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Abstract
To expand the literature on the rather new concept of student burnout, the
present study examined the influence of teacher immediacy and stroke varia-
bles on English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students’ experience of burnout.
To fulfill this aim, a group of 631 undergraduate EFL students from various
universities in Iran answered questionnaires including the Immediacy Behav-
ior Scale, the Student Stroke Scale, and the Maslach Burnout Inventory-Student
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Survey.  The  results  of  confirmatory  factor  analysis  (CFA)  of  immediacy  and
burnout scales demonstrated the validity of the two scales in the Iranian EFL
context. Subsequently, Pearson multiple correlation coefficients and struc-
tural equation modeling (SEM) were used to analyze the data. It was found
that student burnout subscales negatively and significantly correlated with
teacher immediacy and stroke subscales. Moreover, the results indicated that
teacher immediacy and stroke variables, in combination with their subscales,
could predict student burnout. On the whole, it can be concluded that teacher
immediacy and stroke concepts, characterized as positive teacher interper-
sonal communication behaviors enhancing rapport and positive interaction
between the teacher and students in EFL contexts, are potential preventers of
negative student-related outcomes such as burnout.

Keywords: English as a foreign language; positive interpersonal communication;
student burnout; teacher immediacy; teacher stroke

1. Introduction

Many years of research in instructional communication have recurrently con-
firmed the influential role that instructor positive communication behaviors and
instructor-student relationships play in student academic outcomes (Frymier et
al., 2019; Xie & Derakhshan, 2021), including student engagement, learning,
motivation, class attendance, learning loss, anxiety, and burnout (Houser & Ho-
sek, 2018). Effective instructor-student relationships bring about classroom vi-
tality and are an essential aspect of classroom climate (Pishghadam et al., 2021),
for which neither the instructor nor the student is individually responsible (De-
los Reyes & Torio,  2020).  The importance of favorable instructor-student rela-
tionships and interactions is even more highlighted in the English as a foreign
language (EFL) context, where students typically do not receive the target lan-
guage (TL) input outside the confines of the classroom (Pishghadam et al.,
2021), and classes are more relationship-based (Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020). The
TL knowledge is normally learned and used through various modes of commu-
nication since language learning is essentially social (Mercer & Gkonou, 2020).
Thus, interactions that occur in second or foreign language (L2) classrooms play
a crucial part in increasing students’ TL acquisition (Wang et al., 2019), and en-
gagement (Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020), as well as decreasing their anxiety (Balles-
ter, 2015) and burnout (Gholamrezaee & Ghanizadeh, 2018).

In this regard, Ballester (2015) argues that positive interactions between
EFL students and the teacher facilitate L2 learning and allow them to display
their true characteristics and talents. Following the recent flowering of positive
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psychology in SLA (Mercer et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2021), it is posited that pos-
itive emotions, arising from positive teacher-student relationships and pleasant
classroom environments, are among the most important contributors to suc-
cessful L2 teaching and learning (Dewaele et al., 2019; Joe et al., 2017). Positive
class atmosphere, teacher understanding, attention to and recognition of stu-
dents, and teacher positive attitudes and care toward students promote high
quality of teacher-student relationships (Li et al., 2018; Xie & Derakhshan, 2021).
These factors also contribute to fulfilling L2 students’ need for emotional sup-
port and fostering an enjoyable L2 learning environment (Khajavy et al., 2018;
Pavelescu & Petrić, 2018). They can also prevent undesirable student academic
outcomes such as burnout (Cakir, 2015).

Care, humor, clarity, and immediacy are all instances of positive teacher
communication behaviors that facilitate students’ perceived understanding of the
instructor and enable teachers to achieve their instructional goals. Through using
these communication behaviors, teachers can empower learners to engage with
the course content and the teacher, and finally learn (Finn & Schrodt, 2012; Mer-
cer & Dörnyei, 2020; Myers et al., 2018; Xie & Derakhshan, 2021). Two of such
positive teacher interpersonal variables examined in the present study are
teacher immediacy and stroke, both found to enhance the experience of students’
pleasant academic outcomes and mitigate the occurrence of unfavorable ones
such as burnout (e.g, Derakhshan, 2021; Gholamrezaee & Ghanizadeh, 2018;
Pishghadam & Khajavy, 2014). Teacher immediacy and teacher stroke are respec-
tively defined as psychological and physical proximity of individuals (Richmond,
2002) and any action taken to appreciate another person’s worth and presence
(Shirai, 2006). Xie and Derakhshan (2021) called on researchers worldwide to shift
their long-held focus from studying teacher interpersonal communication behav-
iors like immediacy in the American context to other dissimilar and less-investi-
gated cultures. Such studies help better understand the functioning of teacher
interpersonal communication behaviors and expand the scant literature on the
fledgling line of culture-centered instructional communication research.

To address this issue, the present research project replicates previous stud-
ies in the immediacy literature, which have demonstrated the influential role of
teacher immediacy behaviors in students’ response variables in non-Iranian cul-
tures (e.g., Estepp & Roberts, 2015; Finn & Schrodt, 2012; Kelly et al., 2015; Vio-
lanti  et  al.,  2018).  In  this  study,  we replicate  them in  the  Iranian  university  EFL
context by exploring the role of teacher immediacy behaviors in students’ experi-
ences of academic burnout. Furthermore, in the present study, we added teacher
stroke, which is conceptualized by Pishghadam and Khajavay (2014) and Pish-
ghadam et al. (2015) as a sub-component of teacher care and is a new and under-
researched teacher instructional behavior variable, to this relationship by drawing
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on the rhetorical/relational goal theory (Mottet et al., 2006) the previous empiri-
cal studies (e.g., Finn & Schrodt, 2012; Violanti et al., 2018) which support the
argument that different teacher communication behaviors (e.g., immediacy and
stroke) can interact to impact students’ response variables.

2. Literature review

2.1. Student burnout

Freudenberger (1974) conceptualized the notion of burnout as a negative occu-
pational state being prevalent among and restricted to those individuals working
in the service industries (Maslach & Schaufeli, 1993). Following its emergence, the
most widely accepted definition of burnout as a multi-faceted concept was pro-
posed by Maslach and Jackson (1984), which included the dimensions of reduced
personal accomplishment, emotional exhaustion, and cynicism. Burnout is typi-
cally measured through the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) (Maslach & Jackson,
1981). The scale originally focused only on employees that needed to interface
with other people in the service industry. However, recently, due to a broader
conceptualization of burnout, Maslach et al. (2001) extended this phenomenon
to any type of profession, invalidating the previous belief that burnout is only ex-
perienced by people who interact with other people in their day-to-day work. The
MBI-General Survey was therefore developed, making it possible to examine
burnout across various jobs and occupations (Schaufeli et al., 1996).

Later it was found that burnout is also experienced by students within
higher education settings. Students’ day-to-day academic responsibilities may
be considered to be work, and therefore, the meaning of burnout was redefined
(Schaufeli & Taris, 2005). Student burnout is characterized by feelings of exhaus-
tion resulting from high levels of study demands, feelings of incompetence and
inefficiency as a higher education student, and being detached from (and cynical
towards) one’s studies. The MBI-General Survey was then adapted and revali-
dated (Schaufeli et al., 2002) to create a unique instrument measuring university
students’ burnout named the MBI-Student Survey.

Since 2005, a number of factors have been identified that can be triggered
by burnout, namely decreased emotional intelligence (Roohani & Esmailvandi,
2016), assignment overload, teacher behavior and attitude, and lack of motiva-
tion (Cushman & West, 2006). Teacher interpersonal behaviors were also found
to prevent students’ experience of burnout (Cushman & West, 2006). Numerous
studies have demonstrated the crucial role that teachers play in the academic ex-
perience and performance of their students in both general education and lan-
guage education (e.g., Mercer & Gkonou, 2020; Pishghadam al., 2019). Despite
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these significant findings, a noticeable gap exists in this research area. Except for
Cushman and West’s (2006) study of teacher behaviors and attitudes along with
two other studies of teacher immediacy in relation to student burnout (Cakir,
2015; Gholamrezaee & Ghanizadeh, 2018), no studies have explored the effect
of positive teacher communication behaviors on students’ level of burnout.

Gholamrezaee and Ghanizadeh (2018) examined whether instructor ver-
bal and non-verbal immediacy behaviors affected 206 Iranian EFL students’ cog-
nitive learning, emotional state, and the emotional exhaustion dimension of stu-
dent burnout. The results indicated that (non)verbal immediacy cues signifi-
cantly influenced student-related factors of self-esteem, cognitive learning, self-
actualization, burnout, and stress tolerance. Instructor (non)verbal immediacy
negatively affected EFL learners’ emotional exhaustion experience. The authors
interpreted this finding by suggesting that when EFL teachers praise students’
efforts, are available for them before or after class, are fun, and communicate
with them outside class, students are less inclined to become emotionally ex-
hausted. These results are in line with the findings of another study by Cakir
(2015), who attempted to examine the influences of teacher immediacy and
student burnout variables on 329 Turkish pre-service instructors’ empowerment
and resistance. Immediacy correlated significantly negatively with reduced per-
sonal accomplishment, emotional exhaustion, and cynicism. Drawing on the ex-
isting empirical evidence, the present study, therefore, makes an original contri-
bution to knowledge in the field of English language teaching and learning by
filling this gap in the research literature.

2.2. Teacher immediacy

As indicated by Gabryś-Barker (2016), instructors employ positive interpersonal
behaviors such as immediacy to accomplish various goals. Such behaviors in-
clude building teacher-student rapport, creating an enjoyable language learning
environment, and communicating instructional learning goals (Finn & Schrodt,
2012; Pavelescu & Petrić, 2018). Positive teacher interpersonal behaviors in the
classroom directly influence L2 learners’ academic experiences and gains (Li et
al., 2018; Xie & Derakhshan, 2021). As one of such interpersonal behaviors, im-
mediacy, originally introduced by Mehrabian (1969), pertains to the extent of
psychological or physical proximity between individuals (Richmond, 2002), in-
cluding the verbal and non-verbal channels through which immediate behaviors
are assessed. Accordingly, in educational research, immediacy concerns the ex-
tent to which the teacher and students’ relationship is close. To promote stu-
dent-teacher rapport and closeness, teachers may “give” various immediacy
cues to their  students (Delos Reyes & Torio,  2020; Derakhshan, 2021).  Verbal
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teacher immediacy cues can be defined as “verbal messages that show empa-
thy, openness, kindness, praise, feelings of inclusiveness, and willingness to en-
gage students in communication, among others” (Ballester, 2015, p.10). Such
verbal cues include having a sense of humor, promoting discussion, being acces-
sible to students outside the class, and praising students’ efforts (Gorham,
1988). On the other hand, non-verbal immediacy cues refer to non-verbal com-
municative behaviors that enhance the physical and affective proximity of
teachers and students. This, in turn, promotes students’ engagement with their
studies, the course content, and the teacher (Derakhshan, 2021). Examples of
teacher non-verbal immediacy behaviors are appropriate touching, nods, re-
laxed body posture, eye contact, smiling, humor, and vocal and facial expres-
sions (Richmond et al., 1987).

As asserted in the literature (e.g., Kelly & Gaytan, 2020; Kelly, Rice, et al.,
2015; Violanti et al., 2018), teacher immediate behaviors are unique to cultures.
Gregersen (2010) explains this culturally bounded nature of teacher immediacy
behaviors by stating that psychological and physical closeness (i.e., immediacy)
is defined, accepted, and enacted differently in different cultures. Teacher im-
mediacy has received unparalleled attention from researchers in comparison to
other teacher interpersonal communication behaviors (e.g., Derakhshan, 2021;
Frymier et al., 2019; Kelly & Gaytan, 2020) since its emergence. Kelly et al.
(2015), Kelly and Gaytan (2020), and Violanti et al.’s (2018) studies investigated
perceived immediacy in addition to instructor immediate behaviors. As over-
viewed in these studies, teacher immediate behaviors are unique to cultures.
However, perceived immediacy, the change in perceived closeness because of
those immediate behaviors, is a variable that pertains to all humans. They found
that perceived immediacy mediates the relationships between instructor imme-
diate behaviors and students’ responses to those behaviors. Moreover, verbal
and non-verbal teacher immediacy cues were found to foster students’ under-
standing (Finn & Schrodt, 2012), affective and cognitive learning (Violanti et al.,
2018), academic motivation (Estepp & Roberts, 2015; Frymier et al., 2019), en-
gagement (Derakhshan, 2021; Dixson et al., 2017), willingness to communicate
in English (Sheybani, 2019), empowerment (Finn & Schrodt, 2012), and commu-
nication self-confidence in English (Fallah, 2014).

Such research findings can be accounted for in terms of the rhetorical/re-
lational goal theory (Frymier et al. 2019; Mottet et al., 2006), which posits that
students’ and instructors’ goals interact, and instructors employ positive com-
munication behaviors, such as immediacy, to satisfy students’ academic goals and
wants including motivation, learning, engagement, and empowerment (Houser &
Hosek, 2018). Thus, when instructors employ appropriate (non)verbal communi-
cation behaviors like immediacy, care, or clarity, positive instructional outcomes
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increase and negative academic outcomes are reduced (Finn & Schrodt, 2012;
Myers et al., 2018). Student burnout is one such negative outcome negatively
associated with teachers’ employment of (non)verbal immediacy cues (Cakir,
2015; Gholamrezaee & Ghanizadeh, 2018). Mazer (2013) also developed a
model positing that, when mediated by teacher emotional and cognitive inter-
est, teacher immediacy predicts student engagement, which is the positive
counterpart of student burnout. Teacher immediacy behaviors have been re-
ported to mitigate students’ level of pressure, amount of learning loss, L2 anxi-
ety (Ballester, 2015), classroom and quantitative reasoning anxiety (Kelly et al.,
2015), and academic burnout (Cakir, 2015; Gholamrezaee & Ghanizadeh, 2018).
Thus, it seems that instructors’ employment of (non)verbal immediacy cues can
potentially prevent students’ academic burnout experience in view of the in-
crease in the psychological closeness which is likely to follow.

2.3. Teacher stroke

One of the approaches shedding light on the nature and promotion of positive
relationships between individuals is Eric Berne’s transactional analysis (TA),
which is defined as “a theory of personality and a systematic psychotherapy for
personal growth and personal change” (Stewart & Joines, 1987, p. 3). The argu-
ment is that when applied in educational settings, TA can facilitate effective
teacher-student communication and prevent the occurrence of ineffective con-
frontations (Stewart & Joines, 1987). A noteworthy concept within TA theory,
with clear relevance to education, is stroke (Berne, 1988). Stroke is considered
to be any action taken to appreciate another person’s worth and presence (Shi-
rai, 2006) or simply put the “unit of recognition” (Stewart & Joines, 1987, p. 72).

According to Stewart and Joines (1987), “any kind of stroke is better than
no stroke at all” (p. 73), and when positive strokes are not received, negative
strokes are sought. Strokes are constantly and unconsciously given and received
by individuals. In any stroke exchange, the person who gives strokes is named
the stroker, and the one who receives strokes is called the strokee. Individuals
can, however, exchange their roles as the stroker and strokee in any interaction
(Pishghadam & Farkhondehfal, 2017). Strokes are categorized based on whether
they are positive or negative, conditional or unconditional, and verbal or non-
verbal (Stewart & Joines, 1987). Positive strokes are perceived by the receiver
to be satisfactory and pleasing, whereas negative strokes are perceived to be
undesirable. Unconditional strokes pertain to what people are, whereas condi-
tional strokes relate to what people do. Finally, verbal strokes are utterances
that may be as short as saying “Hello” or may be as long as a conversation (Stew-
ard & Joines, 1987). In L2 instruction and learning environments, the stroker
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(i.e., the teacher) can satisfy the need of the strokees (i.e., the students) to be
noticed through giving stroking cues such as smiling, praising, making eye con-
tact, encouraging, and calling out names (Irajzad et al., 2017). According to
Freedman (1993), teacher stroke can result in students’ academic success as
learners tend to perform better in stroke-rich situations.

Based on the review of the instructional communication literature, it can be
stated that teacher immediacy, stroke, and confirmation are three distinct but sim-
ilar instances of teacher positive interpersonal communication behaviors. Regard-
ing their similarities, first, teacher stroke, immediacy, and confirmation are crucial
interpersonal cues facilitating positive interactions and rapport between an instruc-
tor and students (Derakhshan, 2021; Johnson & LaBelle, 2020; Pishghadam, De-
rakhshan, et al., 2021; Pishghadam & Khajavy, 2014); and, second, immediacy, stroke,
and confirmation concepts all involve verbal and non-verbal communication aspects
of the teacher-student relationship, including behaviors such as smiling, making eye
contact, and having a sense of humor (Ellis, 2000; Frymier et al., 2019; Irajzad &
Shahriari, 2017). Such teacher relational behaviors tend to be positively related to
each other (Myers et al., 2014). However, it should be noted that teacher stroke is
distinct from both teacher immediacy and confirmation in that while stroke refers
to teacher cues that satisfy students’ innate emotional hunger for recognition and
acknowledgment (Berne, 1988), immediacy refers to the degree to which the
teacher and students’ relationship is close (Richmond, 2002), and confirmation per-
tains to teachers’ communicative attempts to convey to students that they are val-
uable (Ellis, 2000). Moreover, Pishghadam and Khajavy (2014) and Pishghadam et
al. (2015) conceptualized stroke as a sub-component of teacher care.

All in all, according to the rhetorical/relational goal theory, most of the
teachers’ communication behaviors can potentially address the relational and
rhetorical  goals of teachers and the needs of students (Houser & Hosek, 2018;
Mottet et al., 2006; Myers et al., 2018). Thus, in this study, it is argued that teacher
stroke, which is a sub-component of teacher care, plays a complementary role to
teacher (non)verbal immediacy to facilitate students’ positive outcomes and pre-
vent the occurrence of negative experiences such as academic burnout.

In contrast to teacher immediacy, which has been extensively studied within
the educational context (see Kelly & Gaytan, 2020), there is a dearth of research on
teacher stroke. The few studies focusing on the concept of stroke have been mostly
limited to the EFL (Hosseini, 2016; Irajzad, Pishghadam, et al., 2017; Irajzad & Shah-
riari, 2017; Namaghi, 2016; Noorbakhsh et al., 2018; Pishghadam et al., 2019; Pish-
ghadam et al., 2021; Yazdan Pour, 2015). Additionally, most of these studies have
been motivated by the design and development of the Student Stroke Scale in the
Iranian EFL university context (Pishghadam & Khajavy, 2014). Teachers’ stroke has
been associated with L2 students’ academic success (Freedman, 1993), motivation
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(Pishghadam & Khajavy, 2014), L2 learning, willingness to attend English classes
(Pishghadam et al., 2021), and socioeconomic status (Irajzad & Shahriari, 2017). In
this study, we examined the predictability of student burnout through both teacher
stroke and immediacy based on the additivity hypothesis (Comadena et al., 2007)
which posits that the positive main effect of teacher immediacy can be combined
with those of other positive instructional behaviors to develop an ideal learning en-
vironment for learners. Thus, it is hypothesized that teacher stroke behaviors can
complement teacher verbal and non-verbal immediacy behaviors to mitigate Ira-
nian university EFL students’ academic burnout experiences. Since positive teacher
communication behaviors (e.g., stroke and immediacy) can facilitate desirable stu-
dent academic outcomes, it is expected that these behaviors may potentially miti-
gate undesirable student experiences such as burnout. All in all, based on what was
mentioned so far, we posed three hypotheses in this study (see Figure 1):

H1: Instructor (non)verbal immediacy cues negatively predict Iranian EFL
students’ burnout experience.

H2: Iranian EFL teachers’ stroke behaviors correlate positively and signifi-
cantly with their (non)verbal immediacy behaviors.

H3: Teacher stroke behaviors negatively predict Iranian EFL students’ aca-
demic burnout.

Figure 1 The hypothesized model of teacher stroke, teacher immediacy, and stu-
dent burnout

3. Methodology

3.1. Participants

Based on a convenience sampling procedure, 631 participants responded to the
scales. They were undergraduate students of teaching English as a foreign language
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(TEFL), English translation, or English language and literature studying at diverse uni-
versities in Iran. Regarding their context, they were from different provinces of Iran,
such as Golestan, Mazandaran, Tehran, Qazvin, and Khorasan. The sample comprised
183 male and 470 female participants. The participants’ age ranged from 18 to 40.
The participants also differed in their undergraduate status, as they were freshmen,
sophomores, juniors, and seniors in the sample. The students were from different
self-perceived English language proficiency levels ranging from intermediate, ad-
vanced, to fluent speakers of English. The reason for choosing the participants from
universities located in various parts of Iran, different age groups, levels of proficiency,
gender, and undergraduate status was to increase the extrapolation of the present
study findings to the statistical population of Iranian EFL undergraduate students.

3.2. Research instruments

3.2.1. Immediacy Behavior Scale

For  the  development  of  the Immediacy Behavior Scale, Gorham (1988) added 20
items related to verbal teacher immediacy to the 14-item Nonverbal Immediacy Scale
(Richmond et al., 1987). This scale, developed and validated with a group of American
undergraduate communication students, consisted of 34 items, the responses to
which can range from 0 (“never”) to 4 (“very often”). These items described various
examples of teachers’ verbal immediacy cues (e.g., Item 2: “My teacher asks ques-
tions or encourages students to talk;” Item 4: “My teacher uses humor in class”) and
nonverbal immediacy cues (e.g., Item 24: “My teacher looks at class while talking;”
Item 33: “My teacher smiles at individual students in the class”). The learners were
required to rate how frequently one of their English university teachers, with whom
they had class at the time of completing the scale, showed these communication be-
haviors toward them. Items 9, 12, 15, 18, 21, 23, 26, 29, 30, and 31 were marked as
nonimmediate for which reverse scoring was done during data analysis. Furthermore,
Item 27, “Touches students in the class,” was removed due to the socio-cultural val-
ues of the population of this study and because it was not suitable for this level of
students. Previous reliability estimates reported for the scale and its subscales ranged
from .80 to .94 (Gorham, 1988; Richmond et al., 1987). To ensure the factor structure
of the scale in the cultural context of the present study, confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) was run on the participants’ responses to this scale.

3.2.2. Student Stroke Scale

This scale was originally designed and validated with a group of Iranian EFL and
non-EFL university students (Pishghadam & Khajavy, 2014). The students were
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asked to rate how frequently one of their English university teachers, with whom
they had classes at the time of completing the scale, gave a stroke to them inside
and outside the classroom. The scale contains 18 items measuring various kinds
of stroke (i.e., negative, positive, non-verbal, and verbal strokes) on a 5-point
Likert  scale  which  ranges  from  (1)  “never”  to  (5)  “always”  (e.g.,  Item  1:  “My
teacher smiles at me;” Item 4: “My teacher pays attention to me;” Item 9: “My
teacher dedicates enough time to me in class”). The results of exploratory factor
analysis and structural equation modelling (SEM) in the original study revealed
that the items of the scale loaded onto the four factors of valuing (4 items: 9,
10, 11, 12), non-verbal stroke (4 items: 1, 2, 3, 4), verbal stroke (6 items: 5, 6, 7,
8, 13, 17), and classroom activities (4 items: 14, 15, 16, 18).

3.2.3. Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) Student Survey

Schaufeli et al. (2002) validated the student version of the MBI (Maslach & Jack-
son, 1981) with university students from the Netherlands, Spain, and Portugal.
It assesses higher education students’ level of academic burnout. The MBI Stu-
dent Survey includes 15 items measuring the three subscales of cynicism (four
items; e.g., Item 2: “I have become less enthusiastic about my studies”), emo-
tional exhaustion (five items; e.g., Item 1: “I feel emotionally drained by my stud-
ies”), and professional efficacy (six items; e.g., Item 4: “I feel stimulated when I
achieve my study goals”). The responses range from from 0 (“never”) to 6 (“al-
ways”). Furthermore, CFA was run to ensure fitness of the present study data to
this scale in the Iranian EFL university context. Table 1 presents means, standard
deviations, and alpha reliability for all measures.

Table 1 Means, standard deviations, and alpha reliability for all measures

Mean (SD) Cronbach’s alpha
reliability coefficients

Teacher immediacy 72.960 (12.165) .79
Verbal immediacy 41.820 (9.113) .73
Non-verbal immediacy 31.139 (5.795) .77
Teacher stroke 51.297 (13.422) .91
Valuing 10.412 (3.922) .92
Classroom activities 13.500 (3.803) .89
Non-verbal stroke 10.568 (3.025) .83
Verbal stroke 16.816 (5.030) .87
Student burnout 29.920 (17.576) .91
Exhaustion 10.497 (7.799) .91
Cynicism 6.451 (6.731) .92
Reduced professional efficacy 12.971 (7.167) .84
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3.3. Procedures of data collection and analysis

Before gathering the data, the general aim of the study and specific instructions
for filling out the questionnaires were presented to the students. Informed con-
sent to participate in this study was also obtained. The participants were assured
regarding the confidentiality of the data they provided to the researchers. The
three questionnaires concerning immediacy, stroke, and burnout were prepared
consecutively in a single Google Form as a composite questionnaire. Then, the link
to the questionnaire was sent to the participants via email. The participants were
supposed to click on the invitation link to complete the questionnaires. First, the
students were required to rate one of their English language university professors
with regard to the frequency of his/her immediacy and stroke behaviors, and
then, to rate their own level of academic burnout. Initially, to check whether the
data approved the normality assumption or not, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test
was run (see Table 2).  It  is  argued that when the p value is larger than .05, the
normality assumption is confirmed. According to Table 2, it is obvious that data
pertaining to immediacy (p = .08), burnout (p = .11), and stroke (p = .06) are all
distributed normally. To check the validity of the immediacy and burnout scales,
CFA was employed utilizing the 24th Version of Amos. Furthermore, Pearson mul-
tiple correlation coefficients were obtained through running the 24th Version of
SPSS. Finally, to examine the hypothesized predictive linkages in Figure 1, SEM was
utilized using Amos (Version 24). Because of the “sensitivity of large sample sizes
in the chi-squared statistics” (Finn & Schrodt, 2012, p. 120), comparative fit index
(CFI), the good fit index (GFI), normed fit index (NFI), root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA), and Chi-square divided by the degrees of freedom
(χ2/df) were checked for assessing the model-to-data fit.

Table 2 The results of Kolmogorov-Smirnov test
Statistic Df Sig.

Teacher Immediacy .05 631 .08
Student Burnout .04 631 .11
Teacher Stroke .06 631 .06

4. Results

4.1. Confirmatory factor analyses

The results of CFA of the teacher immediacy scale are displayed in Figure 2. This
inventory has two sub-factors: verbal and non-verbal immediacy. Goodness of
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fit indices were checked to examine the model fit to the data. Because some meas-
urement models did not show adequacy to the data, the researchers made some
modifications to the model. These modifications included the removal of two non-
verbal immediacy items (Item 21: “Sits behind desk while teaching” and Item 28
“Moves around the classroom while teaching”) due to low loadings (below 0.3).
According to Hair Jr et al. (2009, p. 16), for samples larger than 350, loadings below
0.3 would be non-significant and must be removed as they endanger convergent
validity. Therefore, 31 items remained in the last draft of the questionnaire (see Ap-
pendix A). Loadings of the verbal immediacy, with 20 items ranged from .34 to .63,
and loadings of the non-verbal immediacy, with 11 items, ranged from .32 to .62.
The goodness of fit indices before and after modification are presented in Table 3.
It demonstrates that all the goodness of fit indices is within the acceptable range,
thus proving that the instrument has acceptable validity after modification, and the
expected two-factor structure of the scale fitted to the data of the sample.

Figure 2 CFA model of the teacher immediacy scale

Table 3 Goodness of fit indices for the teacher immediacy scale

X2/df GFI CFI RMSEA
Acceptable fit <3 >.90 >.90 <.08
Model 3.04 .89 .88 .08
Revised model 2.97 .92 .91 .07
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To assess the validity of the burnout inventory, CFA was used. Accordingly,
the linkages between the three sub-constructs of the scale were estimated, and
the results are presented in Figure 3. This instrument has three sub-factors: ex-
haustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy. Scores of professional efficacy
were reversed for the analysis of data, and therefore it assesses professional
inefficacy. Loadings of the exhaustion factor with five items ranged from .75 to
.88, loadings of the cynicism factor with four items ranged from .79 to .94, and,
finally, loadings of the professional inefficacy factor with six items ranged from
.49 to .88. Goodness of fit indices were employed to assess the model-to-data
fit, as presented in Table 4. It shows that all the goodness of fit indices is within
the acceptable range. Thus, the instrument enjoyed acceptable validity in the
Iranian EFL context (see Appendix B).

Figure 3 CFA model of the student burnout scale

Table 4 Goodness of fit indices for the student burnout scale

X2/df GFI CFI RMSEA
Acceptable fit <3 >.90 >.90 <.08
Model 2.52 .97 .93 .06

4.2. Correlational analysis

To examine the associative linkages among stroke, immediacy, and burnout sub-
scales, Pearson multiple correlation coefficients were calculated. The data met all
the assumptions for this analysis. There were no missing data. Table 5 provides
the correlations between immediacy, stroke, and burnout subscales. Accordingly,
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the emotional exhaustion, reduced professional efficacy, and cynicism subscales of
student burnout negatively and significantly correlated with verbal and non-verbal
immediacy subscales (ranging from r = -.089 to -.282) These results represent small
effect sizes, according to Plonsky and Oswald (2014), as the variance accounted for
ranged from 0.7% to 8%. Reduced professional efficacy correlated negatively and
significantly with all stroke subscales (ranging from r = -.254 to -.433). Among these
subscales, verbal (r = -.254) and non-verbal (r = -.372) strokes accounted for 6.5%
and 13.8% of the variability, respectively, representing small effect sizes. However,
valuing (r = -.411) and classroom activities (r = -.433) signified medium effect sizes
by explaining 16.9% and 18.8% of the variability, observed respectively. Cynicism
significantly and negatively correlated with valuing (r = -.143, representing small ef-
fect size, with 2.1.% of the variance being accounted for) and class activities (r = -
.198, representing a small effect size, with 3.9% of the variance being explained)
subscales of stroke. Emotional exhaustion negatively correlated with valuing (r = -
.204, representing a small effect size, with 4.2% of the variance being explained)
and class activities (r = -.213, representing a small effect size, with 4.5% of the vari-
ability being accounted for) subscales. There were positive significant relationships
between all subscales of stroke and immediacy. In the case of non-verbal immedi-
acy, the effect sizes were small and the variabilities explained by all subscales of
stroke ranged from 5.7% to 11.4%. This was also the case for verbal immediacy and
classroom activity (11.6% of the variability explained) whereas the other three sub-
scales of stroke and verbal immediacy had correlations with medium effect sizes
(16.3% to 21.9% of the variance accounted for).

Table  5 Correlations of teacher immediacy, stroke, and student burnout sub-
scales
Subscale NVI VI E C RPE VS NVS V CA
Non-verbal immediacy (NVI) 1.00***
Verbal immediacy (VI) .297** 1.00***
Exhaustion (E) -.156** -.148** 1.00***
Cynicism (C) -.137** -.089** .714** 1.00***
Reduced professional efficacy (RPE) -.144** -.282** .376** .356** 1.00***
Verbal stroke (VS) .239** .445** -.075** -.035** -.372** 1.00***
Non-verbal stroke (NVS) .338** .404** -.020** -.071** -.254** .639** 1.00***
Valuing (V) .300** .468** -.204** -.143** -.411** .666** .527** 1.00***
Classroom activities (CA) .270** .341** -.213** -.198** -.433** .699** .482** .663** 1.00
Note. ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
Correlations indicate effect sizes via their absolute values (Cohen, 1992).

4.3. SEM analysis

To assess whether the proposed model fit the data of this study, fit indices of root
mean square error of approximation (RMSEA ), comparative fit index (CFI), normed fit
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index (NFI), good fit Index (GFI), and Chi-square divided by the degrees of freedom
(χ2/df) were calculated. As stated by Hu and Bentler (1999), to achieve the model-to-
data fit, RMSEA must be lower than .08, CFI, and NFI cut values must be larger than
.90, and χ2/df must not be above 3, and GFI must be larger than .90. According to
Table 6, in this study, a good fit between the model and the data was revealed (i.e.,
Chi-square/df ratio (2.14), GFI (.92), CFI (.93), NFI (.91), and RMSEA (.07)).

Table 6 Goodness of fit indices for the proposed model
RMSEA NFI CFI GFI X2/df

Acceptable fit <.08 >.90 >.90 >.90 <3
Model .07 .91 .93 .92 2.14

Subsequently, the standardized estimates were calculated to investigate the
strengths of the predictive relations among the variables. Figure 4 shows the final-
ized SEM model of the interrelationships between immediacy, stroke, and burnout.
As indicated in Table 5 and Figure 4, the findings supported all three hypotheses of
this study. Teacher immediacy behaviors (β = -.20, p < .05) are negative significant
predictors of burnout (H1 supported). Teacher stroke behaviors (β = -.27, p < .05)
negatively predict burnout (H3 supported). Finally, stroke was associated signifi-
cantly, positively with teacher immediacy (β = .52, p < .05) (H2 supported).

Figure 4 The finalized SEM model of teacher immediacy and stroke as predictors
of EFL students’ burnout. All parameter estimates are standardized



Exploring the predictive role of teacher immediacy and stroke behaviors in English as a foreign . . .

103

5. Discussion

The current replication study sought to discover whether there would be asso-
ciative/predictive relationships between teacher immediacy, stroke, and EFL
students’ burnout. To this aim, a hypothesized model of stroke, immediacy, and
burnout was proposed including three research hypotheses. CFA was first run
on the data to check if the scales were characterized by acceptable psychometric
properties in the Iranian context. Regarding the immediacy scale, with the omis-
sion of two items, the model-to-data fit was reached. However, the burnout
scale showed acceptable validity without the necessity of any modification. Sub-
sequently, the correlation results showed that non-verbal immediacy was signif-
icantly and negatively linked to cynicism, exhaustion, and personal inefficacy
subscales of burnout, while verbal immediacy was negatively associated with
exhaustion and personal inefficacy. This finding is in line with previous empirical
studies (Kelly & Gaytan, 2020; Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020; Violanti et al., 2018),
showing that positive teacher interpersonal behaviors of verbal and non-verbal
immediacy foster the creation of a favorable learning environment, which re-
duces students’ experience of burnout.

From a theoretical perspective, the current study lends further credence
to rhetorical/relational goal theory (Houser & Hosek, 2018), which posits that
instructors’ employment of positive teacher interpersonal behaviors, such as
(non)verbal immediacy as well as stroking cues, which is a sub-component of
teacher care (Myers et al., 2018), helps fulfill students’ personal and academic
needs. When students’ needs are satisfied, their experience of burnout is miti-
gated. The negative association of burnout and immediacy subscales in this
study can also be justified by explaining that language teaching is an emotionally
demanding task, necessitating language teachers’ interpersonal and emotional
understanding of students (Golombek & Doran, 2014). These results are also in
congruence with the study of Cakir (2015), finding a reverse association be-
tween student burnout and teacher immediacy. Gholamrezaee and Ghanizadeh
(2018) also reported that EFL teachers’ immediacy is negatively associated with
their students’ burnout. They justified this finding by stating that when EFL
teachers praise students’ efforts, are available for them before or after class, are
engaging, and effectively communicate with students, students are less inclined
to become emotionally exhausted.

Moreover, when there is a positive, caring relationship between EFL stu-
dents and teachers, students’ L2 enjoyment, L2 proficiency, willingness to com-
municate, and performance are enhanced (Gabryś-Barker, 2016; Khajavy et al.,
2018). Given that teacher immediacy behaviors contribute to students’ under-
standing (Finn & Schrodt, 2012), learning (Frymier et al., 2019; Violanti et al.,
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2018), willingness to communicate in English (Sheybani, 2019), engagement
(Dixson et al., 2017), and motivation (Estepp & Roberts, 2015), it is logical to
assume that, as mentioned in the first hypothesis of this study, teacher imme-
diacy can also reduce student burnout. The results have now provided empirical
evidence for this hypothesis.

Results of correlational analyses also showed positive significant relation-
ships between all subscales of stroke and immediacy. Thus, these findings con-
firmed the second hypothesis of the study. The findings also supported Myers et
al.’s (2014) argument that teacher relational behaviors tend to be positively related
to each other. Additionally, the correlation between stroke and EFL student burnout
subscales revealed that the burnout subscales were negatively related to stroke and
most of its subscales (i.e., the more teachers stroked students, the less students
experienced burnout). In other words, when a student’s hunger for recognition is
appeased by the teacher in the instructional context, she/he feels more engaged
(Derakhshan, 2021) and is less prone to burnout. Particularly, when teachers pro-
vide both verbal and non-verbal strokes, students felt more of a sense of personal
accomplishment. The valuing subscale of stroke correlated negatively with emo-
tional exhaustion and personal inefficacy. These results are in line with those of
Yazdan Pour’s (2015) study, which reported that teacher stroking behaviors nega-
tively relate to EFL teachers’ experience of burnout. Although it is recognized that
Yazdan Pour’s study was concerned with teacher burnout, this state can be experi-
enced by both teachers and learners. Therefore, the results of the present study, in
conjunction with those of Yazdan Pour’s (2015), lead to the conclusion that teacher
stroking behaviors can mitigate the experience of academic burnout both by EFL
teachers and learners. This is also in line with TA theory as Berne (1988) argued that
when teachers give strokes to their learners, they satisfy those learners’ need for
recognition. This, in turn, promotes students’ positive perceptions that their
teacher is credible and effective (Pishghadam & Karami, 2017; Pishghadam, De-
rakhshan, Zhaleh, 2019; Pishghadam, Derakhshan, Zhaleh, Al-Obaydi, 2021). When
such positive perceptions toward the teacher are constructed, it is possible, as
found in the present study, that students become less prone to burnout.

Examining the predictability of students’ level of burnout by teacher im-
mediacy and teacher stroke, SEM analysis indicated that both teacher immedi-
acy and stroke were influential in EFL students’ burnout. Thus, the results con-
firmed the first and third hypotheses of the study. The findings also corrobo-
rated and extended previous research on the mitigating role of positive instruc-
tor communication behaviors in students’ experience of academic burnout.
With regard to teacher immediacy (both verbal and non-verbal cues), these re-
sults were the same as the ones found in Gholamrezaee and Ghanizadeh’s (2018)
study. Cushman and West (2006) also reported similar findings, concluding that
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negative teacher attitudes and behaviors (the opposite of teacher immediacy) are
contributing factors to students’ experience of burnout. Teachers who use imme-
diacy behaviors are more prone to advance students’ engagement, motivation,
and finally, fullest potential (Delos Reyes & Torio, 2020; Derakhshan, 2021; Dixson
et al., 2017; Estepp & Roberts, 2015), thus prospectively mitigating students’ level
of burnout. These results are also in congruence with other studies that have re-
ported that teacher immediacy can decrease students’ level of academic pressure
and quantitative reasoning anxiety, aspects related to student academic burnout
(Ballester, 2015; Kelly et al., 2015). Overall, all the results of the current study pro-
vided empirical support for the hypothesized model (see Figure 1).

While recognizing the value of these results, the current study is not with-
out limitations. These results were obtained through data collected only from
EFL university students. Moreover, it should be noted that although SEM takes
into account the measurement errors for each component, and by doing so, it is
a more accurate measure compared to traditional regression analyses, it does
not account for the measurement error of the extraneous variables (in our case,
stroke and immediacy) as a whole. Nevertheless, the model fit measures show
that the results have high generalizability power, despite the possible unac-
counted errors. Similarly, it should be acknowledged that the teacher immedi-
acy scale used in this study was rather dated. However, we employed this scale
based on this rationale that despite its early origin, it is still used as a valid and
reliable measure by researchers in the general and language education domains
(Ballester, 2015; Fallah, 2014; Finn & Schrodt, 2012; Gholamrezaee & Ghaniza-
deh, 2018). To ensure its applicability to the context of the present study, we
conducted a CFA with a large sample from the Iranian university EFL students’
population, which after modifying the original 34-items immediacy scale to a
31-items one, demonstrated its good psychometric properties of validity and
reliability in our context.  In the present study, we only looked at measures of
noted behavioral frequency rather than the perceptual change due to perceiv-
ing those behaviors. Moreover, we hypothesized, measured, and reported both
verbal and non-verbal immediacy. It should be mentioned, however, that the
verbal immediacy scale used in this study might measure perceived effective
teaching, but not verbal immediacy.

6. Conclusion, implications and directions for future research

The conclusion based on the findings of this study is that effective EFL teacher
communication behaviors that promote positive teacher-student interactions
and good rapport have the potential to prevent the occurrence of EFL students’ ac-
ademic burnout. These results may therefore be beneficial to pre- and in-service
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EFL instructors as well as EFL teacher educators. These stakeholders can identify
teacher behavioral characteristics that contribute to increasing students’ level
of burnout and take appropriate actions to mitigate replicating such behaviors.
This study indicates possible behaviors that may reduce the rate of burnout ex-
perienced by students. Decreased burnout is likely to have positive effects on
students’ academic outcomes. As Gourneau (2005, p. 1) states, “effective atti-
tudes and actions employed by teachers can ultimately make positive differ-
ences in the lives of their students.” Thus, practically, as two instances of positive
teacher communication-relational behaviors, teacher immediacy and stroke can
be explicitly taught to pre- or in-service EFL teachers as encouraging behaviors
to foster good practices. These behaviors include building a good rapport, pay-
ing attention to students, making eye contact, promoting in-class discussion,
praising student achievements, having a sense of humor, smiling, calling out
names, and nodding. This would then facilitate effective discussions and quality
interactions between the teacher and students inside and outside the lecture
hall environment, thereby leading to students’ experiencing less burnout.

To replicate the present study, future research could examine immediacy,
stroke, and burnout variables at the secondary or school level. Alternatively,
contexts such as the use of English to teach/learn academic subjects (English-
medium Instruction, EMI) could also be investigated. Moreover, it might be hy-
pothesized that a university teacher may lack the immediacy and/or stroke be-
haviors due to linguistic barriers; however, this assumption has yet to be ex-
plored. Furthermore, how these communication behaviors affect not only stu-
dent burnout but also student ‘success’ in EMI would also be worth investigating
(see Xie & Curle, 2020). Similarly, future studies can use more recent immediacy
scales that have more robust validity and measure verbal immediacy more di-
rectly. Future investigations could also focus on samples chosen from other cul-
tures and geopolitical contexts. Future research may also take a more qualitative
approach by using narrative journals, interviews, and diary writing to elicit fur-
ther in-depth reflections from students on their perceptions and experiences.
Additionally, subsequent replication studies may focus on other potential
teacher communication behaviors like instructor confirmation, classroom jus-
tice, humor, clarity, and credibility which may play a part in EFL students’ level
of burnout. Finally, the small correlations found between the teacher immedi-
acy measures and the student response variables as well as the patterns of fit in
the present study leave room for a mediating variable and are consistent with
all of the recent literature on perceived immediacy (e.g., Kelly et al., 2015; Kelly
& Gaytan, 2020; Violanti et al., 2018). Thus, we recommend that researchers
consider the need for adding perceived immediacy as a mediator in the relation-
ship of immediacy behaviors and student response variables in future studies.
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APPENDIX A

Modified Immediacy Behavior Scale

Never (0) Rarely (1) Sometimes (2) Often (3) Very often (4)

1. Uses personal examples or talks about experiences she/he has had outside of class.
2. Asks questions or encourages students to talk.
3. Gets into discussions based on something a student brings up even when this doesn’t

seem to be part of his/her lecture plan.
4. Uses humor in class.
5. Addresses students by name.
6. Addresses me by name.
7. Gets into conversations with individual students before or after class.
8. Has initiated conversations with me before, after or outside of class.
9. Refers to class as “my” class or what “I” am doing.
10. Refers to class as “our” class or what “we” are doing.
11. Provides feedback on my individual work through comments on papers, oral discussions, etc.
12. Calls on students to answer questions even if they have not indicated that they want to talk.
13. Asks how students feel about an assignment, due date or discussion topic.
14. Invites students to telephone or meet with him/her outside of class if they have ques-

tions or want to discuss something.
15. Asks questions that have specific, correct answers.
16. Asks questions that solicit viewpoints or opinions.
17. Praises students’ work, actions or comments.
18. Criticizes or points out faults in students’ work, actions or comments.
19. Will have discussions about things unrelated to class with individual students or with

the class as a whole.
20. Is addressed by his/her first name by the students.
21. Gestures while talking to class.
22. Uses monotone/dull voice when talking to class.
23. Looks at class while talking.
24. Smiles at the class as a whole, not just individual students.
25. Has a very tense body position while talking to the class.
26. Sits on a desk or in a chair while teaching.
27. Looks at the board or notes while talking to the class.
28. Stands behind podium or desk while teaching.
29. Has a very relaxed body position while talking to the class.
30. Smiles at individual students in the class.
31. Uses a variety of vocal expressions while talking to the class.



Exploring the predictive role of teacher immediacy and stroke behaviors in English as a foreign . . .

115

APPENDIX B

Validated MBI Student Survey

Always (6) Almost always (5) Often (4) Sometimes (3) Rarely (2) Almost Never (1)
Never(0)

Exhaustion
1. I feel emotionally drained by my studies.
2. I feel used up at the end of a day at university.
3. I feel tired when I get up in the morning and I have to face another day at the university.
4. Studying or attending a class is really a strain for me.
5. I feel burned out from my studies.

Cynicism
1. I have become less interested in my studies since my enrollment at the university.
2. I have become less enthusiastic about my studies.
3. I have become more cynical about the potential usefulness of my studies.
4. I doubt the significance of my studies.

Professional efficacy
1. I can effectively solve the problems that arise in my studies.
2. I believe that I make an effective contribution to the classes that I attend.
3. In my opinion, I am a good student.
4. I feel stimulated when I achieve my study goals.
5. I have learned many interesting things during the course of my studies.
6. During class I feel confident that I am effective in getting things done.


