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        Abstract



        
          Background:


          Teachers are at-risk of burnout due to continuous emotional demands. Existing research suggests that there is a strong relationship between the burnout phenomenon and teachers’ propensity to experience unpleasant emotions.

        


        
          Objective:


          The current study examined whether teachers' levels of burnout affect the process by which they appraise school-life events that elicit negative emotions.

        


        
          Methods:


          Participants were 316 school teachers. Teachers' appraisal of both students' negative emotion intensity (SAE) and their own negative emotion intensity (TAE) was evaluated via the Emotional Competence Questionnaire. Teachers' burnout levels were measured using the Maslach Burnout Inventory. The main hypothesis was tested by using SEM to assess a full model.

        


        
          Results:


          The findings suggest that burnout compromises teachers’ appraisal of both their students’ and their own negative emotion intensity.

        


        
          Conclusion:


          We discuss how our main findings may be interpreted and explore their implications for educational settings.
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      1. INTRODUCTION


      
        1.1. Emotional Appraisal Process and Affect States


        Emotional processing is a multidimensional activity that includes appraisal of an event, subjective experience, physiological change, emotion expression, and action tendencies [1-4]. Experiencing events that cause emotions requires individuals to engage in judgment or appraisal of significance or relevance of these occurrences vis-à-vis their own personal motives, goals, or concerns [5-7]. Appraisal theory represents a cognitive approach to emotional processing.


        When assessing events and situations, individuals compare expected and experienced environmental conditions. This may yield a match (eliciting positive emotion) or a mismatch (eliciting negative emotion) between the actual and expected state of affairs. In educational settings, for example, teachers experience positive emotions when they acknowledge students’ motivation and commitment [7] and negative emotions when they feel unable to manage students’ misbehavior [8-10]. Appraisal theory states that emotion in an individual is elicited by a psychological appraisal which involves evaluating and judging events and situations. Hence, it is the individual’s appraisal of the situation that elicits specific emotions [5] and the specific meaning attributed to a particular event may explain the quality of the resulting emotion experience. In other words, the appraisal theory of emotions accounts for why the same external event does not necessarily lead to the same emotions in different individuals or, to put it another way, why there are individual differences in the emotions that people experience in response to the same events. Consequently, the quality and intensity of the elicited emotion will not depend on the situation itself, but on a person’s subjective evaluation of the situation in terms of a set of appraisal dimensions.


        In relation to educational settings, the role of appraisal in the emotions experienced by teachers has been extensively studied. Teachers’ perceptions of and expectations concerning their own personal characteristics, relationships with students and colleagues, school resources and demands can have a major influence on their emotional experiences at school. For example, teachers who view themselves as capable of managing organizational and relational demands at school feel less anxious about their professional role [11].


        Furthermore, numerous have shown that individuals acquire information about the social environment and events, and consequently modulate their emotional and behavioral responses, by observing others. For example, other peoples’ emotional expressions are used as a source of information, such that when people interact, mutual emotional and affective expressions fulfill a regulatory function [12-14]. Accordingly, Lazarus [15] stated that emotions are intrinsically relational: therefore, the ability to correctly evaluate the type and intensity of other people’s emotions is of key importance, as this process endows relational meaning on one’s interactions.


        In line with such findings, some authors have found that individuals decide how to react and respond to social situations according to their perceptions of others’ facial expressions and past experiences with them [16, 17].


        Interestingly, a circular dynamic has been observed, whereby affect states appear to influence cognitive processing [18, 19]. According to several authors, emotion plays a key role in cognitive processes such as decision-making and judging events [20-22]. Angie and colleagues [23] found that major affect states (e.g., sadness, anger, fear or anxiety, happiness) have significant effects on judgment, while positive and negative emotions influence the recognition of emotional cues. For example, it has been found that while low positive emotion is associated with a high threshold for recognizing happiness, high negative emotion is associated with a low threshold for recognizing disgust and dislike [24]. In a recent work, Schmidt and Mast [25] showed that both sad and happy emotions hindered the recognition of mood-opposite emotion expression; furthermore, individuals experiencing negative emotions, as compared with people experiencing neutral or happy emotions, are better at recognizing negative stimuli and worse at interpreting ambiguous or positive stimuli vice versa, people experiencing positive emotions tend to be better at recognizing positive stimuli than negative ones, compared to people experiencing neutral or negative emotions. Furthermore, information processing concerning facial emotion expressions differs as a function of affect states: while sad individuals are processing faces, they attend to details, while happy individuals attend to global information. Similarly, Lee and colleagues [26] showed that people in a sad affect state tend to classify ambiguous emotional stimuli as negative rather than positive. In line with these findings, depression has been identified in several studies as a condition in which individuals tend to display altered appraisal processes. In a recent review, Berking and Whitley [27] found that people with depression symptoms report difficulty in identifying their emotions, accepting and tolerating negative emotions, practicing compassionate self-support when suffering from negative emotions, and effectively modifying their own emotions. Furthermore, according to Frijda [28], appraisal and emotion regulation strategies are key predictors of emotion intensity. Overall, research on emotion intensity is of great clinical importance, given that negative emotions are associated with mental health disorders [9].


        In sum, from the point of view of current theories of emotional appraisal, two points are particularly salient in the present study: firstly, the cognitive meaning of an event is affected by an individual’s psychological state (e.g., anxiety, depression, happiness); secondly, how individuals react to a given event, in terms of decision making, social interaction, and emotions experienced, mainly depends on the meaning they attribute to the occurrence [1, 29-31].

      


      
        1.2. Teachers' Negative Emotions: Burnout Syndrome


        Burnout is a prolonged response to chronic emotional and interpersonal stressors encountered in the course of one’s work. It has been defined as comprising emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and a decrease in professional accomplishment [32-35]. The first of these dimensions, emotional exhaustion, characterized by the inability to accept and manage new emotional situations, is also related to feelings of strain, particularly chronic fatigue resulting from overtaxing work, loss of energy, debilitation, and fatigue [36]. The second dimension, known as cynicism or depersonalization, involves distancing oneself from others, and it has been described as a strategy for coping with stressful events; it has also been characterized in terms of negative or inappropriate attitudes towards clients, irritability, loss of idealism, and withdrawal. Finally, the third dimensions of burnout syndrome is lack of professional fulfillment, leading to feelings of uselessness in relation to one’s work and a general lack of confidence in one’s own abilities [37].


        Given that burnout is a prolonged behavioral, emotional and cognitive response to job stressors, it is usually measured as a continuous variable: this methodological approach has allowed researchers to identify a series of antecedents and consequences of the syndrome [38, 39]. On one hand, major antecedents of burnout have been found to include both professional and personal characteristics. Professional factors comprehend work overload (for example, the perception of having too much work with respect to the available time), role conflict, role ambiguity and the absence or scarcity of job resources; personal factors include low levels of hardiness, external locus of control, low self-esteem, and avoidant coping styles [39]. On the other hand, key job-related outcomes of burnout include: the intention to leave an organization, reduced productivity or capability, low morale, inability to cope, as well as job dissatisfaction, low commitment to the organization, absenteeism, and high turnover [39]. In addition, according to Maslach and Leiter [37], the health outcomes of burnout involve mainly mental and behavioral symptoms rather than physical ones, generally occurring in persons without a history of mental illness.


        With specific regard to teachers’ risk of developing burnout, research has shown that multiple variables can account for this syndrome in teaching professionals: demographic and job-related personal variables, relations with students, families, colleagues and school principals, social recognition, organizational issues in schools and the broader education system. Concerning demographic and personal job variables, it has been found that age, gender, teaching experience and the level of schooling at which the teacher is operating may each play a role in the development of burnout. More specifically, age and experience are stably associated with the risk of burnout, although it is not yet clear whether being younger and less experienced [40] or older and more experienced [41] leads to greater risk of burnout. Gender and level of school are not consistently related to burnout: while some studies report that male [40, 41] or female [42] (with regard to emotional exhaustion) teachers are more vulnerable to burnout, others show no association between gender and burnout risk [41, 35]; similarly, some studies have found that the higher the level of the school in which the teacher works, the higher the risk [41, 43], while other studies report no association between these variables [44]. Concerning relationships, most studies have identified poor relationships with students and colleagues as one of the most accurate predictors of burnout syndrome in teachers, particularly in relation to student misbehavior [45-47] and colleagues’ lack of collaboration and support [48-50]. In the next section, we examine in more detail the contribution of the student-teacher relationship to increased risk of burnout. With regard to social recognition, a number of studies have examined the role of society and teachers’ perceived social acknowledgment of their professional role [51, 52]. Concerning organizational issues at the school level and within the education system generally, other studies have explored the role of school reform as a further job stressor for teachers, reporting that the greater teachers’ perception of not having enough resources to manage new institutional demands, the greater their risk of developing burnout [53, 54].

      


      
        1.3. Teachers’ Appraisals of Relational Events and Burnout Risk


        Nowadays, teaching is viewed as a helping profession given that caring for others is a key component of teachers’ professional role and practices: this brings to light the crucial role of relationships in teachers’ development of burnout [55, 56].


        The most stressful events for teachers are student misbehavior and failures in the teaching and learning process [33, 48, 57, 58]. These job demands can lead teachers to develop burnout, which in turn can seriously compromise their ability to manage student-teacher relationships in terms of treating students in a way that is appropriate and that safeguards the educational relationship [45, 59-61]. At the same time, according to appraisal theories, all teachers are not equally influenced by the need to deal with their students’ disruptive behavior. The need to manage students’ misbehavior may elicit negative emotions or not, depending on teachers’ perceptions, appraisals and feelings about the events in question [45]. Recently, Chang [46] found that the higher the intensity of negative emotions perceived in response to disruptive behavior on the part of students, the higher the levels of teacher-reported burnout. Specifically, burned-out teachers reported experiencing more negative feelings about students and colleagues and a poorer quality of work-related relationships. Curchod-Ruedi et al. [62] and Authors [57] in two different cultural contexts have found a significant relationship between teachers' expression of disgust towards aggressive pupils and high levels of emotional exhaustion and cynicism. In other words, the more teachers experience burnout syndrome, the more they have difficulty in moderating their displays of negative emotion in the presence of their disruptive students. On the contrary, teachers with low levels of burnout seem better able to regulate their emotion expression. Authors [41] found that job demands placed on teachers, such as managing students’ misbehavior was associated with poor mental health, in terms of anxiety and depression symptoms, in a sample of 113 Italian school teachers. Similarly, in a study with 100 UK primary and secondary school teachers, Hastings and Bham [63] reported that teachers' emotional exhaustion was closely related to disrespectful behavior on the part of students. Likewise, Otero Lòpez and colleagues [64] showed that emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and lack of personal accomplishment in a sample of 1386 Spanish teachers were associated with disruptive behavior in students.


        In sum, the existing research on burnout in teachers suggests that there is a strong relationship between the burnout phenomenon and teachers’ propensity to experience unpleasant emotions (e.g. unhappiness, anger, and frustration) during school-life events. In other words, burnout symptoms may significantly affect teachers' ability to recognize their own emotions and hence to appropriately appraise stressful emotional events [3].

      


      
        1.4. The Current Study


        Previous studies lead us to assume that teachers' burnout levels may affect their appraisal of students' emotions and therefore the intensity of their own negative emotions. Thus, the main aim of the present paper was to examine, in a sample of in-service Italian teachers, the associations among their burnout levels, and their emotional appraisal of both their students' emotions and the intensity of their own negative emotions in relation to hypothetical stressful events. Although these key dimensions of professional teaching practice are reported to be correlated with each other in the literature [3, 46, 65-68], the relative strength of the direct and indirect relations among them remains to be tested in a full model. We expected that teachers' burnout, evaluated in terms of emotional exhaustion, cynicism and sense of ineffectiveness, would be significantly associated with teachers' emotional appraisal of both students' and their own negative emotions. As a consequence, we set out to evaluate, within a single structural model, the pattern of relationships among all the variables under study, including both direct and indirect predictive effects. We hypothesized that teachers experiencing higher levels of burnout would attribute more intense emotions to their students in the context of stressful events, and that this in turn would intensify their own emotional responses. The ecological validity of the study is twofold. First, it theoretically contributes to shedding new light on the relationship between teachers' negative emotional states and their appraisal of stressful events. Second, the results can help practitioners and researchers to pay due attention to the role of burnout in teachers’ perceptions of students’ behavior and emotions.

      

    


    
      2. METHOD


      
        2.1. Participants


        In-service primary teachers from five Italian schools (N=316) composed the sample. Mostly female (92%) aged from 20 to 60 (M = 45.5; SD = 12.4) with a large experience of teaching (82% over 10 years of teaching). Full-time teachers accounted for 93% of the sample, and all the participants taught at schools with traditional class sizes of an average of 26 students (SD = 0.78). The teachers were recruited at five different schools located in homogenous social-economic and cultural background whose head teachers had authorized the researchers to collect data on-site and during working hours.

      


      
        2.2. Instruments and Procedures


        The data were collected via the administration of a protocol with several sections. The first page of the protocol contained a description of the research aims and instructions for completion; participants were also asked to provide some personal demographic information and basic data regarding their teaching careers. The following pages contained the self-report scales measuring teachers' emotional appraisal, by means of the Emotional Competence Questionnaire (ECQ) [64], and their burnout symptoms, via the Maslach Burnout Inventory-Educators Survey (MBI-ES) [69].


        The ECQ (Italian version) is composed by a simulated scenario aimed to evaluate teachers' appraisal of students' negative emotions as well as their own referred an emotion-eliciting event. The negative emotions evaluated were: disgust, anger, shame, fear, guilt, and sadness. Teachers were asked to imagine a hypothetical situation in which one of their students attacked them verbally, receiving the following description as input: “During break-time you are supervising a large group of students in the corridor. Your attention is attracted by a pupil of your class who is violently pushing another pupil to the ground while speaking offensively to him/her. You go up to them and ask Roberto what is going on. Roberto glares at you and insolently retorts that you should learn to mind your own business”. There were two versions of the scenario, one with a male protagonist (Roberto) and one with a female protagonist (Roberta): equal numbers of the two versions were randomly distributed to the sample. Teachers' appraisal process of negative emotions' intensity were measured by two questions: 1) In this situation and after being provoked, which of the following emotions would you attribute to your student and with what degree of intensity? 2) In this situation and after being provoked, which of the following emotions would you feel and with what degree of intensity? The first question is aimed at evaluating teachers' appraisal of emotions' intensity referred to his/her student (SAE, α=.87, in the current study). The second question evaluated self-appraisal of emotion referred to themselves (TAE, α=.81, in the current study). Responses were given on a 4-point scale from “none” (0) to “very strong” (4). Teachers' answers are given for all the six negative emotions evaluated by the questionnaire. Scores were calculated by summing teachers' appraisal intensity of each of the emotions in both questions. The MBI-ES (Italian version, 69) was adopted to assess the participating teachers’ levels of professional burnout. It comprises 22 items covering three different dimensions of professional burnout: emotional exhaustion (EE, 9 items, α=0.81, in the current study), cynicism (CY, 5 items, α=0.71, in the current study) and sense of ineffectiveness (IN, 8 items, α=0.76, in the current study). Responses are given on a 7-point scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (every day).


        Two researchers personally distributed the questionnaires to the locations on an individual basis, specifying that they were to be completed independently and agreeing the date by which the completed questionnaires were to be returned. The research was conducted following APA [70] ethical guidelines and code of conduct. Teachers' response rate was 85%.

      


      
        2.3. Analytic Strategy


        Preliminary analyses were conducted by a bi-variate analysis to identify potentially confounding inter-relationships among participants’ demographic characteristics such as age and gender and the measures under study. Secondly, the univariate distribution of the data was explored for each of the measures. None of the kurtosis and skewness values were in excess of the recommended cut offs [-1,+1]. Mahalanobis’ distance (p<.001) was calculated for all scores in order to identify and skip any multivariate outliers. As a result, six extreme multivariate cases were omitted from the analysis. Successively, the cumulative network of relationships among the variables of interest was analyzed via structural equation modeling (SEM), implemented by AMOS software [71], version 21.0. This analytical strategy involves statistically testing a hypothesized set of direct and indirect paths among variables to evaluate the extent to which the model fits the empirical data, yielding a measure known as goodness of fit. In the current study, we followed standard recommendations for the evaluation of a given SEM model [72, 73] by adopting two different types of fit-index: absolute and relative. The absolute indexes selected were χ2 and normed -χ2(NC), a non statistically significant χ2 value, NC values of under 2.0 indicate good fit, the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). The relative indexes adopted were normed fit index (NFI), non-normed fit index (NNFI), comparative fit index (CFI) and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). In this case, the thresholds set for good model fit were: RMSEA <0.07 [74], NFI>0.95, NNFI>0.95 [75], CFI >0.95 [73]. The model was specified using participants’ scores on the multi-item scales as the observed variables for the latent constructs of burnout (emotional exhaustion, cynicism and sense of ineffectiveness). The target variables were appraisal of both SAE and TAE as measured by mean of ECQ scores.

      

    


    
      3. RESULTS


      The results of the study are presented in two parts: first descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations are reported, then the outcomes of the structural equation model are discussed. All analysis were based on the full sample composed of in-service teachers (n=310). The Bonferroni correction [76] was applied to correct the p-value for this study; the corresponding threshold for statistical significance is set to 0.025 for all analysis.


      
        3.1. Descriptive Analysis and Zero-order Correlations among Study Variables


        Table 1 shows zero-order correlations among the scores to Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI), Emotional Competence Questionnaire (ECQ) and potentially confounding demographic variables (age and gender of participants).


        
          Table 1 Zero-order correlation of the variables included in the study.


          
            
              
                	

                	1

                	2

                	3

                	4

                	5

                	6

                	7
              

            

            
              
                	Emotional Exhaustion (1)

                	-

                	

                	

                	

                	

                	

                	
              


              
                	Cynism (2)

                	.270**

                	-

                	

                	

                	

                	

                	
              


              
                	Sense of ineffectiveness (3)

                	-.312**

                	-.549**

                	-

                	

                	

                	

                	
              


              
                	SAE (4)

                	.203**

                	.114*

                	-.033

                	-

                	

                	

                	
              


              
                	TAE (5)

                	.222**

                	.177**

                	-.071

                	.465**

                	-

                	

                	
              


              
                	Age (6)

                	-.095

                	.265**

                	-.108

                	-.051

                	-.012

                	-

                	
              


              
                	Gender (7)

                	-.024

                	-.228**

                	.047

                	.010

                	.004

                	-.107

                	-
              

            
          


          
            Note: * p<0.025, ** p<0.01, in bold are reported not statistically significant correlations.
          


        


        Zero-order correlations analysis revealed that, in general, the relations between two MBI scores and two sub-scales of the ECQ were statistically significant. In particular, emotional exhaustion was positively correlated (r=0.203, p<0.01) with appraisal of students emotions' intensity (SAE) and their own emotions' intensity (TAE) (r=0.114, p<0.01). In a similar fashion, also the measure of cynicism is positively correlated to both dimensions (r=0.222, p<0.01 for SAE, and r=0.177, p<0.01 for TAE). In addition, a high positive and statistically significant correlations between SAE and TAE (r=0.465, p<0.01) was found. With regards to potentially confounding variables their role seemed to be trivial (with the exception of small correlations between cynicism, age and gender) and there were consequently skipped from the structural model (this decision involves also the need for parsimony in statistical modeling).

      


      
        3.2. Direct and Indirect Effect of MBI on ECQ


        The results of the structural equation model are reported in Fig. (1). The model proposed reported a good fit to the empirical observations.


        [image: ]
Fig. (1)

        Final model of burnout sub-scales direct and indirect effect on teachers' appraisal process.

        Absolute fit indexes (Χ2= 11.2, p<.05, NC=2.24, RMSEA=0.076, SRMR=0.048) are below the recommended values and supported the statistical significance of the model. Similarly, also relative fit index (NFI=0.956, NNFI=0.967, CFI=0.966) supported the practical significance. The analysis of direct effects revealed a moderate positive direct effect of emotional exhaustion (β=0.20, p<0.001) and a small direct effect of cynicism (β=0.11, p<0.01) on teachers appraisal of student’ emotional intensity (SAE). On the contrary the relationship between the sense of ineffectiveness and SAE is not statistically significant. With regards to teachers negative emotions' intensity, the model indicated a total (direct + indirect) and positive effect of both emotional exhaustion (β=0.29, p<0.001) and cynicism (β=0.18, p<0.001). Finally a robust direct effect (β=0.49, p<0.001) of SAE on TAE was found. All in all the model suggests two main results. Firstly, only two of three dimensions of burnout (emotional exhaustion and cynicism) contributed to explain teachers' appraisal of students' negative emotions as well as teachers' negative emotions' intensity. Secondly and consequently, teachers' appraisal of students’ emotions intensity contributed to explain teachers' appraisal of their own negative emotions' intensity.

      

    


    
      4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION


      The aim of the current study was to analyze the relationships among teacher's levels of burnout – evaluated by means of the three classic burnout sub-scales, labeled emotion exhaustion, cynicism and ineffectiveness – and their appraisal of intense negative emotions in the context of hypothetical conflicts with their students. Although we did not focus on socio-demographic dimensions, we controlled for their potential effect on the variables under study, finding no significant relationship between two dimensions of burnout (i.e. emotional exhaustion and ineffectiveness) and teachers' age and gender. On the other hand, a significant correlation was found with cynicism. Furthermore, teachers' gender and age were not associated with their scores on either of the two measures of their emotional appraisal. Previous research has yielded conflicting results with respect to the associations between burnout and socio-demographic variables, suggesting that further latent variables may be at play in these relationships [77, 78]. With regard to teachers' sense of ineffectiveness, while it was significantly associated with the other dimensions of burnout as expected, it was found to play a different role to exhaustion and cynicism in relation to emotional appraisal [33]. Specifically, in this study the burnout scale labeled “sense of ineffectiveness or accomplishment” did not affect teachers's appraisal of eliciting-emotion event. These results are in line with the analysis of Maslach and Leiter [37], who proposed that of the three MBI dimensions, exhaustion and cynicism are the two primary measures of burnout. More specifically, it seems that exhaustion and cynicism constitute the essence or core of burnout syndrome [68, 79, 80].


      Our key aim was to simultaneously investigate the direct and indirect influences of each of the dimensions of burnout on teachers' emotional appraisal processes. Following appraisal theory [2] and in light of recent findings showing that both positive and negative emotional states affect people's appraisal of events [1, 18, 23, 81], we expected that our main hypothesis would be confirmed. Overall, the findings provided support for our assumptions in the present study, showing that burned-out teachers are more like to report intense negative emotions during a verbal conflict with a misbehaving student. Furthermore, the full tested model showed that teachers' emotional exhaustion and cynicism had a direct effect on their appraisal of their students' emotions, and an indirect effect on their appraisal of their own emotions. In the next section, we discuss how our main findings may be interpreted and explore their implications for educational settings. However, it should be taken into consideration that our results might be explained by the personal characteristics of the participating teachers: for example, it is possible that more sensitive teachers may be, at the same time, more vulnerable to burnout and more prone to perceiving more intense emotions than less emotionally-sensitive colleagues. Another key influence may be the school environment and perceived practical and social support: when teachers perceive that their school is well-equipped to overcome difficulties and manage misbehavior, they report enhanced wellbeing [82-84].


      
        4.1. Why High Perceived Negative Emotion Intensity is associated with Burnout in Teachers


        Accordingly to previous studies, teachers' emotional exhaustion and cynicism are both positively related with high levels of negative emotions [45, 66]. Among the three sub-scales of burnout, emotional exhaustion displays the strongest association with negative emotion intensity, when compared with cynicism and ineffectiveness. Indeed, numerous studies have borne out the strong relationship between emotional exhaustion in teachers and a range of unpleasant emotions, including anxiety, anger and frustration, guilt and shame, and sadness [85]. There appears to be a key link between how teachers feel about their daily work and the intensity of their own negative emotions. Specifically, teachers’ perceptions of student discipline can be related to their levels of emotional exhaustion and overall burnout [3, 8, 59, 86, 87]. In a study with 1,939 German teachers, Klusmann and colleagues [88] found that student discipline, as perceived by both teachers and principals, was inversely related to teachers’ emotional exhaustion. Analogously, Wang, Hall and Rahimi [89] showed, in a study on 523 teachers, that emotional exhaustion was negatively related to teachers’ appraisal of students’ engagement in classroom activities and learning processes. Our study showed that teachers' appraisal of their own emotions was associated with their appraisal their students’ behavior and emotions. The strong association between their evaluations of their student’s emotion intensity (SAE) and their self-appraisal of their own emotions (TAE) suggest that when teachers experience events characterized by high levels of emotional intensity (such as children that display aggressive behaviors or a “difficult” classroom) their own emotional intensity is affected too. As reported by Tsouloupas and colleagues [47], teachers' emotional exhaustion is closely related to the intensity of the negative emotions experienced by both teachers and students during their interactions.


        A key finding of the current study was the fact that only the emotional exhaustion sub-scale was correlated with negative emotion intensity. This is consistent with studies that have reported emotional exhaustion as the MBI scale with the greatest power to describe the construct [57, 90, 91]. As other studies [48] suggest, emotional exhaustion is the most explicative scale, when it comes to defining burnout and identifying its associations with other variables. Many authors, indeed, consider burnout to mainly consist of a worker’s perceived exhaustion, from a physical, mental, and emotional point of view [91].

      


      
        4.2. Why Burned-out Teachers are at Risk of Failure in Their Emotional Appraisal Process


        Emotional malaise modifies the way people perceive and appraise reality [92]. When in a state of burnout, workers express their emotional fatigue and withdrawal in terms of emotional exhaustion and cynicism. These experiences bear a wide range of consequences in workers’ lives, such as dis-improved performance, reduced care with their duties [93], negative attitudes towards students [94, 95], intention to leave their current post [56]. Most of these effects are underpinned by a shift in how workers perceive their workplace and professional role: for example, anger and fear (addressed in the current study) are usually related to a perception of threat [1]. The direct and indirect effects identified in the current model suggest two main implications of burnout. The direct effect of teachers’ levels of burnout on their appraisal of students’ emotions indicates that teachers, when emotionally fatigued, tend to appraise their working conditions more negatively, therefore perceiving their students’ negative emotions as particularly intense. A possible explanation is that burned-out teachers perceive the school or classroom context as more threatening than before they developed such negative reactions: as a consequence, detachment and cynicism may act as coping strategies, given that they allow teachers to protect themselves from the “emotional threats” they perceive [57, 82, 90]. At the same time, the indirect effect means that, because of the intense negativity perceived at school, their emotional experience is further compromised, therefore generating a recursive impact on their burnout condition. This process may have major consequences, in terms of reducing teachers’ wellbeing and worsening the quality of teacher-student relationships [94]. In this regard, Jennings and Greenberg [95] have coined the term “burnout cascade” to describe the potentially devastating effects on relationships with students and classroom management that may be incurred by burned-out teachers who have lost the energy to invest in the emotional dimension of their work.

      


      
        4.3. Limitations and Future Research Directions


        Some limitations of present study should be discussed. Firstly, the findings mainly concern teachers' appraisal of students' and their own emotion intensity. A multi-method approach to data collection would provide more reliable results and reduce the risks associated with evaluating complex processes via a single indicator such as the emotional intensity elicited by stressful events. Furthermore, it should be noted that appraisal theory is challenged in part by findings from neurophysiological research on emotion processing that point up the key role of the subconscious in shaping people's emotional responses to adverse stimuli [96]. Hence, analysis of people's appraisal of emotion events ideally requires a mixed-method research design that includes both cognitive awareness and unconscious factors.


        We also plan to collect new longitudinal data, adopting the continuous time mediation approach recommended by Deboeck and Preacher [97] to minimize the issues associated with time-lag analysis. More specifically, longitudinal studies will offer a key opportunity to test sequential hypotheses concerning both the direct and indirect effects of teachers' burnout on their emotional and cognitive wellbeing.


        Furthermore, our model did not include demographic variables such as marital status and social background, given the unclear findings about the effects of these factors reported in the existing literature [39]: nonetheless, future research may shed new light on the role of demographics as well as psychological characteristics which affect how teachers experience burnout. In addition, in light of the fact that teachers' job-related stress may intensify in the course of the academic year, future research should measure teachers' emotion intensity at different times during the school year.


        Finally, our results prompt us to further analyze whether burned-out teachers overestimate their students' negative emotions in real life also. According to Sutton and Wheatley [3], teachers’ emotional processes during their interaction with others need to be observed to advance our understanding of the workings of emotion comprehension and regulation during social interactions. Likewise, self-report measures and the social desirability effect may lead teachers to self-evaluate a lower level of negative emotion intensity towards their students. Finally, as suggested by Sutton and Wheatley [3], it may be of interest to study whether emotional appraisal differs between more experienced and novice teachers, or whether teachers working at different levels of schooling may appraise differently.
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