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1. INTRODUCTION

Burnout was defined for the first time in the 1970s. Burnout refers to the comprehensive
psychological symptoms caused by long-term pressure and stress at work, including emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and diminished personal accomplishment [1]. Scholars have paid close attention to
burnout research since that time [2]-[10]. These burnouts can cause workers to experience psychological and
physical fatigue, thereby reducing work efficiency, affecting the quality of work, and adversely affecting the
people around them. Maslach et al. [11], [12] developed the Maslach burnout inventory (MBI), which was
widely used to evaluate the burnout level of workers. According to different scenarios and measurement
objects, MBI has developed three different versions, namely: i) MBI human service survey (MBI-HSS)
suitable for workers in the service industry; ii) MBI educator survey (MBI-ES) suitable for school workers;
and iii) MBI general survey (MBI-GS) suitable for workers in other industries.

Learning burnout, which is derived from job burnout, is defined as a student's exhaustion of energy
due to a long-term study load, loss of interest in learning activities, indifference and emotional alienation
towards classmates, and a negative attitude towards learning due to poor performance [13]-[16]. Some
researchers regard school studies as a similar working environment [17], [18]. According to Koutsimani,
Montgomery, and Georganta [19], students may suffer from learning burnout, showing various symptoms of
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burnout, such as feeling exhausted, indifferent to learning, and thus unable to activate the feeling of
effectiveness. When students have no interest in education or lack motivation to learn due to learning
pressure, academic burden, and psychological factors, they will suffer from learning burnout [20], [21].
Many studies have shown that college students have different levels of learning burnout [22]-[25]. and
learning burnout will lead to a series of adverse consequences, such as anxiety and depression [26], [27], and
harmful behaviors such as skipping classes, indulging in games and dropping out of school [28], [29].

The Chinese Government emphasizes the development of higher vocational education, and the
number of higher vocational students is increasing [30]. Students learning burnout directly affects the
teaching quality of higher vocational colleges and has a long-term negative impact on China's development
plan. Investigating the students' learning burnout will help teachers master students' status and adjust
education and teaching plans in time, which has crucial practical guidance significance for improving
education and teaching quality. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic impacts students' mental health and
their study attention [31]. However, little is known about Whether COVID-19 pandemic may have affected
students' levels of learning burnout. Therefore, this research aims to analyze the learning burnout level of
students in higher vocational colleges in China during the COVID-19 pandemic. The following are the
research questions: i) What is the level of higher vocational college students' learning burnout during the
COVID-19 pandemic?; ii) Is there a significant difference in higher vocational college students' learning
burnout according to demographic variables such as gender, hometown, family member structure, and field
of major?; and iii) What are the methods to reduce students’ learning burnout?

2. RESEARCH DESIGN

This research analyzed learning burnout among higher vocational college students during the
COVID-19 pandemic. It determined whether there was a significant difference in learning burnout according
to students' gender, hometown, family member structure, and field of major. A quantitative descriptive
research design was adopted since this research aims to use the collected quantitative data to describe
students' level of learning burnout.

2.1. Sample/participants

In this current study, participants were students from Shandong vocational college of science and
technology in 2021-2022. This study adopted the method of random sampling, and the students volunteered
to participate in the survey. Table 1 shows the distribution of the sample group.

Table 1. Summary of respondent’s demographic characteristics

Variables Characteristics N %
Gender Male 388 353
Female 710 64.7
Hometown Town 923 841
City 175 159
Major Humanities and Social Sciences 406  37.0
Science and Engineering 692 63.0
Family structure Only child 222 202
Non-only child 876  79.8

2.2. Instrument

The instrument used in this study was the undergraduate learning burnout scale (ULBS). The scale’s
Cronbach’s coefficient is 0.834, with split-half reliability of 0.836, meeting the requirements of
psychometrics. The scale consists of 20 questions scored by Likert’s five-point method, from “completely
disagree” to “fully agree,” divided into three dimensions (low emotional sense, misbehavior, and low sense
of achievement). The sample questions of the three dimensions are: i) Low emotional sense (eight questions):
I find what | have learned useless; ii) Misbehavior (six questions): | have my learning methods and plans in
place and am ready to implement them; iii) Low sense of achievement (six questions): Professional
knowledge mastery easily comes to me.

2.3. Data collection and analysis

All students were randomly selected and volunteered to participate in this research. Participants
complete the learning burnout questionnaire in the classroom, and each data collection process takes 10
minutes, and students have the right to stop answering at any time. A total of 1,150 questionnaires were
issued and recovered in this study, of which 1,098 were valid questionnaires. The study used percentages,
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means, standard deviations, and independent groups t-test functions of SPSS26 to answer the study questions.
The study obtained the mean range of students' learning burnout levels after the data conversion. The mean
scope is presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Mean range for learning burnout level
Mean range Interpretation
1.00-2.33 Low level of learning burnout
2.34-3.67  Moderate level of learning burnout
3.68-5.00 High level of learning burnout

3. RESULTS

As seen in Table 3, the average score of learning burnout of higher vocational students is 2.63
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The lowest score is 1.20, and the highest score is 4.75. The proportion of
moderate-level students with learning burnout is the highest (71.5%), followed by low-level students (27%),
and finally, high-level students (1.5%). The mean score of low emotional sense (2.49) is the lowest of the
three subscales and is lower than the overall level of learning burnout. In this dimension, 51.7% of students
are at the moderate level, 42.2% are at the low level, and 6.1% are at the high level. The average scores of
misbehavior and low sense of achievement are 2.74 and 2.71, respectively, which are higher than the overall
level of learning burnout, and there is a tiny difference in the proportion of students' burnout levels in the two
dimensions (moderate: 77.8% and 78%; low: 18.6% and 18.6%; high: 3.6% and 3.4%).

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for learning burnout of higher vocational college students

Standard deviation . Percentage (%)
ltem  Mean (SD) Min  Max Low Moderate High
Learning burnout 20 2.63 0.53 120 475 270 715 15
Low emotional sense 8 2.49 0.77 1.00 500 422 51.7 6.1
Mishehavior 6 2.74 0.62 1.00 500 186 77.8 3.6
Low sense of achievement 6 271 0.60 1.00 5.00 186 78.0 34

As showed in Table 4, the table presents the students' learning burnout of low emotional sense. The
mean score for low emotional sense was 2.49, which was moderate. However, the overall level of learning
burnout is 2.63. Data further research found that of the eight items in the dimension of low emotional sense,
item 7 (I felt exhausted after a long day's study) got the highest mean of 3.11, followed by item 5 (It's hard
for me to keep a long-term passion for learning), item 17 (I want to study but I feel that learning is boring)
and item 4 (When | got up early in the morning and thought of facing a day's study, | felt very tired). The
average value of the above three items is between 2.70 and 2.80, which are at a moderate level. Then came
item 20 (Exams always bore me) with a mean of 2.21, item 12 (I often doze off when I study) received a
mean score of 2.20, and item 9 (I'm tired of studying) obtained a mean of 2.18. Item 2 has the lowest average
score of 1.98. The last four items were at a low level of learning burnout.

Table 4. Descriptive statistics for the low emotional sense of higher vocational college students
Mean  SD Level

2. I find what | have learned useless 198 1.08 Low
4. When | got up early and thought of facing a day's study, | felt very tired. ~ 2.70 1.15 Moderate
5. It's hard for me to keep a long-term passion for learning 278 1.05 Moderate
7. | felt exhausted after a long day's study 311 111 Moderate
9. I’m tired of studying 218 0.98 Low
12. | often doze off when | study 220 1.02 Low
17. 1 want to study, but | feel that learning is boring 271 1.09 Moderate
20. Exams always bore me 221  1.03 Low
Low emotional sense 249 0.77 Moderate
Learning burnout 263 0.53 Moderate

The results of the misbehavior of students are presented in Table 5. The mean of students'
misbehavior is 2.74, higher than the average learning burnout (mean=2.63). Of the six items, the top three
with the highest scores are item 14 (I don't think I'm patient enough in my study), item 19 (I rarely schedule
my study time.), and item 10 (I rarely study after class). Although the students are in the moderate level in
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these items, the average score from 2.80 to 3.33 is higher than that of the low emotional sense dimension.
Those items were followed by item 8 (So far, a university study has fully demonstrated my ability) with a
mean of 2.70. Item 1 (I have my learning methods and plans in place and am ready to implement them)
received an average score of 2.56. The two items were also at a moderate level of learning burnout. Item 16
(1 will only read books when | take the exam) obtained the lowest mean score of 2.20, which was a low level.

Table 5. Descriptive statistics for the misbehavior of higher vocational college students

Mean SD Level
1. I have my learning methods and plans in place and am ready to 2.56 0.92 Moderate
implement them
8. So far, a university study has fully demonstrated my ability 2.70 0.87 Moderate
10. I rarely study after class 2.80 1.01 Moderate
14. 1 don't think I'm patient enough in my study 3.33 0.99 Moderate
16. 1 will only read books when | take the exam 2.20 0.98 Low
19. I rarely schedule my study time. 2.85 1.00 Moderate
Misbehavior 274 062 Moderate
Learning burnout 263 053 Moderate

As presented in Table 6 is the statistical data for the low sense of achievement of higher vocational
college students. The average value of this dimension is 2.71, which is also higher than the total mean score
of learning burnout. Item 15 (It's easy for me to get a bachelor's degree) got the highest mean score
of 3.51, followed by item 3 (Professional knowledge mastery comes so easily to me) with a mean of 3.00.
Then the mean score from high to low was item 18 (I am full of energy when | study), item 11 (I'm qualified
for the university course), and item 6 (When | study, | can calmly deal with my emotional problems), and
item 13 (I'm interested in my major). The mean difference between these items is very small, with an average
score ranging from 2.30 to 2.57. Except for item 13, which is at a low level, students' learning burnout in
other items is moderate

Table 6. Descriptive statistics for the low sense of achievement of higher vocational college students

Mean SD Level
3. Professional knowledge mastery comes so easily to me. 3.00 0.88 Moderate
6. When | study, | can calmly deal with my emotional problems 2.40 0.81 Moderate
11. I'm qualified for the university course 2.47 0.79 Moderate
13. I'm interested in my major 2.30 0.83 Low
15. It's easy for me to get a bachelor's degree 3.51 1.03 Moderate
18. I am full of energy when | study 2.57 0.86 Moderate
Low sense of achievement 271 0.60 Moderate
Learning burnout 2.63 0.53 Moderate

As shown in Table 7, the average score of learning burnout for female students is 2.59, which is
0.11 lower than that of male students (mean=2.70). In other words, the overall burnout level of female
students is lower than that of male students. From each dimension, the mean of male students in the
dimensions of low emotional sense (mean=2.64) and misbehavior (mean=2.80) was higher than that of
female students. On the contrary, female students (mean=2.74) in the low sense of achievement dimension
have a higher mean than male students (mean=2.66). The levels of male students' learning burnout from high
to low are misbehavior, low sense of achievement, and low emotional sense. As for female students, the low
sense of achievement got the highest mean score (mean=2.74), followed by misbehavior (mean=2.70) and
low emotional sense (mean=2.40). There are significant differences in the overall level of learning burnout
and its dimensions according to students' gender (P<0.05).

Table 7. Mean, SD, and t-test analysis of the study variables according to students’ gender

Dimension Male Female t p
Mean SD Mean SD
Learning burnout 2.70 0.55 2.59 0.51 3.056 0.002
Low emotional sense 2.64 0.79 2.40 0.74 4.998 0.000
Misbehavior 2.80 0.66 2.70 0.59 2.496 0.013

Low sense of achievement 2.66 0.65 2.74 0.56 -2.278 0.038
Note: Male=388; Female=710
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Table 8 shows that the learning burnout average score of students from the city is 2.56, while that of
students from the town is 2.64. It means that students who live in town have relatively higher levels of
burnout. The mean score of students in the city is lower than that of students in the town on three subscales.
The levels of students who come from a town in learning burnout from high to low are misbehavior
(mean=2.75), low sense of achievement (mean=2.73), and low emotional sense (mean=2.50). The order of
city students is the same as that of town students in three dimensions, with a mean score ranging
from 2.45 to 2.68. The results of the t-test showed no significant difference except in the dimension of a low
sense of achievement (P<0.05) according to the students' hometown variable.

Table 8. Mean, SD, and t-test analysis of the study variables according to students’ hometown
Town City

Dimension Mean SD Mean SD t P
Learning burnout 2.64 0.52 2.56 0.56 1.814 0.070
Low emotional sense 2.50 0.76 2.45 0.79 0.698 0.485
Misbehavior 2.75 0.61 2.68 0.65 1.421 0.156

Low sense of achievement 2.73 0.59 2.60 0.62 2.710 0.007
Note: Town=923; City=175

As seen in Table 9, the difference in average scores between only child students (mean=2.62) and
non-only child students (mean=2.63) is tiny, showing that the two groups have similar levels of learning
burnout. The mean score of only child students in low emotional sense (mean=2.51) and misbehavior
(mean=2.76) was higher than that of non-only child students. In contrast, the opposite is true in the low sense
of achievement dimension. The burnout degree of two groups in misbehavior is higher than the other two
dimensions. The data of the t-test confirmed that there was no significant difference in all aspects according
to students' family structure (p>0.05).

Table 9. Mean, SD, and t-test analysis of the study variables according to students’ family structure
Only child Non-only child

Dimension Mean SD Mean SD ! P
Learning burnout 2.62 0.56 2.63 0.52 -0.129 0.898
Low emotional sense 251 0.78 2.48 0.77 0.418 0.676
Misbehavior 2.76 0.64 2.74 0.61 0.532 0.595

Low sense of achievement 2.65 0.63 2.72 0.58 -1.661 0.097
Note: Only child=222; non-only child=876

Table 10 shows that the learning burnout average score of students who study humanities and social
sciences (mean=2.61) was lower than that of science and engineering students (mean=2.67). The highest
level of burnout in the two groups is misbehavior, and the lowest in the low emotional sense, but the mean of
students majoring in Science and Engineering is higher than the other group in these two dimensions. The
average score in low sense of achievement for students who choose humanities and social sciences
is 2.72, which is higher than that of the other group (mean=2.69). The result found that the differences in the
low emational sense and misbehavior are statistically significant (P<0.05), while other aspects are not
significant (P>0.05).

Table 10. Mean, SD, and t-test analysis of the study variables according to students’ major
Science and Engineering  Humanities and Social Sciences

Dimension

Mean SD Mean SD ! P
Learning burnout 2.67 0.52 261 0.53 1.882  0.069
Low emotional sense 2.55 0.79 2.45 0.75 2222 0.026
Misbehavior 2.80 0.62 271 0.61 2.088 0.037
Low sense of achievement 2.69 0.60 2.72 0.59 -0.592 0.554

Note: Science and Engineering=406;
Humanities and Social Sciences=692
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4. DISCUSSION

The data of higher vocational college students' learning burnout concluded that the average score for
students' learning burnout is 2.63, and 71.5% of students are at the moderate level (mean score range from
2.34-3.67). The studies carried out by several scholars [23], [24], [32], [33], all got similar findings.
Misbehavior obtains the highest score (mean=2.74), followed by low sense of achievement (mean=2.71), and
finally low emotional sense (mean=2.49). The study results are consistent with ours [15]. However, the
scores of learning burnout from high to low are low emotional sense, low sense of achievement, and
misbehavior [34]. In addition, Ying [22] found that the mean score of low emotional sense is in the middle of
these three dimensions.

The research result showed that in the dimension of low emotional sense, four items are at a low
level, and four are at a moderate level. Regarding misbehavior and low sense of achievement, one item is at
a low level, and the other five are at a moderate level. All items did not indicate a high level of learning
burnout.

Our study found that students of different genders significantly differ in the overall level and
dimensions of learning burnout. Female students' learning burnout is lower than that of male students. The
differences in gender variables in each subscale of learning burnout were statistically significant [35]. In the
two dimensions of depression and misconduct, the scores of females are significantly higher than those of
males. Dan and Pan [15] also found that female students' learning burnout is lower than that of male students.
However, there is no significant difference in gender variables.

According to the variable of students' hometown, there is no significant difference in learning
burnout and its subscales. The learning burnout level of students living in the city is lower than that of
students living in the town on the three subscales. Li and Li [36] came to the same conclusion that there were
no significant differences in the low emotional sense, low sense of achievement, and misbehavior among
students, and the average scores of students from the town were higher than those of students from the city in
each category. The level of learning burnout of students in different hometowns is the same, and there is no
significant difference in the variable of students' hometowns [24].

The current study found that whether the students are only children, the average difference in their
overall learning burnout is only 0.01. There is no significant difference between the two groups. According to
Ren, Zhang, and Zhang [37], learning burnout of only child students is lower than that of non-only child
students, and significant gender differences exist between the two groups.

The overall level of learning burnout and the dimension of low sense of achievement do not
significantly differ in students' major choices. Still, significant differences were found in misbehavior and
low emotional sense. The average learning burnout score of humanities and social sciences students was
lower than that of science and engineering students. Liao, Zhang, and Hu [32] also confirmed that science
and engineering students are more prone to learning burnout than humanities and social sciences students
[33]. They are more likely to show misbehavior and low emotional sense. There is also no statistically
significant difference in the variable of students' major [38].

5. CONCLUSION

According to the research results, higher vocational students’ level of learning burnout is similar to
that of previous studies and has not increased. There is no significant difference from previous studies
regarding student gender, hometown, major, and family structure. In other words, although the pandemic of
COVID-19 has some influence on students’ psychology and normal teaching activities, it does not increase
students’ learning burnout levels. However, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the learning
psychology of Chinese higher vocational college students still has much to be studied. In addition, from the
research data, we know that students in higher vocational colleges generally suffer from learning burnout,
which will inevitably lead to declining students’ learning quality and wasting educational resources.
Therefore, the study proposed three strategies from the perspective of educators to reduce student burnout.

Pay attention to the emotional management of students. First, through emotional education for
students, teachers let students learn to control their emotions and prevent negative emotions from interfering
with their regular learning. Second, we should also help students exercise their rational thinking ability, let
students learn to observe behavior objectively and reasonably, and promote the realization of learning
objectives and life values through thinking and learning.

Create a good campus learning atmosphere and stimulate students’ interest in learning. Higher
vocational colleges can create a more suitable learning atmosphere by introducing new teaching equipment,
building new training rooms, and creating a good campus environment for academic research. In the teaching
process, we need to be “student-oriented”, respect students, understand students, and fully mobilize students’
subjective initiative. In addition, teachers stimulate students’ interest in learning by constantly reforming
teaching methods, exploring new methods, and increasing their interest in teaching as much as possible.
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Strengthen students’ career development and employment guidance education. First, employment
guidance teachers should improve students’ employability and discover and tap students’ potential. Secondly,
teachers should formulate their career planning with students’ professional development. Finally, teachers
should constantly revise students’ career planning to improve college students’ willpower and prevent
learning burnout continuously.
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