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Abstract
With rapid social changes, stress in life has increased significantly for everyone including college students.
Understanding life stress among college students and how it may affect learning burnout has become an important
concern for education researchers. The purposes of this study were (1) to assess the current status and factor
structures of college students’ learning burnout, and (2) to explore the relationship between life stress and learning
burnout. The participants included 3,247 convenient samples of college students in Taiwan. The Learning Burnout
Scale and The Life Stress Scale were used as assessment instruments for the study. Results of data analysis found
that the students’ learning burnout could be described by four factors: “low sense of achievement”, “interpersonal
alienation”, “negative learning emotion”, and “emotional exhaustion”. Among these factors, “low sense of
achievement” and “negative learning emotion” were found to be more serious. Using canonical correlation
analysis the study also found a significant correlation between life stress and learning burnout. Results suggested
that the higher the life stress the student experiences, the higher the degree of their learning burnout.
Keywords: canonical analysis, college students, learning burnout, life stress
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Introduction
With rapid changes in social, political, and economic
life of global society, students in school often face
many life stresses, such as academic pressure,
emotional distress, role ambiguity, career and
achievement stress, stress from family expectations,
value conflict, emotional instability, and feelings of
alienation. Excessive stress can impose a negative
impact on students‟ learning, even placing students at
risk of learning burnout.1
Previous studies of burnout focused primarily on
professionals who help others. These studies found
that the long-term stress of work and over-stimulation
of individual, mental, physical, and other resources,
caused depletion of energy and physical or mental
exhaustion. It often led individuals to feel helpless
and to display symptoms of emotional exhaustion.2-3
Maslach & Schaufeli4 referred to this phenomenon as
“the three-factor model of career burnout”. Until now
the theory has been a major reference for researchers
who study career burnout. According to the theory,
career burnout has three primary aspects: (1) low
sense of achievement – a negative reaction of sense
of achievement regarding the individual and the
individual‟s work. The individuals feels depressed,
withdrawn, ineffective, and generally unresponsive;
(2) depersonalization – a negative emotion associated
with personal interactions, the individual loses his or
her original enthusiasm or attitude, acts or reacts
inappropriately toward his or her clients and
colleagues; (3) emotional exhaustion – a mental and
physical sense of powerlessness, the individual feels
physical exhaustion, energy depletion, emotional
exhaustion, loss of pleasure, lethargy. Many of these
studies targeted professionals whose work requires
them to have a close interaction with others such as
doctors, nurses, social workers, teachers, and police
officers. These professionals not only must possess
and provide professional knowledge or skills to
others, but also must have frequent interactions with
groups of people. When the working conditions are
less than ideal and potential problems occur (e.g.,
personality, personal life, etc.), these professionals
may gradually lose their idealism, energy and goals.
After a period of time, they may eventually suffer
from career burnout.
The general version of the Maslach Burnout Survey
(Maslach Burnout Inventory- General Survey, MBIGS)5 has been applied to many areas when studying
burnout. Researchers who are concerned with
students‟ psychological development have gradually
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extended the career burnout theory to academic
learning areas.6-11 These studies found that burnout
also appears in students‟ population. In the view of
Meier & Schmeck12 and McCarthy, Pretty &
Catano,13 learning burnout is one of the common
experiences of college students. According to
researches,14-15 students who suffer from learning
burnout often display the following characteristics:
(1) Decreased learning and learning motivation. (2)
Negative changes in their affective and cognitive
function, significant loss learning enthusiasm and
energy. (3) Inability to properly cope with stress and
frustration with homework; appearing not to care
about schoolwork. (4). Appear to have depleted
physical resources. (5). Negative learning
experiences from excessive high expectations, thus
losing their sense of accomplishment. (6). Display
alienation or withdrawal behaviors toward school
tasks and activities, such as being late for school,
leaving early, being absent or dropping out.
Learning burnout is an expansion of the idea of
career burnout. Some researchers pointed out, 6, 14, 15
the symptoms include the emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and appearance of low personal
accomplishment. From our teaching experience in
Taiwan, we found that college students in Taiwan
may show negative learning emotion in addition to
the symptoms mentioned above.
The cause of individual feeling burnout is related to a
number of factors, but stress factors are the most
widely discussed. As Weiten16 stated for the theory of
career burnout, once individuals in a working
environment suffer stress, it may produce emotional
exhaustion and probably cause a negative emotion
associated with personal interactions, thereby
affecting the performance of work, so they fail to
achieve a sense of accomplishment, the so-called
phenomenon of burnout. Additional research
findings17 also supported this argument that there is a
close connection between stress and burnout. The
same study also indicated that the higher the work
stress, the more serious the career burnout. Although
college students have not yet entered the job market
and they do not face work-related stress, but for
college students in Taiwan, "academic learning" has
been their primary source of stress beginning from
kindergarten to university. Several researches on
college students‟ stress in Taiwan suggested that
students are not just experiencing academic stress,
but also face a variety of life stress, and this stress is
increasing every year.18-20 This will inevitably have
an impact on students‟ learning when life is stressed.
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Archer & Lamnin1 suggested that excessive stress on
students will have a negative impact on learning.
Although previous studies have investigated students‟
schoolwork performance, most of them focused on
learning motivation, learning anxiety, learning
satisfaction and other issues, and few have explored
learning burnout. As the society continues to evolve
and change and increasing pressure for achieving
success in higher education, it is important for
educators to examine students‟ learning, especially
learning burnout. Study of student‟s burnout may
help to understand students‟ learning performance
and to develop strategies for prevention.

Purpose of Study
This study was designed to assess students‟
learning burnout which includes exploring the
components and dimensions of learning burnout
behaviors and analyzing the overall learning burnout
problem. In addition, canonical correlation analysis
was used to investigate the relationship between life
stresses and learning burnout factors.

Method
Participants and Procedure
Participants were recruited by convenience sampling.
First, nine universities were randomly selected from
the north, central and south regions of Taiwan.
Second, 8-10 classes were randomly selected from
each university. The questionnaires were
administered in classes during the period between
2008 and 2009 with a total of 3,812 students in all
selected classes. A consent letter was attached on the
top of the questionnaire to ensure voluntary and
anonymous participation. The students were
informed that all the data would remain confidential,
and would only be reported by group. The students
were permitted to leave at anytime during the survey.
A total of 3,247 valid surveys were collected
excluding surveys with incomplete data. The
effective response rate was 85.12%. Among all
respondents, 46.1% were males, 53.9% females.
About 25.9% of the respondents were freshmen,
25.3% sophomores, 26.5% juniors, and 22.3%
seniors. The valid questionnaires were analyzed using
the SPSS and LISREL software package for
statistical analysis.

Instruments
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The survey used in this research included three parts;
the first part was basic information about schools,
grades and genders, the second and the third parts
were revised versions of “The Learning Burnout
Scale” and “The Life Stress Scale”. The “Learning
Burnout Scale” was based upon the Maslach Burnout
Inventory, 21 with some items revised according to
Taiwan's educational environment to make it suitable
for Taiwan students. The “College Life Stress Scale”
was revised research instrument proposed by Lu.22
These two scales are described below.

The Learning Burnout Scale
The original instrument has shown construct validity
and reliability in previous research. 23-26 For example,
Bilge took 194 college teachers as study participants
and showed the Maslach Burnout Inventory has 3
subscales with Cronbach's  coefficients .830, .65
0and .720. The revised scale in this study was
constructed by carrying out a pre-test on 85 college
students to assess construct validity of the items and
conducting a factor analysis to remove the items with
factor loading less than 0.5.
Finally, there were total of 19 questions in the formal
scale, using a Likert five-point scale, with ratings
from “always”, “often”, “sometimes”, “seldom” to
“never”, assigned 5, 4, 3, 2 and 1 points respectively,
so that the higher the score, the stronger the degree of
learning burnout. For the valid samples in this
research, the scale KMO value was .873, the value of
the spherical chi-square was χ2=10,959.126 with p
value = .00 which is statistically significant at a
nominal .05 level. This result indicated the data
collected are suitable for factor analysis, adopting
principal component for factor extraction, using
Promax for oblique factors, and remove items with
factor loading of less than 0.5. Based on the results
four items were deleted and four factors were
extracted from the 15 questions, named as “low sense
of achievement”, “interpersonal alienation”,
“negative learning emotion”, and “emotional
exhaustion” respectively. These four factors
explained 58.1% of the total variance. Each
dimension and the total scale of Cronbach's 
coefficients was .613, .719, .704, .780 and .843,
respectively. As can be seen, the revised “College
Students Learning Burnout Scale” has good
reliability and validity.
In order to test the “Learning Burnout Scale” of the
MBI18 for applicability of Taiwan students, the
LISREL statistical software was used for validation
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of the four-factor model of this scale. In terms of the
overall goodness of fit, the GFI, AGFI, NNFI, CFI
values were greater than .90, PNFI, PGFI values were
also greater than .50, RMSEA value was smaller than
.6. These showed the overall model fit well. In terms
of the internal structure of goodness of fit, the
individual observed variables reliability were greater
than .50, the component of the latent variables
reliability was greater than .60, and the average
variation extraction of the latent variable were all
more than .50, showing that this model also fit well
for internal structure. Therefore, Taiwan students‟
learning burnout behavior can be accurately
evaluated by these four aspects: low sense of
achievement, interpersonal alienation, negative
learning emotion, and emotional exhaustion.

The Life Stress Scale
The original scale has 6 subscales with Cronbach's
 coefficients between .690 and .920.22 Construct
validity and reliability have been shown in previous
research, and has been used to assess college
populations. 27-28 The scale was adapted after a
sequence of steps similar to the scale described above
to establish its validity and reliability in the study.
The final instrument consisted of 29 items, using a
Likert four-point rating scale, with ratings classified
as "no impact", "slight impact", "often affect," "great
impact" assigned 1, 2, 3, and 4 points respectively.
The assessment indicated that the higher the score,
the larger the perceived impact from stress life
events. Participants‟ responded in their own practical
experience over the past year, on the common
stressful events scale, according to their degree of
distress. For the valid samples, the scale KMO value
was .872, the value of the spherical chi-square was
χ2=21507.888 with p value = .00, indicating the data
are suitable for factor analysis, using the same
procedure described above. Based on the results,
three items were deleted and six factors were
extracted from the remaining 26 items, named as
“academic stress”, “interpersonal stress”, “family
stress”, “emotional stress”, “future development
stress”, and “self-identity stress” respectively. The
cumulative variance of these six factors was 56.6%,
the Cronbach's  coefficients for each dimension
were .671, .732, .786, .782, .802, .701 and .858,
respectively. It is clear that, “The Life Stress Scale”
also has acceptable reliability and validity.
Likewise, we applied the LISREL statistical software
for validation of this scale. Results showed the
indices of preliminary fit criteria, overall model fit,
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and internal structure fit were all up to the criterion.
Therefore, respondents‟ life stress can be accurately
assessed by these six aspects: academic stress,
interpersonal stress, family stress, emotional stress,
future development stress, and self-identity stress.

Results
Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations of
Taiwan students‟ learning burnout and life stresses.
The means of each item of all participants' life stress
were about 2.00 on average, indicating that the life
stress was close to the level of “slight impact”.
Among them, the degree of “future development
stress” was the highest, and the next ones were
“academic stress” and “self-identity stress”.
Meanwhile, the means of learning burnout are all
between 2.00 and 3.00 points, i.e., between “seldom
the case” and “happen sometimes”, for the two
factors of “low sense of achievement” and “negative
learning emotion”.
Table 2 shows the summary of the canonical
correlation analysis. Results showed significant
relationships between the linear combination of all
variables of learning burnout and the linear
combination of all variables of life stress. These two
sets of variables were significantly related and the
correlation coefficients were .512 and .345. The
first and the second canonical correlation structures
of life stress and learning burnout are explained
below.

The first canonical correlation structure
of life stress and learning burnout
The related structure of the first canonical correlation
is illustrated in Figure 1. The main points of the
canonical correlation emphasize the connection of
combinations from factors and the symbols of “+”
and “-” show the directional relationship. In the first
canonical correlation structure, we can tell that
students with higher scores related to the stress of
life events, scored higher on the factors related to
learning burnout; that is, the higher the degree of
stressful life events experienced by students, the
more serious the learning burnout symptoms in all
aspects.

The second canonical correlation
structure of life stress and learning
burnout
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Figure 2 is the related structure of the second
canonical correlation. From Figure 2, it shows a
weaker relationship than the first one. In this
structure, in view of the factor loading, students who
scored lower in “family stress”, "interpersonal
stress", and “emotional stress”, and scored higher in
“future development stress”, had a lower score in
“interpersonal alienation” and “emotional
exhaustion” for learning burnout, but scored higher in
“low sense of achievement” and “negative learning
emotion”. This result indicated that students with
lower degree of stress due to a variety of family,
social and emotional events, and the higher level of
future development stress showed less interpersonal
alienation and energy depletion, but it would lead to
“low sense of achievement” and “negative learning
emotion”.

Discussion
Unlike studies of students in other countries (such as
the United States, Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands,
etc.) which all used a three-factor model theory to
explore students‟ learning burnout behaviors,6-8,10 this
research identified an additional factor, “negative
learning emotion”, in the learning burnout behaviors
of Taiwanese students. Although this factor is similar
to “emotional exhaustion” in emphasizing negative
development of emotions, the latter tends to be a
more general psychological factor in which the
student appears to have a lack of energy and
depletion of body resources; the “negative learning
emotion” factor tends to be a more specifically
academic factor, meaning that the student feels tired,
bored, lacks enthusiasm for, and generally rejects
school works and seeks escape. Therefore, we regard
„emotional exhaustion‟ and „negative learning
emotion‟ as two different factors in studying burnout
of Taiwanese students. However, it needs further
research to see whether the four-factor model is only
applied to students in Taiwan.
In the literature, there are plenty of researches
focused on the relationship between workers‟ job
burnout and stress. Most of researches 17, 30-32 carried
out investigation by considering the entirety of
burnout and stress instead of discussing specifically
the relationship of their factors. These studies
revealed that the results of the job burnout had a
significantly positive relationship with workers‟ job
stress. Tai and Lee33 applied canonical correlation
analysis in their study and further found that there
exist canonical correlation between respondents‟ job
stress and burnout. In the study, the researchers
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revealed that linear combination of job stress (work
load, work support, social interaction, and
professional knowledge) might impact the linear
combination of job burnout (emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and low sense of achievement) for
sports administrators. In the present study, using
canonical correlation analysis in students also
revealed similar relationship as professionals between
stress and burnout.
In addition to helping professionals, many studies of
students in other countries, also found that there is a
close relationship between students‟ life stress and
learning burnout. For example, Dyrbye, et al.29 found
that the learning burnout for medical students are not
just related to work stress but also have close
connections with the individual‟s life events,
especially negative life events. This study using
Taiwan students as participants also supported that
there is indeed a close relationship between students‟
life stress and their learning burnout.
Finally, the results from the second set of canonical
correlation showed that even when the family,
interpersonal, and emotional distress were low, as
long as the stress related to future development was
high, students still displayed a high degree of burnout
symptoms reflected especially in their sense of
achievement and learning. While the degree of
interpersonal alienation and emotional exhaustion
were low, the depressed emotion about low sense of
achievement and negative feeling of learning were
high. This phenomenon might occur in our diverse
and changing society. Students in Taiwan appear to
embrace the concept of “you can find success in any
job or profession” and success in academic is not the
only choice for future. This probably contributes to
the tendency of students in Taiwan to turn negative
toward learning or even to escape from it. This result
is worthy of the attention and concern of education
officials.

Conclusion
This study intended to examine the components and
situation of learning burnout of college students in
Taiwan. By applying the factor analysis and the
canonical correlation analysis, we found that there
contained 4 factors in Taiwanese college students‟
learning burnout and there was a significant
relationship between students‟ life stress and learning
burnout. The higher their stress in life, the higher
their learning burnout will be.
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Based on the findings, we recommend that education
officials in Taiwan or professionals who are
interested in college students‟ learning should pay
attention to students‟ stress coping abilities. As we
know, most of universities have established
organizations to provide students counseling. School
administrators may encourage students to make good
use of them. In addition to common courses,
universities may consider offering courses such as
emotional management, relaxation training, stress
management and assertion training, or integration of
stress management training into students‟ general
education courses. By teaching students how to face
life stresses and how to better cope with the stresses,
it should be quite helpful toward reducing the degree
of students‟ learning burnout.
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Table 1. Means and the standard deviations of undergraduate life stresses and burnout

Items

Life stress

Learning burnout

Mean

Standard
deviation

Academic stress

2.153

.571

Family stress

1.586

.641

Interpersonal stress

1.661

.671

Emotion stress

1.579

.674

Future development stress

2.372

.669

Self-identity stress

2.100

.640

Overall life stress

1.944

.414

Low sense of achievement

2.809

.803

Interpersonal alienation

2.287

.777

Negative learning emotion

2.658

.820

Emotional exhaustion

2.433

.816

Overall learning burnout

2.531

.601
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Table 2. The summary table of the canonical correlation analysis

X variable

Canonical variables

Y variables

1

2

Academic stress

.546

-.006

Family stress

.358

Interpersonal stress

Canonical variables

1

2

Low sense of achievement

.753

.491

-.579

Interpersonal alienation

.659

-.532

.587

-.714

Negative learning emotion

.677

.215

Emotional stress

.244

-.648

Emotional exhaustion

.847

-.320

Future development stress

.761

.384

the percentage of variation

54.377

16.813

Self-identity stress

.799

.033

Overlap (%)

14.262

2.004

.262

.119

.512***

.345***

the percentage of variation
Overlap (%)

34.120

23.554

8.949

2.808



2

Canonical correlation(ρ)

***p<.001
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Figure 1. The figure for the first canonical structure of life stress and learning burnout
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Note: This chart displays factors whose canonical correlation loading is greater than .20; “+”, “-” shows the
directional relationship
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Figure 2. The figure for the second canonical structure of life stress and learning burnout
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