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During the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers around the globe had been forced to move their teaching to full-time online, remote teaching. In this study, we aimed at understanding teacher burnout during COVID-19. We conducted a survey among 399 teachers at the peak of a prolonged physical school closure. Teachers reported experiencing more burnout during (vs. before) the COVID-19 pandemic. Contributing factors to this burnout were high family work conflict and low online teaching proficiency. Burnout was associated with lower work-related wellbeing: Lower work commitment, and higher turnover intentions. It was also associated with lower psychological wellbeing: More depressive and anxiety symptoms, and lower subjective wellbeing. Approach (but not avoid) coping strategies served as a protective factor against the burnout-turnover intentions association. We conclude with recommendations on how to mitigate teacher burnout, thereby contributing to teacher wellbeing.
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INTRODUCTION

The spread of COVID-19 caused unprecedented interruptions to education worldwide. These affected students’ wellbeing (e.g., Radwan et al., 2020), their scholastic outcomes, and their financial future (Azevedo et al., 2021). The pandemic also affected their teachers, who were forced to adapt overnight to teaching from home in full online, remote formats. In the present investigation, we explore middle school teachers’ burnout, when they had been teaching in online, remote formats for over a year, due to pandemic-related physical school closures. We examined whether they experienced more burnout during (vs. before) the pandemic, explored possible contributing factors to burnout, and its associations with their wellbeing. Finally, we tested possible protective factors against the burnout-wellbeing association.


Teacher Burnout

Burnout is characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization of students, and low levels of personal accomplishment (Maslach and Jackson, 1981). Teacher burnout is negatively associated with student motivation (Shen et al., 2015), and student academic success (Madigan and Kim, 2021). A significant proportion of secondary school teachers suffer from high levels of burnout (García-Carmona et al., 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent social restrictions introduced additional stressors to the already high demanding profession of teaching. A survey conducted at the beginning of the pandemic, found a high level of teacher burnout (Pressley, 2021). It is therefore important to understand teacher burnout during COVID-19 pandemic, its extent, contributing factors, correlates, and the protective factors against it.



Contributing Factors to Teacher Burnout

The COVID-19 related restrictions introduced two significant changes to the teaching profession that occurred overnight and lasted for prolonged periods of time: Teaching from home (instead of in designated spaces, that is: schools) and teaching using remote, online communication technologies (instead of face-to-face and collocated). Therefore, a first contributing factor to teacher burnout could be increased family work conflict especially during lockdowns. Teachers were forced to teach from their private homes, while also caring for other family members (e.g., children, elderly) and juggling between family and work duties. A recent study among healthcare workers during COVID-19 showed that family work conflict was one of the contributing factors to burnout (Cotel et al., 2021). A second contributing factor to increased teacher burnout during the pandemic could be the conversion to full-time online, remote teaching. Previous work has shown that online instructors suffer from more burnout in general (Hogan and McKnight, 2007). During the pandemic, teachers mentioned the absence of preparation, training and proper infrastructure as a major challenge of online, remote teaching during the pandemic (Kundu and Bej, 2021).



Correlates of Teacher Burnout

Burnout goes hand-in-hand with teacher wellbeing (e.g., Tiwari et al., 2020). Substantial increases in distress were reported in the first months of the pandemic (Daly and Robinson, 2021), with over two-third of teachers reporting that the pandemic had negatively affected their psychological health (Allen et al., 2020). With respect to work-related wellbeing, burned-out teachers are less committed to their jobs, and consider leaving the profession more often (Ford et al., 2019). With respect to psychological wellbeing, burned-out teachers also experience more depression and anxiety (Schonfeld and Bianchi, 2016), and lower subjective wellbeing (Tiwari et al., 2020).



Protective Factors Against Teacher Burnout

Despite the harmful effects that the COVID-19 pandemic may have had on teacher wellbeing, there may also be protective factors moderating the burnout-wellbeing association during this time. Ways to cope with stressful life events can be divided into approach (functional; e.g., acceptance) and avoid (dysfunctional; e.g., denial) strategies (Carver and Scheier, 1998). A survey study conducted among teachers during the beginning of the conversion to online remote teaching, found that approach, but not avoid, coping strategies were associated with better psychological outcomes (i.e., wellbeing, health, happiness, resilience, growth during trauma; MacIntyre et al., 2020).



The Present Investigation

Since the inception of the COVID-19 pandemic, there were three state-mandated lockdowns in Israel. The exit strategy from each lockdown involved several steps, yet mainstream middle schools were always the last to return to face-to-face, collocated teaching and learning. The data for this investigation was collected toward the end of the third lockdown in Israel (February to March, 2021). We chose to focus on middle school teachers since at the time of data collection they were still mandated to teach in online, remote formats, and had been doing so for almost one full year.

Our research hypotheses in this investigation were as follows:

(H1) Middle school teachers experienced more burnout during (vs. before) the COVID-19 pandemic.

(H2) High family work conflict and low online teaching proficiency would be contributing factors to teacher burnout during the COVID-19 pandemic.

(H3) Greater teacher burnout during the COVID-19 pandemic would be associated with lower work-related and psychological wellbeing.

(H4) Approach, but not avoid, coping strategies would moderate the association between burnout and teacher wellbeing during the COVID-19 pandemic.




METHOD


Participants

The final sample consisted of 399 teachers (see Table 1 for demographics). The sample was representative with respect to the gender distribution of teachers in Israel (Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics, 2019), and social-economic ranking in Israel (Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics, 2021). Four hundred and twenty additional teachers did not pass the selection criteria, which were being an active middle school teacher in the Hebrew speaking public education sector, who presently teaches in online, remote formats only, has given consent to participate and has completed the survey; 266 additional teachers did not complete the survey. Participants were recruited via an initiated contact with every public secular and religious school in the Hebrew speaking sector of the Israeli education system, and via Facebook and Whatsapp, until quota (2/3 secular and 1/3 religious public schools, to represent their relative frequency in the population in Israel) was met. Participants were compensated with vouchers equivalent to 50 NIS.


TABLE 1. Teacher demographics.
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A power analysis using G*Power 3.0 (Faul et al., 2007) indicated that a sample of 368 was required to detect a small-medium effect (R2 = .03), with 80% power, and .05 alpha. We increased this sample size by approximately 10% to account for potential attrition.



Procedure

The study received approval from local research ethics committees.1 Data was collected between late February to early March, 2021, during the final weeks of the third lockdown in Israel, by which middle school teachers in Israel had been teaching in full online, remote conditions for the majority of the preceding year. The survey was conducted online and in Hebrew. Teachers read the general information and consented to participate anonymously. Then, they rated their online teaching proficiency, and family work conflict, burnout, job commitment, turnover intentions, depressive and anxiety symptoms, subjective wellbeing, coping strategies, and the change in their burnout compared to before the pandemic. Finally, they completed a demographic questionnaire.



Materials

The survey included the following questionnaires (58 items in all in 10 questionnaires).


Change in Burnout

Teacher rated their work-related burnout during online, remote teaching, compared to before the COVID-19 pandemic (i.e., “my work-related burnout”; −3 = less than before the pandemic, 0 = the same, and 3 = more than before the pandemic).



Burnout

Teachers rated (1 = very mild, barely noticeable; 7 = very strong, major) the nine-item short-version of the Burnout scale (Maslach and Jackson, 1981; e.g., “I feel emotionally drained from my work.”; α = .80).



Online Teaching Proficiency

Teachers rated (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) the item: “I am successful in remote online teaching.”



Family Work Conflict

Teachers rated (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) the five-item family work conflict scale (Netemeyer et al., 1996; e.g., “Family related strain interferes with my ability to perform job related duties.”; α = .92).



Job Commitment

Teachers rated (1 = not at all; 5 = extremely) the four-item Klein et al. (2014), Unidimensional, Target-free (KUT) measure (e.g., “How committed are you to the teaching vocation?”; α = .91).



Turnover Intentions

Teachers rated (1 = certainly not, 4 = maybe, and 7 = certainly yes) the item: “Suppose you were starting your life over again, would you choose a teaching career again?” (Borg et al., 1991). We reverse-scored this item, so that higher scores indicated higher turnover intentions.



Depressive Symptoms

Teachers rated the frequency (1 = rarely or none of the time; 4 = most or all of the time) of two representative symptoms (“I felt depressed,” and “I could not get ‘going”’) from the short Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression scale (CES–D; Radloff, 1977), referring to the past month (α = .77).



Anxiety Symptoms

Teachers rated the frequency (0 = not at all; 3 = nearly every day) of two representative symptoms (“Feeling nervous, anxious, or on edge,” and “Not being able to stop or control worrying”) from the seven-item brief Generalized Anxiety Disorder scale (GAD-7; Spitzer et al., 2006), referring to the past month (α = .86).



Subjective Wellbeing

Teachers rated (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree) the five-item Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985; e.g., “I am satisfied with my life.”; α = .87).



Approach Coping Strategies

Teachers rated (1 = I have not been doing this at all; 4 = I’ve been doing this a lot) the 28-item brief COPE (Carver, 1997). Items were grouped into two types of strategies, approach (“I’ve been trying to come up with a strategy about what to do.”; α = .81), and avoid (“I’ve been criticizing myself”; α = .70).





RESULTS

We conducted analyses in R (version 1.3.1093). Teachers reported experiencing more burnout during COVID-19 pandemic, compared to before the pandemic (one Sample’s t-test comparing teachers’ mean change in burnout ratings to 0, indicating no change; t(398) = 9.27, p < .001, d = 0.65).

To examine the possible explanatory factors of burnout, we conducted a multiple regression analysis. Family work conflict and online teaching proficiency served as predictors (independent variables) of burnout during COVID-19 online, remote teaching (dependent variable). The model significantly predicted burnout [F(2, 396) = 77.06, p < .001, Multiple R2 = .28], and explained 28% of its variance. Each of the predictors contributed significantly to the model, the strongest being family work conflict [B = 0.20 (SD = 0.02), β = .35, t = 8.00, p < .001], followed by online teaching proficiency [B = −0.27 (SD = 0.03), β = −.33, t = −7.61, p < .001].

Next, we examined the correlates of burnout. As can be seen in Table 2, higher burnout was associated with indicators of work-related wellbeing (i.e., lower work commitment, higher turnover intentions) and of psychological wellbeing (i.e., more depressive symptoms, more anxiety symptoms, lower subjective wellbeing).


TABLE 2. Means, standard deviations, and correlations of key variables (N = 399).
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Finally, we examined coping strategies as a possible moderator against burnout. We examined approach and avoid coping strategies as moderator of the associations between burnout and work-related (i.e., work commitment, turnover intentions) and psychological wellbeing (i.e., depressive symptoms, anxiety symptoms, subjective wellbeing). After a Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons (0.05/10 = .005), one significant moderation emerged, for approach coping strategies × turnover intentions interaction (B = 0.20, SE = 0.05, β = .17, t = 3.66, p < .001). There was a significant main effect for approach coping strategies (B = −0.50, SE = 0.10, β = −.24, t = −5.11, p < .001), and turnover intentions (B = 0.13, SE = 0.03, β = .24, t = 5.14, p = .001). As shown in Figure 1, among teachers lower in approach coping strategies, burnout was high regardless of turnover intentions level (B = 0.04, SE = 0.03, t = 1.20, p = .230); whereas among teachers higher in approach coping strategies, a positive association was found between burnout and turnover intentions (B = 0.23, SE = 0.04, t = 5.92, p < .001).2


[image: image]

FIGURE 1. Burnout as a function of turnover intentions and approach coping strategies (means in the high and low groups are estimated based on ± 1 SD from the mean).




DISCUSSION

After a stressful year, it is not surprising that teachers reported experiencing more burnout during (vs. before) the COVID-19 pandemic. Contributing factors to this burnout were high family work conflict, and low perceived proficiency for online teaching. The higher teacher burnout during COVID-19, the lower their work commitment is, and the higher their turnover intentions are. Higher teacher burnout was also associated with more depressive and anxiety symptoms, and lower subjective wellbeing. Approach coping strategies served as a protective factor against the association between burnout and turnover intentions, but not against the other associations of burnout (i.e., work commitment, depressive or anxiety symptoms, subjective wellbeing). As expected, avoid coping strategies did not serve as a protective factor against the burnout-wellbeing association.


Theoretical and Pragmatic Implications

COVID-19 pandemic has taken its toll on teacher burnout (e.g., Pressley, 2021). Understanding teacher burnout is therefore important. The first contributing factors to teacher burnout was high family work conflict, which is consistent with previous research on healthcare workers (Cotel et al., 2021). Family work conflict was unrelated to gender (rPB = −.04, ns), but was related to the mere fact of having kids (rPB = .18, p < .001). Alleviating the family work conflict could therefore reduce chances of burnout. This can be achieved by, for example, offering subsidized childcare for working teachers, as was customary with respect to healthcare workers in many countries. The second contributing factors to teacher burnout was low online teaching proficiency. Promoting online teaching proficiency in general, and for teachers still struggling with ICT technologies one year into the pandemic in particular, seems a viable way to reduce teacher burnout.

High burnout was associated with low teacher wellbeing. In line with previous research conducted before the pandemic (Ford et al., 2019), teachers’ work-related wellbeing was associated with lower job commitment, and higher turnover intentions during COVID-19 pandemic. Also in line with previous research prior to COVID-19 (Schonfeld and Bianchi, 2016; Tiwari et al., 2020), teacher psychological health during the pandemic was associated with more depressive and anxiety symptoms, and lower subjective wellbeing. Therefore, attending to teachers’ burnout is paramount, as it is directly associated with their work-related and psychological wellbeing. It might be wise to detect early signs of teacher burnout, and provide these teachers with immediate support (for example, a “hot line” for teachers).

Finally, the ultimate negative outcome of burnout is turnover. In line with previous study (MacIntyre et al., 2020), we found that approach (but not avoid) coping strategies were related to better outcomes among teachers, by moderating the burnout-turnover intentions association. Therefore, to reduce turnover intentions among teachers due to COVID-19, it might be best to focus on supporting such coping strategies (that is: acceptance, emotional or instrumental support, positive reframing, active coping, and planning; Carver, 1997).



Future Directions

We highlight four limitations of the present study. First, the correlational design we employed does not allow for causal inferences. For example, within the current set-up, we cannot discern whether anxiety leads to burnout, or vice versa. Some have suggested that a significant predictor for teacher burnout during COVID-19 is anxiety (Pressley, 2021). It might also be that burnout leads to anxiety (e.g., Koutsimani et al., 2019). Future research could examine the directionality of these effects using longitudinal designs. Second, in this investigation, we conducted a cross-sectional survey. This form of inquiry does not allow us to examine the underlying process leading to the observed associations. For instance, it would be interesting to study how low online teaching proficiency shapes teacher burnout. Third, we only examined teacher turnover intentions and not actual turnover. A recent United States teacher survey indicated that one of every four teachers was thinking of quitting their job, of whom 70% attributed these intentions to the pandemic (Steiner and Woo, 2021). A systematic follow-up study could examine the extent to which teachers fulfilled these intentions. Finally, in the present investigation we focused on teachers, but not on their students, whose wellbeing and scholastic achievement could have been affected by teacher burnout.
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FOOTNOTES

1Data were collected as part of a larger study designed to answer multiple research questions, and we only report on variables relevant to this project. The survey was developed to answer this investigation’s research questions, as well as the research questions of related projects. When assembling the survey, we first listed all variables of interest in this and the other research projects. Then, we tried to find well-established and validated tools to assess each variable. When such tools were lacking, we developed items (e.g., change in burnout) to assess them. Due to the rapid nature of COVID-19 pandemic research, we did not pilot test the survey before administrating it to the research sample.

2A test of multicollinearity indicates that Tolerance = 0.96, and VIF = 1.05. According to Ho (2006), tolerance of 0.10\VIF greater than 10 merits further investigation, which is not the case here.
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