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Predictors of Beginning Teachers' Burnout (AERA Papcr, 1989)

In her book about burnout among profcssionals Maslach (1982) suggests that
profcssionals who are constantly involved with pcople may losc thc carc and
commitment that was oncc characteristic of their original attitudes.  Although stress
and burnout may occur at any stage of a profcssional carcer, the initial stages are
usually the time of greatest change in attitudes and behavior (Cherniss, 1980a).

Although numerous studies of teacher stress and burnout have appcared in
the past, few have been scrious empirical studies, and most fail to rclaic various
school organizational factors to teachers' burnout (Bacharach, ct al. 1986a). The
purposc of this study is to explore thc elements in the school crvironment which
predict beginning teachers' burnout at the end of their first year of tcaching.

Burnout Definition

Burnout is various!y defined in the literature. For example, Maslach and
Jackson (1981) conccptualized burnout as composed of three disiinct factors:
emotional exhaustion, depcrsonalization, and loss of feeling of accomplishment.
Others have construed burnout as a three stage process: stress, strain, and defcnse
coping (Therniss, 1980a). In this study, the dcfinition set by Pincs et al. (1981) was
adopted after some modifications. The Pincs' study focused on the link betweea the
work environment and sclf-reportcd burnout of prefessionals (including tcachers)
who work with people. The Pines' study surveyed samples of various social service .
profcssionals across scveral countrics Burnout (or tedium as it was called by the ’
Pine's study) was defincd as the cxpcrience of physical, emotional, and mecntal
cxhaustion resulting from constant or repcated cmotional pressurc associated with
an intcnse involvement with people over long periods of time. In order to comparc
the results of this study to other teacher burnout studies, the first two factors,
physical and emotional exhaustion, were selected because thcy werc common to most
definitions of burnout

Mcasurement of Burnout

Beginning teachers' burnout was assessed using five itcms cmployed from
Pincs et al. (1981). The scale uscd 4 points (1 almost always; 2-frcquently; 3-
occasionally; and 4-seldom or never) to assess how often beginning tcachers
expericnced being physically exhausted and run down; emotionally cxhausted;
depressed, and "burned out”. Low scores on thc burnout scalc meant high level of
burnout, and high scorc indicated low level of burnout. The test-retest reliability of
thc 21-item original measvre was rcported to be .89 for a onc month interval, .76 for a
two-month interval and .66 for a four-month intcrval. Intcrnal consistency values
for most samples (Pines ct al., 1981) ranged between .91 and .93,

Hypothesized predictors of burnout
Rescarch on causes of professionals burnout tends to focus on persona!

(individual expectations, pcrsonality, ctc.) and organizational variables (role
overload, level of autonomy, ctc.). This study will focus on the latter catcgory i.c.




organizational factors. It is thesc factors which arc most likely to be manipulatecd by
school administrators and policy makers.

Pinss ct al. (1981) indicated that burcaucratic organizations, in general, sharc
three antecedents of burnout: (1) overload, (2) lack of autonomy, and (3) lack of
rcwards.  Similar variables were identified by Maslack” and Jackson (1981) and
Chcrniss (1980b) to have significant relationship with burnout; howecver, they added
more variables using Hackman and Oldbam's (1980) work motivational modecl.
Hackman and Oldham's (1980) "job design factors" spccified factors such as, task
idemity; skill variety; task significance; feedback from the job itself and from others;
experienced m-aningfulness of the work; and cxpcrienced responsibility for work
outcomes; as having sign.ficant correlation with burnout among professionals.

Another important organizational variable associated with teacher stress is
role ambiguity. Bacharach et al. (1986a) and Schwab and Iwanicki (1982) found rolc
ambiguity to be one of the most important predictors of teacher burnout.

The work environment inside the classroom is another important potential
source of problems and possiblc burnout among beginning teachcrs(Coates and
Thoresen, 1976 : Evans and Trbble, 1986). Beginning teachers' lack of intcraction as
well as the nature of the rclationship they have with other tcachers and
administrators can be another important source of beginning tcacher burnout.
Vecnman (1984) and Galloway ct al. (1982) found rclations with colleagucs and
administrators to be among the top ranked problems of new teachers. To combat this
problem, and to help the induction of new tcachers into the job, many school districts
recently started teacher meator programs.

Finally, the clarity of the goals of the school seem to bc an important predictor
of first year teacher burnout. Roscnholtz (1985, 1987) indicated that clcar guidance
about instructional goals may rcduce thc feeling of uncertainty beginners typically
posscss, and thereforc reducc their feeling of burnout.

Hypothcesis

Work cnvironment conditions experienced by tcachers a: the first few months
of work will account for (prcdict) substantial burnout variation at thc cnd of the first
year of tcaching.

Method
Samplec

Five districts in a southwest city of the of thc United Statcs were contacted and
askcd to identify beginning tcachers in their districts who had ncver taught before.
Eighty-five first year teachers were identificd and mailed a survey (time 1 survey)
during the fall scmester.  Sixty-eight (80%) returncd the time 1 survey. In addition,
a random sample of 10% of teachers in each district was interviewed to obtain more
insight into the working environment of bcginning teachers. The tcachers who
returncd the time 1 survey were mailed a second survey (time 2 survey) in the
spring scmester several weeks before the end of the school ycar. Forty-five
beginning teachers (53%) of the original population (66% of the timc 1 respondents)
rcturned the time 2 survey. The final sample included only thosc forty-five first
year teachers. Twenty-six were elementary tcachers, scven were junior hign/middle

school teachers, and eleven were secondary tcachers.! Seven (16%) were male, and
thirty-eight (84%) were female. Nineteen (42%) werc in the ages 20-24, thirtcen

1 One teacher did not rcport his/her teaching level.
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tcachers (29%) were in the ages 25-29; six (13%) were in the ages 30-34; five (11%)
were in the ages 35-44: and two tcachers werc over forty-four ycars old.  Finally,
twenty-six rcspoadents (58%) had mentor tcachers, and ninctcen (42%) did not.

Study Design

Time 1 and time 2 surveys queried beginning teachers about their current
working cnvironment. In addition, the time 2 survcy asked tcachcers about their
feelings associatcd with burnout.  Qther work cnvironment and outcome variables
were included in the survey, but were not be addressed in this study.

Measurcs

Most scales utilized a 4-point rating scalec that ranged from 1 ("dcfinitcly
inaccurate”) to 4 ("definitcly accurate").

Role overload (fecling of being rushed and amount of freec timec available)
was assessed using a two-itcm scale adapted from Lit and Turk (1986) (alpha
reliability= .71) and utilizing a 4-point rating scale that ranged from 1 ("definitely
inaccurate”) to 4 ("definitcly accurate").

Instructional Rewards (the degree of rccognition and feedback tcachers
obtain) was assessed using a three-item scale (alpha reliability= .68) obtaincd from
Rosenholtz (1989) and utilizing a S5-point scale ranged from 1 ("definitely
inaccurate”) to 5 ("definitcly accurate").

Job Design Factors consisted of Hackman and Oldham's (1980) Job Diagnostic
Survey including: autonomy; task ider ity; skill varicty; task significance; fecdback
from job itself; experienced meaningfulne;s of the work; experienced responsibility
for work outcomes; and knowledge of the results of one's work., Alpha rcliabilitics arc
reported by Hackman and Oldham (1975), and the scales utilized a 4-point rating scale
that ranged from 1 ("definitely inaccuratc”) *o 4 ("definitely accurate").

Role ambiguity {(fecling certain about cxpcctations and authority amount)
was assessed using Rizzo and House (1970) (alpha rcliability= .73) utilizing a 4-point
rating scale that ranged from 1 ("dcfinitely inaccurate”) to 4 ("definitcly accurate").

The Classroom environment scale was creatcd from threc variables (Class
size, student behavior and student lcarning) rcported by Bacharach ct al. (1986a).
All scales utilized a 4-point rating scale that ranged from 1 ("definitcly inaccurate”)
to 4 ("definitely accurate”). Class size was assesscd based on teachers' responsc to a
statement about classes as being too large. In the sccond variable, onc itcm was
picked out of a four item scale regarding perccption of students as bcing abnorr 'ly
unruly. The third scale contained three items which were picked out of a six- itcm
scale with alpha reliability of .66.

Goal clarity was asscssed using a 3-itcm scale taken from an Organizational
Climate survey (Bacharach et al. 1986b) with alpha rcliability of .90. The scale
utilized a 4-point rating scalc that ranged from 1 ("dcfinitely inaccuratc") to 4
("definitely accurate").

Frequency of interaction with teachers and administrators was
asscssed by two items asking how frcquently the teachers talk with the school
principal and other teachers and using a four-point rating scalc that ranged from 1
("several times a day") to 4 ("monthly or less often").

Finally, having a mentor teacher was dctermined by a singlc item asking
whether the teacher had a mentor.

-~
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Results and Discussion

The intercorrelations among the independent variables and the dependent
variable, reliabilities, means, and standard deviations werc reported in Table 1. It is
important to cmphasize her¢ that a higher scorc on the burnout scale mcans lcss
turnout, and a lower scorc on the burnout scalc mcans more burnout.

In order 10 test the hypothesis a stepwisc multiplc regression analysis was
conducted and the results are .cported in Table 2. Instructional rewards (i.c. rewards
obtaincd from student progress, and tcacher and administrators’ rccognition) was the
only factor determined to have a significant jufluence (F=4.5, p<.05) as a oredictor of
end of year beginning teacher burnout. This variable accounted for 10% of the
variance in beginning tcachcr bumout.  Since the most important and critical
source of stress and burnout for thc professional novice is thc problem of
competence (Cherniss, 1980a), it seems that positive expcriences in the classroom and
recognition by other teachers and administrators is crucial to reduce physical and
emotional cxhaustion during the first ycar of teaching.

~ No other variable cmerged as a significant predictor of end of ycar tcacher
burnout. Howevcer, since this study is exploratory in nature, other variables were
included in order to assess their contribution 10" burnout. Another multiple

regression was conducted later modifying the cntry criterion to F > 1.00. Results arc
given in Table 3.

Several interesting rcsults were obtained.  Job variety (i.e. the degrce to which
a job requires variety of different skills) was hypothesized by Hackman and Oldham
(1980) to provide more job motivation and to contribute 10 less teacher burnout
(Cherniss, 1980a).  Yet, in this sample, higher level of skill variety of beginning
teachcrs was corrclated with high burnout (lower burnout scorc).  Further support
for the importance of job variety was indicated in Table 3. Job varicty, when the
cffect of instructional reward was controlled, provided an additional 3% to the
cxplanation of the variation of tcacher burnout. Additional, although modecrate,
inverse relations werc obtained for job significance and cxpericnced responsibility
items. These factors, werc hypothesized to contribute to work motivation and reduced
lecvel of bumout. However, the correlations indicated that a higher scorc on job
significance and cxpcrienced responsibility corrclatcd with lower scorc on the
burnout scale (morc burnout). Other inversc relations o%Stained were pcrhaps

misleading bccause of the coding syslc:m.2
Table 3 also indicates that the intcgratcd model. which included

instructional reward togethcr with another five variables, accounted for almost onc
third of the measured variation in the beginning teacher burnout.

The feedback from agents scalc ( i.e. thc amount of feedback administrators
and tcachers provide) had a very small corrclation with burnout (sec Table 1);
however, when instructional reward was partialled out, thc¢ former emcrged as an
important predictor of burnout. Feedback from agents, although not
significantly rclated to stress, accounted for 6% of thc mcasurcd variation of
burnout. Thc negative beta (B=-.28) indicatcd an inverse relation betwecen amount of
feedback and tcacher burnout. It appcars as if the type of fcedback the principal and
other teachers provide may contributc to incrcased fecling of burnout among novice
teachers.

2 The class sizc corrclation with burnout mcans the larger the class size
the lower the burnout score (higher lcvel of burnout). The corrclation
betwecn the frequency of interaction of tcachers with the principal and
teacher burnout means the higher the interaction scorc (less frequent
interaction) the lower the burnout score (higher level of burnout).
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The data in Table 3 identify scvcral important factors in the school
environment which contributed to burnout among new tcachers. A maier factor is
the nature of interaction between the novice and other people in the school; a
negaive experience may lead to high level of cmotional and physical cxhaustion.

Second, the nature of the job, that is the opportunity the tcacher has to begin
and finish his/ker teaching task (task identity), was found to impact tcacher
bummout. Teachers who feel rushed in their job, and do not have enough time and
opportunities to complete their tasks may indicatc high lcvels of burnout.

Finally, high level of exhaustion may be cxperienced by beginning tcachers
due 1o task and skill overload as well as having too many stadents in the classroom.
Several other important results of this study should be noted. The rolc

ambiguity variable, which is indicated in literaturc as an important sourcc of
burnout (Schwab and Iwanicki, 1982), highly correlated with tcacher burncut (.30).
However, when the cffect of the instructional reward scalc was partialled out, rolc
ambiguity did not seem to have an impact on teacher burnout. It may be that in the
case of beginning teachers the importancc of initial positive cxperience is morc
crucial than the certainty about what is expected of the novice.

Another variable which did not significantly account for variation in burnout
was having a mentor tcacher. Recently, many school districts have utilized the
mentor system in order to help beginning teachers in the process of transition.
However, in our samplc, having a mentor cxplained very little of the variation in
burnout.

Implications

Since this study is exploratory in naturc and has utilized a small samplc.(N=45),
any conclusions should be viewed as tentative only. Howcver, findings about the
importance of instructional rewards in predicting teachers' burnout should be tested
with larger samples of beginning tcachers taking into account variables such as
school size, and location of school (urban, suburban, and rural). Idcntification of
crucial factors which contribute 1o beginning teachcr stress may help school
districts in developing intcrventions which may reduce the amount of stress and
burnout teachers cxperiencc during their first year of teaching. In addition, the
effectiveness of teacher mentoring nrograms in helping the transition of bcginning
teachers (at least with regard to burnout) was called into quecstion in this study.
Further studies should explore the impact of various mentoring programs on
beginning teachers' burnout.

The findings of this study underscore thc importance of planning for a -
successful first year experience for tcachers. Providing for a positive recognition
and adequate timc for planning and instrucion, as wecll as reducing class sizc may
reduce beginning teachers' burnout and conscquenily reduce teachers' attrivon. It
is important to notc that forty-two percent of the beginning teacher sample reported
“frequently” or "almost always" cxpcricncing emotional and physical cxhrustion.
Beginning teacher burnout is a serious problem in the schools and may affect the
ability 1o perform effectively and ultimatcly impact student Icarning and motivation.
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Table 1

Corrclalions.\Rc!iabililics. Number of items in Scales, Mcans, and Standard Deviations

for work ‘civironment factors and burnout scales (N=45)

Scale Corrclation Recliability
with _burnout alpha mcan SD
1. Role overload 1
(having frec time) .08 -- 1.30 .64
2. Role overload 2
(rushed in job) 23 - - 2.37 .87
3. Instructional
Reward 34 .60 3.33 .80
4. Task Identity 28 .52 2.41 70
5. Variety -.15 - 3.67 .60
6. Significant job -.08 -- 3.80 41
7. Feedback job
itself 13 - - 3.19 .76
8. Job provides fcw
clues 13 -- 3.16 5
8. Most things
trivial A1 -- 4.51 .76
9. Work is mcaning-
ful 12 -- 4.69 .60
10. Working closcly
with others 12 -- 3.58 .66
11  Experienced
responsibility -.08 - - 4.96 21
12. Rcesponsibility
doing job right .16 -- 4.24 .88
13. Knowledge 23 .63 3.44 81
14. Fccdback Agents .02 .84 2.93 .82
15. Role Ambiguity .30 .78 2.80 .70
8
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Table 1 (Cont.)

Scale Corrclation Reliability N items ‘

with burnout alpha in scale mcan SD
16. Class size - 11 - - 1 270 96,
17. Student Problem .14 62 5 2.55 .59

18. Frequency intci-
action w/principal -.16 -- 1 2.70 .80

19. Frequency inter-

action wj/tcachers -.12 -- 1 1.52 .66
20. Having a

mentor* .05 - 1 1.42 .50
21. Goal clarity 15 .87 3 2.76 79
22. Burnout 1.00 81 5 2.56 .62

* Response was madc using a yes (1) or no (2) format




Table 2

chrcssirfn Results Showing  relations of End-of-Ycar burnout scores 1o Beginning-
of-Year Work Environment factors

Variable in regression 2
equation Beta R R F
Instructional reward .32 .32 10 4.51*

* pote (p<.05) dfs= 1, 44




Table 3

chrcssi&) Results Showing Rclationship Between End-of-Yecar Burnout Scores and
Beginning-of-Ycar Wor” cnvironment Factors (F=1.0, p<.5)

Variable in regression

cquation Beta P R2 F
Instructional reward 32 32 10 451*
Feedback from apents -.28 39 .16 3.48
Task Identity .26 47 22 3.42
Class size - 17 49 24 2.89
Varicty -.17 52 27 2.60
Rushed _in_job 21 .55 31 2.52

* note (p<.05) dfs= 1, 44
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