
DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 215 974 SP 020 050

AUTHOR Borthwick, Paul; And Others
TITLE Teacher Burnout: A Study of Professional and Personal

Variables.
PUB DATE Feb 82
NOTE lip.; Paper presented at the,Annual Meeting of the

American Association of Colleges for Teacher
Education (Houston, TX, February, 1982).

EDRS PRICE MF01 /PCO1 Plus Postage.
DESCRIPTORS Age Differences; Class Size; Coping; Elementary

School Teachers; Elementary Secondary Education;
*Individual Characteristics; Racial Differences;
Secondary School Teachers; Sex Differences; *Stress
Variables; *Teacher Burnout; *Teaching Conditions;
*Teaching Experience

ABSTRACT
This study examined relationships between level of

teacher burnout and professional variables (grade level taught, class
size, years of teaching experience, highest degree earned) and
personal variables (sex, age, income, health status, marital status).
Level of burnout was measured by the Maslach Burnout Invcntory (MBI),
which produces data on three categories of burnout--emotional
exhaustion, depersonalisation, and personal accomplishment. Responses

from 1,091 elementary and secondary school teachers to the MBI were
analyzed. Significant differences in levels of measured burnout among
teachers were evident for two professional variables--grade level and

years of teaching experiences. Subsequent t-tests on there factors
provided the conclusions that secondary school teachers exhibited a
higher level of measured burnout, and teachers with fewer years of
experience exhibited a higher level of burnout. It is suggested that
working with adolescents in a high school environment may be more
stressful than working with younger students, or that the environment

of the elementary school is more supportive of teachers. The finding
that teachers with fewer years of experience exhibited higher burnoui
raises concerns as to the maturity level, including coping ability,
of younger teachers to handle the daily stress demands of school. A
reduction in measured burnout exhibited by teachers as they gained
exnerience suggests that certain coping skills are acquired in the
field. Neither the class size variable nor highest degree earned
variable produced any significant differences among groups. Personal
variables identified as significant included sex, age, and race.
Females exhibited higher measured burnout than males, white teachers
exhibited higher burnout than minority group teachers, and younger
teachers exhibited higher burnout than older teachers. (JD)

**************************************************,.********************
* Reproductio 'is supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *

* from the original document.
*

***********************************************************************



Teacher Burnout: A Study of Professional and Personal Variables

Faul 'orthwick
Chairman, Division of Curriculum and Instruction

John Thornell
Director of Institutional Research

Foster Wilkinson
Professor of Elementary Educatiin

Delta State University

U S DEPARTMENT 01- EDUCATION
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION

ILED ATIONAL RESOURCE', INFORMATION
CENTER iFFIR ,

the, document has been repr,sitg ed as
re,ved from the per ,nn I il 17110,7,13t.
onutnaling it
WI, r hr,rujes ha , been made to improve
reproduction qudety

Puirdsofm,e.orfomion,Statedintle,Wru
'bent do not neceSsanh,, ropresentoffe Ial NIL

pus non or policy

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

-3061, Thorne(

TO THE EDUGATIONAt RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER tERICI

A Paper Presented at the Annual Meeting

of the American Association of Colleges

for Teacher Education

Houston, Texas

February 1982

/........1MWMMMIWMMIMINte-M111MW



Variables associated with pupil achievement have been the focus of

considerable research over the years. Recently two major studies have

attempted to examine the relationship of spe-Afic teacher behaviors within

the domain of time to achievement (Brophy and Evertson, 1976; Denham and

Lieberman, 1980). Of fourteen major findings derived from the latter

study, nine established relationships between teacher behavior and pupil

achievement. Both studies verify the widely recognized belief that the

teacher is a most important variable in pupil learning.

In recognition of the importance of the tea,:her as a factor in pupil

achievement, educators are devoting consideral _tention to the identi-

fication of variables associated with teacher iveness. In reent

years, one particular variable, burnout, has e d as a possible strong

influence on teacher performance.

The term "burnout" has been coined in reference to a gradual diminish-

ment over a period of years of com,itment and enthusiar,m by teachers for

their jobs. A recent Rand Corporation study on eduLational change concluded

that teachers "peak out" after five to seven years on the job (Hechinger,

1980). The National Education Asso,iation states that based on a survey of

1.8 million teachers, one-third would not enter teaching if they were bcpin-

ning their careers again (Serrin, 1979). Walsh (1979) points out that in

1962 more than one-fourth of all teachers had 20 wears of e:Terience, while

it 1976 the number had been cut in half.

Walsh refers to the work of Bloch (1978) and Maslach (1977) in identi-

fying conditions associated with burnout. They include:

-a reaction of the nervous s,.stem to stress, leading to a variety

of physical diseases;
-A disruption of personal or professional life as a result to

occupational stress;



-destructive feelings of emotional stress as a result of in-

effective coping;
loss of concern and detachment from those with-whom you work;
a cynical and dehumanized perception of students, accompanied

by a deterioration of the quality of teaching.

Walsh suggests that burnout, sometimes referred to as battle fatigue or

combat neurosis, may be caused by the stressful conditions associated

with teaching. Such factors as pressure precipitated by accountability

laws, large classes, low salaries, intense pupil dependence, declining

co:auunity upport, and minimal opportunity for professional renewal appear

to take their toll on teachers, causing .hem, over a period of time, to

become lac1.-adaisical in their responsibilities and mediocre in their

performance.

In order to assess the impact of burnout upon teacher performance,

additional data is needed on the influence of numerous personal and pro-

fessional variables upon levels of burnout. Research by Maslach (1977)

indicates that burnout can lead to deterioration in job performance. Identi-

fication of factors associated with high levels of burnout should provide

educators an opportunity to establish modes of support and inservice to combat

burh.,ut and its concomitant decline in effectiveness.

Purpose

Many educators view burnout as the product of stress result'ng from the

interaction of professional pressures with personal responsibilities and/or

traits. The pur -,se of this study was to identify professional and/or personal

variables associated with burnout. The study focussed on relationships

between level of teacher-burnout and ten variables. Professional variables

included grade level taught, class si7e, years teaching experience, and highest

degree earned. Personal variables were sex, age, race, income, health status,
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and marital status. The relationship between the ten va 'ables and level

of burnout constituted the ten hypotheses of the investigation as exhibited

in Table 1.

Table 1.-Summary of Hypotheses

Variabl s

Professional

_

Level of Burnout

grade level H
1

class size H2

years teaching experience 113

highest degree earned H
4

Personal
sex H5

age H
6

race H
7

health status H
8

marital status fl
9

income
1110

Ins:rument ation
.,,,

Level of burnout was measured b the NA,,lach Burnout 'nventory (M81)

(1980). The MB' produces data on three categories of burrrut emotional

exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal accomplishment. According to

Maslach, emotional exhaustion describes the feeling of being emotionally

overext.rnded and exhausted by one's work; depersonali,:ation describes an

unfeeling and im,-ersonal respors,e toward service recipients; personal

accomplishment describes feelings of competence and successful achievements

in one's work. The MBI is a twenty-five item Likert-type scale. Nine

items comprise emotional exhaustion, five items depersonalization, and eight

items personal accomplishment. High responses indicate experienced burnout

for emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, while low responses correspond

to burnout for personal accomplishment. For the three categories each subject

responds in terms of frequency and intensity. The seven-item Likert scale

ranges from never to very strong (intensity) and every day (frequency).



Methodology

The sample for this investigation consisted of 4,000 teachers randomly

selected from the public school teacher population of the State of Mississippi,

as reflected in a computerized listing provided by the State Department of

Education. In the spring of 1981 each subject was mailed a packet which in-

cluded a data sheet seeking information on the variables being studied and a

copy of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI). After four weeks, a follow-up

reminder was sent. Usable responses were received from 1,091 teachers.

Statistical Analysis

The responses to the data sheet and MBI were tabulated. Data was

statistically analyzed to test for significant differences among categorized

groups for each of the ten variables as shown in 'Table 1. An analysis of

variance (ANOVA) program from MINITAB (1976) was used for statistical testing

of hypotheses.

Results

Of the ten hypotheses depicted in Table l, five were significant at the

.05 level based on analyses derived from ANOVA computations. TLe specific

variables identified as significant inc'uded grade level, years teaching

txperience, sex, age, and race. Mean MBI score-, for significant li\potheses

are ex;ribited in Table 2.

Table 2.-Summary of Means Scores on MBI For len Variables

Variable

Grade Level

Emotional
Exhaustion

frequency-intensity

Depersonalization
frequency-intensity

Personal
Accomplishment

frequency-intensity

K-3 18.3 24.9 5.12* 6.80* 35.9* 41.1*

4-6 18.0 23.8 5.89 7.67 34.6 39.3

7-9 18.2 24.8 6.99 8.98 33.4 37.5

10-12 16.7 24.2 6.29 8.65 33.9 39.5

Class Size

1-14 16.7 23.0 5.47 7.30 33.1 38.6

15-20 18.2 23.9 6.24 7.98 34.2 39.5

21-25 17.1 24.2 5.(6 7.95 7,4.9 40.1

26-30 1F.2 25.2 6.25 8.34 34.5 3E.9

30-above 18.9 26.8 6.21 8.27 33.7 40.4
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Table 2.-Continued
_ --

Variable

Emotional
Exhaustion

frequency- intensity

Depersonalization
frequency-intensity

Personal

Accomplishment
frequency-intensity

Yrs. Tchg.
Experience
1-3 18.1* 25.2* 6.44* 8.63* 34.4* 40-0*

4-7 19.6 27.1 6.58 8.70 34.3 39.5

8-12 18.6 26.2 6.31 8.47 34.0 39.2

13-20 16.5 23.2 5.34 7.58 35.0 40.4

21-30 14.8 18.9 5.36 6.45 32.7 36.4

30-above 11,8 16.1 3.50 4.67 35.7 41.2

Highest De-
gree Earned
Bachelor's 18.1 24.8 6.14 8.11 33.9 38.9

Master's 17.4 24.4 5.79 7.86 34.5 39.7

Spec.+ 16.1 21.8 5.84 7.91 35.1 39.6

Sex
Male 15.7* 22.3* 7.04* 9.52 32.9 38.3*

Female 18.3 25.1 5.60 7.48 34.7 39.8

Age
20-25 18.7* 25.6* 6.58* 8.72* 35,2 40.3

26-35 19.3 27.2 6.72, 9.03 34.4 40.0

36-45 16.5 23.3 5.40 7.55 34.5 19.5

46-55 15.9 20.8 4.90 6.30 33.8 38 4

55-above 13.3 16.5 4 53 5.48 33.4 36.5

Race
Black 14.1* 18.7* 4.71* 6.21* 32.7* 38.9

White 18.6 26.0 6.30 8.52 34.7 39.5

Health Status
Excellent 17.3 24.2 5.93 8.00 34.6 39.8

Other 19.4 IN 25.7 6.09 7.83 32.1 36.9

Marital Status
Married 17.9 24.8 6.01 8.12 34.4 39.4

ether 16.6 23.0 5.77 7.50 33.8 39.5

Income(Thousands)
0-9,999 15.0 19.7 5.90 6.95 33.6 38.4

10-14,999 17.1 24.0 5.87 7.66 32.9 39.0

15-19,999 17.8 23.5 6.22 8.06 33.6 38.0

2n -24, 999 18.3 25.8 6.27 8.80 33.7 39.1

25-34,999 17.5 24.1 5.85 7.69 35.2 40.2

35-above 17.8 25.1 5.44 7.87 36.5 40.7

*p < .05

7
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Conclusions and Discussion

Significant differences in levels of measured burnout among teachers

were evident for two professional variables grade level and years teaching

experience. Neither the class size variable nor highest degree earned

variable produced any signifi.ant differences among groups. Subsequent t-

tests on the grade level and teaching experience factors provided two con-

clusions, (a) that secondary teachers exhibit a higher level of measured

burnout, and (b) that teachers with fewer years teaching experience exhibit

a higher level of measured burnout.

Significant indicators that secondary teachers exhibit higher levels

of burnout than elementary teachers suggest that working with adolescents

in a high school environment may be more stressful than working with younger

students, or they may suggest that the environment of the elementary school

is more supportive to teachers. Although the op1')site hypothesis is held

by some, this research indicates that stress gradually increases with the

grade level. Whether the cause is content demand, developmental changes in

students, or work environment, the higher grade level appears to inrhee

measured burnout.

One partial explanation may be that adult perceptions of failure

enter the picture at the secondary level as students fight the system,

gtve up trying, or drop out after years of frustration. Personal feelings

of despondency and guilt increase as -eachers assume a share of the blame

for student failures and dropouts.

Many secondary teachers also have related job responsibilities such

as driving buses, coaching wnether they are qualified or not. chib sponsor-

ship, choral and dramatic direction. Even if they are being paid for the

job, the pressures are there.
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The finding that teachers with fewer years experience exhibit higher

burnout raises concerns as to the maturity level, including coping ability,

of younger teachers to handle the daily stress of school. Perhaps teachers

have not been sensitized to the stress demands of our profession, nor have

they been provided training on coping with these demands. The apparent lack

of coping skills on the part cf younger ceachers gives impetus to the need

to identify coping mechanism: established by older teachers to enable them

to reduce levels of measured burnout. A reduction in measured burnout

Exhibited by teachers as they gain experience suggests that certain skills

are acquired in the field. This is to be expected within reason, but there

may be more that education can do such as place greater emphasis on lab

experiences and/or add an emphasis in stress management to the teacher

education curriculum.

The researchers recognized the potential interaction of Professional

and personal factors as catalysts for burnout. Therefore, both types of

variables were studied. Personal variables identified as significant included

sex, age, and race. Subsequent t-tests provided three conclusions, (a) that

females exhibit higher measured burnout than males, (b) that younger teachers

exhibit higher measured burnout than their older counterparts, and (c) that

white teachers exhibit higher measured burnout than minority group teachers.

The finding regarding sex differences raises questions as to the impact of

external obligations upon burnout and subsequent teacher performance.

Ordinarily, females would be more likely to be effected by family obligations

such as care arrangements for children, family buying, etc. These factors

may induce stress for many female teachers. The second conclusion was

expected since age would ordinarily correlate w th years teaching experience.

Therefore, the conclusions for the age variable parallel those of the teaching

9
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experience variable. The third conclusion regarding differences in measured

burnout between white and minority respondents is perplexing and raises questions

regarding (a) the distinctive personality characteristics of the two groups

that might provide contrasting modes of coping with stress, (b) differences

in type of job assignment and work load, and/or (c) differences in perceptions

of teaching roles and expected outcomes. Additional data targeted toward these

three questions may provide a better understanding of the finding.

The findings in reference to non-significant personal variables raise

several points of interest. The research indicated an absence of measured

burnout in relation to class size. This implies that teachers as a group

respond to class size with different teaching styles and coping strategies.

Also interesting is the finding that income is not a significent factor

in teacher burnout. One explanation may he that low income is a major reason

for people leaving the profession. Therefore, those people who remain in

teaching are less likely to experience significant stress in regards to income.

In ;Iimmary, teacher burnout is a widely discreed topic within the

educational community. There is, however, little research data available

to explain the phenomena and/or help educators understand its impact. The

study described herein has attempted to eNpand the available data in the

hope Cult knowledge regarding the problem will be the first step in solving it.
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