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Abstract
Introduction: Sustainable Development Goal-4 emphasizes the need for inclusive and equitable quality education of children with disabilities by 2030. However, persistent shortages of qualified special and inclusive educators continue to hinder this goal. Simultaneously, the rising global prevalence of neurodevelopmental disorders has increased the demand for special educators. While global literature has extensively explored systemic and institutional barriers contributing to attrition in this field, there remains a critical need for deeper inquiry into the personal and psychological factors impacting the professional quality of life among special educators. Compassion fatigue, defined as psychological distress resulting from sustained exposure to others’ suffering or trauma, comprises two primary dimensions: burnout and secondary traumatic stress. Although research on compassion fatigue within special education has gained traction over the past decade, existing studies remain fragmented. A synthesized scoping review is necessary to consolidate current findings, identify knowledge gaps, and guide future research. 
Method & Analysis: This scoping review will be conducted following Arksey and O’Malley’s methodological framework, supported by the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) checklist for critical appraisal, and reported in accordance with the PRISMA-ScR (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews) guidelines. Peer-reviewed full-text articles published in English between 1995 and 2025 that investigate compassion fatigue among special educators will be included. Literature searches will be conducted using four databases: Google Scholar, PsycINFO, PubMed, and Scopus.
Ethical considerations: As this review involves secondary analysis of published literature without the inclusion of human or animal participants, ethical clearance is not required. A Patient and Public Involvement (PPI) statement has been provided in accordance with JBI recommendations. Additionally, the protocol for this scoping review has been prospectively registered on the Open Science Framework (OSF).
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Strengths and limitations of this study
· This scoping review will be one of the first attempts to systematically map the evidence on compassion fatigue among special educators, a critically underexplored concept in special educator well-being.
· A transparent and rigorous methodology will be followed, guided by the Arksey and O’Malley (2005) framework and reported in line with the PRISMA-ScR guidelines.
· The protocol has been prospectively registered on the Open Science Framework (OSF), enhancing transparency and reproducibility.
· The quality of included studies will be appraised using the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) critical appraisal checklists to assess the strength of the evidence base.
· Only English-language, peer-reviewed studies will be included, which may result in language and publication bias by excluding potentially relevant grey and non-English literature.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Introduction 
Disability, defined by the World Health Organization (2000) as an impairment, limitation, or restriction arising from health conditions or environmental factors, continues to affect millions of children worldwide. Recent estimates suggest that over 10.1% of children aged 0–17 years live with moderate-to-severe disabilities, with South Asia alone accounting for 27.3% of this population, reflecting a substantial regional burden (Olusanya et al., 2022). The growing prevalence of neurodevelopmental conditions has further intensified the demand for inclusive education systems (Olusanya et al., 2018). In response, the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals-4 (SDGs) emphasize social inclusion as a critical agenda for 2030, advocating strategies to enhance school preparedness for children with disabilities (Olusanya et al., 2023). However, achieving this vision is constrained by a persistent global shortage of special educators, especially those supporting children with emotional and behavioural challenges (Katsiyannis et al., 2003; Harper et al., 2022). These professionals, equipped with relevant education and specialised training, provide direct support to children with special needs (CWSN). However, they face disproportionately high attrition rates, 46% higher than general education teachers (Carver-Thomas et al., 2024), and nearly double those in mainstream settings (Sullivan & Skelcher, 2017). While retirement (18%) and involuntary exits (14%) are contributing factors, a significant majority (67%) of special educators leave the profession voluntarily, urging to address the underlying causes (Carver-Thomas et al., 2024).
The responsibilities of special educators are demanding and multifaceted, involving not only pedagogical instruction but also the management of behavioural and disability-specific challenges (Holzner & Gaunt, 2023; Olagunju et al., 2021). Their professional experiences often mirror those of helping professionals, with elevated levels of stress arising from continuous caregiving roles and exposure to students’ trauma (Koenig et al., 2017). Although prior research has explored various environmental factors, such as instructional approaches and student–teacher relationships (Kauffman et al., 2018; Nilsen, 2017), limited attention has been paid to individual factors, such as CF and satisfaction. This scoping review seeks to consolidate global research on the professional quality of life of special educators, drawing from diverse empirical investigations to offer a comprehensive synthesis.
Compassion fatigue (CF), originally conceptualised by Joinson (1992) in the context of nursing and later expanded by Figley (1995), refers to the physical, emotional, and psychological depletion resulting from sustained exposure to others’ trauma and suffering. As caregiving professionals, special educators are not immune to such experiences. Many enter the profession with deeply held aspirations of creating social impact, only to be confronted by persistent systemic inequities, abuse, and the trauma endured by their students. The resulting dissonance between professional ideals and lived realities can gradually erode their sense of efficacy and belief in their ability to make a difference (Gallant & Riley, 2014; Middleton et al., 2021). Numerous studies have documented elevated CF levels among this population (Hoffman et al., 2007; Holzner & Gaunt, 2023; Xu et al., 2023; Gupta, 2020; Koenig et al., 2018), further reinforcing the need for a focused review of their professional quality of life.

Review Aim
The aim of this scoping review is to identify and synthesize the existing body of literature on CF (CF) among special educators. By systematically mapping the current evidence, this review seeks to generate insights that can inform the development of effective, contextually grounded interventions. The review will be guided by the following research question:
What is currently known about CF among special educators?
Methods 
Protocol Registration
To ensure transparency, this review protocol was prospectively registered on the Open Science Framework (OSF) on 24th July 2025. The registration is publicly accessible at https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/CTHAB. Data collection is planned to begin in July 2025 and will be completed by August 2025. Data analysis and manuscript preparation will be conducted between August and September 2025.This review will be conducted using the scoping review framework proposed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005), which provides a structured and systematic approach to mapping existing literature. This framework is particularly appropriate for broad research topics where the aim is to identify key concepts, clarify definitions, and explore gaps in the field. The review will also adhere to the PRISMA-ScR (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews) guidelines to ensure transparency and methodological rigour in reporting (Tricco et al., 2018). Arksey and O’Malley’s framework outlines five key stages, which will be followed in the conduct of this review:
Stage I- Identifying the research question 
The review seeks to explore the scope and extent to which CF has been studied among special educators globally. The specific research questions guiding this review have been developed collaboratively by the authors (N.K. and A.R.N.) and are presented under the section titled Review Aim.
Stage II- Searching for relevant studies
A three-step search strategy, as recommended by the JBI (2020), will be employed to identify relevant literature. This includes:
1. An initial limited search of three databases (Scopus, Google Scholar, and PubMed) to identify relevant keywords and index terms,
2. A preliminary search using all identified keywords and index terms and
3. A manual search of the reference lists to identify additional eligible studies.
Preliminary literature review 
To inform the development of inclusion and exclusion criteria, a preliminary literature search was conducted using three electronic databases: Google Scholar, PubMed, and Scopus. The initial search used the term “compassion fatigue” and was limited to studies published between 1995 and 2025. Additional filters included “compassion fatigue” to be included in the title and article published in English. This yielded 4,800 results on Google Scholar, 115 on PubMed, and 131 on Scopus. These databases were selected based on their relevance to the subject matter and their provision of open access to scholarly literature. Insights from this initial search informed the construction of the search string, the identification of relevant keywords and index terms, and the overall search strategy, which was later refined in consultation with an experienced librarian.
Structured Search Strategy
A systematic search will be conducted in four electronic databases: Google Scholar, PubMed, Scopus, and PsycINFO. The search will employ Boolean operators and a structured combination of keywords, including:
I. “compassion fatigue” OR “empathy fatigue” AND
II. “special educators” OR “special education teachers” OR “inclusive educators”.
The search will be limited to articles published between 1995 and 2025, as the concept of CF was first introduced in the scholarly literature by Figley in 1995. Only studies published in English will be included. A clearly defined set of inclusion and exclusion criteria will guide the screening and selection of eligible studies.
	Table 1. Search Strategy

	Search strategy criteria 
	Search strategy 

	Databases 
	Google Scholar, PubMed, Scopus & PsychNFO

	Language
	English

	Articles dated between 
	1995-Current

	Geographic filter
	None

	Keywords 
	“compassion fatigue" OR "secondary traumatic stress" OR “burnout” OR 
"compassion satisfaction" OR 
"empathy fatigue" OR "vicarious trauma” AND “special educators" OR 
"special education teachers" OR 
"special needs teachers" OR "inclusive education teachers" OR 
"special education professionals
“special education" OR "inclusive education" OR "disability education" OR 
"special needs education" 
“compassion fatigue" OR "secondary traumatic stress" OR burnout OR 
"compassion satisfaction" OR 
"empathy fatigue" OR "vicarious trauma"  
AND  
"special educators" OR "special education teachers" OR "special needs teachers" OR 
"inclusive education teachers" OR "special education professionals"  
AND  
"special education" OR "inclusive education" OR "disability education" OR "special needs education")
"compassion fatigue" OR burnout  

	Inclusion Criteria 
	Population: The population of interest is special educators, who are trained professionals providing individualized educational support to children with special needs.

	
	Concept: The key concept being studied is CF.

	
	Context: The context of the study will be special education or inclusive education settings (special schools, inclusive schools, NGOs, etc)

	Exclusion Criteria 
	Studies that don’t meet the standards of PCC framework

	
	Studies published on CF in other populations 

	
	Studies published in languages other than English 

	PCC, Population, Concept, Context.


Stage III- Selection of studies
All citations identified through the structured search strategy will be collated and imported into Zotero reference management software, where duplicates will be removed. Titles and abstracts will then be independently screened by two reviewers to assess their relevance based on the predefined inclusion criteria. A list of excluded articles, along with documented reasons for exclusion will be maintained. Any disagreements between the two reviewers during the selection process will be resolved through discussion or, if necessary, by consulting a third reviewer. The study selection process will be reported using the PRISMA-ScR (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews) flow diagram (Tricco et al., 2018). 
Although critical appraisal is not mandatory for scoping reviews, an assessment of the methodological quality of the included studies will be conducted in line with the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) methodology (Peters et al., 2020). The purpose of this appraisal is to gain insights into the methodological strengths and limitations of the included studies. It will not influence the inclusion or exclusion of studies but will support a more informed interpretation of the findings. Appraisal results will be summarized in both tabular and narrative formats.
Inclusion Criteria 
The eligibility criteria for this review will be framed using the Population–Concept–Context (PCC) framework. The population of interest comprises of special educators or inclusive educators who provide support to children with physical and/or intellectual disabilities. The central concept that will be explored in this review is CF, which refers to the psychological distress, and decreased professional well-being as a consequence of sustained exposure to others' trauma or suffering. The context pertains specifically to special education or inclusive education settings. Accordingly, studies will be deemed eligible for inclusion if they focus explicitly on CF among special educators, published between 1995 and 2025, and available in the English language.  
Exclusion Criteria 
Studies will be excluded if they examine related but distinct constructs such as burnout or secondary traumatic stress in isolation, without situating them within the broader framework of CF. In addition, non-empirical works such as editorials, letters to the editor, commentaries, and opinion pieces will be excluded. Unpublished graduate theses or master's dissertations available in academic repositories will also be omitted. Finally, studies that address educators in general, without clearly identifying special educators as a distinct subgroup will also be excluded from the final selection. 
Stage IV-Data extraction 
Data extraction for this review will be carried out independently by the authors using a structured data charting process. The following information will be extracted from each included study: (a) title; (b) author(s) and year of publication; (c) characteristics of the study population; (d) study design and methodology; (e) assessment tools used; (f) any interventions reported; and (g) key findings. The extracted data will be systematically recorded using Microsoft Excel. 
Stage V-Collating, summarizing and reporting the results
The final stage of the review will involve synthesising and reporting the findings in a structured and meaningful manner. The results will be presented in three steps: first, a summary of findings from quantitative studies; second, an overview of themes identified in qualitative investigations; and finally, a discussion of the broader implications of these findings for future research, educational policy, and professional practice. Descriptive summary tables will be provided to present key details from the included studies, offering readers a visual overview of the literature landscape. The overall reporting of the scoping review will be guided by the PRISMA-ScR checklist (Tricco et al., 2018), ensuring best-practice standards in evidence synthesis.
Patient and public involvement
There will be no patient or public involvement in the design, conduct, or reporting of this scoping review, as the study is based entirely on secondary data derived from previously published literature.
Ethical considerations 
As the present scoping review does not involve human or animal participants, ethical clearance is not required. The data used in this review will be sourced exclusively from published, publicly available studies. Upon completion, the findings will be disseminated through submission to a peer-reviewed journal. 
Discussion
Potential Implications 
There is a consistently rising demand for qualified special educators to serve the needs of children with disabilities (CwDs), who represent a significant proportion of the global population (WHO, 2011; UNESCO, 2019). In the post-COVID-19 era, this demand has only intensified, with a notable increase in reported cases of developmental delays and neurodevelopmental disorders, further burdening educational and healthcare systems (UNICEF, 2022). Special educators often occupy multifaceted roles, not only as academic facilitators but also as emotional caregivers, and critical liaisons between students, families, and school systems. Unsurprisingly, the profession is marked by high attrition rates, often attributed to chronic stress, role strain, and emotional burnout (Billingsley, 2004; Sari, 2019). Although a growing body of research explores the work-related stressors that contribute to attrition, much of this work remains focused on environmental and institutional factors, such as lack of administrative support, inadequate pay, or overwhelming caseloads (Brunsting et al., 2014; Eddy et al., 2020). In contrast, personal factors such as CF, and satisfaction emerge as particularly salient yet underexplored constructs. Although extensively studied in healthcare and emergency professions (Figley, 1995; Bride, 2007), CF remains insufficiently examined in the context of special education. Preliminary searches conducted for this review indicate a disproportionate reliance on qualitative and case studies, with fewer quantitative or mixed-methods studies. Most existing literature treats CF in special educators as a peripheral concern. 
The current scoping review aims to fill this critical gap by systematically identifying and synthesising all available literature on CF among special educators. To the best of the authors' knowledge, this will be one of the first comprehensive attempts to map the empirical inquiry on this topic globally. By doing so, the review will provide several important contributions. First, it will aid in estimating the prevalence of CF in special educators. Second, it will offer a synthesis of risk and protective factors of CF. Third, it will aid in understanding how demographic factors might influence the manifestation of CF. Fourth, it will consolidate data on measurement tools used to assess CF in this population. Finally, qualitative studies included in the review will offer rich thematic insights into the lived experiences of special educators, allowing for the identification of universal and context-specific patterns.
In addition to informing research, this review holds significant implications for practice and policy. A synthesis of evidence-based interventions, such as reflective supervision (Caringi et al., 2015), trauma-informed professional development (Stanley et al., 2018), and well-being initiatives (Nnubia et al., 2022), will guide schools, and administrative bodies in supporting educator mental health. These insights may be directly integrated into in-service training programs or adapted into pre-service curriculum modules that prioritise emotional preparedness for future special educators. At the policy level, the review advocates for the institutionalization of well-being frameworks within special education ecosystems. This may include the establishment of school-based mental health support, inclusion of self-care training, and the provision of wellness resources across all tiers of employment. Given the rising emotional toll of inclusive education, the need for policies that sustain the emotional labour of special educators is more urgent than ever. In sum, this scoping review is expected to serve as both a foundational reference and a strategic blueprint. It will not only map the current state of knowledge on CF among special educators but also guide future research direction for sustainable educational practice.
Strengths and limitations 
One of the key strengths of this scoping review lies in its systematic and transparent methodological approach, guided by the Arksey and O’Malley framework and reported in accordance with PRISMA-ScR guidelines. The protocol has also been prospectively registered with the Open Science Framework (OSF), enhancing transparency and reproducibility. Additionally, all individual sources will be critically apprised for their quality of research using the JBI checklists. Another strength is the targeted focus on CF among special educators, a critically underexplored population. This specificity allows the review to consolidate fragmented evidence and expand the literature on educator well-being.
However, the review also has certain limitations. First, only studies published in English will be included, which may introduce language bias and lead to the exclusion of relevant non-English studies. Second, the review will be limited to published, peer-reviewed literature and will not include grey literature such as dissertations or unpublished reports, which may contain additional insights. Despite these limitations, this scoping review will serve as a valuable starting point for future empirical work by mapping the current findings and identifying key gaps in knowledge.
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