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ABSTRACT

Introduction. The closure of schools and the tran-
sition to online teaching, results of the restrictions
imposed by COVID-19 pandemic, have led to major
changes in the work environment, as well as the emer-
gence of various negative manifestations on teacher’s
health, such as burnout.

The objective of the study was the assessment of
burnout among teachers during the COVID-19 pan-
demic in the Republic of Moldova.

Material and methods. A two-stage research ques-
tionnaire was applied on a sample of 375 teachers. As
a result of the influence of pandemic restrictions, the
occurrence of burnout was investigated using Maslach
Burnout Inventory.

Results. We found significant relationships between
some demographic variables and the burnout. It has
also been shown that women are more susceptible
to burnout than men. Occupational stress and poor
working conditions, as well as the absence of physical
contact with students, are strong predictors of burn-
out, work experience being the only protective factor.

Conclusions. The sudden change in physical working
conditions, as well as the need to quickly change the
teaching methods because of the COVID-19 pandemic,
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REsumE

Evaluation du surmenage professionnel chez les en-
seignants pendant la pandémie du COVID-19

Introduction. La fermeture des écoles et la transition
vers l'enseignement en ligne, en raison des restrictions
imposées par la pandémie du COVID-19, ont conduit
a des changements majeurs dans le milieu de travail,
ainsi qu’a I'émergence de diverses manifestations néga-
tives sur la santé des enseignants, comme |’épuisement
professionnel.

Lobjectif de I'étude était d’évaluer ['épuisement
professionnel des enseignants pendant la pandémie de
COVID-19 en République de Moldova.

Matériel et méthodes. Un questionnaire de re-
cherche en deux étapes a été appliqué a un échantil-
lon de 375 enseignants. En raison de I'influence des
restrictions pandémiques, la survenue de I'épuisement
professionnel a été étudiée a I'aide de Maslach Burnout
Inventory.

Résultats. Nous avons trouvé des relations signifi-
catives entre certaines variables démographiques et
’épuisement professionnel. Il a également été démon-
tré que les femmes sont plus sujettes a I’épuisement
professionnel que les hommes. Le stress au travail et les

<1 Address for correspondence: Dumitru CHEPTEA

“Nicolae Testemitanu” State University of Medicine and Pharmacy, Chisinau,

Republic of Moldova

E-mail: dumitru.cheptea@usmf.md



Assessment of burnout among teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic - CHEPTEA et al

have a negative impact, increasing the incidence of burn-
out in teachers.

Keywords: burnout, COVID-19 pandemic, teachers,
occupational environment.

List of abbreviations

SARS-CoV-2 - Severe acute respiratory syndrome coro-
navirus 2

MBI - The Maslach Burnout Inventory

SD - Standard deviation

IES-R-Impact of Event Scale - Revised

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to many chang-
es in society, including education, where teachers were
affected cognitively and emotionally. The distance
learning engagement has clearly been one of the most
prominent changes required from teachers"?.

School closure was not a new phenomenon in
education. The 2009 flu pandemic has closed many
schools around the world!. Research on the impact of
school closures caused by pandemic was focused on
the effectiveness of that measure in controlling the
spread of the disease. The effect of school closure on
student learning and well-being was also investigated®
while its effect on teachers was completely ignored.
This constitutes an important research gap, because
teachers are an essential workforce in all societies'.

On March 15, 2020, after the announcement
of a national lockdown, schools in the Republic of
Moldova were closed to all the students. Teachers and
auxiliary school workers became vulnerable. Before
that day, schools in 137 countries were closed due to
the COVID-19 pandemic’. School closure affected
1.5 billion students worldwide. In the Republic of
Moldova, 331 100 primary and secondary students
and over 34 157 teachers were affected®.

Recent research has shown that between
40-50% of adults have reported various forms of
psycho-emotional impairment following quarantine
due to COVID-197 and 30% of adults and children
are at high risk of showing symptoms of posttrau-
matic stress disorder'®. These results are consistent
with those collected from Chinese studies”'"'? and
extend our knowledge regarding the psychological
burden of quarantines from previous experiences of
isolation due to public health emergencies".

During the COVID-19 pandemic, research was
focused mainly on general medical complications of
the disease'*!” and only a few studies focused on direct
impact of SARS-CoV-2 on occupational burnout. In
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mauvaises conditions de travail, ainsi que I'absence de
contact physique avec les étudiants, sont de puissants
prédicteurs d’épuisement professionnel, I’expérience
de travail étant le seul facteur de protection.
Conclusions. Le changement brusque des conditions
physiques de travail, ainsi que la nécessité de changer
rapidement les méthodes d’enseignement en raison de
la pandémie COVID-19, ont un impact négatif, aug-
mentant |'incidence de I’épuisement professionnel
chez les enseignants.

Mots-clés: ¢puisement, pandémie COVID-19, ensei-
gnants, environnement professionnel.

teachers, occupational burnout is a condition where a
teacher has reached his mental, emotional and physical
limits'>'%", Teachers have become more exhausted
and anxious because of the restrictions imposed by
the pandemic, especially because of change of clas-
sical teaching methods into online/ remote teach-
ing”!®. Moreover, many studies carried out during
this tough period showed a greater vulnerability
among female teachers in terms of experiences and
consequences of burnout than men!*". Previous
studies have shown unfavorable changes in women
in terms of exposing mental overload and work-family
conflicts®®?°, These changes seem related to the way
of working online and the genderrelated inequality
in the distribution of family duties. Working from
home increases the number of working hours?® and
blurs the boundaries between private/family life and
work. In case of women, the daily program is restruc
tured according to the family needs, which can be ex
plained from the perspective of traditional gender roles.
According to this perspective, women are responsible
for most of family duties, thus generating an overload of
work in both family and professional areas. In addition,
women had to deal with high levels of stress in both
areas, because of the incapacity to manage all tasks and
duties, which often leads to the consideration of the
option of leaving work or giving up the profession?®..
Some teachers may have competing responsibili-
ties, such as spending online lessons at home with
their own children, caring for vulnerable family mem-
bers and/or managing their own mental health. All
these are parallel to the process of distance teaching
and to the continuation of the methodical elements
of the profession. Therefore, these conditions can
present a very stressful situation for female teachers.

THE OBJECTIVE OF THIS STUDY was the assessment of
burnout among teachers during the COVID-19 pan-
demic.
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MATERIAL AND METHODS

The present study was approved by the Ethics
Committee of “Nicolae Testemitanu” State University
of Medicine and Pharmacy, Chisinau, Republic of
Moldova (Decision no. 17 from 14.04.2019). A prospec-
tive study was used to assess the burnout syndrome in
teachers during the pandemic. The data were collected
using a questionnaire consisting of several items, such
as personal data, characteristics of the occupational
and living environments, food status, state of health.
The questionnaire was applied to teachers who meet
the following participation criteria: teachers from pri-
mary and general secondary education institutions
who have signed informed consent and agreed to com-
plete the questionnaire; persons of any gender (men,
women); persons from urban and rural areas without
ethnic restrictions; persons up to 63 years old.

Sample characteristics

375 out of 500 teachers completed a structured
survey. The sample consisted of teachers, department
heads and principals from a single school board. Six
months later, another almost identical questionnaire
was sent to all respondents. Of the 375 surveys sent,
173 were completed and returned. This represented
a response rate of 46%.

Study variables

The tests applied at both research times were ap-
proximately identical. Each indicator investigated had
several elements with reliability of internal consist-
ency (Cronbach’s alpha) that exceeded 0.70 in almost
all cases. Low reliability was expected for some indi-
cators, due to the nature of a certain variable (such
as physical health).

Assessment of psychological burnout

The Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) was used
to assess the level of burnout?®. The instrument meas-
ures three constructs: Emotional Exhaustion (EE) (9
items), Depersonalization (DP) (5 items) and Lack of
Personal Accomplishments (8 items). Thus, a high lev-
el of burnout involves subjects getting high scores on
exhaustion subscales (e.g., I feel exhausted from work,
[ feel like I am run out of power), and depersonaliza-
tion (e.g., I do not really care about what happens to
some of my students).

Assessment of occupational stress

To assess the level of occupational stress, the
“Impact of Event Scale - Revised (IES-R)” tool was
applied?!, which is a short self-report questionnaire
that is easy to administer, it has 22 questions. The
tool, an appropriate instrument to measure the

subjective response to a specific traumatic event in
the older adult population, especially in the response
sets of intrusion (intrusive thoughts, nightmares, in-
trusive feelings and imagery, dissociative-like re-ex-
periencing), avoidance (numbing of responsiveness,
avoidance of feelings, situations, and ideas), and
hyperarousal (anger, irritability, hypervigilance, dif-
ficulty concentrating, heightened startle), as well as a
total subjective stress [ES-R score.

Statistical analysis

Descriptive statistics were initially used to give a
general characteristic of the sample, after which two
sets of analyses were performed. In the block, the
correlation between the antecedents of psycological
burnout measured at Time 1, and the three compo-
nents of burnout (emotional exhaustion, depersonali-
zation, lack of personal accomplishment) and the to-
tal MBI score measured at Time 2. The second block
included the correlation between post-pandemic oc-
cupational stress and the total MBI score measured
at Time 1 and the three components of the burnout
measured at Time 2.

Table 1. Age distribution, job profile, and work
conditions of participants (n = 375).

Variable Frequency (%)
Age
21-30 years 51 (13.2)
31-40 years 162 (42.6)
21-30 years 106 (27.9)
41-50 years 40 (10.3)
51-62 years 16 (4.4)
Job profile
PrlmaryBs'chool teacher 71 (19.1)
iology
. 22 (5.9)
Chemistry 16 (4.4)
The civic education teacher :
- X 6 (1.5)
Physical education teacher
. 6 (1.5)
Physics 28 (7.4)
Geography 11(2.9)
Informatics ’
Hi 28(7.4)
istory
. 33 (8.7)
Romanian Language and 28 (7.4)
Fori‘ilgtflrf;rlll;iage g;" 8;71;
Mathematics )
Work environment
Convenient* 254 (67.6)
Inconvenient™* 105 (27.9)
No permanent workplace*** 16 (4.4)

* the conditions of the occupational environment are in accord-
ance with the hygienic norms and the worker does not detect any
inconvenience.

**the conditions of the occupational environment exceed the
conformity of the hygienic norms and the worker does not notice
discomfort due to physical factors

*** refers to teachers who do not own a cabinet and are forced to
spend lessons in different cabinets.
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Table 2. Mean, standard deviations (SD), and latent correlation between all factors.

Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Time 1
1. Gender? 142 049 —
i(g:fir:n‘ipmfes“o“al 17.32 1098 0.18* -
3. Work conditions
ilr?cercgaesi;e;t;r:etitriltep;repara‘ 434 321 005" -0.024 B
tion for one lesson)
4. Occupational stress 11,87 499 0.013** -0.03* 0.15* -
5. Emotional exhaustion 2195 990 -0.18* -0.029* 0.343** 0.11** -
6. Depersonalization 9.54 6.87 0.03 0024 0218 -031** 0.35 -
7. Personal accomplishment 24.86 9.43  0.01* -0.23 0.191* 0.38** -0.39 -0.42** -
Time 2
8. Emotional exhaustion 213 123 0.03 -0.011* 0.38** 0.268* 0.530** 0.652** 0.315** —
9. Depersonalization 124 9.02 0.30** 0.01 0.05* 0.215* 0.652* 0.52 0.281* 042 -
i?ériersonala“ompmh‘ 26,76 1123 001 -0.03 044 0.191* 0315 0.281* 0.720* -0.59** -0.35**
AGender (I-women; 2-men).  *p<0.05 **p<0.001

REesuLTs

We received responses from 375 teachers. Most
of them were females (94.7%). The mean age of re-
spondents was 41+6.2 years, with a mean number
of 17.3£1.5 years of professional experience. Among
them, 60.5% worked in gymnasiums, 34.2% in high
schools and 5.2% in primary schools. Most respond-
ents (86.8%) had bachelor’s degrees and only 2.9%
of them have postgraduate studies. Most of respond-
ents (67.4%) live in rural areas and 32.4% in urban
areas. 82.4% of teachers are married, 4.4% divorced,
10.3% unmarried and 2.9% widows. 10.5% do not
have children, while 89.5% of teachers have in their
custody on average two children each. The sample
distribution is shown on Table 1.

To investigate the connection between the main
predictors of burnout, six statistical correlations were
undertaken. The first block of analyses included de-
mographic data, as well as other situational variables
that served as control variants (N = 5). The second
block was the measured values of postpandemic oc-
cupational stress (N = 15). The third block included
the values of psychological burnout at Time 1, as well
as the total values of MBI (N = 22). This analysis plan
considers the increase in variance explained in a giv-
en dependent variable when other blocks of variables
have been previously introduced as a predictor. The
results are reflected in Table 2.

A correlational analysis revealed significant re-
lationships between some demographic variables (eg,
gender, age, and years of professional experience)
and burnout. Because age is confused with years of
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experience, we decided to focus on that. Therefore,
we analysed gender and years of experience in subse-
quent analyses. Gender was negatively associated with
emotional exhaustion at Time 1 and positively related
to personal achievement at Time 1, indicating that
women reported greater exhaustion, but less person-
al achievement than men. However, women showed
lower depersonalization than men at Time 2. In ad-
dition, years of experience were negatively associated
with occupational stress, but were positively associated
with depersonalization at Time 1. This demonstrates
that more experienced employees report lower levels of
stress than their less experienced counterparts, which
actually leads us to believe that this predictor is a pro-
tective factor in burnout. They also showed a greater
depersonalization at Time 2, which confirms the idea
that with the experience, the professional expectations
of one’s own person increase in direct proportion.

Discussion

Although it has long been known that high-con-
tact workplaces, which characterize the current work
conditions of teachers, pose an increased risk of the
spread of acute respiratory disease, the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on teacher’s health has not yet
been investigated'®.

The period of isolation due to the spread of
COVID-19 has negative effects on the psychological
state of the world’s population. This has been ex-
plained by several researchers, including on various
samples of teachers either tested positive or not for
the new type of virus. This in turn led to the faster
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and more pronounced installation of occupational
burnout syndrome in this category of population!®!>1,

As in previous research, our study highlighted
the main predictors of burnout due to COVID-19
pandemic. Analysing the obtained data, it is possible
to mention about the major impact of the occupation-
al environment on psychological burnout syndrome,
both as an immediate response to its modification
and its amplification in time, a phenomenon also ex-
plained by Pizov in his study*’. A negative influence
on the psychological state of the teachers also dem-
onstrated the decrease of free time, this being mostly
occupied by the preparations for the next lessons, a
fact also identified by Brooks et al®.

The emotional exhaustion prevention is becom-
ing an increasingly overwhelming problem not only
in education?*?*. The adoption of a multilateral ap-
proach to burnout was described by Dawkins et al in
a study performed on surgeons®. These authors also
emphasized that the administration must be based on
the requirements of individuals, the structure of train-
ing and changes in the health or education system?.

Initiatives to prevent the burnout are often
focused on people, rather than on the systemic ap-
proach to the problem. The most frequent actions
implemented in this field have indirectly required
teachers to adapt themselves to various changes in
the occupational or social environment, namely to
become more resilient and cope with stressors!'!224,
However, such an individualistic approach can ignore
the sources of work stressors, such as aggression, lack
of staff, and austerity measures, which are often be-
yond an individual’s control>!>!$1°,

Occupational stress has also been certified as
one of the most persistent predictors of burnout, re-
gardless of the epidemiological state, its negative ac-
tion on the psycho-emotional state being described by
a large number of authors>!%,

The results of this study are important for high
schools in several ways. The most important thing is
that the decisions of the institution and the adminis-
tration can lead to burnout or prevent it. A growing
awareness of burnout as an organizational issue, not
as an individual issue, and as a measure of safety and
quality of teaching, is a small step in developing a
healthy and successful workforce. Education, support
and a change of culture at the workplace will be es-
sential, the ability to identify and express their prob-
lems would be the main ways to reduce the level of
emotional exhaustion"*'>!°, Implementing this posi-
tive change will now give us the best chance to deac-
tivate this time bomb, but also to protect the teachers
in the future!®2,

Finally, it should be noted that the recent
COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on high school

education have required from the teachers in the
Republic of Moldova, in a very short time, to change
their usual work, as well as to adopt new technologi-
cal platforms for e-learning. These sudden changes, as
well as the uncertain differentiation between home-
work and work, have created additional stressors for
teachers.

Limitations of the study

The current study has some limitations. All data
were based on selfreports. In the future, research
should be implemented on additional and more ob-
jective methods of mismatch between the employee
and the work environment (eg assessment of the phys-
ical factors of the occupational environment). Also,
this research included a sample of teachers only from
the Republic of Moldova, therefore the sociocultural
context can also be a significant factor. The specifics
for education systems in different countries, working
conditions and widely defined rewards, as well as the
dominant values of employees, must be taken into
account.

CONCLUSIONS

In this first survey conducted on teachers be-
fore and during the COVID-19 pandemic, a high
level of burnout could be observed as a result of
sudden changes in teaching methods, as well as
lack of physical contact with students and col-
leagues. The female respondents had higher risk
of getting personal and work-related burnout, and
this may be related to the dual role the females
play in running the house, apart from working in
the high school. The common concerns seem to
be related to the quality of the lesson, as well as
to one’s own ability not to meet the requirements
related to e-learning. Also, high levels of burn-
out before the pandemic have led to an increase
in teachers’ emotional exhaustion. Occupational
stress has also been shown to be a strong predictor
of the occupational burnout, especially in young
specialists.

We believe that ensuring the well-being of teach-
ers is essential in these times, that are unfavorable
for the health sector, in particular, and for society
in general. Interventions at the organizational level,
such as promoting preventive resilience strategies and
providing a friendly environment for workers, will go
a long way in reducing stress and burnout in schools.
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