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During the shift from face-to-face to online emergency classes due to the COVID-19 pandemic, learners of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) were under constant pressure to familiarize themselves with the once-in-many-generations learning context. Based on the cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT), this qualitative study investigated factors contributing to EFL learners’ academic burnout at Open University, Vietnam. The interviewees were seven students, two teachers, and two administrators recruited using a theoretical-based sampling technique. The data consisted of iterative rounds of interviews which lasted approximately 60 min each until the data saturation point was reached. The content analysis revealed six factors that impacted EFL learners’ physical and psychological exhaustion, including prolonged online learning time, privacy concerns and cyber-bullying, teachers’ role, institution’s role, and support community outside the classroom. Also, teachers’ insufficient preparation for online teaching and students’ academic misconduct during exams were factors that created EFL learners’ academic cynicism. Finally, participation in social networking sites’ extracurricular activities, participation checking, and cheating in exams affected the last dimension of academic burnout, the sense of academic achievement. Based on this study, the authority, administrators, and teachers can take a more proactive role in supporting students in curbing their academic burnout during this unprecedented pandemic. The authors also hope that this study can lay the foundation for further humanistic research into the EFL learner’s psychological world in online classes, particularly when each student’s social and cultural background is considered.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, countries in Africa, Asia, Europe, the Middle East, North America, and South America have announced or implemented school closures, influencing over 90% of the student population in the world (UNESCO, 2020). In response to this pandemic, many schools and institutions have decided to switch to online teaching and learning to continue their operations. While online learning is by no means new in the digital age and has been opted for by an increasing number of learners, emergency online learning is only an immediate solution for unexpected situations that schools and institutions resort to maintain their operation and the students learning. As a result of the sudden transition, both teachers and students have to try to familiarize themselves with the new learning environment. So far, although research has been conducted on what teachers have done to cope with the challenges of COVID-19 (MacIntyre et al., 2020) and their burnout (Bottiani et al., 2019; Sokal L. et al., 2020), a minimal body of research focus on the burnout syndrome experienced the students, particularly English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners. Because stress and academic burnout can adversely affect students’ academic performance (May et al., 2015), it is crucial to investigate what factors affect learners’ academic burnout in emergency EFL classrooms amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. The authors seek to investigate what factors affect EFL learners’ academic burnout from an ecological perspective within this qualitative study.

The first part of this article aims to contextualize and specify this research’s theoretical and practical contribution to the current EFL education in this once-in-many-generations pandemic. The following part reviews fundamental concepts related to academic burnout, factors contributing to academic burnout investigated by other previous studies, cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT), and the CHAT model. Next, the article elaborates on research methodology, data analysis, and research findings before discussing how the research findings support or reject other studies, dominantly quantitative, about academic findings among EFL learners. Within the discussion, the authors also discuss what the authority, administrators, and teachers can do to help curb academic burnout among university EFL students. Finally, the research concludes with a summary of the main points, admits research limitations, and proposes a research direction for further investigation into how to help learners overcome their burnout state.



LITERATURE REVIEW


Burnout

Burnout is originally related to a psychological syndrome associated with workplace settings (Maslach et al., 2001). Besides burnout among professionals, students’ academic burnout has been found in education. Many college students experience the syndrome to a certain degree during their learning process (Balogun et al., 1996; Jacobs and Dodd, 2003). The Maslach Burnout Inventory adopts a three-dimensional model predicting the perceivable symptoms among college students (Schaufeli et al., 2009; Portoghese et al., 2018), which includes exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy. Exhaustion is severe fatigue that students experience regardless of the causes (Salanova et al., 2005). Cynicism is students’ indifference toward their academic work. Finally, professional efficacy demonstrates students’ satisfaction toward their accomplishment and their expectations of future development at schools. However, as this study only focuses on EFL rather than subjects related to students’ future profession, the authors would use the term sense of academic achievement instead of professional efficacy.



Factors Contributing to Academic Burnout in Online Emergency English as a Foreign Language Class

Whether e-learning, particularly in emergency classrooms, leads to more burnout among students is still open to question and controversy. In the cross-sectional survey-based research with 619 medical students in the first phase and 798 students in the second phase, Bolatov et al. (2021) reported that students’ mental health improved when transferring from traditionally learning to online learning. However, Bolatov et al.’s (2021) study did not deny the negative changes in learning performance due to depression, anxiety, and dissatisfaction. Indeed, many opposing studies claim that students succumb to new factors of burnout during the pandemic. Mental health stressors such as quarantine time, isolation, and the lack of face-to-face interaction are linked to emotional depression and burnout in the classroom. Additionally, physical issues related to extended exposure to the computer screen, namely eye strain, neck pain, headache, and back pain, are also sources of students’ fatigue and burnout (Mheidly et al., 2020). Researchers even started using the term Zoom fatigue to signify that the abrupt deviation from traditional and fine-tuned face-to-face communication creates physical and mental tensions for learners (Fauville et al., 2021; Peper et al., 2021; Samara and Monzon, 2021). Fauville et al.’s (2021) survey concluded that the respondents were socially, emotionally, visually, and motivationally fatigued due to the inappropriate frequency, duration, and business during Zoom meetings or synchronous digital meetings in general. There are also studies claiming that because teachers and students are not always competent technology users, inadequate digital affordances and technical support should be provided for online learning (Misirli and Ergulec, 2021), otherwise, they will have problems accessing the learning platforms due to Internet connection issues (Khlaif et al., 2021). Also, students’ problems with etiquette and behaviors in online learning settings require attention (Conrad, 2002; Kao, 2020). Although digital issues create academic inhibition, insecurity, and uncertainty among learners (Arroyo et al., 2015; van Rensburg, 2018; Kao, 2020), limited research has been conducted to link these problems with students’ academic burnout, nor have learners been given sufficient opportunities to have their issues listened in official studies.

Undeniably, previous research has contributed to the knowledge of some fundamental causes and repercussions of burnout, but these research articles still have several inherent limitations related to research perspective and methodology. First, studies usually investigate learners in general terms and disconnect them from their social-cultural background. Studies related to human psychology should not separate the participants from their living conditions; otherwise, we can only understand their problem at face value. Some valuable information related to burnout sometimes cannot be obtained through statistics. For example, it is likely that supportive and digitally knowledgeable parents help reduce academic burnout compared to their less supportive counterparts, but how students grade how supportive their parents are on a Likert scale is questionable. Second, other studies have not addressed the role of educators in supporting or exacerbating students’ mental health. Pedagogical approaches, classroom contents, time allocation for teacher talking time, student talking/working time, and the like cannot be overlooked. Third, some research projects only look at students as passive recipients, without agency, proactive adaptation, and adjustment, when they use phrases like “coping” or “academic coping” (Noh et al., 2016; Kim, Kim and Lee, 2017; Mheidly et al., 2020), with which we disagree from an ecological and humanistic perspective.

Regarding the three limitations mentioned, the authors propose that academic burnout should look at students in an ecology that connects them to their academic and non-academic communities, learning tools, and regulations. Each student’s social context should be carefully considered, and students should be active participants who also have the decisive power in their own learning process, no matter whether they engage consciously in burnout prevention or not. What and why students develop their burnout syndrome should be investigated in a social, cultural, physiological, and pedagogical spider web rather than as discrete dimensions. These are justifications to call for the application of the CHAT in academic burnout studies.



The Cultural Historical Activity Theory

Human activities should not be investigated from the sociocultural perspective as a simple relationship between actors and objects because humans are dependent on society (Stetsenko and Arievitch, 2004). According to the sociocultural theory of cognitive development, human activity is mediated by historical and social artifacts such as signs, tools, and instruments. Leontiev (1978) further added that an objectless activity is devoid of any meaning, which in turn contributes to formulating the CHAT, also known as Activity Theory (AT), as an object-related theory (Engeström and Sannino, 2010). The goal of CHAT is to explore the constantly changing and increasingly complicated exchange that constitutes the existence of all organisms (Stetsenko and Arievitch, 2004). Acknowledging the interim between human activities and society to avoid reductionist ontology, this article adopts the CHAT framework by Engeström (1987), which allows insights into how societal components can mediate teaching and learning through both tangible and intangible factors. Within this framework, Engeström (1987) suggested six components contributing to human activity: subject, object, mediating artifacts, community, rules, divisions of labor, and outcome (see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1. Model of students’ activities in the online emergency classroom [adapted from Engeström (1987)].


A subject is an individual or group of people whose burnout state is the focus of this analysis. On the other hand, in an online emergency classroom, the objects are online lessons conducted synchronously and asynchronously to facilitate the learning and uptake of knowledge. The student’s learning activity is enabled and mediated by external artifacts and internal tools. The devices and tools applied in an online emergency classroom are computers, the Internet, learning platforms (both synchronous and asynchronous), and learning applications, which, in semiotic cooperation budget, the learner can acquire their knowledge. Besides, rules regulate the learning process as learners interact with their academic communities, families, and other non-academic digital and real-life social networks. Initially, the community shares the same object with the students, such as instructors and classmates. However, communities also extend to the cultures and experiences with others throughout learners’ developmental processes. When interacting with the students’ learning activities, different stakeholders, such as teachers or administrators, also share the division of power and status called the division of labor. The understanding of the division of labor necessitates the investigation of social roles and identities. In a classroom, the division of labor can also be considered the division of symbolic labor, where the identities of different stakeholders are embedded in different discourses (Thorne, 2000).

It is worth notetaking that there are reciprocal impacts among the constituents of the whole activity model. In the middle of perennial shutdowns and lockouts, learners, staying with their family, are tied to a significantly wide diversity of learning contexts, responsibilities, communications, and interactions. This large and unpredictable social-cultural spectrum makes any attempts to generalize learners ineffective and futile. With a humanistic and ecological viewpoint, we hoped to investigate each learner as a unique individual that was subject to different adversities, listen to their stories of how they were struggling every day, and share with the readers their constant efforts to sustain their education despite their limited resources during the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on this framework, this article aims to investigate:


What factors influenced the EFL learners’ academic burnout while learning online during the COVID-19 pandemic?



To fully answer this question, the research group will examine three sub-questions about factors influencing different dimensions of academic burnout, as follows:


What factors influenced EFL learners’ exhaustions while learning online during the COVID-19 pandemic?

What factors influenced EFL learners’ academic cynicism while learning online during the COVID-19 pandemic?

What factors influenced EFL learners’ sense of academic achievement while learning online during the COVID-19 pandemic?






METHODS AND RESEARCH DESIGNS


Research Design

This study employed the qualitative research method from the pragmatic ontology and ecological epistemology. The pragmatic ontology prioritizes mixed exploratory methods that the researchers deem the most effective rather than relying solely and rigidly on a method or a philosophy that tries to capture absolute truth (Frey, 2018). In terms of epistemology, the authors hold an ecological worldview that focuses on a situated and contextualized ecocentric understanding of knowledge to minimize context, data, and complexity reduction of complicated and sophisticated social activities (van Lier, 2004).

The authors believed it was optimal to utilize the qualitative research design of this study with a multiple case study approach within the cultural historical activity framework. The multiple case study allowed researchers to comprehend better and theorize the prominent phenomenon (Brantlinger et al., 2005). Also, the multiple case study with the cultural historical activity theoretical framework focused on the non-idiosyncratic voices of different participants suffering from the COVID-19 pandemic.



Sampling Techniques and Participant Recruitment

The researchers chose to apply theoretical-based sampling because this sampling technique involves selecting essential manifestations of the phenomenon of interest or the real-world cases of the research constructs (Suri, 2011). In the first round of participant recruitment, the researchers chose students of different social backgrounds so that the participants with different social backgrounds could voice their issues. As learning should be humanistic and differentiated, different learners with different backgrounds may have different reasons for their burnout state. Thus, it is of paramount importance for humanistic researchers to unbiasedly empower those of different social statuses and backgrounds rather than biasedly prioritizing or generalizing the learners’ contexts. The interviews were conducted in the participants’ mother tongue which is also the native language of the researchers who are Vietnamese teachers of English. However, as the finalized manuscript was written in English, two authors and a professional translator independently translated the transcript to avoid back-translation’s drawbacks (Behr, 2017). The translated transcript then was compared and the translation group would discuss with each other to address any discrepancies. The translation was finally reviewed by the corresponding and lead author to make sure that misinterpretation is minimal. After the first recruitment round, constant comparisons were made between the students’ responses as the researchers continued to hypothesize the stakeholders representing each chain of the CHAT framework and identified significant theoretical constructs that emerged. In the second recruitment round, the researchers could choose more participants such as teachers and technical administrators to represent the new theoretical constructs and provide more multilateral information about the students’ burnout state. The language of communication was the local language shared by the participants and the researchers. To reach data saturation and sufficiency, at which point all additional data emerged had been explored and exhausted, the researchers prioritized the sample adequacy over sample size (Bowen, 2008).



A Description of the Participants

In the first interview round, student A was a female sophomore from another province. As a former COVID-19 patient, she spent about 40 days in hospital in Ho Chi Minh City (HCM City, hereafter). She had difficulty studying in bed in the slow Wi-Fi that she shared with many other patients during the treatment. Upon being released from the hospital, she returned to her rented place in HCM City. She studied in the room, which was also the workplace of her uncle.

Student B was a male sophomore who was well-supported by his family. He had a private room, a high-speed Internet connection, and his own laptop. He reported that he felt comfortable but not as disciplined as in school while learning offline at home. Sometimes, he was interrupted by some emergent chores while his family was not around.

Student C was a female freshman student. At the time of the interview, as regulated by the government, she stayed in a quarantine zone in her hometown after leaving HCM City. Since she did not bring her laptop with her, she had to study with her mobile phone the whole time. Student C had to suffer such inconveniences as low Wi-Fi signal, no necessary furniture, or no private space while in quarantine.

Student D was a male freshman who has just returned from the hospital after 3 weeks of COVID-19 treatment. As a student from another province, he shared one room with another friend while in HCM City. The student did not have financial difficulty or health problems.

Student E was a female freshman. She insisted that it was the students’ responsibility to make an effort in their studies. When the pandemic started the second time, she returned home to the mountainous region. She had her laptop and a study room with a Wi-Fi signal. The Internet connection in her hometown was not always stable, and sometimes her laptop did not work properly.

Student F, a female freshman from a province far from school, studied with mobile phones and laptops. For the first few weeks of the semester, she stayed in HCM City, sharing a room with another friend. Her first problem was that she could not sign into the MS Team. Student F had reported the problem to the school, but it could not be fixed. Therefore, she could not attend the classes. She had no choice but to review the lessons, use the recorded videos and slides the lecturer posted on the Learning Management System (LMS) after each session, and submit the given assignments to the system.

Student G, a female sophomore, lived with her family in HCM City. She had to study in the living room where she sometimes was inevitably unintentionally distracted by the family members or her pet. She said her language teacher had created a Zalo group to increase interaction with her class members, check and remind students to work.

In the second interview round, the authors invited two teachers A and B, who were teaching in the EFL courses and two administrators who were running the emergency online EFL program. However, upon the participants’ request, detailed descriptions of the teachers and the administrators are kept confidential.



Interview

The first set of interview questions for the students included 15 questions revolved around the ideas about how other parts of the CHAT framework, for example, the school regulation or the teachers, affected their burnout state. The first five questions inquired about the students’ background, while question four investigated students’ academic anxiety resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. From questions five to seven, the students were asked about their experience with their university, including technical, administrative, and psychological aspects, and the following five questions asked students to talk about their teachers and friends. The last three questions investigated how family and personal factors might affect their burnout. The second question set for teachers and school administrators consisted of six questions about their observation regarding students’ burnout and psychological factors, school support, and students’ supervision. As King and Horrocks (2010) suggest, the interviews started with fundamental and less complicated research questions before progressing to more advanced research questions. Additionally, several questions included a probe and prompt feature to assess interviewees’ understanding and prompt the interviewees to clarify themselves (Jacob and Furgerson, 2015). As the interview was semi-structured, the author conducted progressive refinement of questions after synthesizing and analyzing each interview recorded to accelerate the data saturation and sufficiency (Suri, 2011).



Procedures

After getting the university’s consent, the researchers sent out the participant recruitment document and asked for references from the university lecturers about who could be the potential participants for the study. After identifying the participants, the researchers informed them about the research aims, purposes, procedures, benefits, and risks, and asked for their consent to participate anonymously in the research. The interviewers set up one-hour interviews using online conference software (Zoom and Google Meets) when the participants agreed to join due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Before the interview, the interviewers had discussed the meaning of burnout and academic with participants to reach a mutual understanding of the term used in the interview. Each interview was recorded, transcribed, and closely examined. The data collection and data analysis were iterative, as the data analysis with students oriented how to choose more interviewees and how questions should be refined and adjusted for the following interview. The authors discussed and finalized the main themes in several meetings to ensure no critical theme was left out and sent them to the participant for their reconfirmation. This stage was repeated until all the participants agreed that no critical idea was missing from the research.




DATA ANALYSIS

The researchers used content analysis techniques with word frequencies and auto-coding tools provided by Nvivo 24. The submerging constructs gathered from the students’ interviews were then used to identify more potential stakeholders such as the teachers and administrators. The data collected from the teachers and the management about their perceptions of how burnout the students were then analyzed to find more emerging themes and triangulate the students’ answers. The code analysis was a combination of inductive and deductive coding based on the overarching areas of investigation in the CHAT model.



FINDINGS

Based on the CHAT framework, the interviews revealed four main areas that directly affected EFL students’ academic burnout, including only 4 areas (see Appendix Table 1).


Mediating Artifacts


Technical Facility and Internet Connection

The first factor of mediating artifacts is technology facilities such as Internet connections, computers, laptops, and smartphones. While students who lived at home or their rented rooms in Ho Chi Minh City did not have too much difficulty connecting to the synchronous classes, the instability in Internet connection was one factor that distressed the students who were staying in their hometown in the countryside or the quarantine area. The students who lived in the cities also had technical problems at peak hours when other members were also using the Internet: “I sometimes felt annoyed when my brother turned on his phone and played video games, because my Zoom account started to log out again and again” (student G). The students also reported that they are highly anxious when looking at other people having technical problems during the listening exam time: “It was not my case, but it was my friend. She lost her Internet connection during the listening test. She cannot hear anything at all, and she failed the test” (student F). Thus, although the students who lived at home or at their rental apartment in the city did not directly admit that technology was one contributor to academic burnout, they still reported feeling “distressed,” “annoyed,” or “anxious” at times due to factors related to the Internet connection.

On the other hand, students who were in the quarantine zones or live in the countryside reported severe burnout due to the low-quality technical facility and Internet connection. Student A shared that “The Internet is not stable and the signal is weak, so this is the most stressful time in my life!… I studied on my bed with only my phone and it always got overheated. It was not until I took the test that I had a laptop sent in my friend.” Likewise, student C said that “My quarantine zone had low-quality facilities. I had to use 4G to study six to seven hours continuously. My phone screen was too small and I was very depressed when I had to read a lot of information in the teacher slides. I could not do the reading practice as well because the text was illegible.” Similarly, student E who was living in the highland, said that “I feel much more emotionally drained and physically exhausted dealing with the faulty phone and unstable Internet connection. There is no technician to support me here.” “Sometimes, I just wanted to give up. I don’t care whether I can enter the session or not. It is just like it does not matter anymore.” All the participants agreed that the limitations of technical families exhausted them both physically and mentally, which in turn led to their academic burnout.

The teachers and school administrators were also aware of and sympathetic toward the students’ insufficient technical conditions for online learning, leading to their academic burnout. Teacher A shared that “More than 20% of the students in my class did not have favorable conditions regarding facilities, the Internet, and the environment. I think this made them physically and psychologically exhausted. They seem burned out all time.” Likewise, teacher B also agreed that “My students told me that sometimes they did not want to study the Internet in their areas was in bad quality.” The administrators agreed that facilities were of utmost importance for online learning. According to administrator B, not all students in Vietnam had a laptop, and it was inconvenient to study by phone. Manager A added that “It is up to each student’s conditions in terms of facilities. Online learning can only succeed with the optimal technical facility of the institution, teachers, and students.”



Learning Management System and Online Conference Applications

Regarding the school’s system, the students reported that classrooms were built on a Learning Management System (LMS) where the teachers posted the link to their virtual classes and the link to the recorded video of each lesson. The materials, the presentation slides, and assignments were also uploaded there. However, the students sometimes found the system unnecessary. Student D questioned the practicality of the content of the activities on the LMS, saying that “the activities on the LMS system just harshly copy all the activities in the course book that we learn in our face-to-face class. Although our school is very reputable, the LMS system cannot meet my expectations at all.” The case was also true for student B when she said that “I was burnout after spending the whole day in front of the computer studying. I was just indifferent toward all the activities there [on the LMS]. I wouldn’t have done them if the teacher had not forced us to.” Students even felt more burnout when there were technical problems with the LMS. Student A said that she was afraid of “achieving nothing and losing her scores” when the LMS was like to “crash whenever it likes” when student D felt that she could “achieve less in comparison to doing more meaningful exercises with friends in the face-to-face class.” Both teachers A and B agreed that one factor of “great concern” was the frequent crash of the LMS system. According to teacher B, “The school LMS has gone down often. They seem very stressed having to seek technical support regularly.”

In addition to the LMS system, the online conference platforms also contributed to the students’ burnout in the EFL online classes. Student F said that at the beginning of the course, she spent hours in vain trying to log into the synchronous sessions with Microsoft Team, and at the end, she just felt like “quitting,” thinking that “I should have taken a nap instead.” Students A and B thought that online learning during the pandemic was more “demonstrative than really effective” because after the students had to spend an extended period trying only to log into the system “just to find that the class has ended before we are in,” they tended to “skip other courses because they are all the same. It [the MS Teams application] is slow and often gets lagged. It is time-consuming and fruitless.”




Rules and Regulations


Prolonged Online Learning Schedule

The fact that the university transferred the entire face-to-face class schedule into an online class schedule dramatically enhanced the students’ exposure to the computer screen, high burnout level, and particular mental, physical, and psychological fatigue. Student B complained that staring at the phone screen continuously caused eyestrains because the learning schedule assigned by the university was not “sensible,” and thus, there were some days that he had to work on the phone “for at least 12 hours continuously.” Likewise, all six students reported having migraine or headaches at least once a week due to the prolonged exposure to the blue light emitted by the monitor screen or their phone screen. Also, student G reported that she had a light backache every day after class while student G said that he “felt like an old woman who cannot concentrate on anything after spending ten hours studying in front of the computer,” or even become forgetful when she has to study for the online exams.



Attendance Checking and Privacy Concerns

In addition to the regulations about study time, students also showed negative attitudes toward the in-class requirement established by the teacher per se. While some teachers allowed students to turn on webcam and microphone when necessary only, other teachers forced the students to keep their webcams and microphones on “24/24” (student B), which heightened their “embarrassment,” “discomfort,” “annoyance,” or even “depression” among the students as complained by five out of seven students. Student A revealed her situation during the time as a communal quarantine zone, stating that “I did not dare to use [my] webcam and mic because I felt embarrassed speaking English with many people around.” More noticeably, student D believed that teachers “have no right to intrude [his] privacy, as I am over 18 years old and no one should force me to reveal my personal space.” In the same vein, student G believed that turning on the webcam during the whole session “disturbs the whole family” because without a study room, she had to study in the living room where everyone usually had quality time together and now “they have to give up on doing things with each other and retreat into their rooms.”

The regulations also caused misunderstandings or even conflicts. Student A reported that “I can’t understand why my teachers keep doing the roll call twice or even three times in one learning session. It made me exhausted, I always felt tensed because I didn’t know when he would call on me.” When student D lost the Internet connection and turned off webcam, the lecturer reduced his attendance score without listening to his explanation. Student D lost all of his study interest right after that incident, saying that “He was not listening. I do not think studying should be such a torture.” Likewise, student F confirmed that “I could not attend the lessons [due to the account problem], so I lost the chance to gain bonuses for participation. I was worried that my score would be low this semester.”



Online Behavior, Etiquette, and Cyber-Bullying

Also, there was a severe lack of codes of conduct and online learning etiquettes because the students were unprepared for the sudden transformation to online learning. Thus, students at times did not know how to behave in the classroom appropriately. Student E said that she “burst out into tears” when she heard one male student in the class comment about her appearance in a highly hostile and insulting manner as he forgot to turn off his microphone. Student G also shared that cyberbullying sometimes existed in the online classroom as two male students kept on laughing at her teammate’s pronunciation when they were presenting. Student G said that her friend “turned off the Google Meets right after the presentation” because that student felt she “cannot achieve anything in an online class besides humiliation and embarrassment.” Student A also shared that she wanted to withdraw in the middle of the course because she “could not study well,” and the online class was “different from speaking up in offline classes because everyone was very attentive to my voice. People will hear and recognize our mistakes. Other students even recorded our voice and mimicked us to poke fun at our accent.”



Online Exam Regulations

One of the factors causing students burnout with online learning in the ELT classes was the regulations related to testing and examinations. As the exams took place online, the students believed that the regulations were not strict enough to prevent cheating, which was unfair for the students who worked hard. Student B said that he lost his sense of personal achievement, a dimension of academic burnout because he knew that many students cheated in the test. According to student B, the school could not monitor the students in the online exam, and many students “secretly contact each other on Telegram or Zalo to share the answer key.” Student B believed that the test “failed to measure correctly how hard-working each student was” and it was not “worth our efforts.” Also, students D and E believed that as students in the different classes had different exam content, it was unfair for them because “some test packages were easier than others,” which made them think that “learning doesn’t matter much; it is your good luck that matter.” Also, as most of the tests were in the form of multiple choice quizzes, student D wondered if they could test their language competence. He added that “I don’t think the multiple-choice questions are necessary for our future work. What we need is how to use English in real life, not only ticking the correct grammar point and lexical items.”




Division of Labor


Teacher Roles

Interviews with the students revealed that teachers played an essential role in helping students overcome their burnout state. Students A, B, and C believed that teachers were very “caring,” “thoughtful,” and “considerate” during the online EFL courses. “The teachers always reminded the students about the links to the synchronous sessions before each lesson” said student A. According to student B, the teachers also usually spent time asking about the students’ family and health and encouraged them to “think positively” and overcome the COVID-19 together, particularly for those infected with the Coronavirus. Also, student B believed that she could communicate with teachers more easily when studying online because she could “text what we think” while she would feel shy when talking to the teacher face-to-face. Thanks to the teachers’ efforts, students were “more excited” and “less alone” during shutdowns and lockdowns (student C). Teachers were also very understanding toward the student objective issues, for example, when they were called out for a community-based Coronavirus test and had to quit zoom sessions (student F). This aligns with what teachers B and C shared as they thought their instruction was very “clear, detailed, and supportive.” Teacher C even reminded the students to go to the correct link before every lesson and “posted the materials students requested… Students who did not attend any classes might go [to the LMS] to download materials.”

However, sometimes students reported a change in the division of labor from the teachers’ side that heightened the students’ academic burnout. “It seemed like the teacher did not run their lesson as smoothly as they usually did in the offline class, and thus, we felt a little disheartened to come to class,” student D and student C stated. Most teachers were not well prepared enough to teach online EFL classes in such an emergency as the COVID-19 pandemic. Teacher A confirmed that they “tried best” to transfer the “leftovers” of the face-to-face program to the online EFL class. However, both teachers A and B said that all university teachers had only taught the offline class before the pandemic broke out. “Without adequate training of how to teach with technology tools and applications, we realized that some students lost their interest in coming to class.”

Students B, E, F, and G agreed that teacher talking time in a lesson increased tremendously in the online classroom as “sometimes the teacher asked but no one replied.” Also, as some teachers might feel ignored by the students, they were inclined to feel disrespected and become emotionalist with their teaching. Consequently, the class becomes a “cold war” (student D). Student C said that “when nobody replied to the teacher, she started to feel stressed. And then the whole lesson started to be stressful because both the teacher and the students did not care about what each other was doing anymore.” One teacher complained that “some students just copied and pasted when I raised the questions. They did not realize they had to communicate to improve their English.” Another teacher added that “some students went online searching for the answers. They did not even bother to think and speak. I couldn’t force them to speak in the online class which is opposite in the offline sessions.”



Institutional Roles

While all students in the interview believed that the university provided students with fundamental administrative support ranging from the learning regulations, coursebooks, and examination guidelines, the school administrative process was slower than students expected. “It is hard for me to contact the school administrative in case of emergencies since it takes one to two weeks for them to reply to our email.” (student A). Some students became more mentally exhausted when they had to when through bureaucratic procedures to fix their online account problem, but after all, the problem was still not fixed (student F).

Furthermore, students think that the school did not take a proactive role in helping students in solving emotional problems, especially when they feel burned out. Student A reported that “Except for the delivery of the course, I did not notice any support from the school. There were just some Facebook posts to encourage us. That is all.” Student D said that “It is different in our country than in other countries. Psychologists and consultants are not popular in university. I wish we had this form of support here as they do in Western countries.” In contrast, administrator B insisted that “the school had psychological consulting service,” although few students knew of this service. She added that “I think the school should require the teachers to inform the students and remind them to turn to the school consultant frequently to reduce their burnout rather than keep the tension to themselves.” She also suggested that “online consultant can be incorporated to the LMS system, so that students may quickly access the service in times of crisis.”




Community


Family and Roommates

Similarly, although all three students who studied from home reported some level of distractions, such as, presence of other family members, unavoidable household chores, and their pets (student G), the students did not feel that these factors heightened their academic burnout. Student B reported: “While studying at home, I cannot stay at the same place and concentrate as I did in class. I was interrupted by people around.” However, when she explicitly expressed her annoyance, her family became more attentive to her study time and did not disturb her anymore. In fact, all students who had to study online while living with family highly appreciated the family’s role in alleviating burnout and stress through encouragement and caring actions (student G and student B). As regards students who were living in a rental room with the friends, they also received words encouragement and established mutual understanding. Because they were all “students,” they “sympathize[d] with each other” and were “supportive of each other.” Likewise, in the quarantine zone, although other roommates and medical staff “got in and out frequently,” they understand that she was studying and “tried their best not to disturb me” (student A). The students did not think that the community at the quarantine zone increased her academic burnout. In contrast, the roommates were understanding and respected their study time.



Online Social Networking Communities

As all the extracurricular activities were not allowed to take place offline, all students’ social calendar was changed into online activities with the online groups on Facebook, Twitter, and Zalo. The online social networking groups both positively and negatively impacted learners’ burnout levels. First of all, there were many online competitions and social campaigns conducted by the youth association of the university, which helped the student to “de-isolate and improve English” (student D). Student D thought that “the funny English memes that the schools share online really helped the students to burst out laughing. They were like an emotional recharge.” After attending the online mini-games and competitions hosted by the schools, student G felt an improvement of English, and thus “a burst of adrenaline” and “a heightened sense of self achievement.” She believed that “What the teachers taught me was not useless at all.” These online social networking sites were indeed an aspect of life with which the students could release their stress, feel more connected, treasure their self-achievement, and minimize their burnout level.

However, social networking sites also had adverse effects on students learning and increased their burnout state. First, spending too much time on social networking sites like Facebook, Twitter, or TikTok also contributed to the physical exhaustion of the students. Student B said that “I didn’t need to be punctual, so I can stay up until 2 a.m. chatting and playing online games with my friends. I could just sign in, and after that I could have my breakfast. Without the teacher’s observation, sometimes I slept during the lesson because I was too tired.” Although student B “didn’t feel burnout at first,” as the course passed by he felt “a little physically exhausted” and became more “absorbed in surfing Facebook and Instagram” and “learning English didn’t matter much because the teacher couldn’t know what we were doing.” Student C was also burned out due to some conflicts with his friends on social networking sites which influenced his learning performance. Administrator A added that “If a course was appropriately organized and the students were self-disciplined, there would be no problems. However, without the students’ self-discipline, the learning process cannot take place regardless of how well-prepared the teachers and the university are.”





DISCUSSION


Factors Influencing English as a Foreign Language Learners’ Physical and Psychological Exhaustion

First, regulations about prolonged online learning time created physical and mental fatigue among the participants. While the school had to transfer from face-to-face class to online learning and teaching, there was no modification in the schools’ bell routine that required the students to be in class for an extended period. Although a previous study by Turchi et al. (2021) concludes that teachers may have problems maintaining consistency in time allotments when the school does not apply the bell schedule to the online class, our finding signifies that transferring an entire offline school schedule to online mode of learning and teaching exhausted students mentally and physically. The fact that students had to spend approximately 10–12 h studying in front of their smart devices is worrying as it can trigger numerous health issues, which is supported by Fauville et al. (2021). Common health-related problems like headaches, migraine, backache, or shortened attention span are symptoms of digital fatigue, contributing to heightened stress and burnout among adolescents. This finding is in line with other studies about the effects of smart devices on physical and mental wellbeing (Lemola et al., 2015; Mheidly et al., 2020). The administrators and educators need to acknowledge this inherent problem related to prolonged exposure to the computer screen and implement possible measures to help students prevent academic exhaustion. On a macro-scale, the authority should implement guidelines for the number of sessions and duration of online classes that are based on scientific research in education, psychology, and digital wellbeing. While many countries, for example, India (Department of School Education and Literacy, 2020) or Vietnam (Ministry of Education and Training, 2021), have issued guidelines and laws to regulate online learning time amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, most of these documents focused on primary school to high school students. The government and the tertiary educational institute need to join hands and examine the optimal learning times for the undergraduates. On an institutional scale, the university can allow students to choose their study time according to their own needs (Turchi et al., 2020; Tafazoli and Atefi Boroujeni, 2021) or introduce longer intervals between synchronous sessions where students can conduct healthy practices like a breathing exercise (Mheidly et al., 2020).

Also, privacy concerns and cyberbullying contributed to EFL learners’ psychological exhaustion. The fact that students had to turn on their webcam as proof of attendance puts them under constant threat of privacy intrusion and cyberbullying. The findings in this study testify of the adverse effects of the webcam and microphone on students’ psychological variables, notably resulting in their psychological exhaustion. Our findings partially align with Maimaiti et al. (2021), stating that turning on the camera creates peer pressure. However, while the research by Maimaiti et al. (2021) concludes that webcam is essential for students to concentrate, our findings show that without a well-established common code of conduct and mutual understanding of online learning cultures, webcam and microphone are detrimental to the EFL learners’ emotion and mental health. The fear of losing face and being ridiculed on the grounds of internal factors, such as accent, appearance, and linguistic competence, or external factors, such as the conversations between family members and family financial background, should not be neglected. The ethical question here lies in how to create an effective learning and teaching environment and a secure place so that no students are afraid of being harmed in cyber space, as insecurity, indeed, is perceived by the students as a fundamental factor causing high academic burnout levels. Therefore, schools and teachers must introduce a code of conduct in online learning and mechanical and technical measures from the university’s technicians to protect the student the students are learning online.

In addition, the division of labor by teachers and the university also affects learners’ exhaustion. During the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers took a proactive role in supporting students by asking about their health or encouraging them to think positively. Also, when learning, the students found that they could communicate with the teacher without shyness thanks to texting applications, which also open up more opportunities for them to seek emotional support. These findings elucidate the mechanism of how affective support can inhibit burnout among EFL students. This study confirms the study with 306 EFL Italian learners by Karimi and Fallah (2021), which explains the negative correlation between affective support from teachers and ELF learners’ academic burnout through structural equation modeling. Unfortunately, not all teachers were perceived as supportive in our research. As teachers were also likely to feel burnout in the COVID-19 pandemic (Sokal L. J. et al., 2020; Pressley, 2021), they might redirect their distress toward the students. The fact that students were not communicative in online classes might also put more pressure on the teacher, which enhanced their professional burnout. Some teachers resorted to silent treatment instead of choosing different strategies to support the students. According to Yoon and Kerber (2003), the silent treatment is a form of bullying that is detrimental to the victims. The use of silent treatment in online classrooms can exacerbate both sides’ burnout state. The teachers should consider other approaches to enhance the learners’ communication. Also, as some EFL learners are not proficient enough to explain themselves and their English issues, code-switching should be allowed in the classroom.

The university’s delays in helping students solve their problems was also a factor that worsened the student burnout states. While there is still a limited body of studies connecting the lengthy administrative procedures from the school to the academic burnout, it is possible that as students could only contact the schools via phones or emails during the COVID-19 pandemic, the waiting time might create more anxiety as they could get into a class or might not be able to enter the test room timely. Also, while the school administrators insisted that psychology consulting services were available for students, most of the students did not know of this source of support. One student thought that this service was only available in developed countries or Western countries. The students’ unawareness of the school psychologists calls for a more proactive role from the school to inform students of the support network that they are entitled to so that the students can adopt a more holistic approach to coping with stress and academic burnout.

The content analysis also reveals that communities, including family and friends, quarantine zone, and social networking also affected EFL learners’ exhaustion. Understanding parents, roommates, or the community at the quarantine zones are the support network that EFL learners can depend on when they feel exhausted. Although there is limited research into the effect of support from friends, parents, and other communities on academic burnout, Kim et al. (2018) and Renk and Smith (2007) suggest that support by others can reduce students’ academic-related stress. In addition, social networking communities have a double-edged effect on students’ academic burnout. Students in our study perceived the moderate use of social networking sites as a place to deisolate and provide them with an emotional recharge as all extracurricular and social activities had been transferred to the online environment. Our findings are in line with Wang et al. (2014), in which 377 undergraduates from universities in Southwestern China participated in a survey to examine the relationship between social networking sites and their wellbeing. According to Wang et al. (2014), social networking sites’ communication function positively correlates with students’ subjective wellbeing. On the other hand, the participants in our study also reported that the excessive use of social networking platforms, especially overnight, created fatigue in class the next day, thus enhancing their burnout level. As many medical and psychology studies into the use of smart devices in bed also report that using smartphones before sleep decreases both happiness and wellbeing (Hughes and Burke, 2018; Alonzo et al., 2021), our study adds that the overuse of smartphones can create student exhaustion and increase their academic burnout.



Factors Influencing English as a Foreign Language Learners’ Academic Cynicism

Teachers’ insufficient preparation for online teaching was one factor that affected EFL learners’ academic cynicism. In fact, the under-preparedness of teachers to conduct online teaching has been recorded both before and during the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic (Stockwell and Reinders, 2019; Rapanta et al., 2020; Pressley, 2021). However, previous studies have not examined how teacher unpreparedness can affect student burnout. Therefore, the findings in this study added that, from the student perspective, the fact that teachers were not well-prepared enough to teach online might create academic cynicism among students. Students did not perceive that teachers are well-qualified enough to teach online, so they were discouraged from joining the online class. Although teacher preparation is paramount for student academic achievement (Boyd et al., 2009), the outbreak of COVID-19 and the forced shift to online teaching are creating a false sense of unpreparedness which creates a feeling that we are strange to the use of technology in teaching and learning (Harouni, 2021). However, the question is whether teachers can only perform thanks to training, planning, and preparation effectively. Rather than always feeling unprepared and losing confidence in teaching, which can lead to cynicism of both teachers and students, teachers should remind themselves that teaching and learning have always contained uncertainties and unpreparedness. Admittedly, even before the COVID-19 pandemic, many teachers and students had been used to computers, smartphones, and social networking sites. Thus, what is making the teachers unprepared may not be the digital tools but rather their mindset. Therefore, besides providing teachers with training, institutions should help teachers recognize that they “have learned [how to teach] without feeling prepared” (Harouni, 2021, p. 4). By overcoming their unconfidence regarding the desire to be constantly prepared, teachers can reflect on what they know about pedagogy in general and improvise in the new learning and teaching context. This radical idea of pedagogy may help teachers feel ready to emerge in the digital world and thus reduce learners’ cynicism.

Studies have proven a relationship between burnout and cheating. Students with high academic burnout tend to cheat more in exams (Kusnoor and Falik, 2013). Specifically, academic cynicism, a factor of academic burnout, positively correlates with cheating in the academic environment (Ameen et al., 1996; Ugwu et al., 2013; Nasu and Afonso, 2020). However, within this study, not only was cheating a sign of academic burnout inside the cheater per se, it also affected other students. As it was too easy to cheat in an online exam, students would develop their academic cynicism, believing that putting efforts into authentic learning was not as conducting misdeeds to achieve high scores. It is important to implement both a high-tech cheating detector system and low-cost measures to prevent this malpractice to become a pandemic that spread the cynicism virus to all students in the online class. The school can make more investment in software, such as eye-tracking, screen monitoring, or other web-based anti-cheating systems. The school must disseminate the code of academic integrity among students that includes the online learning environment. Also, penalty for cheating should be high enough to prevent reoccurrence (D’Souza and Siegfeldt, 2017).



Factors Influencing English as a Foreign Language Learners’ Sense of Academic Achievement

The first factor that positively influenced EFL learners’ sense of achievement was their active participation in extra curricular activities on social networking sites. With online activities and competitions on Facebook or Twitter, students could use their English in real-life rather than outside the classroom. As students could use English in competitions with their friends on Facebook, they recognized that the English they learned from the class was not useless, which was proof of academic achievement. This evidence of language acquisition was well-perceived by the students, thus solidifying their sense of academic achievement. Also, as many games were competitive with different levels of difficulties, students would feel that they had achieved a higher level of language competence by winning the games. These findings are supported by Vandercruysse et al. (2013). In the article by Vandercruysse et al. (2013), students working in a more competitive environment like the game-based ones often reported higher perceived linguistic competence, more task value, and increased invested effort. It is worth noting here that the COVID-19 opens new opportunities for language teaching and learning as the researchers, administrators, and teachers can observe that through the design and incorporation of mini-games on social networking sites. This implementation of game-based language activities on official university Facebook or Twitter groups can be sustained as a supplementary even after the COVID-19 pandemic to support EFL learners’ language acquisition.

In contrast, two factors, including attendance checking and exam regulations, negatively impacted students’ sense of academic achievement. As the Internet connection of some learners was not stable, it would be unfair if the teacher reduced the learners’ score because he had to attend a compulsory communal COVID-19 test. The reduction of learners’ score due to their inability to answer during a roll call can be subjective and discouraging. Instead, teachers can use other methods of formative assessment such as portfolio or take-home project with negotiable deadlines so that students can obtain their improvement over time and feel an increased sense of self-achievement (Khan, 2006). Also, sitting an online synchronous exam full of multiple-choice questions is risky and unreflective of the EFL learners’ competence. First, if the students’ score is affected by technical issues, the student sense of achievement will be reduced. Also, as the students reported, they did not feel many relations between the test and their actual ability to communicate in English or apply English to their future work. Therefore, instead of synchronous grammar and vocabulary-based exams, the teachers should consider project-based or task-based assessments to assess the learner’s linguistic competence multilaterally.




CONCLUSION

The research revealed that the participants perceived four dimensions of the CHAT framework, including mediating artifacts, community, rules and regulations, and division of labor as the most dominant factors contributing to the EFL learners’ academic burnout in online classes during the COVID-19 pandemic. Within the four overarching dimensions, five areas that impacted EFL learners’ physical and psychological exhaustion were prolonged online learning time, privacy concerns and cyber-bullying, teachers’ role, institution’s role, and support community outside the classroom. Also, teachers’ insufficient preparation for online teaching and students’ academic misconduct during exams were aspects causing academic cynicism among the learners. Also, while participation in social networking sites’ extracurricular activities had both positive and negative effects on students’ sense of achievement, participation in checking and cheating in exams exacerbated this last dimension of academic burnout. Acknowledging the root causes of academic burnout, the government, school management, and educator can introduce policies and modify the teaching and learning program and other related aspects to online EFL teaching in an emergency. While the authors tried their best to report what the participant shared unbiasedly, we have to admit that we cannot fully account for the difficulties and losses that students have been through during the COVID-19 pandemic. In the future, other researchers can continue with factors affective teachers’ or administrators’ burnout or compare the matches and mismatches between different perspectives about what burnout could result from in a more general educational context.
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APPENDIX


TABLE 1. Overarching themes and coding instructions.	
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| think burnout depends on each individual. For me, it is not really severe
but for those who cannot afford this mode in terms of technical facilities,
it is very difficult. My phone screen was too small and | was very
depressed when | had to read a lot of information on the teacher slides.
| was burnout after spending the whole day in front of the computer
studying. | did not think any exercises on the LMS were necessary. |
was just indifferent toward all the activities there.

Students achieve less when doing exercise on the LMS in comparison
to doing more meaningful exercises with friends in the face-to-face
class.

We did not achieve anything in an online class besides humiliation and
embarrassment.

The test failed to measure correctly how hard-working each student
was.

When nobody replied to the teacher, she started to feel stressed. And
then the whole lesson started to be stressful because both the teacher
and the students did not care about what each other was doing
anymore.

Except for the delivery of the course, | did not notice any support from
the school. There were just some Facebook posts to encourage us.
That’s all.

People there tried their best not to disturb me.

While studying at home, | cannot stay in the same place and
concentrate as | did in class. | was interrupted by people around.

The funny English memes that the schools share online really helped the
students to burst out laughing. They were like an emotional recharge.





