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Abstract

:

Compassion fatigue is a unique form of burnout that can seriously negatively impact both teachers’ development and students’ growth. A questionnaire survey was carried out among 1558 primary and secondary school teachers from 28 provincial administrative regions by using the Professional Quality of Life Scale (Pro QOL-5), and the results showed that: (1) the quality of professional life of primary and secondary school teachers in China is at the medium level, and compassion fatigue above the mild level is widespread; (2) there are individual differences in teachers’ compassion satisfaction and burnout. Teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience at the senior title or above and college degree or below have higher levels of compassion satisfaction and lower levels of burnout. The level of compassion satisfaction is relatively high among teachers who are at school-level leadership or above and who are primary school teachers. The level of secondary trauma is relatively high among teachers in secondary schools and secondary vocational schools; (3) position (headteacher and class teachers), title (primary), and school type (secondary) have a significant influence on the degree of compassion fatigue. The findings suggest that compassion fatigue among primary and secondary school teachers needs urgent attention. By helping teachers identify compassion fatigue, learn self-care, adjust self-cognition, and clarify the boundaries of their professional competence, teachers’ compassion fatigue can be prevented and alleviated.
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1. Introduction


Since the 1990s, the study of sustainable development strategies has become a common theme in social development research around the world. The sustainable development of society as a whole depends on the sustainable development of its basic cells, the individuals. The sustainable development of individuals cannot be achieved without education, and teachers play a fundamental and critical role in promoting sustainable human development. Across the globe, a growing number of countries are embarking on dramatic educational reforms that are expected to transform the current educational landscape and help students develop the knowledge, skills, and values needed for sustainable development.



Current educational reforms are more sensitive to the needs of learners than traditional ones and require teachers to adapt their teaching styles to meet those needs [1]. However, this requires teachers to have the resources and autonomy to meet the individual needs of their students, yet the lag in grassroots school management reforms has prevented teachers from practicing these reforms, including the deprivation of teachers’ technical freedom to teach (deprivation of power over labor control) and the deprivation of educational cognition (deprivation of power to determine the pedagogical value of teachers’ work). In addition, the arbitrary distribution of school work, the lack of teacher autonomy over their work, poor student quality, lack of parental support, and inadequate teacher training have led to high levels of stress in broad educational reforms, with some negative consequences for teachers [2]. When too many reforms are implemented too quickly, reforms can negatively affect the emotional well-being of educators [3]. A large Canadian survey revealed that 62% of teachers felt stress related to having to deal with student health and personal issues as educational reform moved forward, and since compassion fatigue can develop through the stress of wanting but not being able to help someone in distress [4], this may imply that educators may be more susceptible to compassion fatigue during the fast-paced educational reform process.



1.1. What Is Compassion Fatigue


Compassion fatigue is a relatively new concept in the field of psychology. It first appeared in the report on nurse burnout [5] and is regarded as a unique form of burnout. Figley (1995) defines compassion fatigue as “the behaviors and emotions that naturally arise from empathizing with a significant traumatic event during help, which results from the stress of wanting to help a traumatized or suffering person [6].“ As with any other type of fatigue, compassion fatigue reduces the ability or interest of helpers in bearing the pain of others, so it is often used to describe “the cost of caring.” It should be emphasized that compassion fatigue is not a pathological reaction but a “natural, predictable, treatable and preventable” response to a traumatic individual.



Compassion fatigue is considered to be the result of working directly with victims of disasters, trauma, or illness, especially in the healthcare industry [7]. Individuals working in other helping professions are also at risk for experiencing compassion fatigue [4]. These include child protection workers, veterinarians [8], and teachers [6]. Teachers, as with medical workers, firefighters, police, social workers, and other personnel, are working to help others. Teachers are exposed to pressure sources for a long time in their work practice. They have to deal with various educational and teaching problems, establish and maintain a good relationship between teachers and students, and take the initiative to give more care and help to students, so they are prone to compassion fatigue.




1.2. The Clinical Symptoms of Compassion Fatigue


People who experience compassion fatigue may exhibit a variety of symptoms including lowered concentration, numbness or feelings of helplessness, irritability, lack of self-satisfaction, withdrawal, aches and pains, or work absenteeism. The clinical symptoms of compassion fatigue are similar to post-traumatic stress disorder, secondary trauma, vicarious (indirect) traumatization, burnout, etc. In order to better recognize and understand the concept of compassion fatigue, Sun et al. (2011) compared and analyzed the relationship between these concepts and concluded that the essence of compassion fatigue is mainly manifested as follows: First, the clinical symptoms of helping people are similar to post-traumatic stress disorder [9]. They are not due to the traumatic event, but a prolonged contact with the traumatized person. Second, the root cause of compassion fatigue in the helping group lies in the active payment of empathy and other large amounts of psychological energy during the rescue process and thus encounters empathic stress [10]. This study holds that teachers’ compassion fatigue is based on the premise that they actively give empathy to the real, implicit, or imaginary relief targets (students). In the process of providing material or emotional assistance to the relief targets (students), they suffer secondary trauma, which reduces their ability and interest in empathizing with the relief targets (students), the academic work burnout feeling emerges, and even changes in their original values and worldview occur, along with a series of physical and mental discomfort symptoms.




1.3. The Risk Factors of Compassion Fatigue


Several personal characteristics may lead to compassion fatigue. Overly conscientious individuals, perfectionists, and selfless individuals are more likely to suffer from secondary traumatic stress. Those who have low levels of social support or high levels of stress in personal life are also more likely to develop STS.



In addition, previous histories of trauma that led to negative coping skills, such as bottling up or avoiding emotions and having small support systems, increase the risk for developing STS [11]. Workers in fields where STS is most prevalent, such as healthcare, are more likely to suffer compassion fatigue due to organizational characteristics. For example, a “culture of silence” where stressful events such as deaths in an intensive-care unit are not discussed after the event is linked to compassion fatigue [12]. It may also be responsible for high rates of STS if people are not aware of symptoms and are not trained in the risks associated with high-stress jobs [13]. As the needy interact more, compassion fatigue becomes more intense. Because of this, people living in urban cities are more likely to experience compassion fatigue. People in large cities interact with more people in general, and because of this, they become desensitized toward people’s problems. Homeless people often make their way to larger cities. Ordinary people often become indifferent to homelessness when they see it regularly [14].




1.4. The Compassion Fatigue among Teachers


In response to the changing landscape of post-secondary institutions, sometimes as a result of having a more diverse and marginalized student population, both campus services and the roles of student affairs professionals have evolved. These changes are efforts to manage the increases in traumatic events and crises [15]. Due to the exposure to student crises and traumatic events, student affairs professionals, as front-line workers, are at risk for developing compassion fatigue. Such crises may include sexual violence, suicidal ideation, severe mental health episodes, and hate crimes/discrimination. Student affairs professionals who are more emotionally connected to the students with whom they work and who display an internal locus of control are found to be more likely to develop compassion fatigue as compared to individuals who have an external locus of control and are able to maintain boundaries between themselves and those with whom they work.



The specificity of the object, process, nature, and purpose of teachers’ work determines that teachers need to actively pay much emotion, care, and patience to students in their work. Empathy is a core professional competency of teachers [13]. Teachers with high empathy also tend to be more enthusiastic about their work and will provide more care, wisdom, passion, and quality instruction for their students. The capacity to accomplish these tasks lies in the individual teachers, but this resource may be gradually exhausted when teachers are overworked, and teachers’ compassion cannot be satisfied [16]. Expressing empathy is a regular part of teachers’ education and teaching process. If teachers devote a lot of empathy and other psychological energy to empathizing with students but fail to achieve a good empathy effect, they will quickly develop “compassion fatigue.” Teachers experiencing compassion fatigue will undergo changes in physical, emotional, behavioral, cognitive, interpersonal, and professional performance, such as feeling tired, numb, or distant from students, being impatient or intolerant of student matters, having poor teaching work, and having a decreased sense of responsibility [3].




1.5. Prevention of the Compassion Fatigue


1.5.1. Mindfulness


Self-awareness as a method of self-care might help to alleviate the impact of vicarious trauma (compassion fatigue). Students who took a 15-week course that emphasized stress reduction techniques and the use of mindfulness in clinical practice had significant improvements in therapeutic relationships and counseling skills [17]. The practice of mindfulness according to Buddhist tradition is to release a person from “suffering” and to also come to a state of consciousness of and relationship to other people’s suffering. Mindfulness utilizes the path to consciousness through the deliberate practice of engaging “the body, feelings, states of mind, and experiential phenomena (dharma).” The following therapeutic interventions may be used as mindfulness self-care practices: somatic therapy (body); psychotherapy (states of mind); emotion-focused therapy (feelings); Gestalt therapy (experiential phenomena) [18].




1.5.2. Self-Compassion


In order to be the best benefit for clients, practitioners must maintain a state of psychological well-being [19]. Unaddressed compassion fatigue may decrease a practitioner’s ability to effectively help their clients. Some counselors who use self-compassion as part of their self-care regime have had higher instances of psychological functioning [19]. The counselor’s use of self-compassion may lessen experiences of vicarious trauma that the counselor might experience through hearing clients’ stories. Self-compassion as a self-care method is beneficial for both clients and counselors.





1.6. The Aim of the Current Study


Compassion fatigue is a unique mental health issue that can occur after helping people by empathizing, caring, and helping others. In the helping profession, compassion fatigue as a particular kind of burnout is the price of caring. Teachers are exposed to stressors for long periods of time in their work practices, not only to deal with various educational and teaching issues, but also to establish and maintain good teacher–student relationships and take the initiative to give more care and help to students, so they are prone to the problem of compassion fatigue, which leads to inappropriate teacher behaviors and affects the professional ethics of teachers. Yet, this issue has not yet attracted attention in China. The current study, using the method of empirical research, investigates the current situation of compassion fatigue of primary and secondary school teachers in China. These are of great significance to enrich the current international research of compassion fatigue of teachers and prevent teachers’ moral anomie due to compassion fatigue.





2. Methods


2.1. Participants


In the form of a web-based survey, this study used the cluster random sampling method to distribute the questionnaire and obtain responses from 1558 primary and secondary school teachers in 28 provinces, municipalities, autonomous regions, and municipalities directly under the central government of China, including Zhejiang, Hebei, Guangdong, Sichuan, Guizhou, Qinghai, and Xinjiang. Finally, 1527 valid questionnaires were obtained, with a valid return rate of 98.01%. Among the valid questionnaires collected, 831 (54.42%) were teachers in the eastern region, 696 (45.58%) were teachers in the midwestern regions; 552 (36.15%) were male teachers, 975 (63.85%) were female teachers; 572 (37.46%) were primary school teachers, 599 (39.23%) were secondary school teachers, 193 (12.64%) were ordinary high school teachers, 163 (10.67%) were secondary vocational school teachers; 192 (12.57%) teachers were in schools above the prefectural and municipal level, 434 (28.42%) were at the district and county level, 611 (40.01%) were in townships, and 290 (18.99%) were in rural areas.




2.2. Measures


2.2.1. General Materials


By referring to relevant literature and combining with the characteristics of teachers, a questionnaire of teachers’ biographical information was prepared, which included items such as region, gender, teaching experience, teaching subject, title, position, education background, location of the school, and school type.




2.2.2. Professional Quality of Life Scale (Pro QOL-5)


The Professional Quality of Life Scale (Pro QOL-5) can be used to measure both positive (compassion satisfaction) and negative (compassion fatigue) aspects of compassion. Compassion fatigue is composed of two parts: burnout and secondary trauma. Burnout includes the typical symptoms of job burnout, such as frustration, anger, and depression; secondary trauma is a type of negative emotion caused by fear and work-related trauma. The entire questionnaire included 30 items divided into three sub-scales, compassion satisfaction (CS), burnout (BO), and secondary traumatic stress (STS), with ten items per sub-scale. The score was assessed on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = not at all, 5 = completely), and the five items of 1, 4, 15, 17, and 29 were reversed. The total score of each sub-scale ≤22 indicates low level; 23~41 indicates medium level, and ≥42 indicates high level. The total score of each sub-scale of risk values was: compassion satisfaction sub-scale score of 33 (25%) or below, burnout score of 26 (75%) or above, secondary trauma score of 17 (75%) or above [1].



The Professional Quality of Life Scale (Pro QOL-5) covers various types of occupations. When used to measure teachers’ compassion satisfaction and compassion fatigue, only the word “helpers” in the original scale needs to be replaced by “teachers” in the original scale, and these changes do not need special permission from the test developer [20]. The structural validity of ProQOL-5 is supported by over 200 peer-reviewed articles, with evidence that over 100,000 articles and half of the 100 published research papers on compassion fatigue, secondary trauma, and vicarious traumatization use ProQOL-5 or earlier versions. The internal consistency α coefficient of the scale was: 0.88 for compassion satisfaction, 0.75 for burnout, and 0.81 for secondary trauma [20]. In this study, Cronbach’s α coefficients of compassion satisfaction, burnout, and secondary trauma were 0.93, 0.85, and 0.81, respectively.





2.3. Procedure


In this study, a group test was conducted anonymously. Questionnaires were sent to the subjects through WeChat, QQ, Dingding, and Email with the consent of the subjects and the leaders of the unit, and the questionnaires were directly collected through the background of Wenjuanxing. SPSS25 statistical analysis software was used to measure the levels of compassion fatigue, burnout, secondary trauma, and compassion satisfaction, as well as the correlation between these phenomena, and to explore the compassion fatigue of teachers with different demographic characteristics (region, gender, teaching experience, position, etc.).





3. Results


3.1. The Compassion Fatigue among Primary and Secondary School Teachers


3.1.1. The Teachers’ Scores on the Subscale of Professional Quality of Life Scale


According to the analysis of 1527 valid questionnaires (Table 1), it was found that the professional life quality of primary and secondary school teachers in China was at a medium level. The total score on the compassion satisfaction (CS) subscale was (36.23 ± 7.66), the number of people in the low-level group was 70 (4.58%), and the number of people in the medium- and high-level groups was 1457 (95.42%); the total score of the burnout (BO) subscale was (24.33 ± 6.58), and the number of people in the medium- to the high-level group was 932 (61.03%); the total score of secondary trauma (STS) was (25.37 ± 6.28), and the number of people in the medium- to the high-level group was 999 (65.42%). According to the above analysis, it can be found that Chinese primary and secondary school teachers’ compassion satisfaction was at medium and high levels, while burnout and secondary trauma were at a medium level.




3.1.2. The Level of Compassion Fatigue among Teachers


According to the judgment criteria of mild, moderate, and severe compassion fatigue in the user manual of the occupational quality of life scale by Stamm (2010), if the total score of any subscale exceeds the critical value, it is mild compassion fatigue, and if the total score of any two subscales exceeds the critical value, it is moderate compassion fatigue. If the total scores of the three subscales exceed the critical value, it is severe compassion fatigue. Among the 1527 primary and secondary school teachers in this study, 111 (7.27%) had no compassion fatigue, 739 (48.40%) had mild compassion fatigue, 290 (18.99%) had moderate compassion fatigue, and 387 (25.34%) had severe compassion fatigue (Table 2).



As shown from Table 2 and the detection map of compassion fatigue for primary and secondary school teachers (Figure 1), compassion fatigue was common among primary and secondary school teachers: 1416 teachers (92.73%) showed mild compassion fatigue or above, and 677 teachers (44.34%) showed moderate compassion fatigue or above.





3.2. The Difference among CS, BO, and STS


Data from the questionnaires were processed by SPSS25, and independent sample t-tests and one-way ANOVAs were conducted with the subjects’ biographical information as the independent variable and compassion satisfaction, burnout, and secondary trauma as the dependent variables. It was found that there were no statistical differences in empathy satisfaction, burnout, and secondary trauma among primary and secondary school teachers of different gender, teaching subject, and school location. The difference between teachers’ compassion satisfaction in the eastern and western regions was marginally significant: eastern (36.57 ± 7.56) > midwestern (35.81 ± 7.77), p = 0.054; there was a statistically significant difference in the secondary trauma dimension: eastern (25.08 ± 6.41) < midwestern (25.73 ± 6.102), p = 0.044; there was no statistically significant difference in the burnout dimension. Table 3 shows the statistical differences in compassion satisfaction, burnout, and secondary trauma by teaching experience, position, title, education, and school category (p < 0.05).



3.2.1. The Impact of Teaching Experience on CS and BO


One-way ANOVA was used to compare the differences in the dimensions of compassion satisfaction, burnout, and secondary trauma among teachers with teaching experiences of 0–3 years, 4–9 years, 10–20 years, and more. The results showed that in the dimension of compassion satisfaction, F = 10.383, p < 0.001, a post hoc comparison revealed that teachers with 0–3 years of teaching experience (35.15 ± 7.01) < teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience (37.66 ± 7.72), teachers with 4–9 years of teaching experience (35.57 ± 7.72) < teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience (37.66 ± 7.72), teachers with 10–20 years of teaching experience (35.54 ± 7.77) < teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience (37.66 ± 7.72); in the burnout dimension F = 6.240, p < 0.001, a post hoc comparison revealed that teachers with 0–3 years of teaching experience (24.85 ± 6.33) > teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience (23.38 ± 6.51), teachers with 4–9 years of teaching experience (25.06 ± 6.85) > teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience (23.38 ± 6.51), teachers with 10–20 years of teaching experience (24.79 ± 6.57) > teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience (23.38 ± 6.51); there were no statistical differences in the secondary trauma dimension among teachers in each teaching experience (F = 2.184, p = 0.088).




3.2.2. The Impact of the Position of Teacher on CS and BO


A one-way ANOVA was used to compare the differences among classroom teachers, headteachers, middle-level school leaders, and school-level leaders and above on the dimensions of compassion satisfaction, burnout, and secondary trauma, and the results showed that in the compassion satisfaction dimension F = 21.475, p < 0.001, a post hoc comparison revealed that class teachers (35.58 ± 7.74) < middle-level school leaders (38.80 ± 6.96), class teachers (35.58 ± 7.74) < school-level leaders and above (41.11 ± 7.15), headteachers (35.57 ± 7.39) < middle-level school leaders (38.80 ± 6.96), headteachers (35.57 ± 7.39) < school-level leaders and above (41.11 ± 7.15); in the burnout dimension F = 16.387, p < 0.001, a post hoc comparison revealed that class teachers (24.78 ± 6.52) > middle-level school leaders (22.51 ± 6.02), class teachers (24.78 ± 6.52) > school-level leaders and above (20.54 ± 6.11), headteachers (24.87 ± 6.62) > middle-level school leaders (22.51 ± 6.02), headteachers (24.87 ± 6.62) > school-level leaders and above (20.54 ± 6.11); teachers in different positions did not differ statistically in the secondary trauma dimension (F = 1.355, p = 0.255).




3.2.3. The Influence of Teaching Titles on CS and BO


A one-way ANOVA was used to compare the differences in the dimensions of compassion satisfaction, burnout, and secondary trauma among teachers with unclassified, primary, middle, and senior titles, showing that in the dimension of compassion satisfaction F = 12.120, p < 0.001, a post hoc comparison revealed that teachers with the unclassified title (36.65 ± 6.66) > teachers with the primary title (34.45 ± 8.10), teachers with the primary title (34.45 ± 8.10) < teachers with the middle title (36.26 ± 7.68); in the burnout dimension F = 16.387, p < 0.001, post hoc comparisons revealed that teachers with the unclassified title (23.57 ± 6.47) < teachers with the primary title (25.85 ± 6.66), teachers with the primary title (25.85 ± 6.66) > teachers with the middle title (24.37 ± 6.61); teachers with different titles did not differ significantly in the secondary trauma dimension (F = 2.954, p = 0.032).




3.2.4. The Influence of Educational Background on CS and BO


A one-way ANOVA was used to compare the differences in the dimensions of compassion satisfaction, burnout, and secondary trauma among teachers with a college degree or below, a bachelor’s degree, and a graduate degree or above, showing that in the compassion satisfaction dimension F = 4.741, p = 0.009, a post hoc comparison revealed that teachers with a college degree or below (37.66 ± 7.38) > teachers with a bachelor’s degree (35.95 ± 7.69); in the burnout dimension F = 6.240, p = 0.003, and by post hoc comparison, it was found that teachers with a college degree or below (22.95 ± 6.73) < teachers with a bachelor’s degree (24.59 ± 6.49); there was no significant difference in the secondary trauma dimension among teachers with different degrees (F = 2.184, p = 0.893).




3.2.5. The Difference between CS and BO among Different Types of School


A one-way ANOVA was used to compare the differences in the dimensions of compassion satisfaction, burnout, and secondary trauma among primary school, secondary school, ordinary high school, and secondary vocational school teachers. The results showed that in the dimension of compassion satisfaction, F = 14.039, p < 0.001, a post hoc comparison revealed that primary school teachers (37.74 ± 7.32) > secondary school teachers (34.95 ± 7.82), primary school teachers (37.74 ± 7.32) > ordinary high school teachers (35.44 ± 7.92); in the dimension of burnout, F = 15.536, p < 0.001, a post hoc comparison revealed that primary school teachers (22.99 ± 6.50) < secondary school teachers (25.56 ± 6.67), primary school teachers (22.99 ± 6.50) < secondary vocational school teachers (24.73 ± 5.97); in the dimension of secondary trauma, F = 9.540, p < 0.001, a post hoc comparison revealed that primary school teachers (24.43 ± 6.61) < secondary school teachers (26.25 ± 6.09), primary school teachers (24.43 ± 6.61) < secondary vocational school teachers (26.10 ± 6.04).





3.3. The Effect of Demographic Information on Compassion Fatigue


The 1416 primary and secondary school teachers with compassion fatigue were analyzed by using their compassion fatigue degree as the dependent variable and region, gender, teaching experience, teaching subject, position, title, education, location, and school type as explanatory variables in an ordered logistic regression analysis using SPSS25 statistical software. First, all explanatory variables were introduced into a multivariate ordered logistic regression, and the results of the parallelism test were χ2 = 55.885, p = 0.108 > 0.05, indicating that the ordered logistic regression analysis was suitable. Secondly, the insignificant variables in the regression analysis were gradually removed until all the variables entered into the regression analysis were significant. Finally, it was found that teachers’ position, title, and the school type had a significant impact on the explanatory variables, and the other explanatory variables were eliminated.



The parallelism test is the basis for determining whether the multivariate ordered logistic regression model is applicable. At this point, the result of the parallelism test was χ2 = 9.415, p = 0.400 > 0.05, which indicates that the ordered logistic regression analysis was still suitable. According to the model fit information-2 log likelihood values of 463.807 and 368.373, respectively, and the likelihood ratio chi-square value of 95.434, p < 0.001, the model fit for the three explanatory quantities of position, title, and the type of school they teach was better than the model containing only the constant term. The results of further analysis are shown in Figure 2.



3.3.1. The Impact of Teachers’ Position on Compassion Fatigue


Taking leaders at school level and above as the control group, the partial regression coefficients of class teachers and headteachers’ job variables were 0.927 and 0.972, respectively, which had a positive impact on the degree of compassion fatigue of primary and secondary school teachers at the 1% statistical level, that is, class teachers and head teachers had a greater impact on the severity of compassion fatigue than leaders at the school level and above. When other conditions remained unchanged, the OR value of compassion fatigue severity of class teachers was 2.528 times higher than that of leaders at the school level and above (95% CI: 1.449–4.410), χ2 = 10.659, p = 0.001. The OR value of compassion fatigue severity of head teachers was 2.644 times higher than that of leaders at the school level and above (95% CI: 1.495–4.675), χ2 = 11.180, p = 0.001.




3.3.2. The Impact of Teachers’ Title on Compassion Fatigue


Taking the senior title as the control group, the partial regression coefficients of current primary-title teachers was 0.679, which had a positive impact on the degree of compassion fatigue of primary and secondary school teachers at the 1% statistical level, that is, the primary title had a greater impact on the severity of compassion fatigue than the senior title. When other conditions remained unchanged, the OR value of compassion fatigue severity of primary-title teachers was 1.973 times higher than that of senior-title teachers (95% CI: 1.421–2.739), χ2 = 16.449, p < 0.001.




3.3.3. The Impact of School Type of Teachers on Compassion Fatigue


Taking secondary vocational school as the control group, the partial regression coefficient of current secondary school teachers was 0423, which had a positive impact on the degree of compassion fatigue of primary and secondary school teachers at the 5% statistical level, that is, secondary school had a greater impact on the severity of compassion fatigue than secondary vocational school. When other conditions remained unchanged, the OR value of compassion fatigue severity of secondary school teachers was 1.527 times higher than that of secondary vocational school teachers (95% CI: 1.079–2.160), χ2 = 5.706, p = 0.017.






4. Discussion


Compassion fatigue is a unique form of teacher burnout, which will affect the physical and mental health of primary and secondary school teachers. When passionate teachers are exhausted due to compassion fatigue, their involvement in education and teaching will be reduced, and they will become indifferent and impatient to students, which will have a bad influence on the school and students, and even lead to moral anomie and resignation of teachers. In this study, 92.73% of primary and secondary school teachers had mild or above compassion fatigue, indicating that the problem of compassion fatigue of primary and secondary school teachers should not be ignored.



4.1. Detection Situation of Compassion Fatigue of Primary and Secondary School Teachers


Education can easily lead teachers to burnout as a unique helping profession with high emotional involvement and workload. Many studies also show that teachers are a high incidence group of job burnout [19,20]. Compared with research on teacher burnout, research findings on teacher compassion fatigue—a specific form of teacher burnout—are limited. However, existing studies have also shown that teachers suffer from high levels of compassion fatigue. For example, Borntrager et al. (2012) conducted the first survey of compassion fatigue among teachers in the northwestern United States [21]. They found that approximately 75% of teachers suffered from high levels of compassion fatigue. In June 2020, a survey of 2113 teachers in Alberta, Canada, Kendrick found that 49.6% of teachers had moderate compassion fatigue or above [10]. In this study, 92.73% of primary and secondary school teachers had mild compassion fatigue and above, and more than 44.33% of primary and secondary school teachers had moderate compassion fatigue and above, which is more consistent with the above findings. This may be related to teachers being exposed to pressure sources for a long time in their work practice. They need to deal with various educational and teaching problems and need to establish and maintain a good teacher–student relationship and take the initiative to care for and help students more. Therefore, teachers are prone to compassion fatigue.




4.2. Differences in Dimensions of Compassion Fatigue of Primary and Secondary School Teachers


The statistical analysis found that there are significant differences in compassion satisfaction between teachers in the eastern and mid-western regions, and there are significant differences in secondary trauma. This may be related to the relatively developed economy and extensive investment in education in the eastern region and the relatively high proportion of left-behind children and children with a traumatic experience in the western region. In the dimensions of compassion satisfaction and burnout, there are significant differences among teachers with different teaching experiences, positions, titles, and educational backgrounds, and there are differences among teachers in different school types in the three dimensions of compassion fatigue.



First, from the perspective of teaching experience, teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience had a significantly higher compassion satisfaction than teachers with 0–3, 4–9, and 10–20 years of teaching experience, and teachers in the other three age groups did not have statistically significant differences in their compassion satisfaction from each other. Education is a career with a long return cycle, and primary and secondary school teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience are likely to gain a high sense of personal achievement. On the one hand, with the continuous enrichment of their work experience, they obtain richer educational resources and develop professional skills to a higher level; on the other hand, it is also possible that teachers in this age group are already in a stable stage in various aspects such as family, and can receive more social support and a higher sense of satisfaction. The burnout scores of teachers with more than 20 years of teaching experience are significantly lower than those of the other three teaching experience groups, and teachers with 4–9 years of teaching experience have the highest scores in this dimension. This may be because most of the teachers in this age group have adapted to the teaching work, but they are also getting married and having children. The double pressure of family and career makes them exhausted and burned out.



Secondly, from the perspective of position, class teachers and headteachers had significantly lower compassion satisfaction and significantly higher burnout scores than middle-level school leaders and school levels and above. This may be related to the fact that they spend more time in direct contact with students, need to spend more energy on relationships with students, and are under pressure to improve student performance [22].



Thirdly, from the perspective of title, in the compassion satisfaction dimension, teachers with the primary title scored significantly lower than teachers with unclassified, middle, and senior titles, and teachers with the middle title scored lower than teachers with the senior title; in the burnout dimension, teachers with the primary title scored significantly higher than teachers with unclassified, middle, and senior titles, and teachers with the intermediate title scored higher than teachers with the senior title. In China, title affects teachers’ sense of self-achievement to a certain extent and is related to their career development, remuneration, and professional status. Generally, the higher the title of a teacher, the higher the treatment and the more respect they can receive. The shortage of middle and senior posts is the most apparent contradiction in evaluating and recruiting titles of primary and secondary school teachers. For unclassified teachers, the junior title is a natural promotion process for most teachers, so there is little pressure on promoting the title. However, the middle title is now close to saturation in many schools. For teachers with the primary title, the promotion of the middle title is a necessary part of their career, but due to factors such as uneven distribution of teacher title positions in various schools, many teachers with the primary title have to pay more for the promotion to the middle title. Hence, their compassion satisfaction is lower, and burnout is higher. Teachers with the middle title have the desire to be promoted to the senior title but have certain expectations about the difficulty of evaluation, so the score difference of compassion satisfaction and burnout dimension is not as significant as that of teachers with the primary title.



Fourthly, from the perspective of educational background, the compassion satisfaction of teachers with a college degree and below is significantly higher than that of teachers with a bachelor’s degree and graduate degree and above, and the burnout score is significantly lower than that of teachers with a bachelor’s degree and graduate degree and above. This may be because teachers with a college degree or below are mainly distributed in primary schools, and primary schools have relatively no pressure to enter a higher school. It is relatively simple to deal with the teacher–student relationships with primary school students. It is also more accessible for primary school teachers to feel a positive response to their care for students. This is also consistent with the different situations of compassion fatigue among teachers in different types of schools.



Fifthly, from the perspective of school type, the compassion satisfaction of primary school teachers is significantly higher than that of secondary school and ordinary high school, which may be related to the high status of primary school teachers in the eyes of students. Relatively speaking, primary school students respect their teachers more and can better complete the tasks required by teachers, so primary school teachers can receive a better sense of satisfaction. In the compassion fatigue section, secondary school teachers scored higher than primary school teachers at the 1% significant level, and secondary vocational school teachers scored higher than primary school teachers at the 5% significant level. This may be related to the fact that secondary school teachers should not only establish a good teacher–student relationship with adolescent students but also face the pressure of high school entrance examination; among secondary vocational teachers, the proportion of nonnormal graduates is higher, they lack coping skills in student education and management, and the management of secondary vocational students is relatively complicated, which also quickly leads to their compassion fatigue.




4.3. The Influence of Group Types on Teachers’ Compassion Fatigue Levels


According to the ordered logistic regression analysis of the level of compassion fatigue of primary and secondary school teachers, the position, title, and the type of school they teach have predictive effects on the compassion fatigue degree of teachers. Headteachers and class teachers spend the longest time directly facing and communicating with students, especially when they need to face and care for students with traumatic experiences, which may mean that these teachers are more likely to experience or elevate the degree of compassion fatigue. Compared to teachers with the senior title, teachers with the primary title need to face the pressure of evaluating and hiring the middle title, while teachers with the primary title generally have 3 years of teaching experience; for young people who graduate from colleges and universities to become teachers, this is also a time when they are ready to get married and have children. Therefore, they will face the dual pressure of personal life and career development and will likely develop compassion fatigue. The secondary school teacher community is one group that needs the most attention. They are under pressure to select students for the high school entrance examination, but secondary school students in adolescence are generally more challenging to manage than primary and high school students. The development of compassion fatigue not only affects the physical and psychological conditions of teachers themselves, with teachers as a participant in the teacher–student relationship, students may also be negatively affected when teachers experience burnout and compassion fatigue, especially for secondary school students in the critical period of physical and mental development [23]. Therefore, there is a greater need for secondary schools to take steps to make teachers aware of compassion fatigue and its consequences and carry out prevention and intervention.




4.4. Merits and Limitations in the Current Study


This study examined the current status of Chinese teachers’ compassion fatigue and differences in demographic factors. The current study has some merits and limitations. First, compassion fatigue is a unique mental health issue that can occur after helping people by empathizing, caring, and helping others. In the helping profession, compassion fatigue as a particular kind of burnout is the price of caring. Teachers are exposed to stressors for long periods of time in their work practices, not only to deal with various educational and teaching issues but also to establish and maintain good teacher–student relationships and take the initiative to give more care and help to students, so they are prone to the problem of compassion fatigue, which leads to inappropriate teacher behaviors and affects the professional ethics of teachers. Yet, this issue has not yet attracted attention in China. The current study mainly explored the current situation of Chinese primary and secondary school teachers’ compassion fatigue and the influence of demographic factors on compassion fatigue. Subsequent studies can further explore the factors affecting primary and secondary school teachers’ compassion fatigue, study the influencing factors of teachers’ compassion fatigue in depth, and propose targeted coping strategies to provide data for international research on compassion fatigue.



Second, this study used the Chinese version of the ProQOL-5 scale to conduct the first questionnaire survey on the current situation of compassion fatigue among 1558 primary and secondary school teachers in 28 provincial-level administrative regions in China, which provides a comprehensive understanding of the current situation of compassion fatigue among primary and secondary school teachers in China. The study not only focused on the effects of individual factors and group types on the degree of compassion fatigue among primary and secondary school teachers, but also on the differences in compassion fatigue among teachers in the eastern and western regions of China, trying to understand the differences in the occurrence of compassion fatigue among teachers in regions with different economic levels, educational inputs, and family parenting styles. This is of great importance to enrich the current international research findings on teacher compassion fatigue and to prevent teachers’ professional ethical failures due to compassion fatigue. However, it is worth noting that although the sample size of the current study is widely distributed, there are large differences in the number of investigators. Although the overall sample size in the eastern, central, and western regions is not very different, the sample size in some provinces is still relatively small, and the study could be more optimized if some samples were added in these provinces.





5. Conclusions


This study examined the current status of Chinese teachers’ compassion fatigue and differences in demographic factors through a research study involving 28 provinces, cities, autonomous regions, and municipalities directly under the central government in the eastern, central, and western regions of China. The findings revealed that Chinese primary and secondary school teachers had an intermediate quality of professional life and generally experienced more than mild compassion fatigue; individual differences in teachers’ levels of empathy satisfaction and burnout existed. The findings of this study suggest that education authorities or school administrators should pay more attention to teachers’ compassion fatigue while paying attention to primary and secondary school teachers’ burnout, help teachers recognize compassion fatigue and improve controllable adverse environmental factors; and actively carry out prevention and interventions for primary and secondary school teachers’ compassion fatigue. At the same time, teachers need to clarify the boundaries of their professional competence: teachers need to take responsibility for their profession, but not all of it.
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Figure 1. Results of compassion fatigue detection among elementary and secondary school teachers. The level of compassion fatigue of the teachers was divided into no detection, mild, moderate and severe. The no detection level means the score of the teachers in the dimension of compassion satisfaction (CS) was higher than 33, burnout (BO) was lower than 26, and secondary traumatic stress (STS) lower than 17; the mild level means the score of the teachers in the dimension of CS was lower than 33, or BO was higher than 26, or STS higher than 17; in the moderate level means the score of the teachers in any two dimensions of professional quality of life scale was exceeds the critical value; in the severe level means the score of the teachers in the dimension of CS was lower than 33, BO was higher than 26, and STS higher than 17. 
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Figure 2. The results of the logistic regression of the influencing factors of compassion fatigue among the primary and secondary school teachers. Logistic regression compares each category to one reference category. The odds ratio (OR) represents the odds that an outcome will occur given a particular exposure, compared to the odds of the outcome occurring in the absence of that exposure. p-value is a statistical measurement used to validate a hypothesis against observed data. The 95% confidence interval (CI) is a range of values that can be 95% confident contains the true mean of the population. 
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Table 1. Professional Quality of Life Scale subscale scores of primary and secondary school teachers and the number of people in each level group (N = 1527).
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	Subscale
	Score (M ± SD)
	Low Level (N)
	Medium Level (N)
	High Level (N)





	Compassion fatigue
	36.23 ± 7.66
	70 (4.58%)
	1092 (71.51%)
	365 (23.90%)



	Burnout
	24.33 ± 6.58
	595 (38.97%)
	924 (60.51%)
	8 (0.50%)



	Secondary trauma
	25.37 ± 6.28
	528 (34.58%)
	985 (64.51%)
	14 (0.92%)







Note: ≤22 indicates low level; 23~41 indicates medium level; ≥42 indicates high level.
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Table 2. Analysis table of compassion fatigue among primary and secondary school teachers (N = 1527).
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	Degree
	Score of Each Dimension
	Number
	Detection Rate %





	No
	CS ≥ 33 and BO ≤ 26 and STS ≤ 17
	111
	7.27%



	Mild
	CS < 33 or BO > 26 or STS > 17
	739
	48.40%



	Moderate
	Total score of any two subscales exceeds the critical value
	290
	18.99%



	Severe
	CS < 33and BO > 26 and STS > 17
	387
	25.34%







Note: CS means compassion fatigue, BO means burnout, STS means secondary trauma.
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Table 3. Differences in the dimensions of compassion fatigue among primary and secondary school teachers (N = 1527).
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Item

	
N

	
Compassion Satisfaction (CS)

	
Burnout (BO)

	
Secondary Trauma (ST)

(STS)




	
M

	
SD

	
M

	
SD

	
M

	
SD






	
teaching age

	
1

	
317

	
35.15

	
7.01

	
24.85

	
6.33

	
26.14

	
6.03




	
2

	
231

	
35.57

	
7.72

	
25.06

	
6.85

	
25.39

	
6.57




	
3

	
428

	
35.54

	
7.77

	
24.79

	
6.57

	
25.01

	
6.41




	
4

	
551

	
37.66

	
7.72

	
23.38

	
6.51

	
25.21

	
6.17




	
F

	

	

	
10.383

	

	
6.240

	

	
2.184

	




	
P

	

	

	
<0.001

	

	
<0.001

	

	
0.088

	




	
Scheffe

	

	

	
1 < 4 ***, 2 < 4 **, 4 < 3 ***

3 < 4 ***

	
1 > 4 *, 2 > 4 *, 3 > 4 *

	




	
Position

	
1

	
796

	
35.58

	
7.74

	
24.78

	
6.52

	
25.55

	
6.32




	
2

	
482

	
35.57

	
7.39

	
24.87

	
6.62

	
25.45

	
6.31




	
3

	
165

	
38.80

	
6.96

	
22.51

	
6.02

	
24.70

	
5.91




	
4

	
84

	
41.11

	
7.15

	
20.54

	
6.11

	
24.55

	
6.36




	
F

	

	

	
21.475

	

	
16.387

	

	
1.355

	




	
P

	

	

	
<0.001

	

	
<0.001

	

	
0.255

	




	
Scheffe

	

	

	
1 < 3 ***, 1 < 4 ***,

2 < 3 ***, 2 < 4 ***

	
1 > 3 ***, 1 > 4 ***,

2 > 3 ***, 2 > 4 ***

	




	
title

	
1

	
237

	
36.65

	
6.66

	
23.57

	
6.47

	
25.42

	
6.45




	
2

	
365

	
34.45

	
8.10

	
25.85

	
6.66

	
26.19

	
6.39




	
3

	
611

	
36.26

	
7.68

	
24.37

	
6.61

	
25.05

	
6.22




	
4

	
314

	
37.92

	
7.42

	
23.07

	
6.15

	
25.02

	
6.05




	
F

	

	

	
12.120

	

	
11.620

	

	
2.954

	




	
P

	

	

	
<0.001

	

	
<0.001

	

	
0.032

	




	
Scheffe

	

	

	
2 < 1 **, 2 < 3 **,

2 < 4 ***, 3 < 4 *

2 < 4 ***, 3 < 4 *

	
2 > 1 ***, 2 > 3 **,

2 > 4 ***, 3 > 4 *

	




	
Education background

	
1

	
220

	
37.66

	
7.38

	
22.95

	
6.73

	
25.27

	
6.13




	

	
2

	
1219

	
35.95

	
7.69

	
24.59

	
6.49

	
25.41

	
6.33




	

	
3

	
88

	
36.52

	
7.60

	
24.28

	
7.00

	
25.14

	
5.94




	
F

	

	

	
4.741

	

	
6.240

	

	
2.184

	




	
P

	

	

	
0.009

	

	
0.003

	

	
0.893

	




	
Scheffe

	

	

	
2 < 1 ***

	
2 > 1 ***

	




	
School type

	
A

	
572

	
37.74

	
7.32

	
22.99

	
6.50

	
24.43

	
6.61




	
B

	
599

	
34.95

	
7.82

	
25.56

	
6.67

	
26.25

	
6.09




	
C

	
193

	
35.44

	
7.92

	
24.17

	
6.25

	
24.83

	
5.60




	
D

	
163

	
36.54

	
7.08

	
24.73

	
5.97

	
26.10

	
6.04




	
F

	

	

	
14.039

	

	
15.536

	

	
9.540

	




	
P

	

	

	
<0.001

	

	
<0.001

	

	
<0.001

	




	
Scheffe

	

	

	
B < A ***, C < A **,

	
B > A ***, D > A *

	
B > A ***, D > A *








Note: For teaching age, 1 means 0–3 years, 2 means 4–9 years, 3 means 10–20 years, 4 means more than 20 years; for position, 1 means class teacher, 2 means headteacher, 3 means middle-level school leader, 4 means school-level leaders and above; for title, 1 means unclassified, 2 means primary, 3 means middle, 4 means senior; for education, 1 means college degree or below, 2 means bachelor’s degree, 3 means graduate degree or above; for School type, A means primary school, B means secondary school, C means ordinary high school, D means secondary vocational school; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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