“The carers need caring for”: Exploring the cross-over relationship between student and instructor burnout

Introduction. With the high levels of student demotivation, disengagement, distress, and dropout that exist within higher-education institutions globally, increased attention has recently been directed to building healthy/positive universities. To date, however, this research has largely focused on student or staff wellbeing/success in isolation, without considering cross-over links between these two groups.
Aims. Given that burnout is known to cross-over between employees and their supervisors (in organisations), this study provides the first analysis of this relationship between students/instructors. Such an analysis is valuable given that burnout has a multitude of detrimental consequences and affects approximately one-third of all university students/staff.
Methods. The analyses were based on complete survey data from 2,750 university students (across 40 Australian universities and more than 15 disciplines), using the PROCESS macro.
Results. Results of a serial-mediation model (95% CIs) found that students’ perceptions of their instructors’ burnout (i.e., their exhaustion, depersonalisation/cynicism, and inefficacy) were associated with the students’ perceptions of their own academic control/self-efficacy and utility value (i.e., whether their studies are important for their future). In turn, these student perceptions were associated with their achievement emotions (based on Pekrun’s theory – e.g., hope, shame, enjoyment, anger), and subsequently their own burnout levels. Perceived instructor burnout was also linked to various teaching behaviours (e.g., the degree to which the instructor effectively structured their lessons and provided autonomy to their students; p < .001 for each). Lastly, various predictors of instructors’ burnout were also identified (e.g., a positive university culture where mental health is prioritised; p < .001).
Discussion. Alongside these results (and an associated scoping review of university-staff stress, which will also be discussed), this presentation will highlight the importance of optimising not only student but also staff wellbeing. Ultimately, we argue that this is a moral imperative, and we will offer ‘best-practice’ suggestions to achieve this.
