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Burnout and Perceptions of School Environment Among 
Singaporean School Teachers• 

Jessica Ball 
National Institute of Education 

Nanyang Technological University 

Kenneth Moselle 
Singapore American School . 

This presentation reports initial fmdings of a large-scale, ongoing study of 
Singaporean school teachers. The aspect of our study that we are focusing upon today 
explores the applicability to Singaporean teachers of current conceptualizations of the 
burnout syndrome as a response to work-related stress. In research conducted largely in 
the United States, a high prevalence of burnout has been found among human service 
professionals (Chemiss, 1980; Maslach, 1976). Indeed, the prevalence among educators in 
particular is so high as to suggest that burnout is an occupational hazard of teaching (Ball, 
1993). 

No research to date has attempted to establish the cross-national generalizability of 
fmdings about burnout obtained largely in studies of human service professionals in the 
United States. It is not uncommon, however, to hear Singaporean teachers using the 
popular catchword "burnout" to describe their response to work related stresses. Thus, we 
might expect that burnout is experienced to some degree among Singaporean educators, 
although the pattern of symptoms may differ from that found among educators elsewhere. 

Impetus for conducting this study came in part because research conducted in other 
countries has shown that burnout is a particularly debilitating response to work-related 
stress. Some of the high social costs that can be incurred by burnout include mental and 
physical health problems of teachers' who suffer from it, deteriorating job performance, 
high job turnover, demoralization and demotivation of students, and discord within 
teachers' families (Chemiss, 1980). If the burnout syndrome is found to be prevalent 
among educators in Singapore, there are several practical steps that could be taken to help 
teachers to recover from it, and to reduce the incidence of burnout among teachers at risk 
(Pines & Aronson, 1981 ). 

1Paper presented at the Seventh Annual Conference of the Educational Research 
Association, "Education and the Environment," 23-25 September 1993, Singapore. 
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Research conducted elsewhere has pointed to several environmental factors that 
significantly influence the likelihood of burnout. These include most prominently the 
level of organizational support for staff, the amount of feedback about one's job 
perfonnance - either positive or negative - that one receives, and the degree of teacher 
autonomy (Freudenberger, 1975; Maslach, 1976). Since preliminary interviews with 
teachers suggested that some degree of burnout would be found among Singaporean 
teachers, we also asked teachers about their perceptions of their school environment, so 
that we could explore relationships between various dimensions of burnout and teachers' 
perceptions of their school environment. 

:Method 

Respondents. 

Respondents were 384 Singaporean teachers from 81 different primary and secondary 
schools. Sixty-five percent (n=250) were women and 35 percent (n=134) were men. 
They ranged in age from 22 to 57 years: 65% were between 31 and 50 years of age, and 
the median age was 41 years. 

Sixty-eight percent were married and living with their spouse. Thirty-seven percent 
were single (i.e., never married). Only 2% were divorced, 1% was widowed, and none 
were married and living separately from their spouse. Sixty-one percent had at least one 
child living at home with them, while 37% had never had children. 

Seventy-nine percent were Chinese, 9 percent were Malay, 9 percent were Indian, 1 
percent were other Asians, and 1 percent was Eurasian. 

Forty-two percent were Christian, 20% were Buddhist, 10 percent were Muslim, 4 
percent were Hindu, and 22% were "other", including so-called "free thinkers." Forty-six 
percent reported that religion was either "very important" or "quite important" to them. 
Twenty-eight percent reported that religion was "slightly important" to them, 13% reported 
that it was "only a little bit" important to them, and 13% reported that religion was "not at 
all" important to them. 

Eighty-six percent were regular classroom teachers or subject coordinators, while 14% 
were head of departments (n=49) or vice-principals (n=4). Twenty two percent taught in 
primary schools, while the remaining 78% taught in secondary schools, from Sec. 1 
through Sec. 5. Forty-six percent of the respondents had more than 20 years of teaching 
experience. Ten percent had less than three years of teaching experience. 

Qtestionnaires. 

Respondents were asked to complete a series of questionnaires anonymously and in 
their own time. It took about 30-45 minutes to complete the questions, using an OMR 
scan sheet for recording responses. The two questionnaires relevant to this report were: 
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(1) Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI)- Form Ed, by Maslach & Jackson (1986). 

(2) School Level Environment Questionnaire (SLEQ) by Rentoul & Fraser (1983). 

Results 

For this presentation, descriptive infonnation about dimensions of the instruments 
used in data collection will be presented in conjunction with results. Subsequently, some 
of the findin~ of analyses used to explore relationships between variables will be 
presented. 

The 1\hlach Bumout Inventory {Fonu Ed). 

The Maslach Burnout Inventory consists of 22 items assessing three cognitive and 
affective expressions of the components of burnout. Each item is scored on a seven-point 
Likert type scale, with responses from ''Never" to "Every Day." Positive and negative 
items are interspersed. The items form three factor-analytically derived scales, as follows: 

(1) emotional exhaustion 
(2) depersonalization 
(3) loss of personal accomplishment 

A high degree of burnout is reflected in high scores on the Emotional Exhaustion and 
Depersonalization subscales, and in low scores on the Personal Accomplishment subscale. 
An average degree of burnout is reflected in middle-range scores on the three subscales. 

Given the absence of previous research on burnout among Singaporeans, we can 
either interpret the present data with reference to comparisons of teachers from one school 
versus another, or with reference to a comparison of scores generated by Singaporean 
teachers and by American teachers. Normative data has been provided by Maslach and 
Jackson for 4163 teachers from Kindergarten to Twelfth Grade, and these will be used as 
a basis for interpreting the present data set. 

Because of the limited knowledge about the relationships among the three aspects of 
burnout, the scores for each scale are NOT combined into a total score. 'Three scores are 
computed for each respondent, and mean scores are reported separately for each scale. 

Emotional ExbamtioiL In research conducted in the U.S., this is typically the initial 
"early warning" sign of the burnout syndrome. A sample item on the MBI (Form Ed) is: 
"I feel fatigued when I get up in the morning and have to face another day on the job." 

The mean score on this scale was 25.42 (S.D. 12.11). The large standard deviation 
reflects the wide variability among respondents in their reports of symptoms of emotional 
exhaustion. Compared to the normative distribution of scores on Emotional Exhaustion in 
a large sample of American teachers of grades K to 12, the mean for Singaporean teachers 
is in the high average range (17- 26 among Americans). 
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Depe.sonalizatioiL This scale assesses the extent to which a teacher no longer has 
positive feelings about his or her students. Among the many ways that teachers might 
show depersonalisation in relation to students are: physically distancing oneself from 
students (e.g., barricading behind a desk); "tuning out" students through psychological 
withdrawal (e.g., not listening, being formulaic in response); using derogatory labels to 
refer to students, the class, or school (e.g., "he/she is a gone case"; "they're all animals"; 
"this class/school is the neighbourhood dumping ground"). A sample item on the MBI 
(Form Ed) is: ''I don't really care what happens to some students.'' 

The mean score on this scale was 6.70 (S.D. 5.71). The spread of scores was 
narrower on this scale than on Emotional Exhaustion. Overall, teachers tended to endorse 
items reflecting depersonalisation only slightly, or not at all. Compared to the normative 
distribution of scores on Depersonalization among American teachers of grades K to 12, 
Singaporean teachers' mean rating falls quite low in the lower third of the distribution 
(below 9 = lower third). 

Pe.sonal Accomplishment This scale consists of eight items assessing how much a 
teacher feels he or she is accomplishing on the job. Most teachers enter the teaching 
profession with the intention or hope of helping students to learn and grow. When 
teachers no longer feel that they are accomplishing this, there are few other areas on 
which they can focus to receive rewards (e.g., putting in more time to make more money). 
Among American educators, lack of a sense of personal accomplishment through one's 
direct contact with students contributes to burnout. A sample item on the MBI (Form Ed) 
is: "I feel I'm positively influencing other people's lives through my work." 

The mean score on this scale was 28.12 (S.D. 9.29). Compared to the normative 
distribution of scores on the Personal Accomplishment Scales among American teachers of 
Grades K to 12, Singaporean teachers' mean score is in the upper third. 

Intercorrelations among scales on the Maslach Burnout Inventory (Form Ed) are 
shown in Table 1 (following page). The magnitude and direction of correlations were 
similar to those found in studies reported by Maslach and Jackson (1986), with one 
exception. In both the American research and the present Singapore study, Emotional 
Exhaustion was negatively correlated with Personal Accomplishment. However, in our 
study, the magnitude of the negative correlation was smaller (r= -.13, p<.05 in the 
Singapore sample; r= -.24 in the American samples). Thus, for Singaporean teachers, 
emotional exhaustion does not necessarily go hand in hand with loss of a sense of 
personal accomplishment. 

The School Leyd Fnvimoment Qiestionnaire. 

The School Level Environment Questionnaire consists of 56 items assessing eight 
conceptually-based psychosocial dimensions of school environment. Each item is scored 
on a five-point scale with the responses of Strongly Agree, Agree, Not Sure, Disagree, and 
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Table 1. Intercorrelation of Maslach Burnout Inventory Scales 

MBI Scale 
Personal 

Accomplishment 

Emotional Exhaustion -.13 * 

Depersonalization 

*psu5 
**p~Ol 
***p~OOI 

(320) 

-.24*** 

(318) 

Emotional 
Exhaustion 

.51*** 

(319) 

Strongly Disagree. Positive and negative items are interspersed. Table 2 (following page) 
shows an excerpt from Rentoul and Fraser (1983) providing descriptive infonnation about 
the scales. 

The scales, mean ratings, and standard deviations for our sample of Singaporean 
educator are listed below, in order from highest to lowest mean ratings. 

(1) Achievement Orientation: M = 3.83, SD = .64. 

(2) Affiliation: M = 3.76, SD = .58. 

(3) Student Supportiveness: M = 3.54, SD = .68. 

( 4) Professional Interest: M = 3.53, SD = .56. 

(5) Resource Adequacy: M = 3.48, SD = .57. 

(6) Centralisation: M = 3.24, SD = .65. 

(7) lnnovativeness: M = 3.18, SD = .49. 

(8) Fonnalisation: M = 3.02, SD = .55. 

Table 3 shows the intercorrelations of SLEQ scales. Consistent with fmdings 
reported by Rentoul and Fraser, significant correlations were found among most of the 
scales. Among the significant negative correlations, teachers' perceptions of higher levels 
of Fonnalization in the school setting were significantly associated with perceptions of 
lower levels of Affiliation (r= .30, p<.0001), lower levels of Student Supportiveness 
(r=.34, p<.0001), and lower levels oflnnovativeness (r= .19, p<.0001). As would be 
expected, perceptions of higher levels of Centralization showed a similar pattern of 
significant negative correlations with other dimensions of teachers' perceptions, including 
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lower levels of Affiliation (r= .37, p<.OOOl ), lower levels of Student Supportiveness (r= 
.26, p<.0001), lower levels of Professional Interest (r=-.28, p<.0001), lower levels of 
Innovativeness (r= .46, p<.0001), and also lower levels of Resource Adequacy (r=-.19, 
p<.0001). 

Differences in experiences of burnout and pereeptions of school environment as a flBlCtion 
of selected teacher cbarncteristics. 

One-way analyses of variance revealed no significant differences in symptoms of 
burnout as a function of the level at which teachers were primarily assigned. In analyses 
assessing differences in perceptions of the school environment as a function of the level of 
teaching, a significant difference was found for scores on the Fonnalization Scale (F (11, 
351) 2.90, p<.001). An examination of the means for each level shows the lowest scores 
on this scale obtained for teachers of Primacy 1 and Primacy 5, and the highest score 
obtained for teachers of Primacy 6. 

Position. 

One-way analysis of variance revealed a significant difference in Emotional 
Exhaustion as a function of the respondent's position in the school (F(3, 333)=2. 87, 
p <.04). Lower scores were obtained for Vice-Principals and HOD's (n =53), compared 
to regular classroom teachers (n = 331 ). No significant differences in I>epersonalization 
or Personal Accomplishment scores were found as a function of position. 

One-way analysis of variance revealed seveml differences between administrators' 
and teachers' perceptions of the school environment. All results were significant at the 
p<.Ol level or less. In brief, teachers obtained lower scores on perceptions of Affiliation, 
Professional Interest, and lnnovativeness compared to V.P.'s and HOD's. Teachers 
obtained higher scores on perceptions of Fonnalization and Centralization than did V.P.'s 
and HOD's. 

Pastoml Care. 

Among 371 respondents to a question about whether their school had implemented 
any pastoral care initiatives as yet, 214 reported yes and 162 reported no. T -tests revealed 
that respondents who perceived pastoral care initiatives occurring in their school also 
perceived significantly more Fonnalization (M=3.11) than respondents who did not think 
that pastoral care had been initiated in their school (M=2.96) (t (362)=-2.68, p<.01). 
Similarly, those who stated that pastoral care had been initiated perceived significantly 
more Centralization (M=3.32) than those who stated that pastoral care had not been 
initiated (M=3.16) (t (365)=-2.32, p<.OS). 
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Table 3. Intercorrelation of School Level Environment Questionnaire Scales 

Student Professional Achievement 
SLEQ Scale Aftliliation Supportiveness Interest Orientation Fonnalization Centralization Innovativeness 

StudentSupportiveness .44*** 

(372) 

Professional Interest .57*** .35 

(370) (372) 

Achievement Orientation .05 .14 .07 

(370) (371) (370) 

Fonnalization -.30*** -.34*** -.13 .24*** 

(366) (367) (366) (368) 

Centralization -.37*** -.26*** -.28*** .29*** .42*** 

(370) (371) (371) (370) (367) 

Innovativeness .45*** .34*** .53*** -.16*** -.19*** -.46*** 

(368) (369) (367) (369) (367) (369) 

Resource Adequacy .36*** .33*** .35*** .02 -.08 -.19*** .36*** 

(361) (361) (358) (358) (354) (359) (358) 
*p$.65 **psot ***psuot 



Table 4. Correlation of School Level Environment Questionnaire (SLEQ) Scales 
with Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) Scales 

MBI Scale 

Personal Emotional 
SLEQ Scale Accomplishment Exhaustion Depersonalization 

Affiliation .19*** -.37*** -.31 *** 

(330) (335) (328) 

Student Supportiveness .22*** -.16** -.23*** 

(331) (336) (329) 

Professional Interest .21 *** -.24*** -.20*** 

(332) (336) (329) 

Achievement Orientation .14** .15** .07 

(334) (337) (331) 

Formalization -.09 .24*** .14** 

(329) (334) (327) 

Centralization -.14* .31 *** .14** 

(331) (336) (328) 

Innovative ness .12* -.28*** -.20*** 

(329) (332) (328) 

Resource Adequacy .16** -.19*** -.17** 

(318) (323) (317) 
p 

**p~01 
***p~001 
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Geode& 

On the Maslach Burnout Inventory, women obtained significantly lower scores than 
men on the Personal Accomplishment Scale (M=27.05 for women, M=30.03 for men; 
t(333)=2.83, p<.01 ). No significant gender differences were found in scores on the 
Depersonalization and Emotional Exhaustion Scales. 

On the School Level Environment Questionnaire, women perceived significantly 
more Affiliation in their schools than did men (M=3.81 for women, M=3.67 for men; 
t(373)=-2.29, p<.05). Women also perceived significantly more Student Supportiveness 
than did men (M=3.61 for women, M=3.40 for men; t(376)=-2.81, p<.01). 

In correlational analyses involving scale scores on the School Level Environment 
Questionnaire and the Maslach Burnout Inventory, the same pattern of signficant 
associations was found for age and for teaching experience (which is not surprising since 
these two variables are usually confounded). On the Maslach Burnout Inventory, younger 
age and less teaching experience were correlated at the p<.05 level or less with more 
Emotional Exhaustion (r(340)=-.14, p<.05 for age; r(340)=-.13, p<.05 for experience), and 
more Depersonalization (r(333)=-.11, p<.05 for age; r(333)=-.14, p<.05 for experience). 

Otber respondent chamcteristics. 

No significant differences in expressions of burnout or perceptions of school 
environment were found among respondents of various races, religions, marital status, or 
number of children living at home. 

DISUJSSION 

Overall, Singaporean teachers were found in this study to have quite high levels of 
Emotional Exhaustion, low levels of Depersonalization, and decidedly low levels of sense 
of Personal Accomplishment. In studies of American teachers and other human service 
professionals, emotional exhaustion is typically found to be the first sign of the burnout 
syndrome, while depersonalization and loss of a sense of personal accomplishment tend to 
develop later (Chemiss, 1980; Maslach et al., 1986). 

In the present study, the large discrepancy between high overall Emotional 
Exhaustion scores among Singaporeans coupled with low overall Depersonalization scores 
and low overall Personal Accomplishment scores does not reflect the pattern typically 
found among American teachers. In studies of American teachers, a mean score of 26 on 
Emotional Exhaustion is associated with higher Depersonalization (approximately 13 
among Americans vs. 7 among Singaporeans), but also slightly higher sense of Personal 
Accomplishment (approximately 31 among Americans vs. 28 among Singaporeans) 
(Maslach & Jackson, 1986). 
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Most investigators in other coillltries have emphasized as primary the 
depersonalization component of the burnout syndrome. They have focused on the 
apparent emotional coldness, alienation, or estrangement that the helping professional 
suffering from burnout typically shows toward students or other recipients of his or her 
services, as well as toward co-workers and the institution as a whole (Maslach, 1976). For 
example, reports of teachers in the U.S. who show characteristic symptoms of burnout 
describe or have been observed treating students in detached, rigid, formulaic ways, using 
derogatory labels to distance themselves psychologically from students, and so on. Some 
investigators have emphasized declining motivation to perform one's job well, and loss of 
enthusiasm for one's job (Chemiss, 1980). 

The depersonalization component of the burnout syndrome illlcovered in Western 
research does not emerge so conspicuously in the present findings of reactions to work
related stress among Singaporean educators. It is possible that some teachers responding 
to the present survey denied or were unaware of their own status with respect to burnout, 
including a tendency toward depersonalization. However, we suspect that other factors 
primarily accoilllt for the low depersonalization foillld among Singaporean teachers, 
including cultural and religious factors emphasizing humility, stoicism, and abiding faith 
or optimism in the possibility of positive outcomes for individual students. 

In the present study, higher levels of Emotional Exhaustion were foillld among 
yoilllger and less experienced teachers. This is consistent with a study by Anderson & 
Iwanicki (1984) in which age was foillld to be a significant predictor of Emotional 
Exhaustion, with yoilllger teachers being more susceptible than older teachers. Maslach 
and Jackson (1986) and others have interpreted fmdings of higher emotional exhaustion 
among yoilllger teachers as a reflection of high idealism and commitment often 
characterizing novice teachers. Several investigators have concluded that teachers are 
most at risk for burnout when they are idealistic and over-committed to their jobs 
(Freudenberger, 1975) and when they have high expectations of success in situations 
where only moderate success is likely (Chemiss, 1980). Growing acceptance of the 
limitations to what one teacher can do for students, as well as the cultivation of a more 
detached concern for students, have been seen as integral to the process of protecting 
oneself from burnout (Pines et al., 1981 ). In addition, we suspect that through experience, 
teachers develop increasingly effective skills in time management, classroom management, 
and lesson delivery that help to decrease the teacher's emotional fatigue and contribute to a 
greater sense of personal efficacy. 

Significant gender differences were foillld in which women gave higher ratings 
than men with regards to the amoilllt of affiliation in the form of mutual assistance, 
advice, and encouragement among colleagues. Women also gave higher estimates than 
men of the amoilllt of positive rapport between teachers and students. Many ethnographic 
studies of school culture have shown that women interact differently from men with their 
colleagues and students, thus creating differences in their experiences of school life. Thus, 
the gender differences revealed in the present study may be interpreted in the light of the 
different sub-cultures that typically evolve among the women staff members and among 
the men staff members within schools. 
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The present fmdings indicate that the regular classroom teacher may be more prone 
to the Emotional Exhaustion component of burnout than staff members with more 
administrative responsibilities. These findings are consistent with those reported by 
Maslach and Jackson (1984), indicating that helping professionals whose jobs require them 
to spend at least part of the day in administrative duties or training show lower incidence 
of burnout than people whose entire day is spent on the "front-lines", delivering services 
directly to students or clients. 

Classroom teachers perceived more formalization and centralization in their schools 
than did V.P.'s and HOD's. These environmental characteristics have been reported by 
other investigators as being among the major job factors precipitating burnout. 
Preswnably, staff members who are more on the periphery and/or lower in the hierarchy in 
a highly centralized or formalized institutional structure are likely to feel less sense of 
autonomy and personal control. We might expect that these feelings of relative 
helplessness are immediate antecedents of burnout. 

The results reported here show that we need to anticipate differences in perceptions 
of the school environment and reactions to stress among different sub-groups within the 
staff. Among the most important characteristics that seem to differentiate staff members 
with respect to their experiences are gender, age, teaching experience, and staff position. 
Level taught, race, religion, marital and family status, and other characteristics appear to 
be less distinguishing characteristics. 

Subsequent analyses of the present data set will explore differences between 
educators in primary and secondmy schools with respect to burnout, stress, and 
perceptions of the school environment. In addition, a major focus of further data analyses 
will be to develop a "typology" of teachers, identifying various combinations of teacher 
characteristics that are associated with different patterns of stress experiences, coping 
strategies, and perceptions of the school environment. 
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