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Abstract

Teaching in special schools, especially with students who demonstrate
signs of behavioral disorder, is a difficult and challenging task that leads to
professional burnout for teachers. The aim of the present study was to professional burnout
investigate the effect of project-based instruction on the behavior of such
students and, subsequently, on teachers’ professional burnout. For this
purpose, four students with disorder, one teacher, and one teaching project-based
assistant in a special school in Tehran were purposively selected and instruction
participated in a project-based instructional intervention. The data

collection tools were a daily behavior report worksheet and a job

satisfaction questionnaire. The results of the analyses showed that project-

based instruction not only significantly improved the behavioral
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Teaching is a stressful and demanding profession (Taylor et al., 2024). These challenges
are particularly acute for teachers who teach students with special needs or disabilities (Speight & Welsh-
Young, 2023). Special education teachers are more likely than other teachers to experience burnout-
related harms (Brady et al., 2023). Research has also shown that challenging and problematic student
behavior is one of the most important factors exacerbating burnout in special education teachers (Anton &
Van Ryzin, 2023; Zhang et al., 2024). Findings from a meta-analysis by Park & Shin (2020) show that the
age of students and the type of disability they have are significantly associated with burnout in special
education teachers. In the same context, Shackleton et al. (2019) also stated that exceptional teachers may
have more difficulty managing their students' challenging behaviors and therefore have higher burnout
rates.

Researchers have found that the problematic behaviors of some exceptional students with conduct
disorders play a key role in some of the stressors attributed to job dissatisfaction (Speight & Welsh-
Young, 2023). Some students with conduct disorders may have physical and verbal aggression, non-
compliance, and poor interpersonal relationships with others (Crewdson et al., 2023). Such behaviors may
sometimes be observed in them, which indicate impulsivity, immaturity, and lack of attention and
concentration in the classroom (Kim et al., 2025). These problematic behaviors can make the teaching
process in the classroom more difficult for teachers. This is especially true for novice teachers and those
without specialized training (Frey et al., 2022). Madigan et al. (2023) showed that working with students
who exhibit challenging behaviors can be a major factor in teacher burnout. Supporting this claim,
Gilmour & Wehby (2020) also reported that the likelihood of teacher burnout was significantly related to
the number of students with behavioral disorders in the classroom. In addition, working with exceptional
students was significantly associated with burnout. One potential way to combat exceptional teacher
burnout is through instructional methodology. Research has shown that challenging behaviors decrease
when teachers increase active student engagement (Chow et al., 2023; Van Camp et al., 2020). The
systematic design of a purposeful program or process to support student learning and independence can
create conditions that engage students' interests and reduce challenging behaviors by encouraging active
participation (Hicks, 2024; Pressley et al., 2024). One educational strategy that combines structured
instruction with active student participation is project-based learning.

To this end, this study attempted to answer the following questions:

1. Is there a positive functional relationship between project-based learning instruction and reducing
challenging behaviors?

2. What is the effect of project-based learning instruction on the behavior of students with behavioral
disorders?

3. Does the professional burnout of teachers of students with behavioral disorders decrease after using
project-based learning?

Method: The present study was conducted in an exceptional school in Tehran. The school accommodates
students in grades 7 to 12. Four adolescent students with behavioral disorders were selected to participate
in the study using purposive sampling. Each student was determined to be eligible for participation in the
study based on the following criteria: (1) diagnosis of behavioral disorders by the school (2) possibility of
receiving independent instruction to improve behavior (3) regular attendance at school, and (4) an average
success rate of 60% or less in weekly behavioral assessments through daily behavior reports. Four
students were male and eligible and were selected. To protect their privacy, these four will be identified in
this study by the pseudonyms Hamid, Hassan, Mehdi, and Meysam. Hamid was 13 years old and his
behavior was considered very bad by the school staff and administrators. He was not using prescribed



99 | JITLE, vol. 1, no. 1, Winter 2025

medication. Hassan was 15 years old, had never been treated, and was taking prescribed medication for
depression. Mehdi was 16 years old, had been in treatment for 1 year, and was taking prescribed
medication for anxiety. Meysam was also 16 years old, had never been in treatment, and was not taking
any medication. The classroom consisted of a special education teacher with 10 years of teaching
experience who had worked with students with behavioral disorders for seven years. The teacher was a
37-year-old man with a Master’s degree in Education. In addition to this main teacher, there was a novice
teacher who was 28 years old, had a Bachelor’s degree in Education, and had two years of teaching
experience.

The present study used project-based learning as the intervention. Project-based learning is an educational
approach that moves student learning away from teacher lectures and monologues and supports students
in guiding their own learning process. The percentages obtained in a tool called a daily behavior report for
each student were used as the measurement variable. Also, considering the possibility of burnout in
classrooms of students with behavioral disorders, the present study attempted to measure the indicators of
professional burnout perceived by teachers. For this purpose, a questionnaire containing five items on a
five-point Likert scale was used to assess and measure the level of professional burnout of teachers and
their assistants.

Findings: First of all, a visual inspection of the data obtained shows that the use of project-based learning
has gradually improved the behavior of all participating students. Level analysis shows that all students
have achieved higher averages in the assessments during the process. Time points indicate that the data
have been reasonably stable throughout the research period. Regular and logical overlap between all
students is seen at certain points in the data. Based on the average of the three starting and ending points,
project-based learning has been immediately effective on all students and has caused significant changes
in their behavior.

The effect size was measured in two ways for the data. Both effect size measures, namely the within-case
and between-case types, were used to examine the effect of the research intervention on the dependent
variable. The results indicated that project-based learning has been able to affect students' behavior with a
large and significant effect size.

Discussion and Conclusion: The use of project-based learning revealed a pragmatic link between the
teaching method and the students’ classroom behavior. All of the participants’ daily behaviors improved
by a small and sometimes significant percentage, showing a positive trend in behavior change. Before
implementing project-based learning, student behavior ranged from non-compliant and aggressive to
challenging. As the visual analysis showed, the support and encouragement provided by project-based
learning led to improved social behavior and successful completion of students’ assignments. In addition,
emerging positive behavior was sustained and increased. The findings showed that each student made
significant behavioral progress that could be attributed to project-based learning. The findings of this
study provide new evidence that the use of project-based learning can support the constructive social
behavior of students with conduct disorder and can increase teachers’ job satisfaction. The large effect
size for students and the significant improvements in job satisfaction for teachers are promising and
warrant further research on the impact of project-based learning education on students and teachers. In
addition, the present study used a novel method, namely a behavior diary as a data collection tool, which
is considered an innovation.

There were also limitations in the present study. The first limitation is related to the data collection tool.
The use of a behavior diary as a measurement method is a promising innovation. However, there is a lack
of extensive research and rich literature on this tool and its validity. Therefore, further research is needed
to examine them as reliable measures of measurement. In addition, job satisfaction questions that have
been used previously by other researchers have not been examined for validity in any of them. Using
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project-based learning as a tool to improve teachers’ behavior and professional satisfaction is a novel
approach. More research is needed to examine the use of project-based learning for students with
disabilities, especially those with behavioral disorders. Also, the use of project-based learning to increase
job satisfaction in order to prevent professional burnout needs more research. Although the current study
showed a high impact, the effectiveness of project-based learning as an educational approach for students
with behavioral disorders needs more research. In addition, research on how to prevent behavioral
disorder educational burnout and its relationship with job satisfaction should be examined.
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