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Abstract: Teaching is a demanding occupation, physically, mentally, and emotionally, that, depending
on personal characteristics, can have a negative impact on health and personal wellbeing, which can
affect the way professors work and teach in schools. The aim of this study is to analyze the relationship
between burnout, engagement, and goal orientation in a sample of teachers from different educational
stages. The sample comprised 576 teachers from different schools, both male (N = 244; 42.36%) and
female (N = 332; 57.63%) aged between 21 and 65 years (M = 38.55; DT = 12.15). The instruments used
were the Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey (MBI-GS), the Work Engagement Scale (UWES)
and the Perception of Success Questionnaire (POSQ). The results revealed that task orientation
presents a significant correlation with engagement and self-efficacy, and negative correlation with
burnout, in line with adaptive behaviors, and that ego orientation is correlated with engagement and
commitment. It is concluded that both forms of goal orientation have a positive effect on teacher
commitment and that they help to prevent burnout syndrome and also that self-efficacy plays a role
in determining goal orientation in teachers in their work assignments.
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1. Introduction:

In its broadest sense, education is a key factor in social development, and one which confronts
many challenges. Teachers are the cornerstone of education, playing a central role in learning/teaching
processes. Essential variables in this regard are training and professional performance, learning
strategies, resources and ability to motivate students [1]. Contextual conditions, as well as individual
commitment and personal characteristics, can lead to more or less prolonged episodes of stress and
exhaustion [2].

Teachers are regarded as especially vulnerable to physical problems such as headaches and mental
health issues such as anxiety, stress, and depression, as well to behavioral problems leading to medical
leaves, lack of commitment, and even absenteeism [3].

Therefore, the variables studied of our research are burnout, engagement, and goal orientations of
teachers whose relationships will help us to understand the psychological processes of teachers as well
as their emotional wellbeing, keys to their optimal professional performance that will affect in their
way of working and teaching their students in the schools.

Firstly, burnout syndrome is defined as a persistent and negative emotional state [4] characterized
by a general feeling of psychological unrest and low levels of professional self-esteem, motivation,
and commitment. Burnout syndrome is the outcome of long-term stress caused by the subject’s
professional environment [5].
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Burnout is divided into three main dimensions: Emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and self-efficacy.
The first dimension refers to a feeling of professional emptiness and lack of energy to cope with
professional challenges. The second dimension alludes to an insensitive or apathetic response to
professional duties, and the third refers to the professional’s perception of his or her own ability
to deal with their professional challenges, potentially leading to feelings of failure, incompetence,
and low self-esteem.

Studies about burnout syndrome in teachers establish a relationship with factors related to
emotional exhaustion caused by overworking [6] little professional autonomy [7], excessive deadlines [8],
interpersonal conflicts with other members of the school community [9], and poor organizational
health [2].

On the other hand, it has been pointed out that personal cognitive factors have a significant effect
on the ability of individuals to cope with these problems [10].

Engagement is defined as a positive psychological state that boosts motivation and the individual’s
ability to cope with situations of stress and exhaustion [11]. It is divided into three main motivations:
Vigor, dedication, and absorption.

Following Armijo and Portalanza [12] vigor is defined as the strength and motivation that energize
the individual in his or her professional duties. Dedication refers to the ability to work hard, follow
the guidelines and develop the initiative to confront professional challenges. Absorption refers to the
individual’s ability to become immersed in his or her work in a satisfactory and committed way.

Individuals with high levels of engagement also present high levels of concentration and
commitment. Time spent in dealing with professional duties goes fast, and their professional
performance is proactive and energetic [13].

In the field of education, professionals may undergo periods of burnout owing to changes in their
professional conditions, leading to changes in motivation and undermining engagement [12]. Vicente
and Gabari [2] point out that highly engaged professionals connect with their professional duties,
showing high levels of interest, vitality, engagement, and dedication.

Existing studies agree that engagement and burnout in education are negatively correlated, that is,
teachers who present high levels of engagement tend to present low levels of burnout [14,15].

One of the most relevant cognitive-social theories in the study of school motivation is the
achievement goal theory [16,17]. This refers to the goals or reasons that guide teachers in their
professional behavior in achievement environments. Goal orientation defines the psychological process
that outlines personal goals, as well as the motivations that guide individual actions towards reaching
that goal [18].

Two goal orientations have been defined: Task orientation is related to more intrinsic and adaptive
behaviors, and is characterized by a desire to focus on the task at hand for itself, ego orientation, which is
related to less adaptive and more extrinsic behaviors, is characterized by a focus on performance and
external gratification and recognition [19].

Therefore, the goal orientation theory analyses different motivational responses to professional
duties [17].

Studies about goal orientation in teachers are few, despite the fact that this can directly affect their
professional performance, their students, and personal and contextual variables, which are directly
related to burnout syndrome and engagement.

Goal orientation in teachers has been related to improved teaching strategies [17] higher levels of
personal self-efficacy [18], and better professional performance [2]. Ego orientation has been linked to
poor adaptive skills and low levels of personal and professional wellbeing [20].

Therefore, it is argued that these three constructs play a key role in the professional and personal
wellbeing of teachers, also having a direct effect on professional performance and their ability to have
a positive impact on their students [19].

In order to contribute to overcoming the lack of studies that analyze the direct relationship
between the three constructs, this study aims to examine the relationship between burnout syndrome,
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engagement, and goal orientation in teachers from different educational stages. This objective will
help us to understand different research questions about teachers’ psychological processes and their
emotional wellbeing as a cornerstone in teaching-learning proceedings.

Four hypotheses are set forth:

Hypothesis 1: Goal orientation is positively correlated with engagement and self-efficacy in line with more
adaptive conducts.

Hypothesis 2: Ego orientation is positively correlated with emotional exhaustion and cynicism in line with less
adaptive conducts.

Hypothesis 3: Engagement and self-efficacy variables can be used to predict goal orientation.

Hypothesis 4: Burnout and engagement variables can be used to predict ego orientation.

2. Method

2.1. Sample

The sample comprised 576 teachers from different schools, both male (N = 244; 42.36%) and female
(N = 332; 57.63%) aged between 21 and 65 years (M = 38.55; DT = 12.15). The questionnaires were sent
to all the schools in the city, to be filled by all the teachers who wished to do so. The questionnaires
were collected between April and June 2019.

2.2. Instruments

Three questionnaires were used to measure the variables under consideration.
Burnout syndrome was measured with the Maslach Burnout Inventory–General Survey (MBI-GS)

proposed by Schaufeli et al. [21], which was previously translated into Spanish and validated
by Bresó et al. [22]. This questionnaire comprises 15 items distributed in three dimensions:
Physical/emotional exhaustion (5) (α = 0.79) (e.g., “I feel emotionally exhausted at work”), cynicism
(4) (α = 0.81) (e.g., “I just want to do my job without being bothered”), and self-efficacy (6) (α = 0.80)
(e.g., “I can cope with work-related problems”). Responses are structured on a Likert-type scale and
range from “Completely disagree” (1) to “Completely agree” (5). The original questionnaire yields a
Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.81, while in this study it yielded a value of 0.80.

Engagement was measured with the Work Engagement Scale (UWES) [23]. This instrument
comprises 17 items distributed in three dimensions: Vigor (6) (α= 0.79) (e.g., “At my work I feel bursting
with energy”), dedication (5) (α = 0.83) (e.g., “I am proud of the work that I do”), and absorption (6)
(α = 0.78) (e.g., “Time flies when I am at work”). Responses are structured on a Likert-type scale and
range from “Completely disagree” (1) to “Completely agree” (5). The original questionnaire yields a
Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.81, while in this study, it yielded a value of 0.82.

Achievement goals were measured through the use of Roberts et al.’s Perception of Success
Questionnaire (POSQ) [24], which was previously translated into Spanish and validated by
Martínez et al. [25]. This questionnaire includes 12 items to measure achievement goals with two
dimensions: Task-oriented (6) (e.g., “When I’m at work, I perform to the best of my ability”) and
ego-oriented (6) (e.g., “When I’m at work, I feel successful when I show my peers that I am the best”).
Answers express the teachers’ degree of agreement or disagreement on a Likert-type scale that ranges
from “Strongly disagree” (1) to “Strongly agree” (5). The reliability of this questionnaire has been
confirmed by several studies conducted in school contexts. It yields Cronbach’s alpha values of 0.86 for
the task subscale and 0.90 for the ego subscale and values of 0.83 and 0.86, respectively, in our study.
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2.3. Protocol

Schools were contacted and informed about the purpose of the study and participants had to sign
an informed consent form. All teachers were informed about the nature of the study, in accordance
with all the ethical guidelines set out in the Declaration of Helsinki [26]. The study protocol was
approved by the Ethics Review Committee of the Psychology and Sociology Department—University
of Zaragoza. All questionnaires were anonymous, and participation was voluntary. All participants
were allowed to drop out of the study at any point if they so wished.

2.4. Data analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to assess the sample’s socio-demographic background as well
as the data and the other variables under consideration. Subsequently, correlations between goal
orientation, burnout, and engagement were examined with the aid of the SPSS v26.0 (IBM, Armonk, NY,
USA). Stepwise multiple regression was carried out to estimate the predictive value of goal orientation
and engagement over burnout. This analysis allows the generation of a linear model in which the value
of the dependent variable (goal orientation-task and goal orientation-ego) is determined from a set of
independent variables called predictors (burnout syndrome and engagement). Finally, a structural
equations model was applied using the maximum likelihood method to validate and quantify the
causal relations between the three variables (burnout, engagement, and goal orientation) with AMOS
v24 software (IBM) in order to approach the objective and hypothesis of our study. All the calculations
adopted a p ≤ 0.05 level of significance and a 95% confidence level.

3. Results

3.1. Demographic Variables:

The sample comprised 576 teachers from different schools, both male (N = 244; 42.36%) and
female (N = 332; 57.63%) aged between 21 and 65 years (M = 38.55; DT = 12.15) (Table 1).

Table 1. Socio-demographic data of the sample.

N %

Gender
Male 244 42.36

Female 332 57.63

Age

From 21 to 35 years 119 20.65
From 36 to 45 years 186 32.29
From 46 to 55 years 207 35.93
From 56 to 65 years 43 11.1

Educational stage

Kindergarten 163 28.29
Primary school 172 29.86

Secondary school 198 34.37
University 43 7.46

Type of school Public 379 65.79
Private 197 34.20

Teaching experience

Below 5 years 34 5.90
5 to10 years 101 17.53

10 to 15 years 131 22.74
15 to 20 years 104 18.05
Over 20 years 206 35.76
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3.2. Descriptive Variables

As illustrated in Table 2, no major differences were attested in responses according to gender.
Burnout and engagement values tend to be slightly higher in males and goal orientation values in
females. Based on Cohen’s d, self-efficacy is, on average, slightly higher in males (0.243).

Table 2. Results of burnout, engagement, and goal orientation descriptive variables.

Total Males Females

x sd x sd x sd Cohen’s d

Emotional exhaustion 3.04 1.07 3.12 0.93 2.98 1.17 0.132
Cynicism 1.94 0.99 1.97 0.95 1.92 1.01 0.050

Personal efficacy 3.54 0.88 3.66 0.79 3.45 0.93 0.243

Vigor 2.79 1.01 2.83 1.05 2.77 0.99 0.058
Dedication 3.24 0.96 3.31 1.02 3.18 0.92 0.133
Absorption 2.91 0.80 2.96 0.86 2.87 0.75 0.111

Goal orientation (Task) 3.94 0.77 3.88 0.85 3.99 0.70 −0.141
Goal orientation (Ego) 3.04 1.01 2.98 0.99 3.08 1.04 −0.098

3.3. Correlation Analysis Between Burnout, Engagement, and Goal Orientation

The analysis of the variables revealed significant correlations between goal orientation, burnout,
and engagement (see Table 3).

Table 3. Correlation analysis between goal orientation, burnout, and engagement.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Emotional exhaustion 1
2. Cynicism 0.390 ** 1

3. Self-efficacy 0.046 −0.308 ** 1

4. Vigor −0.120 * −0.198 ** 0.556 ** 1
5. Dedication −0.052 −0.369 ** 0.668 ** 0.696 ** 1
6. Absorption −0.069 −0.321 ** 0.549 ** 0.629 ** 0.643 ** 1

7. Goal orientation (Task) −0.045 −0.362 ** 0.527 ** 0.387 ** 0.490 ** 0.354 ** 1
8. Goal orientation (Ego) 0.071 −0.068 0.236 ** 0.149 * 0.158 ** 0.173 ** 0.283 ** 1

Average 3.04 1.94 3.54 2.79 3.24 2.91 3.94 3.04
DT 1.07 0.99 0.88 1.01 0.96 0.80 0.77 1.01

Cronbach’s alpha 0.79 0.81 0.79 0.83 0.78 0.77 0.83 0.86

Note: ** The correlation is significant at 0.01 (bilateral); * The correlation is significant at 0.05 (bilateral).

Concerning burnout-related dimensions, cynicism presented a significant negative correlation
with all engagement-related dimensions, vigor (r = −0.198), dedication (r = −0.369), and absorption
(r = −0.321), and with task orientation (r = −0.362). Self-efficacy was shown to be positively correlated
with task orientation (r = 0.527) and ego orientation (r = 0.236). Finally, emotional exhaustion is
negatively correlated with vigor (r = −0.120).

On the other hand, the different dimensions of academic engagement are positively correlated
with task orientation and, to a lesser extent, with ego orientation.

3.4. Regression Analysis of Burnout and Engagement as Predictors of Goal Orientation

Two regression analyses were conducted using burnout and engagement as predictor variables
and goal orientation (Task and Ego) as criterion variable. Tables 4 and 5 show the steps in the models
with the introduction of the explicative variables that have a significant effect on the likelihood of
predicting goal orientation.
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Table 4. Burnout and engagement as predictor variables for goal orientation (task).

B s.e. R2 t Sig.

Step 1 (Constant) 2.308 0.161 0.275 14.334 0.000
Self-efficacy 0.463 0.044 10.483 0.000

Step 2
(Constant) 2.854 0.201 0.317 14.164 0.000

Self-efficacy 0.403 0.045 8.951 0.000
Cynicism −0.172 0.040 −4.293 0.000

Step 3

(Constant) 2666 0.209 0.335 12.765 0.000
Self-efficacy 0.298 0.057 5.226 0.000

Cynicism −0.144 0.041 −3.556 0.000
Dedication 0.156 0.053 2.943 0.004

Note: Excluded variables: Emotional exhaustion (burnout), vigor and absorption (engagement).

Table 5. Burnout and engagement as predictors of goal orientation (Ego).

B s.e. R2 t Sig.

Step 1 (Constant) 2.076 0.242 0.236 8.565 0.000
Self-efficacy 0.273 0.066 4.115 0.000

Note: Excluded variables: Emotional exhaustion and cynicism (burnout), vigor, dedication and absorption
(engagement).

The first model (Table 4) suggests that self-efficacy and dedication (positive correlation) and
burnout (negative correlation) can be used to predict goal orientation (task). Nagelkerke’s R2′ yielded
an adjustment level of 0.335 for goal orientation (task).

Concerning goal orientation (ego) (Table 5) the predictive values were less pronounced.
Nagelkerke’s R yielded a result of 0.236 for self-efficacy, which was the only variable found to
have predictive value.

3.5. Structural Equations Model for Goal Orientation, Burnout, and Academic Performance

Finally, calculations were undertaken to test the hypothesis concerning the existence of a significant
relationship between goal orientation, burnout, and engagement in teachers. Figure 1 shows the
result of the analysis undertaken with structural equations and the Maximum Likelihood Method,
which confirms the suitability of the model and the constructs considered herein. The model indicates
a negative correlation between academic burnout and academic performance (r = 0.59), suggesting
that high goal orientation scores are paired with high levels of engagement vice versa. Similarly,
burnout and goal orientation were found to be negatively correlated (r = −0.74). A similarly strong
negative correlation between burnout and engagement (r = −0.83) was also attested. Concerning
the fit of the model, the different indices yielded adequate results, confirming the suitability of the
factorial structure model proposed to analyze the relationship between goal orientation, burnout and
engagement: x2 (17) = 48.754, p < 0.001; x2/gl = 2.867; CFI = 0.93; NFI = 0.92; TLI = 0.90; RMSEA =

0.064, IC 95% (0.054 – 0.097).
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4. Discussion

The first hypothesis, which related task orientation and engagement and self-efficacy in line with
adaptive behaviors was fully confirmed.

There is general consensus that burnout and engagement in teachers are negatively correlated.
Armijo and Portalanza [12] link high levels of intrinsic motivation and vigor, dedication and self-efficacy,
indicating the commitment of secondary school teachers. Ros [27] found a relationship between the
different dimensions of engagement and predominantly intrinsic motivations and self-efficacy in a
large sample of primary school teachers. Finally, Stratta et. al. [28] present similar arguments, claiming
that high levels of personal motivation and commitment are related to the development of better
coping strategies and higher levels of resilience. Therefore, our results are in line with the existing
literature [13,29].

The second hypothesis, which related ego orientation and emotional exhaustion and cynicism in
line with non-adaptive behaviors was not fully confirmed. Against our prediction, ego orientation is
not only correlated with the less adaptive variables of (emotional exhaustion and cynicism), but also
with engagement and self-efficacy.

These results indicate that, as pointed out by Fernández [18], extrinsic goal orientation is not
necessarily less valuable than goal orientation, in given circumstances, ego orientation can contribute
to promoting positive behaviors in achievement environments.

In addition, as pointed out by Matos [30], the teacher’s goal orientation affects the way they
teach their students and play a prominent role in defining their own goal orientation. Task-oriented
teachers tend to emphasize the importance of hard work, effort and motivation, presenting novel and
challenging tasks in which mistakes are considered part of the learning process, while ego-oriented
teachers tend to emphasize performance results and the student’s skill vis-à-vis his or her peers.

Finally, in line with our results, various studies have emphasized a pattern of behavior in which
both extrinsic and intrinsic motivations are positively related to adaptive variables such as engagement
and even self-efficacy, the most self-determined aspect of burnout [31–33].
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Few works have explored goal orientation in teachers, despite the important role that this variable
plays in teaching approaches and the fact that both goal orientations can lead to positive behaviors in
achievement environments.

Our third and fourth hypotheses dealt with engagement and self-efficacy as predictor values
over task and ego orientations, and neither was fully confirmed. While self-efficacy and dedication
(positive correlation) and cynicism (negative correlation) were found to be valuable predictors of task
orientation, only self-efficacy was found to have predictive value over ego orientation. In this regard,
our prediction that burnout could be used to predict ego orientations was not confirmed.

In line with our previous results, it is argued that adaptive behaviors (dedication, self-efficacy,
and negative cynicism values) can be used to predict goal orientations.

Although few studies have dealt with this issue, some authors have established the predictive
value of adaptive behaviors. López and Extremera [8] reveal the relationship between commitment to
work (and emotional intelligence) and intrinsic goal orientations in teaching. Burgos et al. [7] reveal
that subjective wellbeing is dependent on such variables as dedication and absorption In a similar line
but from a different perspective, Rodríguez et al. [6] point out that a combination of high professional
demands and low commitment levels leads to low levels of self-efficacy and that, over time, can lead
to burnout syndrome and undermine performance.

These results suggest that self-efficacy is related to both types of goal orientation. Vélez et al. [34]
claim that burnout factors such as emotional exhaustion and cynicism are negatively correlated with
self-efficacy. Similarly, Dios et al. [35] reveal that an unequivocal relationship exists between low
self-efficacy and higher burnout, which directly affects teaching performance. As such, low self-efficacy
can act as a trigger of burnout syndrome [36].

In this line, Tejedor and Mangas [37] allude to how important it is for teachers to feel self-efficacious
with their teaching tasks, in order to keep them committed and reduce the likelihood of burnout.
Self-efficacy can also lead to greater resilience, self-esteem, and ability to cope with external stress
factors [29]. As pointed out by Lozano and Reyes [13], self-efficacy increases individual control over
personal tasks, presenting them as challenging, meaningful, and motivating.

4.1. Conclusions

This study contributes to the field in various ways. First, adaptive behaviors in teachers are
characterized by goal orientation and greater levels of self-efficacy and engagement. Second, both
types of goal orientation can lead to positive behaviors in achievement environments, and this has
important practical implications. Third, it is argued that self-efficacy can be used to predict both goal
orientations and to be positively related to engagement and negatively so to burnout syndrome. Finally,
self-efficacy plays an important role in personality and motivation of people to achieve various goals.
Hence, Bandura [38] shows the importance of self-efficacy as a fundamental part of the emotional and
physical reactions which people have to face as individual and plural society being a fundamental part
of the personality of each person.

4.2. Limitations of the Study

The limitations of this study arguably lie in its cross-sectional design since data were collected at a
given moment in time. The scores can change from one year to the next and even within the same
school year, depending on the teachers’ personal and professional circumstances. In addition, the fact
that the sample is only made up of volunteers implies that the sample is not necessarily an accurate
cross-section of the teaching population in terms of types of school, urban areas, socioeconomic and
educational level, and other social variables.

4.3. Future Prospects

In the future, it would be fruitful (but challenging) to implement longitudinal models to evaluate
the evolution of the constructs under analysis over time. Similarly, it would be interesting to consider
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hitherto neglected socio-demographic variables such as professional status, working hours, working
conditions, salary, etc. and analyze their relationship with the variables considered herein. Furthermore,
it would be interesting to compare different groups of teachers by age, even by educational levels.
Finally, our results encourage us to take into consideration other variables related to engagement and
burnout in order to improve teaching practices. In short, finding new questions that help us to define
new methodologies that contribute to the professional and personal development of teachers.
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