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Abstract 
Many English teachers in colleges or universities complain about work stress. The purpose of the 
present study was to learn about English teachers’ actual burnout situation and to seek interven-
tion; a questionnaire survey and written interviews were conducted in a local comprehensive 
university in China. 79 English teachers were as the participants in this study. The results in this 
study showed that: 1) The participants experienced a low to medium level of burnout; 2) signifi-
cant differences were found in the aspects of English teachers’ workload and English teachers in 
departments. No significant differences were found in the aspects of the gender; 3) meanwhile, the 
results of the interviews indicate five causes of burnout: Factors related to the job, students, man-
agement, teacher development and family. Internal and external supports are categorized as the 
burnout reducers. As for intervention, teachers, the organization, society and family should work 
together to buffer the burnout syndrome. The findings would help university administrators con-
sider such factors as important in the effectiveness of English teachers. 
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1. Introduction 
The phenomenon of burnout is serious for teachers’ well-being. The term “burnout” originated in Graham 
Greene’s novel A Burnt-out Case (1960), in which a desperate architect quits his job and escapes into the Afri-
can jungle (cited in Maslach, 1976). Freudenberger (1974, p. 159) first used “burnout” to describe a social phe-
nomenon, in which human service professionals are so exhausted that they can no longer perform their tasks ef-
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fectively. Maslach (1976, p. 7) defined burnout as a condition in which one loses all concerns and feelings to-
ward the people one works with and comes to treat them as impersonal objects. Burnout is a psychological syn-
drome which results from chronic stressors on the workplace (Maslach et al., 2001). Burnout is a universal phe-
nomenon (Aloe et al., 2014) and many studies have found that teachers have the highest levels of burnout 
among human service workers (Maslach et al., 1996; Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998; Pietarinen et al., 2013).  

2. Literature Review 
Teacher Burnout 
Burnout is defined as Ban erosion of engagement that what started out as important, meaningful, and challeng-
ing work becomes unpleasant, unfulfilling, and meaningless (Maslach et al., 2001: p. 416). Burnout occurs in 
professions that deal with human services, and teaching has been considered as a profession that high levels of 
burnout have been reported (Maslach et al., 1996; Richardson & Watt, 2006). There are three main dimensions 
in burnout, emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment. Emotional exhaus-
tion refers to feelings of being emotionally overextended (Maslach et al., 2001).  

A line of research has been done to investigate teachers’ burnout in many countries. American public school 
teachers suffered from moderate to high levels of burnout (Hock, 1988) while secondary special education 
teachers in America experienced high levels of emotional exhaustion (Embich, 2001). Papastylianou et al. 
(2009) reported medium levels of burnout among Greek primary school teachers (p. 295). Greek female primary 
and secondary school teachers experienced significantly higher levels of burnout than the male teachers (Anto-
niou et al., 2006). Anil Shukla & Tripta Trivedi (2008) investigated the status of burnout among secondary 
school teachers and assess its extent in Indian teachers. Jayakaran Mukundan & Koroush Khandehroo (2010) 
investigated 120 primary and secondary English language teachers in Malaysia and they found burnout was 
evident at high levels between burnout and the English teachers’ demographics of age and workload in Malaysia. 
Hadi Zarafshan et al. (2013) investigated the job burnout among Iranian elementary school teachers of students 
with Autism. Gholam Hassan Khajavy et al. (2016) explored 326 Iranian English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 
teacher’s motivations in different language institutes for teaching and testing a model of burnout based on moti-
vations and emotions using structural equation modeling (SEM). Korean upper-grade elementary school teach-
ers experienced a greater degree of burnout than lower-grade teachers (Kim et al., 2009). According to Friedman 
(2000, p. 595), new teachers seem to undergo three stages in the first year of teaching: the slump→fatigue and 
exhaustion→adjustment. Dorman (2003) found that the school and classroom psychosocial environment might 
affect the burnout level of Australian teachers (p. 107). Howard and Johnson (2004) studied Australian primary 
school teachers’ strategy of resisting stress and burnout (p. 399). All the above studies have been related to 
teachers’ burnout of teachers in primary or secondary school and have been based on Maslach and Jackson’s 
(1981, p. 99) three-dimensional concept of burnout and imply that it can provide a valid perspective to investi-
gate teachers’ burnout, even though almost all those studies have chosen primary or secondary school teachers 
as their participants.  

In China, there were several studies conducted among the teachers’ burnout of primary, secondary education. 
Zhang Yong and Yu Yue (2007) analyzed the harm done by Chinese secondary and elementary school teachers’ 
burnout, defined its causes, and suggested preventive strategies. Primary and secondary school teachers in Ma-
cau reported average ranges of burnout in emotional exhaustion and depersonalization but low ranges of burnout 
in personal accomplishment (Luk et al., 2010: p. 489). And there were several studies conducted among the 
teachers’ burnout of higher education in China. Shan Yu (2005) analyzed the Chinese “two-course” teachers’ 
burnout in higher education institutions, the damage it causes, and its origins, exploring measures to prevent and 
alleviate it in order to arouse general concern for “two-course” teachers. Li J. (2007) surveyed 300 female 
teachers in medical universities in Henan Province and reported the demographic features of the participants’ 
burnout in percentages, without ANOVA analysis of those variables, which somehow weakens its validity. Tian 
et al. (2011) investigated 177 female college teachers in Hainan Province and reported significant differences 
only in the subscale of reduced personal accomplishment. Kang and Qu (2011) surveyed 1238 teachers from 
vocational and technical colleges and reported 34.2% of burnout syndrome in emotional exhaustion, 11.2% in 
depersonalization and 15.7% in reduced personal accomplishment. The findings of the latter two studies do not 
agree with each other and indicate that the college teacher burnout situation needs further research. 

For the English teachers’ burnout, Cheng (2006) investigated 290 middle school English teachers and found 
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no significant difference in variables such as gender and age, whereas reduced personal accomplishment differed 
significantly according to different teaching experience. And there were two studies concerned College English 
teachers. Xu (2010) surveyed 270 College English teachers and reported that 75.4% of them experienced a low 
to medium level of burnout. Wang (2010) investigated 75 female College English teachers and found that  
41.89% of them were diagnosed with the burnout syndrome. Li Shunying (2015) investigated 37 English teach-
ers’ burnout in Chongqing medical university and reported that 29.73% of the participants experienced burnout. 
Since there is no agreement on the rates of College English teacher burnout identification in the above two stu-
dies, further research is needed into the burnout of College English teachers in China. 

English teachers in a local comprehensive university in China were chosen for this study. This study wants to 
look for answers to the following questions: 

1) Are these English teachers suffering from burnout?  
2) If the answer is “Yes” to the first question, what is the degree of English teachers’ burnout? 
3) What factors may have caused the burnout syndrome? 
4) What may be done to buffer? 

3. Methods 
3.1. Subjects 
The subjects in this study were English teachers from Yangtze University. All the 144 English teachers from 
Yangtze University were invited to this study, but only 79 English teachers (69 female and 10 male) were vo-
lunteers to this study. The demographic features of the survey subjects were shown in Table 1. 

 
Table 1. The demographic features of the survey subjects.                                                        

Variables Number = 79 Percentage 

Age (year)   

Below 30 4 5.06 

30 - 50 63 79.75 

50 - 60 12 15.19 

Teaching time (year)   

Below 10 5 6.33 

11 - 20 56 70.89 

Over 20 18 22.78 

Professional titles   

Teaching assistant 4 5.06 
Lecture 35 44.30 

Associate professor 37 46.84 
Professor 3 3.80 

Educational background   
No degree 1 1.27 

Bachelor’s degree 4 5.06 
Master’s degree 69 87.34 
Doctoral degree 5 6.33 

Departments   

Public English department (for non-English-majored students) 41 51.90 

English-major department (for English-majored students) 38 48.10 

Workloads   

Below 10 hours/week 12 1.27 

11 - 20 hours/week 38 56.97 

Over 21 hours/week 29 41.76 
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3.2. Instruments 
In order to check the effects of burnout among English teacher in Yangtze university, two types of instruments 
were employed in this study: burnout questionnaires and interviews. 

Burnout questionnaire The questionnaire consisted of three parts. Part One was an introduction to its purpose 
and rating method. Part Two contained the demographic information, including gender, age, teaching time, pro-
fessional titles, educational background, workload and teaching courses. Part Three was the burnout inventory. 
The Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI-educator survey) was developed by Maslach and Jackson (1981, p. 113). 
It contained 22 items for the three subscales, with 9 items for emotional exhaustion (EE), 5 items for depersona-
lization (DP) and 8 items for reduced personal accomplishment (PA). 

The Maslach Burnout Inventory with a 5-point scale ranging from “Almost Never” to “Almost Always” was 
used to score each item. A high score indicates a more intense experience of burnout. This instrument has been 
used many times in different countries and has revealed satisfactory and stable internal consistence, factorial and 
construct validity (Dorman, 2003; Kim et al., 2009; Luk et al., 2010). For the current study, Cronbach’s alphas 
were .87 for EE, .71 for DP, and .82 for PA, all of which were over .70, indicating that the instrument was valid 
for this study. 

Interview All 79 subjects participated in this study were interviewed via QQ (a kind of on-line instant mes-
sage service tool in China) and were filled out the interview questionnaire about the following questions: 1) Do 
you have the feeling of being burned-out? 2) If your answer to the first question is yes, what do you think may 
have led to your burnout? 3) How can you buffer your burnout according to your opinion? 

3.3. Data-Collection 
The survey was conducted in September, 2014. The burnout questionnaires were distributed to all the 79 English 
teachers and 79 responses were collected with complete data were used for the data analysis. 

The interviews were conducted in November, 2014. The interview questions in written form, in Chinese, were 
sent through QQ and e-mail to 79 colleagues, all 79 interview questionnaires were available. The time of da-
ta-collection of interviews of 79 colleagues were spent in three months.  

3.4. Data-Processing 
SPSS 17.0 was used to process the data in this study. T-test was conducted to determine whether the burnout 
experienced by the participants differed significantly by workload, gender and department (departments divided 
by teaching for non-English-majored students or English-majored students). The interview responses were ana-
lyzed for themes. 

4. Results 
4.1. The English Teachers’ Burnout Situation Indicated by the Survey 
4.1.1. The General English Teachers’ Burnout Situation 
As shown in Table 2, the general English teachers’ burnout situation in the survey was shown that EE (M = 2.95, 
S = 1.18), DP (M = 2.85 S = .95), PA (M = 2.97, S = .97). The average of means of two subscales of English 
teachers’ burnout (EE and DP) was lower 3 points indicated that English teachers suffered a low level to me-
dium of burnout. 

 
Table 2. The general English teachers’ burnout situation.                                                         

Subscales of burnout N M S 

EE 79 2.95 1.18 

DP 79 2.85 .95 

PA 79 2..97 .97 

N for number; M for Mean; S for standard deviation; EE for emotional exhaustion; DP for depersonalization (DP); PA for reduced personal accom-
plishment. 
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4.1.2. The Differences of English Teachers’ Burnout among Different Workload  
Workload, on the basis of teaching hours per week, was categorized in three interval groups of below 10, 11 - 20, 
and over 21 and was scrutinized with relation to each of the burnout dimensions. As shown in Table 3, there 
was a significant relation with reference to the emotional exhaustion between the two categories of 11 - 20, and 
over 21. However, the first group consisting of 12 teachers with less than 10 hours of teaching did not show a 
high degree of emotional exhaustion. 

As shown in Table 4, there was a significant relation with reference to the depersonalization between the two 
categories of workload 11 - 20 hours/week, and over 20 hours/week. However, the first group consisting of 12 
teachers with less than 10 hours/week of teaching did not show a high degree of depersonalization. 

As shown in Table 5, there was a significant relation with reference to the reduced personal accomplishment 
between the two categories of workload below10hours/week and 11 - 20 hours/week whereas the ones with 
workload more than 21 hours in the same period of time as the others do not seem to have personal accom-
plishment problems. 

4.1.3. The Burnout Differences of English Teachers’ Burnout between Genders 
As shown in Table 6, all the three subscales of burnout were no significant difference between female English 
teachers and male English teachers but female English teachers scored slightly higher than male English teach-
ers. 

4.1.4. The Differences of English Teachers’ Burnout between Departments 
As shown in Table 7, there were significant difference between English teachers in public English department 
and English teachers in English-major department at the subscale of Emotional Exhaustion (t = 2.19, p = .04) 
and Depersonalization (t = 2.25, p = .03). English teachers in public English department for teaching non-  
English-major students scored higher than English teachers in English-major department for teaching Eng-
lish-major students. 

 
Table 3. Statistics and one-sample t-test for Emotional Exhaustion with reference to workload.                          

Workload hours/week N M S P 

Below 10 12 2.17 .94 .06 

11 - 20 38 2.79 1.07 .03* 

Over 21 29 3.00 1.22 .04* 

N for number; M for Mean; S for standard deviation; EE for emotional exhaustion; *p < .05 
 

Table 4. Statistics and one-sample t-test for depersonalization with reference to workload.                                 

Workload hours/week N M S P 

Below 10 12 2.50 .80 .07 

11-20 38 3.08 .10 .04* 

Over 21 29 3.24 .99 .03* 

N for number; M for Mean; S for standard deviation; EE for emotional exhaustion; * p < .05 
 

Table 5. Statistics and one-sample t-test for reduced personal accomplishment with reference to workload.               

Workload hours/week N M S P 

Below 10 12 3.08 1.24 .01* 

11-20 38 3.24 1.08 .02* 

Over 21 29 3.28 .96 .08 

N for number; M for Mean; S for standard deviation; EE for emotional exhaustion; *p < .05 
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Table 6. The differences of English teachers’ burnout between genders.                                               

           Items  

Subscales of burnout 

Female (N = 69) Male (N = 10) T-test 

M S M S t p 

EE 2.92 1.19 2.78 1.10 .82 .43 

DP 2.86 .95 2.80 .94 1.08 .31 

PA 2.83 .98 2.79 .88 −.36 .73 

N for number; M for Mean; S for standard deviation; EE for emotional exhaustion; DP for depersonalization (DP); PA for reduced personal accom-
plishment. 

 
Table 7. The differences of English teachers’ burnout between departments.                                          

          Items  

Subscales of burnout 

Public English department (N = 41) English-major department (N = 38) T-test 

M S M S t p 

EE 3.39 .86 2.84 1.05 2.19 .04* 

DP 3.34 . 96 2.93 .82 2.25 .03* 

PA 2.82 .96 3.16 .92 −1.53 .135 

N for number; M for Mean; S for standard deviation; EE for emotional exhaustion; DP for depersonalization (DP); PA for reduced personal accom-
plishment; *p < .05. 

4.2. The Causes of English Teachers’ Burnout Indicated by Interviews 
The survey and the interviews suggested that many English teachers in the local comprehensive university in 
this study were experiencing burnout, although their level of burnout may differ from persons to persons. What 
factors may have caused the burnout syndrome among the interviews’ respondents? 

The causes of English teachers’ burnout were categorized into five types of stressors: factors related to the job, 
students, management, teacher development and family.  

Thirty respondents reported job-related stressors. Ten respondents said that English teaching was boring and 
routine, without much change in the teaching content and method. Nine respondents said that the teaching time 
was very long and the workload was heavy. Five respondents reported a low sense of accomplishment. English 
teaching lacked challenge and excitement and gradually led to burnout. Six respondents said that it was ex-
hausting to go to work very early in the morning to avoid being late for lectures and go home very late in the 
evening.  

Thirteen respondents mentioned the burnout stressor from students’ incompetence. Seven respondents stated 
that the students in this local comprehensive university were not interested in learning English and their compe-
tence in English were not good. Six respondents said that, from 1999 to now, the enrollment for students to enter 
colleges or universities was expanded, which led to many incompetent students entering the university. However, 
these students did not want to spend time and energy to enhance their learning competence and often blamed the 
teachers for their unsuccessful learning. 

Eleven respondents reported management-related stressors led to burnout. Three respondents said that it was 
very subjective and unfair to pay the teachers according to the results of the students’ assessment of the teaching 
and good teachers often could not get good results while some excellent results were “ridiculous.” Four respon-
dents said that the ecological environment was not good and that teachers had to write a lot of academic papers 
to meet the different requirements from the university. Another four respondents criticized the inhuman policy 
regarding “teaching accidents” and stated that the management had no tolerance at all for any errors made by the 
teachers. 

Fourteen respondents regarded the lack of in-service training as the burnout stressor. They said that teaching 
was a physical, mental and spiritual job, but English teachers did not have the chances to get in-service training 
and this led to the lack of new ideas and communications with experts about course teaching, which caused the 
lack of accomplishment. 

Eleven respondents reported family-related stressors led to burnout. They complained that as female English 
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teaching, they had to keep the balance between English teaching in university and taking care of family mem-
bers, which led to them a lot of stressors. 

4.3. The Supports to Buffer English Teachers’ Burnout Indicated by Interviews 
Chang (2009) categorized the sources of burnout into three main factors, individual, organizational, and transac-
tional. Individual factors are related to demographical data such as age, gender, and teaching experience. Orga-
nizational factors are related to characteristics of the job and workplace such as inadequate salary, class size, and 
socioeconomic status of the institution. Finally, transactional factors refer to interaction of individual and orga-
nizational factors such as teacher’s judgment of student misbehavior and norms of student-teacher interaction. 

The interviewees’ suggestions for buffering burnout were categorized into three types, external, internal and 
transactional supports. External supports contained the university providing English teachers chances to learn 
from others and to make some changes in teaching methods, respecting teachers’ opinion when assigning work, 
offering teachers the chance to get in service training, reforming the teacher assessment system and improving 
the ecological environment of the university; family members help English teachers reduce stressors from fami-
ly. Internal supports include self-encouragement, being optimistic and improving their viewpoint about their ca-
reer development. Transactional supports contained the university provided supports to teacher’s judgment of 
student misbehavior. However, ten respondents said that nothing could be done to change the situation and they 
had to endure the “torture” of burnout. This negative attitude showed a sense of desperation and it may be not 
good to their job and health. 

5. Discussion 
The results in this study show that the phenomenon of English teachers’ burnout is a serious issue that needs to 
be emphasized before the effects of English teachers’ burnout lead to English teachers and university a lot of 
loss.  

Wang and Guo’s study shows significant correlation between occupational stress, teachers’ burnout and men-
tal health (cited in Luk et al., 2010: p. 493). In this study, although English teachers, in general, suffer a low de-
gree of burnout, university administrations should pay attention to English teachers’ burnout, because 
burned-out teachers tend to be irritable at home and in class, suffering from anxiety and feelings of powerless-
ness, accompanied by physical discomfort such as chronic fatigue, headaches, insomnia, shingles and heart pal-
pitations (Howard & Johnson, 2004: p. 400). They feel cynical and adopt a cold, distant, depersonalized attitude 
towards their job and the students, tending to minimize their involvement at work and abandon their ideals, los-
ing the confidence to make a difference professionally (Friedman, 2000: p. 605). They are prone to lose their 
goals, will and energy, to have less enthusiasm for their work and to exhibit a decreased level of teaching per-
formance (Kim et al., 2009: p. 476). 

The findings of teachers’ workload in this study agree with Jayakaran Mukundan & Koroush Khandehroo’s 
(2010) study about burnout among English language teachers in Malaysia. Jayakaran Mukundan & Koroush 
Khandehroo’s (2010) study investigates the relationship between English teachers’ burnout and their age, but 
there no investigation of relationship between English teachers’ burnout and their age in this study. The findings 
in Li Shunying’s (2015) study and the findings in this study, both finds that English teachers in university suf-
fers a low degree of burnout, and female English teachers’ burnout scores a slightly higher than that of male 
English teachers, but there is no significant difference between them. Two subscales of burnout(EE and DP), 
there are significant differences between English teachers in the public English department and English teachers 
in the English-major department in this study, because usually, English teachers in the public English depart-
ment give more students lectures than that of English teachers in the English-major department, and more 
non-English-majored students with incompetent English lead to stressors to English teachers in the public Eng-
lish department, which causes English teachers in the public English department more emotional exhaustion and 
depersonalization. 

Solutions for teachers’ burnout provided by William G. Cunningham (1983) were improvement of teacher 
status; rewarding ambition, commitment, motivation, and performance; job enrichment or redesign; pre-service 
stress preparation; teacher conditioning; improved supervision and support; implementing quality circles; joint 
student-parent-teacher problem solving; and participatory team leadership. According to the findings of the in-
terviews, what the teachers can do is to keep psychologically healthy by depending on internal as well as exter-
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nal supports. As English teachers, we can learn lot of skills such as dancing, regular exercises to buffer the bur-
nout. At the same time, all kinds of supports from society and family as the external supports to help English 
teachers to buffer the burnout. For example, university administrations improve the supervision to English 
teachers.  

6. Limitation and Suggestions for Further Research 
Though the present study has provided a survey detailed description of the English teachers’ burnout, there are 
still some limitations of the study. Having the limitations in mind, suggestions for further research, therefore, 
can be put forward at the same time in order to achieve a lot thorough understanding of the teachers’ burnout 
and buffering teachers’ burnout.  

Firstly, being time limitation (only a term) and other practical restrictions such as the subjects in the study 
consisted of only 79 English teachers in one university need to be broadened in further research. 

Secondly, the instruments used to investigate the English teachers’ burnout involve structured questionnaire 
and interviews. The study would be much better, if it were combined with other instruments such as observation, 
verbal report. More instruments should be used in investigation in further research.  

Finally, participates in this study are the English teachers in a university. Results of other teachers’ burnout 
such as senior school teachers, mathematics teacher, we need further research. 

Despite of the restraints of the study, it is hoped that it can offer some guidelines for further research on 
teachers’ burnout.  

7. Conclusion 
The phenomenon of burnout is serious for teachers’ well-being also harmful to the organization teachers work 
for 79 English teachers were as the participants in this study. The results in this study suggested that the partici-
pants experienced a low to medium level of burnout. Significant differences were found in the aspects of Eng-
lish teachers’ workload and English teachers in departments. No significant differences were found in the as-
pects of the gender. Meanwhile, the results of the interviews indicate five causes of burnout: factors related to 
the job, students, management, teacher development and family. Internal and external supports are categorized 
as the burnout reducers. As for intervention, teachers, the organization, society and family should work together 
to buffer the burnout syndrome. The author wished the findings would help university administrators consider 
such factors as important in the effectiveness of English teachers. 
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