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Abstract

Although teacher burnout has drawn the attention of many researchers, there is little
empirical evidence for the contribution of non-native English language teachers’
language proficiency level to their experience of burnout. To address this significant
gap, the present study examined the relationship between English as a foreign
language (EFL) teachers’ self-assessed language proficiency and their experience
of burnout. Research has indicated that personal resources of teachers can function as
protectors against their experience of burnout. Thus, it was assumed that investigating
how EFL teachers’ level of burnout can be reduced through language proficiency as a
personal resource can cast a new light on the role of personal resources in reducing
teachers’ experience of burnout. To this end, data were collected from 110 Iranian EFL
teachers who were teaching in private language institutes through the Maslach
Burnout Inventory - Educator Survey and Iranian EFL Teacher Self-Reported Language
Proficiency Scale. The correlational analysis revealed that language proficiency had a
significant negative relationship with the emotional exhaustion and depersonalization
dimensions and a significant positive relationship with the personal accomplishment
dimension of burnout. The results of regression analysis also indicated that, except for
the reading subskill, all the other proficiency subskills were the best predictors of the
different dimensions of burnout. Based on the findings of the current study,
some pedagogical implications and research suggestions were also proposed.
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Introduction
Teachers’ well-being and influence has been regarded as significant to and influential

in students’ learning and education. According to Maslach and Leiter (1999), teachers’

“well-being and their contribution to student education should be a primary objective

of educational leaders” (p. 303). However, less attention has been directed to teachers

than learners in English Language Teaching (ELT) studies (Akbari 2008).

Burnout is regarded as a symptom of lack of professional well-being (e.g., Klusmann et al.

2008) of individuals who do people-oriented professions such as teaching (Byrne 1999;

Maslach and Leiter 1999). Nevertheless, it is revealed that among the professions who

provide human and social services, teachers experience the highest levels of burnout

(Chiron et al. 2010; Grayson and Alvarez 2008; Hakanen et al. 2006; Kinman et al. 2011;

Kokkinos 2007; Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2010). Furthermore, teacher burnout as an
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experience of depletion of emotional resources, depersonalization of students, and lack of

personal accomplishment has substantial impacts on teachers’ effective professional functio-

ning (e.g., Klusmann et al. 2008; Maslach 2003; Maslach et al. 2001).

From a theoretical perspective, burnout emerges because of misfit between job

demands and individual resources to cope with those demands (Maslach 2003; Maslach

et al. 2001). Correspondingly, different scholars have studied not only situational

factors, such as misbehavior of students and supervisory support, but also teachers’

individual factors, such as their sense of self-efficacy and professional knowledge, which

can expose them to or buffer them from psychological pressure, stress, and burnout

(Dicke et al. 2015; Durr et al. 2014; Lauerman and König 2016; Skaalvik and Skaalvik

2010). In other words, the more individual resources and competence (e.g., professional

knowledge), the better teachers would overcome the difficulties of teaching profes-

sion and thus less probable to experience the psychological strain of burnout (e.g.,

Dicke et al. 2014, 2015; Durr et al. 2014; Klusmann et al. 2008; Lauerman and

König 2016; Schwarzer and Hallum 2008).

In English as a second/foreign language (ESL/EFL) literature, target language profi-

ciency plays a crucial role in teachers’ competency and learners’ learning. English

language proficiency as an aspect of EFL teachers’ competency and subject knowledge

(Richards 2017; Richards et al. 2013) has generally been identified as one of the

most fundamental characteristics of a good English teacher in ESL/EFL education

(Braine 2010; Llurda 2005). Furthermore, due to the fast spread of English

language around the world, non-native English-speaking teachers (NNESTs) have

increased vastly in number (Eslami and Fatahi 2008), and consequently, most of

the teachers who teach English in EFL contexts are NNESTs. On the other hand,

several researchers have stressed the importance of high English language profi-

ciency for teachers (e.g., Butler 2004; Elder and Kim 2014; Nakata 2010) because

different aspects of teachers’ teaching (e.g., confidence) and learners’ learning

(e.g., motivation) are influenced by teachers’ language proficiency either positively or

negatively (Butler 2004). Additionally, research has indicated that target language profi-

ciency of EFL teachers can influence their teaching efficacy (Chacón 2005; Choi

and Lee 2016). However, despite its importance, insufficient language proficiency is

often regarded as one of the biggest challenges and impediments that non-native

EFL teachers confront in their employment, teaching, and professional development

(Brain 1999; Chen and Goh 2011; Hiver 2013).

Taking the above theoretical framework and empirical evidence into account, investi-

gating the contribution of non-native EFL teachers’ language proficiency to their burn-

out experience can cast a new light on the role of individual resources in reducing

teachers’ experience of burnout. While several attempts have been made to investigate

the contribution of EFL teachers’ individual characteristics to their burnout experience

(e.g., Akbari and Tavassoli 2011; Kulavuz-Onal and Tatar 2017; Vaezi and Fallah 2011),

few if any studies have stressed and discussed the role of developed or inadequate

language proficiency of non-native EFL teachers as protector against or contributor to

stress and ultimately burnout respectively (Akbari and Eghtesadi 2017; Khani and

Mirzaee 2014). Despite these studies’ invaluable contribution to scientific research and

educational implications, they have not directly investigated the association between

non-native EFL teachers’ language proficiency as an individual resource and the
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psychological strain of burnout by adopting a quantitative research methodology.

Hence, the current study attempts to address this gap in the EFL context by investi-

gating the relationship between non-native EFL teachers’ language proficiency and their

experience of burnout. Based on the findings of the current research, some pedagogical

implications and research suggestions will be proposed for EFL teacher educators. In

particular, the present study aims to find answers to the following research questions:

1. Is there any statistically significant relationship between EFL teachers’ self-assessed

language proficiency and their experience of the three dimensions of burnout?

2. If so, which of the subskills of language proficiency can best predict the different

dimensions of burnout among EFL teachers?

Literature review
Teacher burnout

Burnout is a psychological syndrome which entails long time response to work

stressors (Maslach 2003). The construct was first developed into psychology by

Freudenberger (1974) as a state of exhaustion that emerges from working too hard

without paying attention to one’s own needs (Byrne 1999). Later, Maslach and Jackson

(1986) defined it as “a syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and

reduced personal accomplishment that can occur among individuals who do ‘people

work’ of some kind” (p. 1). However, Pines and Aronson (1988) define it as a state of

physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion which can emerge because of prolonged

exposure to emotionally demanding situations. Furthermore, burnout can be

regarded as the result of coping with work-related stress unsuccessfully for a long

time (Jennett et al. 2003). In teacher burnout, emotional exhaustion refers to when

teachers feel emotionally exhausted and depleted. Depersonalization or cynicism

refers to when teachers become callous and indifferent toward their students and

their job. Eventually, reduced personal accomplishment refers to when teachers feel

themselves ineffective or incompetent in helping their students learn (Maslach and

Jackson 1981; Maslach et al. 1996; Maslach et al. 2001).

Factors influencing teacher burnout

Research has indicated that environmental and individual factors can lead to the

emergence of burnout among teachers. In a comprehensive study among 2249

teachers in Norway, Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2010) examined relations among

self-efficacy, external control, burnout, job satisfaction, and contextual factors by

means of structural equation modeling (SEM). Concerned with the contribution of

contextual factors to burnout aspects, they found that relations to parents and time

pressure are the strongest predictors of depersonalization and emotional depletion

respectively. Further, they revealed a weak but significant relationship between

discipline problems of students’ behavior and emotional exhaustion and

depersonalization dimensions of burnout. Investigating the relationship between

Iranian EFL teachers’ emotional intelligence and burnout, Vaezi and Fallah (2011)

found a significant negative relationship between these two constructs. In another

study, Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2009) disclosed that teacher autonomy and super-

visory support are negatively related to all three dimensions of burnout. In another
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investigation, Ghanizadeh and Ghonsooly (2014) studied attribution, self-regulation,

and burnout among EFL teachers by employing SEM. In doing so, they found that

of all attributions, only the institutional supervision was a significant predictor of

teacher burnout. Additionally, they revealed that self-regulation has a negative sig-

nificant association with teacher burnout. In regard to the relationship between

self-efficacy and burnout, Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2007) revealed a strong association

between teacher self-efficacy and teacher burnout. In another study among 119

in-service teachers, Lauerman and König (2016) studied the contribution of general

pedagogical knowledge and self-efficacy to teachers’ experience of burnout. Corres-

pondingly, they found that general pedagogical knowledge can function as a

protector against teachers’ burnout experience. More specifically, they found that

general pedagogical knowledge, as an aspect of teachers’ professional competence, can

predict emotional exhaustion and diminished personal accomplishment dimensions

indirectly via teacher self-efficacy. However, they revealed that general pedagogical

knowledge can predict depersonalization dimension of burnout both directly and

indirectly via teacher self-efficacy.

Teachers’ target language proficiency

Several definitions have been proposed for “the construct of proficiency or competence”

(Butler 2004, p. 251) by different scholars (e.g., Bachman and Palmer 1996; Chomsky 1965;

Hymes 1972). Accordingly, Chomsky (1965), as a formal linguist, conceptualizes

competence as rule-governed structures of language and calls it grammatical com-

petence or linguistic competence. From a sociolinguistic perspective, Hymes (1972)

focuses on the notion of communicative competence which consists of knowledge

and the ability to use language in a way which is socially appropriate in a parti-

cular context. Furthermore, Bachman and Palmer (1996) conceptualize it as a

multidimensional construct which entails organizational knowledge, grammatical

knowledge, textual knowledge, pragmatic knowledge, functional knowledge, and

sociolinguistic knowledge. However, several scholars have contended that defining

and measuring the open notion of language proficiency and consequently teachers’

language proficiency are difficult and demanding (Canh and Renandya 2017;

Lantolf and Frawley 1988).

Teachers’ target language proficiency has been considered as a significant part of

language teacher competence and as an influential factor in student learning

(e.g., Andrews 2007; Butler 2004; Cheng and Wang 2004; Richards 2015). Richards (2015)

claims that language proficiency significantly affects how well a teacher can teach a

second language. Furthermore, EFL teachers should possess an advanced level of target

language proficiency because they are considered as the main source of input which is an

essential principle for effective instructed language learning (Canh and Renandya 2017;

Ellis 2005; Kim and Elder 2008). On the other hand, teachers who are less proficient could

encounter difficulties in correcting the errors of language learners (Farrell and Richards

2007). In a qualitative study in Vietnam, Canh and Renandya (2017) examined the extent

to which EFL teachers’ target language proficiency and their competence to use it can

create learning opportunities for the learners. Accordingly, they concluded that English

language teachers should possess not only advanced level of general English language
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proficiency but also classroom English language proficiency for effective learning

and teaching.

Language proficiency is influential in EFL teachers’ efficacy (Chacón 2005; Choi and

Lee 2016; Eslami and Fatahi 2008; Tsang 2017). For instance, Chacón (2005) studied

the efficacy beliefs and self-reported English language proficiency of EFL teachers in

Venezuela. In doing so, she found a positive relationship between teachers’

self-perceived language proficiency and sense of efficacy in student engagement and

instructional strategies. In a similar vein, Eslami and Fatahi (2008) studied the relations

between self-efficacy, instructional strategies, and self-assessment of language profi-

ciency among 40 high school EFL teachers. Accordingly, they found a positive relation-

ship between self-reported level of language proficiency and feelings of self-efficacy.

Moreover, they found that teachers who have higher self-efficacy are more inclined to

use communicative-oriented strategies.

Several researchers have addressed the insufficient target language proficiency of

non-native English speaker teachers (e.g., Reves and Medgyes 1994; Samimy and

Brutt-Griffler 1999). In doing so, Reves and Medgyes (1994) studied 216 native and

non-native EFL teachers in different countries. Accordingly, they disclosed that 84% of

the non-native teachers feel incompetent with regard to speaking, listening, writing,

pronunciation, and vocabulary. In another study, Samimy and Brutt-Griffler (1999)

indicated that 72% of their participants who were non-native pre-service teachers con-

sider their insufficient English language proficiency as an impediment to their teaching.

In an investigation in EFL context of Korea, Taiwan, and Japan, Butler (2004) studied

elementary teachers’ self-perceived level of target language proficiency and the mini-

mum level of proficiency that they felt was necessary to teach English at the elementary

school level. Accordingly, the researcher revealed that teachers assessed their profi-

ciency in speaking and writing at lower levels than in reading and listening. More

specifically, teachers felt significance gaps between their perceived language proficiency

and the necessary level for teaching.

Inadequate teacher language proficiency and possible strains

Research has indicated that insufficient target language proficiency of NNESTs can

contribute to the emergence of various disorders among them. Correspondingly, in-

sufficient language proficiency of non-native foreign language teachers has been identified

as a cause of anxiety among them (e.g., Horwitz 1996). With regard to the subskills of

language proficiency, Bekleyen (2009) studied foreign language listening anxiety among

EFL teacher candidates in Turkey. Accordingly, she found that the teachers had high level

of foreign language listening anxiety and they related it to their insufficient listening profi-

ciency and inadequate training. Focusing on relations between anxiety and burnout, the

above findings may be regarded meaningful since several scholars disclosed convincing

evidence that burnout syndrome is gradual and strongly linked with the anxiety disorder

(Alarcon et al. 2009; Schaufeli and Salanova 2007; Swider and Zimmerman 2010). With

regard to the association between stress and language proficiency, Mousavi (2007)

investigated stress among native and non-native English language teachers. In

doing so, knowledge of English turned out to be the most significant difference

between these two groups of teachers. Moreover, communicative language teaching
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(CLT) was regarded as challenging for half of non-native teachers because they

were not certain about their language competence.

As discussed in previous sections, few studies have addressed the role of non-native

EFL teachers’ target language proficiency in their experience of stress and ultimately

burnout (Akbari and Eghtesadi 2017; Khani and Mirzaee 2014). For example, Khani

and Mirzaee (2014) conducted a study on the role of self-efficacy, contextual factors,

and stressors in teacher burnout in Iranian EFL context. Discussing the results of their

study, they argue that subject knowledge and language proficiency can make teachers

more stressful to the negative effects of contextual factors which can ultimately expose

them to psychological strain of burnout. In another study conducted recently, Akbari

and Eghtesadi (2017) investigated burnout coping strategies of Iranian EFL teachers

within a qualitative research methodology. Correspondingly, extending linguistic

knowledge and developing language proficiency were found as one of the impor-

tant burnout coping strategies used by the teachers who were not suffering from a

burnout phenomenon. However, to the best knowledge of the researchers, no study has

directly been conducted yet to investigate the contribution of non-native EFL teachers’

target language proficiency, as a personal resource, to their burnout experience by

adopting a quantitative research methodology. Accordingly, the current study endeavors

to fill this gap in the EFL education and literature by exploring the association between

EFL teachers’ language proficiency and three aspects of burnout.

Method
Participants

The participants of this study were 110 Iranian EFL teachers who were teaching at

private language institutes in Tehran and Ardabil, two cities in Iran. Unlike English

language teaching in public schools, private language institutes in Iran focus more on

communicative-based activities and teachers are supposed to avoid from using

students’ first language and are employed temporarily (Pishghadam et al. 2014). All the

participants were native speakers of Persian and they learned English as a foreign

language in Iran. Convenience sampling was used in order to gather the data. In other

words, from the entire population of teachers who were teaching English at different

language institutes, those who were available and eager took part in the study. Partici-

pants were both females (n = 86) and males (n = 24). Teachers’ age ranged from

20 to 49 years old (M = 29.41). Among the participants, 45.5% (n = 50) had less than

5 years of experience, 44.5% (n = 49) had between 5 and 10 years of experience, and 10%

(n = 11) had more than 10 years of experience. Of the participants, 33.6% (n = 37) of the

teachers were teaching at an elementary level, 45.4% (n = 50) of participants were teaching

at an intermediate level, 2.7% (n = 3) of participants were teaching at an advanced level,

10.9% (n = 12) of participants were teaching at both elementary and intermediate levels,

6.4% (n = 7) of participants were teaching at the elementary, intermediate, and advanced

levels, and 0.9% (n = 1) of participants were teaching at intermediate and advanced levels.

Concerning the teachers’ major, 76.4% (n = 84) of the participants held English-related

academic credentials (Teaching, Literature, and Translation), while 23.6% (n = 26) of the

participants’ academic degrees were not connected with English-related fields. With

respect to the educational degree of participants, 77.3% (n = 85) of participants had BA
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degree, 20.9% (n = 23) of teachers held MA degree, and 1.8% (n = 2) of participants had

PhD degree. All participants were informed of the purpose of data collection.

Instruments

In order to gather the data, the researchers used a survey consisting of three sections.

The first section aimed at collecting participants’ demographic information (gender,

age, years of experience, level of teaching, degree of education, and field of study). The

second section included Iranian EFL Teacher Self-report of Language Proficiency

(Eslami and Fatahi 2008). The third section of the survey comprised Maslach Burnout

Inventory - Educator Survey (MBI-ES) (Maslach et al. 1996) (see Additional file 1).

The MBI-ES consists of 22 items which assess the three burnout dimensions of

emotional exhaustion (EE), depersonalization (DP), and personal accomplishment (PA).

Accordingly, EE was measured by nine items, DP was gauged by five items, and PA was

assessed by eight items. It has a 7-point frequency rating scale varying from (0) “never”

to (6) “everyday”. Scholars have argued that all three subscales of burnout cannot be

added up to a single measure (Byrne 1994; Lee and Ashforth 1996). The reliability

coefficient of each of the subscales of EE, DP, and PA turned out to be 0.88, 0.73, and

0.94 respectively by employing Cronbach alpha test of reliability.

EFL teachers’ target language proficiency was measured by self-assessment because

self-assessments are effective and relatively easy to administer (Butler 2004). In doing

so, Iranian EFL Teacher Self-report of Language Proficiency (Eslami and Fatahi 2008)

which is based on Chacón (2005) and Butler (2004) scales was used. The instrument

comprises 12 items on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from (1) “strongly disagree”

to (5) “strongly agree”. The construct of language proficiency in the current study was

oriented toward the four subskills of speaking, listening, writing, and reading because

EFL teachers are required to employ CLT in classes which needs teachers who can

speak, listen, write, and read in English with functional competency in communicating

across the skills of language (Savignon 1983, 2002). The scale measures the four skills

and its reliability turned out to be 0.85 as computed by Cronbach alpha coefficient

(Eslami and Fatahi 2008). In the present study, the Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient

was estimated to be 0.91. However, the reliability for Speaking, Listening, Writing, and

Reading subscales turned out to be 0.91, 0.91, 0.67, and 0.71 respectively.

Data collection and analysis

First, 125 surveys were distributed in the form of hard copies and email attachments.

One hundred twenty copies were returned, which were then reduced to 110 copies

after discarding 10 surveys due to incomplete or careless answers. All the responses

were coded and fed into SPSS 22. As the preliminary stage of data analysis, the relia-

bility of responses was checked by using Cronbach alpha coefficient of reliability.

Accordingly, it has been found that all the variables enjoy a relatively high internal

consistency (see previous sections). Next, normality assumption was tested by checking

skewness and kurtosis values. Since depersonalization variable compared with other

variables had more deviations from normality (skewness = 0.98 and kurtosis = 0.48),

square root transformation was applied to improve the situation and to make it near

normally distributed. In doing so, skewness and kurtosis values became − 0.23 and − 0.08
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respectively. Hence, the analysis was conducted using this new variable. Focusing on the

first research question, Spearman rank-order coefficient of correlation was run to find the

correlations between the language proficiency and three aspects of burnout. Prior to

employing multiple regression to disclose the power of proficiency subskills in predicting

each of the burnout aspects (the second research question), bivariate correlational analysis

was conducted for all variables in order to test whether the assumption of multicolli-

nearity was satisfied (Table 3). As Table 3 illustrates, the multicollinearity assumption was

not violated since the variables were correlated less than 0.9 (Pallant 2001).

Results and discussion
To begin with, Table 1 reveals the descriptive statistics for the total score and the

subscales of SLPS (Self-Perceived Language Proficiency Scale) and MBI-ES.

The relationship between language proficiency and burnout dimensions

Concentrating on the first research question, Table 2 illustrates the results of the corre-

lational analysis for the relationship between teachers’ self-assessment of language

proficiency and their experience of three aspects of burnout.

As Table 2 indicates, language proficiency had significant and negative correlation

with emotional exhaustion dimension of burnout (rs = − 0.65, p ˂ 0.01). It means that

English language teachers who have more personal resources, in this case English

language proficiency, feel less fatigued and depleted than their less proficient

colleagues. With regard to depersonalization dimension of burnout, it has been found

that language proficiency had a small but significant negative relationship with this

dimension of burnout (rs = − 0.29, p ˂ 0.01). That is, teachers who are less proficient in

English develop more negative feelings and cynical attitudes toward their students and

their job. Concerned with the personal accomplishment dimension, the researcher

found a significant positive relationship between this dimension and language profi-

ciency of EFL teachers (rs = 0.66, p ˂ 0.01). It implies that, English teachers who possess

high language proficiency consider themselves more effective and competent in their

teaching profession. Conversely, those teachers who have inappropriate language

proficiency regard themselves as ineffective and incompetent in their job.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics for SLPS and MBI-ES

Mean SD Skewness (SE) Kurtosis (SE)

SLPS 40.40 9.33 0.07 (0.23) − 0.99 (0.45)

Speaking 9.89 3.33 − 0.29 (0.23) − 1.15 (0.45)

Listening 9.11 3.45 − 0.23 (0.23) − 1.00 (0.45)

Writing 9.79 2.34 0.36 (0.23) − 0.65 (0.45)

Reading 11.60 1.88 − 0.70 (0.23) 1.67 (0.45)

Emotional exhaustion 23.87 11.70 − 0.03 (0.23) − 1.17 (0.45)

Depersonalization 2.41 1.15 − 0.23 (0.23) − 0.08 (0.45)

Personal accomplishment 30.42 12.75 − 0.49 (0.23) − 1.19 (0.45)

SD standard deviation, SE standard error
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Prediction of burnout dimensions from the language proficiency subskills

Table 3 presents the correlations between the four subskills of language proficiency and

three dimensions of burnout.

Prediction of emotional exhaustion

Table 4 reveals that R2 equals 0.467. In other words, 46.7% of the variance in the

dependent variable (emotional exhaustion) is explained by the model which includes

the independent variables of speaking, listening, writing, and reading.

Concerned with the evaluation of each of the subskills of English language profi-

ciency, Table 5 shows which of the subskills in the model contributed to the prediction

of the emotional exhaustion dimension of burnout. Accordingly, it shows that the beta

value of writing (beta = − 0.259, p ˂ 0.05) subskill was the largest negative beta co-

efficient. In other words, it means that having a low score on the writing subscale of

language proficiency is the best predictor of the emotional exhaustion dimension of

burnout. That is, the teachers who are less competent in the writing subskill are

probably expected to become more emotionally exhausted during their teaching compared

with their more proficient counterparts.

Prediction of depersonalization

With regard to the contribution of the language subskills to the depersonalization

dimension of burnout, Table 6 illustrates that R2 equals 0.159. In other words, 15.9% of

the variance in the dependent variable (depersonalization) is explained by the model

which includes the independent variables of the speaking, listening, writing, and

reading subskills of language proficiency.

Table 7 illustrates which of the language proficiency subskills in the model best con-

tributed to the prediction of the depersonalization dimension of burnout. Accordingly,

it shows that the beta value (beta = − 0.545, p ˂ 0.05) of the speaking subskill is the

largest negative beta coefficient. Thus, having a low score on the speaking subscale of

language proficiency is the best predictor of the depersonalization dimension of

Table 2 Correlations between the proficiency and burnout dimensions

Emotional exhaustion Depersonalization Personal accomplishment

Proficiency − 0.65** − 0.29** 0.66**

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed)

Table 3 Correlations between the language proficiency subskills and burnout dimensions

Speaking Listening Writing Reading EE DP PA

Speaking

Listening 0.86**

Writing 0.69** 0.75**

Reading 0.28** 0.33** 0.45**

EE − 0.62** − 0.65** − 0.59** − 0.20*

DP − 0.38** − 0.28** − 0.23* − 0.05 0.46**

PA 0.65** 0.65** 0.51** 0.31** 0.81** − 0.35**

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed). *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed). EE
emotional exhaustion, DP depersonalization, PA personal accomplishment
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burnout. In other words, those teachers who are less proficient in the speaking subskill

might show more negative attitudes toward their students and their job than those

teachers who are more competent.

Prediction of personal accomplishment

With respect to the contribution of the language subskills to the personal accomplish-

ment dimension of burnout, Table 8 presents that R2 equals 0.470. In other words,

47% of the variance in the dependent variable (personal accomplishment) is explained

by the model which includes the four subskills of language proficiency as independent

variables.

More specifically, Table 9 illustrates which of the language proficiency subskills in

the model makes a unique contribution to the prediction of the personal accomplish-

ment dimension of burnout. To this end, it shows that the beta value of the speaking

(beta = 0.366, p ˂ 0.05) and listening (beta = 0.327, p ˂ 0.05) subskills are the largest

beta coefficients. Hence, obtaining high scores on the listening and speaking subskills

of language proficiency can best predict personal accomplishment. It indicates that

EFL teachers who are more capable in the listening and speaking subskills may more

experience the personal accomplishment aspect of burnout.

Concerned with the first research question, low scores in perceived language profi-

ciency was in association with high scores in the emotional exhaustion and

depersonalization aspects and with low scores in the personal accomplishment aspect

of burnout. This finding indicates that those teachers who deemed their language

proficiency as insufficient may experience more emotional exhaustion,

depersonalization, and reduced sense of efficacy in their teaching. This finding may

be explained by those researchers’ findings who put emphasis on the inappropriate

language proficiency level of non-native EFL teachers (e.g., Butler 2004; Chen and

Goh 2011). This finding can be explained by the notion that burnout occurs because

of misfit between job demands and individual resources to overcome those demands

(Maslach 2003; Maslach et al. 2001). The finding observed in this study may confirm

the idea of Khani and Mirzaee (2014) who discuss that EFL teachers are supposed to

Table 4 Model summary for the language proficiency subskills as predictors of emotional
exhaustion

Model R R2 Adjusted R2 Std. error of the estimate

1 0.683 0.467 0.447 8.707

Predictors: (constant) speaking, listening, writing, reading

Table 5 The results of multiple regression analysis for the language proficiency subskills and
emotional exhaustion

Unstandardized coefficients Standardized coefficients

B Std. error Beta Sig.

Speaking − 0.723 0.507 − 0.206 0.157

Listening − 1.030 0.530 − 0.304 0.055

Writing − 1.296 0.580 − 0.259 0.027

Reading 0.479 0.499 0.077 0.339

Dependent variable: emotional exhaustion
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speak English fluently and teach textbooks which are written by native speakers and

these can make them more stressful in coping with student misbehavior and time

limitation which can ultimately expose them to the experience of burnout. The

finding is also in line with Akbari and Eghtesadi’s (2017) findings which revealed the

association between EFL teachers’ linguistic knowledge development and burnout

avoidance. More specifically, they observed that developing competence in different

aspects of the English language was one of the significant coping strategies of those

EFL teachers who were not suffering from burnout. Focusing on the association

between individual resources and burnout, the present finding seems to be in agree-

ment with the findings of Lauerman and König (2016) who investigated the role of

personal resources as protective factors against teacher burnout. As mentioned

earlier, they found that teachers’ self-efficacy and general pedagogical knowledge, as

personal resources, can negatively predict burnout among teachers. The findings of

this study confirm the results obtained by Kulavuz-Onal and Tatar (2017) who found

that professional knowledge development can decrease EFL teachers’ burnout. As

discussed earlier, this finding can also be explained by both the association of teachers’

inadequate foreign language proficiency to anxiety (e.g., Horwitz 1996) and the relation of

anxiety to burnout syndrome (e.g., Alarcon et al. 2009; Schaufeli and Salanova 2007).

The only best prediction of high scores in emotional exhaustion was made by low

scores in perceived writing competency. This result implies that the participant EFL

teachers consider themselves less proficient in the writing subskill. A possible reason

for this finding might be the complexities of written language and the challenges of

becoming an effective writing teacher (Brown 2001) which can expose EFL teachers

more to emotional exhaustion as the stress aspect of burnout (Maslach et al. 2001).

Also, writing skill is perceived by many as the most demanding skill. The finding of the

current study is contrary to the findings of Chacón (2005) who found writing as a

developed skill among EFL teachers in Venezuela. This is also in sharp contrast with

Chen and Goh (2011) who argue that teachers usually perceive themselves competent

in the writing skill. However, this finding is in agreement with Atay and Kurt’s (2006)

finding which indicated that most pre-service EFL teachers who participated in their

study had difficulty and experience anxiety in second language writing. This finding is

also consistent with Butler (2004) who found that EFL teachers perceive themselves less

Table 6 Model summary for the language proficiency subskills as predictors of depersonalization

Model R R2 Adjusted R2 Std. error of the estimate

1 0.399 0.159 0.127 1.081

Predictors: (constant), speaking, listening, writing, reading

Table 7 The results of multiple regression analysis for the language proficiency subskills and
depersonalization

Unstandardized coefficients Standardized coefficients

B Std. error Beta Sig.

Speaking − 0.189 0.063 − 0.545 0.003

Listening 0.057 0.066 0.169 0.391

Writing 0.000 0.072 − 0.001 0.997

Reading 0.026 0.062 0.042 0.676

Dependent variable: depersonalization
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proficient in productive skills (speaking and writing) than in receptive ones (listening

and reading). Focusing on the contribution of teachers’ individual resources to the

emotional exhaustion dimension of burnout, this finding is consistent with those of

other studies which emphasized that individual resources (self-efficacy and pedagogical

knowledge) are negatively related to emotional exhaustion (Lauerman and König 2016;

Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2010).

Focusing on the prediction of the depersonalization aspect of burnout, it has been

found that low scores in the self-assessed speaking subskill is the only best predictor of

depersonalization. It is quite logical to infer that teachers who consider themselves less

proficient in speaking a foreign language may regard speaking as challenging and

stressful and consequently become indifferent to and develop negative attitudes toward

their job and students (Maslach 1982; Maslach et al. 2001). This finding indicates that

the participants of the study regard their speaking proficiency as inappropriate which

might be justifiable due to focus of ELT in Iran which is a more theory-oriented rather

than product-oriented system (Pishghadam et al. 2014). This is in line with the findings

of Chen and Goh (2011) who found that EFL teachers in China regard their oral

English fluency as inadequate. Another possible explanation for this is that “[p]eople

engage in tasks in which they feel competent and confident and avoid those in which

they do not” (Pajares 1996, p. 544). This finding is also in agreement with the findings

of previous researchers who emphasized the contribution of individual resources to

depersonalization aspect of burnout (e.g., Kulavuz-Onal and Tatar 2017; Lauerman and

König 2016; Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2010).

Personal accomplishment dimension of burnout was significantly predicted by

teachers’ perceived speaking and listening abilities. It is quite justifiable that those

teachers who regard themselves more competent in the speaking and listening subskills

of language proficiency, experience more feelings of competence and achievement at

work (Maslach et al. 2001) and vice versa. Focusing on speaking, this finding confirms

the idea of Harmer (2001) who emphasizes teacher talking quality for effective English

language teaching and learning. With regard to the listening subskill, the finding provides

evidence to support that listening activity is difficult for teachers because they cannot per-

ceive when students experience discomfort during the activity (Vogely 1999). Concerned

Table 8 Model summary for the language proficiency subskills as predictors of personal
accomplishment

Model R R2 Adjusted R2 Std. error of the estimate

1 0.685 0.470 0.449 9.467

Predictors: (constant) speaking, listening, writing, reading

Table 9 The results of multiple regression analysis for the language proficiency subskills and
personal accomplishment

Unstandardized coefficients Standardized coefficients

B Std. error Beta Sig.

Speaking 1.398 0.551 0.366 0.013

Listening 1.208 0.576 0.327 0.039

Writing − 0.196 0.630 − 0.036 0.756

Reading 0.755 0.542 0.111 0.167

Dependent variable: personal accomplishment
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with the relation between personal accomplishment and efficacy of teachers (Byrne 1999;

Teven 2007), this finding can be explained in two ways. First, research indicated relations

between EFL teachers’ self-reported language proficiency and their self-efficacy beliefs

(e.g., Eslami and Fatahi 2008; Chacón 2005). Second, several researchers have claimed

about the contribution of teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs to feelings of personal accomplish-

ment (e.g., Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2007). Hence, it seems possible to hypothesize that the

prediction of personal accomplishment by the speaking and listening subskills of language

proficiency is due to the effect of teaching efficacy directly or indirectly. However, more

research on this topic needs to be undertaken before the association among language

proficiency, self-efficacy, and personal accomplishment is more clearly understood.

In this study, the reading subskill was not considered as a challenging skill and did

not make a unique contribution to any dimensions of burnout. This can be attributed

to the nature of the reading skill which is more practiced, and most language courses

focus on reading more than other skills. This finding can be quite understandable due

to other researchers’ findings which indicated that EFL teachers perceive themselves

more proficient in the reading subskill (Chacón 2005; Eslami and Fatahi 2008).

Conclusion
To the best knowledge of the authors, the present study was the first attempt at investi-

gating the relationship between non-native EFL teachers’ self-assessed language profi-

ciency and their experience of three aspects of burnout directly through a quantitative

research methodology. With regard to the first research question, it has been found

that language proficiency has a significant negative relationship with emotional exhaus-

tion and depersonalization dimensions of burnout. With regard to relation between

personal accomplishment and language proficiency, a significant positive relationship

was found. Concerned with the second research question, emotional exhaustion was

best predicted by the writing subskill of proficiency. Furthermore, it has been found

that the speaking subskill of language proficiency can make a unique contribution to

the depersonalization aspect. Eventually, the speaking and listening subskills turned

out to be the best predictors of the personal accomplishment dimension of

burnout.

In the light of the current findings, a few pedagogical implications can be proposed

for EFL education and teacher educators. First, the findings of the study emphasize that

those who recruit EFL teachers need to pay close attention to language proficiency of

teachers not only for maximizing teachers’ efficacy of teaching but also for preventing

teachers’ from experiencing burnout. Second, administrators and teacher educators

should create and provide opportunities (e.g., summer workshops, study-abroad

programs, and university courses) for non-native EFL teachers in order to help these

teachers to maintain and improve their language proficiency. These programs may also

help teachers increase their engagement, as an antithesis of burnout (Maslach et al. 2001),

and efficacy and ultimately reduce their experience of burnout.

The findings of the current study must be treated with caution because of some

limitations. First, the present study’s findings are generally correlational which limits

causal interpretations. Second, although our data has met the multicollinearity assump-

tion which indicates suitability for doing parametric multiple regression analysis, its

deviation from normality assumption is another limitation. Third, the findings are
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based on the data collected in Iranian context as an EFL context and the participants

of the current study are limited to those EFL teachers who teach in private language

institutes in Iran which are different from high schools and universities with regard to

educational objectives and atmosphere. Fourth, the data for measuring language profi-

ciency has been collected by utilizing a self-assessment tool which implies certain

built-in limitations.

It is recommended that future research be undertaken in the following areas: First, it

would be interesting to replicate the study by adopting a mixed-method design or using

other assessment tools in order to measure the language proficiency of participants.

Second, future research can be done with those teachers who teach in other ELT

educational contexts (e.g., ESL contexts) due to some probable differences in teachers’

language competencies and abilities. It is further recommended that future research be

undertaken based on the limitations of the study.
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