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Abstract
The aim of this study was to examine the impact of teaching levels on burnout among Iranian school teachers in
rural areas. A total of 240 teachers participated in the study. Data was collected using the Maslach Burnout
Inventory-Educators Survey (MBI-ES) and a Demographic Questionnaire. The results revealed that Iranian rural
school teachers experienced moderate levels of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal
accomplishment. This suggests that overall burnout among these teachers was at a moderate level. Additionally,
the study found that high school teachers exhibited higher emotional exhaustion compared to middle school
teachers. However, there were no significant differences across teaching levels regarding the three dimensions of
burnout. These findings could help school administrators better address factors that influence teacher satisfaction
and engagement.
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1. Introduction

Teachers are key stakeholders in any educational system, with a significant influence on the success or failure of
both students and the system as a whole (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Derakhshan et al., 2020). As Hattie
(2003) aptly put it, "teachers make a difference" (p. 1). The teaching profession is inherently challenging, as it
requires educators to impart proper knowledge to a generation of students. Jolen (2001) emphasized that teachers
play a crucial role in shaping students' cognitive development, abilities, and physical, social, and behavioral
skills (as cited in Rathakrishnan et al., 2020). Educating students is becoming increasingly difficult, with the
demands of teaching growing over time. Today, teachers not only focus on instruction and guidance but also
handle administrative duties, such as clerical tasks (Balan et al., 2013). For teachers to effectively fulfill their
roles, they must hold positive and constructive beliefs about themselves, their students, and the teaching process.
These beliefs significantly impact their job performance (Greenier et al., 2021; Soodmand Afshar & Ghasemi,
2017). Negative beliefs about oneself, the profession, or the organization can, whether consciously or
unconsciously, lead to a decline in teaching effectiveness and work engagement. One such detrimental belief is
the perception of being in a state of "burnout," a work-related condition characterized by reduced personal
effectiveness, emotional exhaustion, and depersonalization resulting from prolonged work stress (Maslach &
Leiter, 2016).

Burnout is a psychological condition caused by prolonged stress, affecting a person's emotions, mental health,
and physical behavior (The World Health Organization, 2019). It is especially common in professions that
require frequent interaction with clients or third parties (Balan et al., 2020). Teaching is one such profession,
where teachers are expected to manage a variety of tasks, including lesson planning, classroom instruction,
grading, and extracurricular responsibilities like professional development and parent-community engagement.
Additionally, teachers handle administrative duties such as preparing report cards and tracking student
attendance. Due to these demands, teachers are more susceptible to burnout compared to many other professions.

Research has shown that burnout is common in human service professions such as medicine, healthcare, social
services, and education (Lizano, 2015). Due to the demands of their role, teachers are particularly susceptible to
high levels of burnout (Brasfield et al., 2019). The literature suggests that burnout among teachers is largely
triggered by factors within the educational setting, such as student misbehavior (Aloe et al., 2014), work-related
stress (Aflakseir & Nemati, 2018), insufficient support (Scott, 2019), and interpersonal conflicts, including role
ambiguity (Papastylianou et al., 2009). However, it is also acknowledged that teachers' own psychological
dispositions influence how they manage these challenges (Herman et al., 2017). Environmental factors further
exacerbate the challenges faced by teachers. Burnout, characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization,
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and a diminished sense of personal accomplishment (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Schaufeli et al., 2009), is
particularly influenced by the workplace environment (Maslach et al., 2001). The geographical location of a
school introduces unique challenges, particularly in rural schools (Gong et al., 2020; Hamby, 2019; Latterman &
Steffes, 2017). Teachers in rural areas face additional stressors, such as harsh working conditions, limited
teaching resources, heavy workloads, low social status, and insufficient pay (Yang, 2014). Consequently,
studying burnout levels among rural school teachers is essential.

1.2 Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for the current study was developed through a literature review, which helped identify
school-level variables and explore their relationship with various forms of emotional burnout among teachers.
According to Maslach and Jackson (1981), individuals experiencing burnout can be categorized into three
dimensions: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment. Emotional
exhaustion occurs when individuals feel their emotional resources have been depleted; for example, teachers
may feel they have given their best to their students and have nothing left to offer. Depersonalization refers to a
sense of detachment and emotional withdrawal due to accumulated professional stress, leading individuals to
display a cold, distant attitude towards those they interact with (Maslach et al., 2001). Finally, reduced personal
accomplishment involves negative self-assessment of one's work performance. Teachers experiencing this form
of burnout lose the motivation to contribute to their students' development.

The workplace factors contributing to varying levels of burnout were used as theoretical support for this study
(Maslach et al., 2001). It has been reported that work environment factors are closely associated with burnout
(Maslach et al., 2001). While individuals may differ in how they handle stress and implement coping strategies, a
standardized set of workplace conditions was used to assess burnout levels. Based on this rationale, the current
study sought to examine the dimensions of burnout among Iranian rural school teachers, with a focus on
environmental variables such as workplace context and the grade level taught, among others.

1.3 Statement of the Problem

Teacher burnout is a significant issue that affects both the quality of education and the well-being of educators
across the globe (Choi, 2018; Llorca-Pellicer et al., 2021; Maric et al., 2020; Ribeiro et al., 2021; Righi et al.,
2021). While rural and urban schools share many similarities, much of the existing research focuses primarily on
urban education (Gallo & Beckman, 2016; Hamby, 2019; Rathakrishnan et al., 2020; Zhao et al., 2023).
However, studies show that rural teachers experience higher levels of burnout compared to their suburban
counterparts (Ingersoll, 2003). The unique challenges faced by rural educators contribute to increased stress and
burnout, negatively affecting their well-being, job satisfaction, and the quality of education they provide. The
isolation common to rural teaching often leaves educators feeling unsupported and disconnected from
professional networks. Additionally, rural teachers face limited access to resources, professional development,
and adequate facilities, which further heightens their stress levels (Gallo & Beckman, 2016; Hamby, 2019;
Rathakrishnan et al., 2020; Zhao et al., 2023).

School districts like Cross County and many others in rural communities face ongoing challenges in attracting,
developing, and retaining effective teachers (DeFeo et al., 2017; Garcia & Weiss, 2019; Latterman & Steffes,
2017; Ulferts, 2016; Sutcher et al., 2016). While some studies cite "rural" as a contributing factor to teacher
shortages and turnover (Aragon, 2016; Lazarev et al., 2017; Sutcher et al., 2016), more recent research suggests
that teacher turnover rates in rural areas are not significantly different from those in suburban and urban areas.
Instead, factors such as non-traditional teacher preparation, limited administrative support, capped district
salaries (rather than starting salaries), school size, and the proportion of students of color and low-income
students have been identified as strong predictors of teacher turnover (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond,
2019). Additionally, insufficient pay, poor collegiality, lack of leadership support, and a negative school culture
were major reasons teachers left their positions (Geiger & Pivovarova, 2018). Furthermore, research indicates
that high-poverty, remote rural schools often rely more heavily on lateral entry and provisional teachers to fill
positions compared to other schools (Sorenson & Ladd, 2020).

Rural education has unique characteristics that require focused attention in educational research (Hamby, 2019;
Zhao et al., 2023). Addressing burnout among Iranian rural teachers is crucial, as it has a direct impact on
educational outcomes and the broader development of rural communities. Although burnout is widely
recognized as a significant issue, there is a notable lack of in-depth research examining its specific causes and
effects within the context of rural Iran. This gap in the literature underscores the need for focused studies that
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can guide policies and interventions to reduce burnout and support the sustainability of rural education systems.
To address this gap, the present study compared burnout levels among teachers in a rural school district across
different grade levels. The role of a teacher often varies by grade level and school setting (Hamby, 2019), yet
current burnout research rarely explores these differences in rural areas. Since teachers at different grade levels
may face distinct challenges, burnout levels are likely to vary accordingly, making this a critical area of study.

Given the scarcity of research on teacher burnout in Iran, particularly in rural teaching and learning contexts, this
study aims to address the gap by examining burnout levels among Iranian middle and high school teachers in
rural areas. Specifically, the study focuses on three dimensions of burnout—emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and personal accomplishment (Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Additionally, the study seeks to
explore the potential impact of the teachers' grade levels on these dimensions of burnout. Thus, the study aims to
answer the following research questions:

1. What are the three dimensions of burnout among Iranian school teachers in rural areas?

2. Are there significant differences in the three dimensions of burnout among Iranian rural school teachers based
on the grade levels they teach?

2. METHODOLOGY

2.1 Participants

The study involved 240 teachers currently employed at rural middle and high public schools across various
provinces in Iran, including Fars, Khorasan Razavi, Mazandaran, Gilan, East Azarbaijan, and West Azarbaijan.
To ensure a representative sample, a combination of cluster sampling and stratified random sampling was used
(Ary et al., 2018). Among the participants, 108 (45%) were male and 132 (55%) were female, with ages ranging
from 20 to 50 years (89%) and over 50 years (11%). Regarding teaching levels, 126 (52.5%) taught at the middle
school level (grades six through eight), while 114 (47.5%) taught at the high school level (grades nine through
twelve). Their teaching experience varied from 6 to 26 years.

2.2 Instrumentation

The study used the Maslach Burnout Inventory-Educators Survey (MBI-ES) to assess burnout among the
participating teachers. This version of the inventory, validated and piloted by Maslach et al. (1996), includes 22
items that measure three dimensions of burnout: reduced personal accomplishment, depersonalization, and
emotional exhaustion. Each item is rated on a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (every day).
In this context, burnout is operationally defined as lower scores on the personal accomplishment subscale and
higher scores on the depersonalization and emotional exhaustion subscales. Hastings and Bham (2003) have
argued that the MBI-ES has high validity and reliability, with an overall scale reliability of (o = 0.83).

2.3 Procedure

Data were collected from March to May 2024 using online survey questionnaires. The survey link was
distributed to participants who agreed to complete the electronic version, created via Google Docs. To ensure
broad representation, convenience sampling was used to gather responses from schools across four regions of
Iran: north, south, east, and west. Participants received instructions on how to complete the questionnaires.

For each burnout dimension, scores were calculated by summing the related items and then compared with the
thresholds provided by Maslach et al. (1996) for high (Emotional Exhaustion (EE) > 27; Depersonalization (DP)
> 13; Personal Accomplishment (PA) 0-31), moderate (EE 17-26; DP 7-12; PA 32-38), and low (EE 0-16; DP 0-
6; PA > 39) levels of burnout. Higher scores in EE and DP indicate greater burnout, while lower PA scores
reflect higher burnout levels, as PA measures the perceived effectiveness of interactions with students.

The data were analyzed using SPSS statistical software version 25.0. Descriptive statistics were used to assess
burnout levels across sociodemographic variables, and One-Sample t-tests and Independent Samples t-tests were
employed to determine significant differences between variables.

3. Results

3.1 The overall burnout dimensions

Burnout level in this study was determined based on the categories established by Maslach et al. (1996). One-
sample t-test was the statistical procedure employed on the scores taken form emotional exhaustion (EE),
depersonalization (DP), and reduced personal accomplishment (PA). Table 1 presents the statistical analysis for
the three dimensions of teacher burnout.
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Table 1
Statistics and one-sample T-test for overall burnout dimensions
Burnout N Mean SD T Df Sig. 95% Confidence Level
Levels Lower Upper
EE 240 1856 9.69 2687 239 .000 18.27 21.34
DP 240 6.72 599 1298 239 .000 4.98 7.26
PA 240 33.84 858 31.18 239 .000 33.58 35.83

EE = Emotional Exhaustion, DP = Depersonalization, PA = Personal Accomplishment

As shown in the above Table, the One-sample T-test analysis of the burnout dimensions revealed significant
findings indicative of the burnout levels among Iranian Rural teachers. The mean score for EE was (M =18.56,
SD = 9.69), suggesting a moderate level of emotional fatigue, with a t-value of t (239) = 26.87, p < 0.05,
confirming that this score is significantly different from the expected norm. DP exhibited a mean score of (M =
6.72, SD = 5.99), reflecting a low to moderate level of detachment from work, and the t-test t (239) = 12.98, p <
0.05 further underscores its significance. Conversely, the PA dimension had a mean score of (M = 33.84, SD =
8.58), indicating moderate feelings of accomplishment, with a t-value of t (239) = 31.18, p < 0.05, suggesting
this is a significant deviation from the norm. Overall, all three dimensions of burnout (EE, DP, and PA) show
statistically significant results, indicating that the mean scores are significantly different from the hypothesized
values. Moreover, the results showed that burnout levels among Iranian rural teachers were at moderate level.

3.2 Burnout level and Teaching Levels
Table 2 presents mean and standard deviation results for the three dimensions of teacher burnout and grade level
taught.

Table 2
Mean and standard deviation results for burnout and grade level taught
Grade Level Taught N Mean SD
Middle School 126 17.76 8.65
EE
High School 114 20.84 5.87
Middle School 126 29.63 8.67
PA 2713 6.24
High School 114
Middle School 126 743 5.79
bp 114
High School 7.86 592

Descriptive statistics were used to compare burnout levels between middle and high school teachers. As shown
in the table, the mean score for emotional exhaustion among second-grade high school teachers (M = 20.84, SD
= 5.87) is higher than that of middle school teachers (M = 17.76, SD = 8.65). This places the emotional
exhaustion levels of high school teachers in the moderate range, while those of middle school teachers fall within
the low range.

In terms of reduced personal accomplishment, the mean scores for middle and high school teachers (M = 29.63,
SD = 8.67; M = 27.13, SD = 6.24) fall into the high range, indicating that high school teachers experience

slightly more burnout in this dimension compared to middle school teachers.

For depersonalization, the mean scores are (M = 7.43, SD = 5.79) for middle school teachers and (M = 7.86, SD
= 5.92) for high school teachers. These scores suggest moderate levels of burnout for both groups.
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Table 3
Independent Sample T- Test for the level of burnout and grade level taught

T-test for Equality of Means

95% Confidence
Interval
Sig. (2- Mean
t df tailed)  Difference Lower Upper
EE Equal variances -1.012 238 220 -2.322 -7.274 2.365
Equal variances not -1.028 2447 7313 239
assumed
DP Equal variances 1. 036 238 .207 2.432 -2.421 7.472
Equal variances not 1.049 2415 2357 7.389
assumed
PA Equal V'c‘lriances -1.217 238 .146 1.848 -6.037 1.494
Equal variances not -1.215 1.873  -6.047 1513
assumed

EE = Emotional Exhaustion, DP = Depersonalization, PA = Personal Accomplishment

An independent samples t-test was conducted to determine if there were significant differences in burnout levels
between middle and high school teachers. The alpha level for this study was set at o< =0.05. Levene's Test
indicated that the variances for Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, and Personal Accomplishment were
equal, as the values were greater than (« =0.05).

The t-test results are as follows: for Emotional Exhaustion, t(238)=.220, p>.05, t(238)=.207, p>.05, and
t(238)=.146, p>.05. These results indicate that the null hypothesis cannot be rejected. In other words, there are
no significant differences in Emotional Exhaustion, Depersonalization, and Personal Accomplishment scores
between middle and high school teachers.

4. Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine burnout levels and grade level taught among middle and high school
teachers in rural areas. The findings revealed that Iranian school teachers exhibited moderate levels of emotional
exhaustion, personal accomplishment, and depersonalization. These results suggest that burnout among rural
teachers is moderate overall and not severe. The results align with previous research (e.g., Hamby, 2019;
Rathakrishnan et al., 2020; Roslan et al., 2022), which also found that rural school teachers experience lower
burnout levels. The consistency of these findings underscores a potentially unique environment in rural areas that
may contribute to this phenomenon. Factors such as smaller class sizes, a closer-knit community, and less
external pressure from educational authorities may help mitigate the stressors typically associated with teaching.
Moreover, the social fabric of rural areas could foster stronger personal relationships with students and
colleagues, reducing feelings of isolation or depersonalization.

However, Zhao et al.'s (2023) study presents a contrasting view, reporting that rural teachers are facing
increasing burnout, which could lead to a desire to leave the profession and negatively impact the quality of
education. This divergence in findings could reflect regional differences or temporal changes in the pressures
faced by rural educators. For example, increasing demands for digital literacy, curriculum changes, and a
growing emphasis on standardized testing may be influencing rural teachers differently across various regions or
over time. These discrepancies highlight the need for further research to identify the specific conditions under
which rural teachers may be more vulnerable to burnout.

Furthermore, while this study primarily focused on rural teachers, it raises important questions about the broader
comparison between rural and urban educators. Urban teachers often contend with larger class sizes, more
diverse student needs, higher administrative demands, and increased bureaucratic pressures, all of which can
contribute to greater burnout. The present study's findings suggest that teachers in urban areas are experiencing
significantly higher burnout compared to those in rural areas. This disparity could be attributed to the more
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complex and challenging teaching environments found in urban schools, which may require additional emotional
and cognitive resources from teachers.

In addressing the subsequent research question regarding the relationship between burnout levels and the
teaching levels of rural school teachers, the findings revealed that high school teachers experienced greater
emotional exhaustion compared to middle school teachers. This result aligns with previous research, which
consistently identifies high school teachers as having the highest levels of emotional exhaustion (McCormack &
Thomas, 2020; Phillips et al., 2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017). Furthermore, both middle and high school
teachers reported high levels of reduced personal accomplishment, a result that corresponds with earlier studies
(Aloe et al., 2014) demonstrating similar patterns of diminished accomplishment in these groups. Conversely,
the degree of depersonalization was found to be low among both middle and high school teachers. These
findings generally support existing literature, which suggests that adolescent students, particularly at the
secondary school level, present more behavioral challenges and are in a more conflict-prone developmental
stage, thereby contributing to increased teacher burnout (Maslach et al., 2016). Additionally, an independent
sample t-test was conducted to examine whether a statistically significant relationship existed between teaching
levels and burnout dimensions. The results indicated no significant differences between teaching levels and the
three dimensions of burnout.

To expand the discussion, recent studies offer deeper insights into the topic. Burnout among teachers,
particularly emotional exhaustion, is a significant issue, especially for high school teachers. Several studies have
highlighted this, showing that secondary school teachers experience more emotional exhaustion than their
middle school counterparts. For example, a study by Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2017) reported that high school
teachers face higher levels of emotional exhaustion due to greater workloads, administrative tasks, and the
challenges associated with teaching older adolescents.

Moreover, research by McCormack and Thomas (2020) supports these findings, indicating that high school
teachers often bear the brunt of students' academic pressure, behavioral challenges, and emotional needs,
contributing to elevated stress levels and emotional exhaustion. The study also found that while middle school
teachers experience high stress, their emotional exhaustion is generally lower than that of high school teachers.

Regarding reduced personal accomplishment, this is also a well-documented aspect of teacher burnout. Studies,
such as those by Aloe et al. (2014), show that both middle and high school teachers often feel a diminished sense
of achievement. This might be due to the increasing demands of standardized testing and the perceived lack of
recognition or progress in their students' performance. Such feelings are particularly strong in middle and high
school teachers because they face greater pressure to prepare students for the next educational stage or life
beyond school.

Interestingly, depersonalization, or a sense of emotional detachment from students, tends to be lower in middle
and high school teachers. This could be because these teachers often maintain stronger personal connections with
their students, perhaps as a means of managing their emotional exhaustion. As pointed out by Maslach et al.
(2016), teachers who invest more emotional energy into their relationships with students tend to exhibit lower
levels of depersonalization.

Finally, the absence of a statistically significant difference between teaching levels and the three dimensions of
burnout suggests that while emotional exhaustion may differ between middle and high school teachers, overall
burnout levels may be influenced by a variety of other factors, including personal coping mechanisms,
administrative support, and individual teacher resilience. This finding aligns with recent research by Kyriacou
(2020), which emphasizes that factors such as school culture, social support, and individual teacher
characteristics can moderate the relationship between teaching level and burnout, making the differences less
pronounced than expected.

In general, while high school teachers may experience greater emotional exhaustion, both middle and high
school teachers are susceptible to reduced personal accomplishment. However, the lower levels of
depersonalization might indicate a coping mechanism to combat burnout, even though overall differences in
burnout levels across teaching levels are not always statistically significant. This nuanced understanding is
essential for developing interventions tailored to different teaching environments.
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5. Conclusion and Pedagogical implications

The study examined burnout levels among rural middle and high school teachers, revealing that while emotional
exhaustion is higher among high school teachers, overall burnout in rural areas remains moderate. Factors such
as smaller class sizes, a close-knit community, and lower external pressures may contribute to mitigating stress
in rural environments. However, increased emotional exhaustion and diminished personal accomplishment
persist, especially among high school teachers. These results suggest that rural teachers may still face burnout
challenges, albeit less severe than those reported by their urban counterparts.

The findings have important implications for educational practice. First, targeted interventions should be
developed to address emotional exhaustion in high school teachers, with particular emphasis on workload
management and support mechanisms. Professional development programs aimed at enhancing personal
accomplishment may help teachers better cope with the pressures of standardized testing and student
performance expectations. Moreover, fostering strong personal relationships with students and colleagues could
further reduce burnout, particularly depersonalization, among rural teachers. Finally, since burnout is influenced
by school culture and teacher characteristics, policymakers and administrators should focus on creating
supportive work environments that promote teacher well-being across different grade levels and teaching
contexts.
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