout and fostering supportive leadership, 
the study addresses SDG 4: Quality Education, since teacher well-being 
is directly tied to teaching quality and student outcomes. Burned-out 
teachers are more likely to be absent or leave the profession, which 
disrupts student learning, especially for vulnerable students with special 
needs. Our study underscores that improving the work conditions and 
leadership in special education can lead to more stable, engaged 
teachers, thereby improving the continuity and quality of special edu
cation services. Moreover, focusing on teacher mental health and job 
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satisfaction aligns with SDG 3: Good Health and Well-Being, not just for 
students or the general population, but specifically for educators as a 
workforce. Teachers’ occupational health is often overlooked in policy, 
but it is a vital component of a healthy education system. Educational 
authorities in China have recognized the need for “teacher support and 
construction” in achieving high-quality special education, and our 
findings provide actionable insights for that mandate: invest in human- 
centered leadership and teacher development. In a practical sense, 
ministries of education could incorporate teacher well-being metrics 
into school evaluations or principal training modules. Also, leveraging 
modern solutions, for example, providing digital tools and AI-driven 
platforms to reduce teachers’ clerical workload, can complement lead
ership efforts. Recent commentary suggests that technology (like AI for 
grading or managing IEP paperwork) can alleviate some burdens on 
teachers. School leaders who champion such innovations effectively 
practice a form of digital-age transformational leadership, addressing 
teachers’ pain points through creative resource provision. This not only 
mitigates burnout but also modernizes special education, making it 
more efficient and inclusive.

5.3. Limitations and future research directions

While this study is a powerful one, it is not without limitation. The 
research is confined to the special education teachers in certain region of 
China, which hinders generalizing of the findings to other educational 
system or culture contexts. Future research can extend this study to 
other countries and educational settings to determine if similar patterns 
are found. Secondly, this study employed a cross-sectional design, which 
essentially captures relationships at a single point in time, and therefore 
does not provide us with any information about causality. It would be 
beneficial to explore over time how transformational leadership, teacher 
admiration, and cognitive empathy change over time and their long- 
term effects on burnout in longitudinal studies. Furthermore, the data 
was based on self-report, which introduces common method bias. 
Finally, future research may incorporate multi-source data, e.g., peer or 
supervisor assessments, to improve validity. Finally, considering that 
the study identified important mediating and moderating variables, 
future research should investigate other possible psychological or 
organizational factors influencing the leadership-burnout relationship, 
for example, job autonomy or school culture, to better understand 
burnout within the special education context.

6. Conclusion

Finally, this study provides contributions to the relationship between 
transformational leadership in special education and special education 
work burnout, with special education teacher admiration and student- 
centered cognitive empathy serving as critical mediating roles. The 
study finds that transformational leadership significantly reduces 
burnout among special education teachers by promoting both emotional 
and cognitive resources that protect them from the stress associated with 
their demanding roles. This study highlights the importance of adopting 
transformational leadership behaviors, including individualized support 
and intellectual stimulation, to improve teacher well-being in high- 
pressure environments. The study also provides novel insights into 
how a special education teacher’s sense of responsibility serves as a 
moderator. Leadership’s positive influence on cognitive empathy, which 
in turn reduces burnout, is more likely to benefit teachers with a 
heightened sense of responsibility. This implies that leadership strate
gies need to take account of the differences in teacher responsibility, and 
provide adequate support and resources to teachers that are particularly 
responsible for their students to cope with stress. This study also offers 
practical suggestions for educational administrators and policymakers 
by focusing on burnout within the special education context. Schools 
that invest in their own leadership development and cultivate a culture 
where empathy and emotional connection are important can improve 

teacher well-being and resilience, which, in turn, will improve the 
quality of education for students with special needs. This research also 
fits with the broader targets of the SDGs, more specifically SDG 3 and 
SDG 4. This study also contributes to a sustainable educational system 
by addressing burnout and promoting teacher well-being so that special 
education teachers are empowered to do so and they can provide in
clusive, high-quality education to all students. These findings should be 
used as a starting point for future research to investigate further the 
psychological and organizational factors influencing burnout in educa
tional settings.
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