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Abstract

Low performance of high school students and repeating a year are major problems in the
education system. Low performance in the classroom generates negative emotions in
young people and has been related to development of school burnout. The objective of this
study was to analyze the repercussions of academic performance on burnout in high school
students, and establish the role of emotional intelligence in this relationship. The sample
was made up of 1287 high school students aged 14 to 18, who filled out questionnaires for
evaluation of these variables. The results showed that youths who had failed a subject or
had repeated a year showed more exhaustion and cynicism than their classmates with bet-
ter performance and higher academic efficacy. A relationship was also found between
school burnout and emotional intelligence in these adolescents, positive for self-efficacy
and negative for cynicism and exhaustion. The model results showed that low academic
performance affected burnout level, and that stress management and mood in emotional
intelligence acted as a mediator in this relationship. In conclusion, development of emotional
intelligence programs in the educational context is proposed as a measure for preventing
burnout in the face of adverse high school academic events, such as failing or repeating a
year.

Introduction
Academic performance and burnout

Academic performance is one of the major problems in the Spanish education system [1]. As
shown by data from the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA Report), Spain
is below the mean performance of the rest of the countries in the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD). And although the number of repeaters has gone
down in recent years, the mean is still much higher than the rest of the OECD [2].

These data cause strong concern due to the high risk that students with low performance
will leave school [2, 3]. Furthermore, low academic risk in high school has been related to
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other risks, such as school absenteeism [3, 4], low academic motivation [4, 5] and educational
aspirations, and poorer levels of self-efficacy [6, 7], lower subjective wellbeing [8], drinking
alcohol and taking drugs [3, 8, 9] or being victimized by cyberbullying [10]. Its influence on
participation and commitment of adolescents in the school has been demonstrated [4, 11, 12].
And in the long term, academic problems related to lower academic performance and repeat-
ing a year have been associated with less likelihood of a higher education and precarious
employment [13].

Along with performance, the appearance of student burnout has been studied [7]. Aca-
demic exhaustion, or burnout syndrome, appears as a result of high levels of school stress and
is characterized by the student feeling continually overwhelmed, attributing little value to
school and feeling detached, not enjoying school activities [14]. Burnout develops when stu-
dents are subjected to stress for long periods and pressured to reach goals at school, affecting
their aspirations and beliefs about their own performance [7]. This can be divided into three
dimensions: exhaustion, meaning emotional fatigue when faced with continual demands; cyni-
cism (that is, indifferent, distant attitude to school); and efficacy (expectations about the ability
to reach academic goals successfully) [15]. This syndrome, along with school participation,
have been found to be the two factors involved in school wellbeing [16, 17]. Furthermore, it
means students have a more negative perspective of the future [18], and is a risk factor for
developing behaviors such as smoking [19], altered sleep quality and symptoms of depression,
anxiety and stress linked with negative affect [20].

The relationship between performance and school burnout was studied by Palos et al. [17],
who evaluated classroom performance by means of grades, and found that it was an antecedent
for developing burnout, but not the opposite. Along this line, Engels, Pakarinen, Lekkanen &
Verschueren [21], in a longitudinal study, demonstrated that higher levels of exhaustion did
not lead to lower performance in young people, although it did find a negative relationship
between the two variables. Nevertheless, there are few studies analyzing how student achieve-
ment can affect school burnout, as performance is usually employed as a measure of results
and not as an antecedent variable [21]. This study was intended to add to evidence on the rela-
tionship between performance and burnout, expecting to find that there are differences in
burnout factors depending on academic performance of adolescents.

Emotional intelligence (EI) in the school: Influence on school burnout

Adolescence is characterized by experiencing very intense emotions [22], so emotional intelli-
gence has been confirmed as a very influential construct in educational environments [23].
This variable has been described as the capability of individuals to recognize and discriminate
their own and others” emotions, using this information to guide thinking and behavior [24].
Findings on emotional intelligence show that emotions are functional when the information
they provide is discerned, interpreted precisely and managed effectively. Thus, when emo-
tional intelligence is high, the emotional response to an event is accompanied by cognitive and
behavioral changes that make the individual adaptive [23, 25]. Emotional intelligence of stu-
dents, that is, how they feel faced with academic events, such as repeating a year or failing an
exam, and how they use and respond to their feelings influences the school setting, supporting
wellbeing and development or the complete opposite [26]. And along this line, use of the new
technologies has a fundamental role in developing new digital tools for integrating emotional
content in the learning process, promoting socioemotional competencies, wellbeing and adap-
tation in adolescence [27].

In a recent study on feelings that high school students experience about the school, it was
found that three out of four emotions were negative, regardless of the sociodemographic
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characteristic of the students. The most frequent were tiredness, stress and boredom [28]. In
turn, unpleasant emotions in the school context have been associated with negative conse-
quences, such as school burnout [29]. In other cases, an association has been found between
social anxiety and low academic performance, with the possibility that the first could affect the
second by limiting concentration in the classroom [30].

Emotional intelligence makes it possible to be aware of, manage and cognitively handle nega-
tive emotions, minimizing the anxiety, confusion and stress that inevitably arise from life events
and in adolescence, thereby, avoiding the appearance of cynicism or depersonalization, key
symptoms of burnout [31, 32]. Thus, emotional intelligence training programs have shown to
be effective in reducing burnout and emotional symptoms, and at the same time increase life
satisfaction and self-esteem of the participants [33]. Similar results have been found in improv-
ing wellbeing and reducing burnout and school stress in young students [34-37]. Therefore, the
second hypothesis of this study was that there is a negative correlation between school burnout
and the components of emotional intelligence, such as stress management and mood.

Academic emotions, on the other hand, are related to school processes, and are different in
young people with high or low academic performance. High performance has been related to
more positive student emotions, such as satisfaction, calm, relief, enjoyment, hope and pride,
while low performance is associated with prevalence of feelings such as anger, anxiety, shame,
hopelessness, boredom, depression, distress or exhaustion [37]. In addition, students with low
academic performance seem to regulate their emotions worse than those with high perfor-
mance, impeding school stress management [38]. This may be partly because young people
with high levels of emotional intelligence are better able to cope with situations at school, feel
self-realization and satisfaction with tasks performed and effort made [39].

They also enjoy and feel more connected to the school, since they have better relations with
classmates and teachers than those who have low emotional intelligence [40], because they reg-
ulate anxiety during interaction better [41], which could counteract negative emotional states
that arise at school. On this basis, this study expected to find factors such as the stress manage-
ment or mood components of emotional intelligence to act as mediators in the relationship
between academic performance and burnout, facilitating a more positive emotional perspec-
tive and management of negative feelings and the distress that appears when classroom perfor-
mance is low, and thereby reducing the probability of students developing burnout symptoms.

This study

The school is one of the central elements in young people’s lives during adolescence, and deter-
mines part of their wellbeing [17]. According to Fiorilli et al. [4], inquiry into the factors
involved in school adjustment can contribute to improving the wellbeing of students during
both their school years and adulthood, more so because burnout in students has negative
implications for their quality of life as adults. Therefore, the objective of this study was to ana-
lyze the differences in school burnout by academic performance and examine the involvement
of variables related to EI in the relationship between academic performance and burnout, in a
sample of high school students. Our research hypotheses were:

H1: There are significant differences in the factors of burnout according to student academic
performance

H2: There is a negative correlation between school burnout and EI components such as stress
management and mood.

H3: Stress management and mood are the components of EI that mediate in the relationship
between academic performance and burnout.
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Method
Participants

First, cluster sampling was used to select the schools. Eleven high schools in the province of
Almeria participated, all of them in urban areas. Participants were selected by simple random
sampling.

A total of 1287 students at public high schools () in the province of Almeria (Spain), aged
14 to 18 with a mean age of 15.11 (SD = 0.91) participated in this study. The sex distribution
was 47.1% (n = 606) boys and 52.9% (n = 681) girls, with mean ages of 15.12 (SD = 0.94) and
15.10 (SD = 0.88), respectively.

Instruments

An ad hoc questionnaire was prepared. Three questions to collect student sociodemographic
data (age, sex, grade) and two questions on their academic performance were asked to find out
whether they had ever failed a subject (“Have you ever failed a subject?”) and whether they had
ever repeated a year, (“Have you ever repeated a year?”). In both cases, the answer choice was
dichotomous (yes/no).

The Maslach Burnout Inventory-Survey (MBI-SS) [14] validation for Spanish students [42]
was used for evaluating school burnout. This instrument contains 12 items rated on a seven-
point Likert scale (where 1 is “never” and 6 is “every day”). The items are grouped in three sub-
scales: emotional exhaustion, which refers to the feeling of being physically, mentally and emo-
tionally tired of school (e.g.: “I feel emotionally exhausted by my schoolwork.”), cynicism,
which refers to self-criticism and loss of interest in schoolwork (e.g.: “I am less interested in
studying since I started high school”) and academic self-efficacy, understood as feelings of aca-
demic competence (e.g., I can solve the problems that come up at school effectively”). The reli-
ability indices for each of the subscales were w = 0.83 for exhaustion, w = 0.82 in cynicism and
w = 0.79 in self-efficacy.

The Brief Emotional Intelligence Inventory (EQ-i-M20) [43] was used for evaluation of emo-
tional intelligence. This tool consists of 20 items which enable five factors to be evaluated:
intrapersonal (e.g., “I can describe my feelings easily”), interpersonal, (e.g., “I understand well
how other people feel”), stress management (e.g., “It is hard for me to control my anger”),
adaptability (e.g., “I can solve problems different ways”) and general mood (e.g., “I am happy
with the kind of person I am”). These factors refer to the capability for understanding one’s
own feelings and those of others, the ability for self-control in distressing situations, flexibility
in problem solving and feeling happy and optimistic, respectively. The answer choices are on a
Likert-type scale from 1 “never happens to me”) to 4 (“always happens to me”). The reliability
of the instrument for this study was w = 0.81 for the Intrapersonal factor, w = 0.62 for Interper-
sonal, w = 0.77 in Stress management, w = 0.71 for Adaptability and w = 0.87 in Mood.

Procedure

Before collecting the information, the school principals were contacted to inform them of the
objectives of the study, and guarantee confidential data processing. Two members of the
research team went to the schools to administer the questionnaires. First, they gave the students
the appropriate instructions and guaranteed the anonymity of their answers. The students filled
out the tests individually, in an estimated mean time of 25-30 minutes. In all cases, in compli-
ance with ethical research standards, all participants accepted voluntary participation and had
the written consent of the parents / guardians at the center for their participation. The study
was approved by the University of Almeria Bioethics Committee (Ref: UALBIO2018/015).

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0253552  June 24, 2021 4/14


https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0253552

PLOS ONE

Emotional intelligence as a mediator in the relationship between academic performance and burnout

Data analysis

First, to find out whether there were any between-group differences in the dimensions of
school burnout by performance (had not failed a subject vs had failed a subject, and had not
repeated a year vs repeated a year), a Student’s ¢-test for independent samples was carried out.
In this case, the Bayesian alternative was computed to be able to compare the evidence of the
alternative hypothesis (H;: there are between-group differences) with the null hypothesis (Hy:
there are no between-group differences). JASP version 0.11.1 [44] statistical software was used
for estimation of the Bayesian t-test. The Cauchy prior width was set at the software default

(r =0.70), which means there is a 70% probability that the real effect size is between -0.5 and
0.5.

To find out the distribution and identify the relationship between emotional intelligence
and school burnout, Pearson’s bivariate correlation analysis was applied. The emotional intelli-
gence components that correlated to the dimensions of school burnout were extracted from
the results in the correlation matrix.

Then the mediation analysis was computed, where academic performance data (fail a sub-
ject/repeat a year) were the predictors, the emotional intelligence components were mediators,
and the school burnout dimensions were the response variables. JASP mediation analysis
based on lavaan software [45] was used for computing the models. Models were estimated by
applying bootstrapping and the confidence intervals were calculated using the bias-corrected
percentile method, following Biesanz, Falk & Savalei [46].

To examine the reliability of the instruments used for data collection, McDonald’s Omega
[47] coefficient was estimated, following the proposal and guidelines by Ventura-Leén & Cay-
cho [48].

Results
Burnout and academic performance (fail a subject)

Table 1 shows the significant differences between those who had failed a subject and those
who had not. Specifically, those who had failed had significantly higher scores in exhaustion
(t(1284) = -3.20, p < 0.01, d = -0.21) and cynicism ((1284) = -6.03, p < 0.001, d = -0.41), while
those who had never failed a subject had a higher mean score in self-efficacy (t1284) = 3.67,
p < 0.001,d=0.74).

For exhaustion, the BF;, = 11.749, which shows that the data observed were 11.74 times
more likely under H, than H,. Cynicism had a BF;, showing that observed data were 3.647 x
10° times more likely under H; than Hy,. For self-efficacy, the BF;, showed that observed data
were 1.281 x 10** times more likely under H; than under H,,.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and Bayesian independent samples ¢-test (failed subject).

Group
EXH no

yes
CYN no

yes
EFF no

yes

N
274
1008
274
1008
274
1008

95% CI (MD) BF;o error %

Mean SD MD Lower Upper

13.51 6.37 -1.33 -2.157 -0.520 11.749 1.791e -6
14.85 6.05

8.23 6.37 -2.63 -3.489 -1.777 3.647¢ +6 1.692e -11
10.86 6.41

17.37 4.38 3.67 3.013 4.340 1.281e +23 1.072e -27
13.69 5.11

Note. EXH = Exhaustion, CYN = Cynicism, EFF = Self-efficacy. SD = Standard deviation, MD = Mean difference, BF = Bayes Factor.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0253552.t001
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In Fig 1, the first column shows the results of the robustness check and the second, sequen-
tial analyses combined with the Bayes Factor robustness check.

Burnout and academic performance (repeat year)

As shown in Table 2, repeaters had the highest scores in cynicism (¢(;284) = -3.53, p < 0.001,

d =-0.23). However, those who had never repeated a year had a higher mean score in self-effi-
cacy (t(1284) = 4.52, p < 0.001, d = 0.29). No statistically significant between-group differences
were observed in exhaustion (¢(;2g4) = -0.49, p = 0.624).

For exhaustion, the Bayesian approach was more easily interpreted in terms of BFy;. In this
case, the data observed were 12.17 times more likely under H, than under H;. For cynicism,
the BF;, showed that data were 33.58 times more likely under H; than under H,. Finally, for
self-efficacy, the BF,q showed that the data observed were 1612 times more likely under H,;

than H,,.

In Fig 2, the first column shows the results of the robustness check and the second column
the sequential analyses combined with the Bayes Factor robustness check.

Bayes Factor Robustness Check
° max BF v 2203 2tr=0.1846
o SO POX BF o= 1175
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Fig 1. Inferential plots (fail subject).
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0253552.9001
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics and Bayesian independent samples ¢-test (repeat year).

95% CI (MD) BF,, error %
Group N Mean SD MD Lower Upper
EXH no 976 14.52 6.16 -0.19 -0.982 0.589 0.082 0.006
yes 310 14.71 6.06
CYN no 976 9.94 6.52 -1.49 -2.320 -0.665 33.585 1.076e -5
yes 310 11.44 6.29
EFF no 976 14.85 5.05 1.51 0.860 2.177 1611.919 1.887e -7
yes 310 13.33 5.43

Note. EXH = Exhaustion, CYN = Cynicism, EFF = Self-efficacy. SD = Standard deviation, MD = Mean difference, BF = Bayes Factor.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0253552.t002

School burnout and emotional intelligence

As observed in the correlation matrix (Table 3), exhaustion was negatively related to the intra-

personal components, stress management and mood. The correlation was positive with the
interpersonal factor, although intensity was weak. Cynicism correlated negatively with the
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Fig 2. Inferential plots (repeat year).
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0253552.g002
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Table 3. School burnout and emotional intelligence. Bivariate correlations.

Exhaustion Pearson’s r
Upper 95% CI
Lower 95% CI

Cynicism Pearson’s r
Upper 95% CI
Lower 95% CI

Self-efficacy Pearson’s r
Upper 95% CI
Lower 95% CI

Note.” p < 0.05
p<0.01
*** p < 0.001.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0253552.t003

Intrapersonal Interpersonal Stress management Adaptability Mood
-0.090"* 0.065* -0.242** 0.007 -0.195%**
-0.036 0.119 -0.190 0.062 -0.142
-0.144 0.010 -0.293 -0.048 -0.247
-0.075"* 0.009 -0.238"** -0.066* -0.177°**
-0.020 0.063 -0.186 -0.011 -0.124
-0.129 -0.046 -0.289 -0.120 -0.230
0.161** 0.190*** 0.121%** 0.323"** 0.330"**
0.214 0.242 0.175 0.371 0.378
0.107 0.137 0.067 0.273 0.280

intrapersonal factors, stress management, adaptability and mood. For self-efficacy, the correla-
tions were positive with all the emotional intelligence components.

Analysis of the mediating effect of emotional intelligence in the
relationship between academic performance and school burnout

Table 4 shows the direct effects of having failed a subject on the three school burnout compo-
nents. The analysis of indirect effects revealed the existence of a mediating effect of stress man-
agement, which intervened in the relationship between failing and school burnout
(exhaustion, cynicism and self-efficacy). While adaptability was found to be a mediator with
self-efficacy as the response variable. The total effects of the model were significant for all of
the dimensions of school burnout.

Table 5 shows the results of the mediation analysis taking having repeated a year as the
antecedent variable. In this case, direct effects of repeating the year were found on cynicism
and self-efficacy. The analysis of indirect effects revealed that stress management is the emo-
tional intelligence factor which could be mediating in the relationship between repeating a
year and school burnout, and this path is significant for the three components (exhaustion,
cynicism and self-efficacy). The total effects of the model were significant for cynicism and
self-efficacy.

Discussion

Low performance of high school students and repeating a year are the problems most affecting
education in Spain [2]. Beyond the implications for young people’s own professional develop-
ment [4, 13], low academic performance has been found to be a variable related to the appear-
ance of other risks [3, 5, 8, 9, 10] impeding adolescent adjustment, such as school burnout [7].
As school adjustment is an important variable in adolescence as well as in the long-term, in
adulthood [4], the objective of this study was to inquire into some of the factors involved, and
particularly, to analyze the repercussion of low academic performance on burnout symptoms
in high school students and the role of emotional intelligence in this relationship.

Previous studies have shown the existence of associations between student performance
and school burnout symptoms [7, 21], the first established as an antecedent of classroom burn-
out [17]. On this basis, the first hypothesis was proposed postulating the existence of signifi-
cant differences in burnout factors by academic performance. Our findings confirmed that
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Table 4. Direct, total and indirect effects (fail subject).

Direct effects 95% Confidence Interval
Estimate Std. Error z-value Lower Upper
Fail — EXH 0.152 0.066 2.303 0.021 0.027 0.283
Fail - CYN 0.320 0.066 4.862 < 0.001 0.197 0.447
Fail — EFF -0.591 0.061 -9.691 < 0.001 -0.697 -0.477
Indirect effects 95% Confidence Interval
Estimate Std. Error z-value Lower Upper
Fail — INTRA — EXH -0.001 0.004 -0.245 0.807 -0.015 0.007
Fail — INTER — EXH -0.008 0.006 -1.306 0.192 -0.028 6.642¢ -4
Fail — STR-M — EXH 0.068 0.017 4.081 <0.001 0.042 0.107
Fail — ADAPT — EXH -0.015 0.010 -1.440 0.150 -0.039 0.005
Fail - MOOD — CYN 0.022 0.012 1.835 0.067 9.748e -4 0.048
Fail — INTRA — CYN -6.683e -4 0.003 -0.243 0.808 -0.012 0.004
Fail — INTER — CYN -0.005 0.004 -1.095 0.273 -0.024 6.336e -4
Fail — STR-M — CYN 0.067 0.017 4.064 < 0.001 0.041 0.103
Fail = ADAPT — CYN 0.006 0.010 0.619 0.536 -0.016 0.029
Fail - MOOD — CYN 0.017 0.010 1.767 0.077 0.002 0.040
Fail — INTRA — EFF 3.372e -4 0.001 0.234 0.815 -0.003 0.009
Fail — INTER — EFF -0.007 0.005 -1.272 0.203 -0.025 5.875e -4
Fail — STR-M — EFF -0.023 0.009 -2.422 0.015 -0.049 -0.006
Fail — ADAPT — EFF -0.058 0.015 -3.791 <0.001 -0.092 -0.031
Fail = MOOD — EFF -0.030 0.016 -1.890 0.059 -0.063 -7.526e -4
Total effects 95% Confidence Interval
Estimate Std. Error z-value Lower Upper
Fail — EXH 0.218 0.068 3.210 0.001 0.083 0.351
Fail — CYN 0.406 0.067 6.039 < 0.001 0.267 0.522
Fail — EFF -0.709 0.065 -10.874 < 0.001 -0.818 -0.592

Note. EXH = Exhaustion, CYN = Cynicism, EFF = Self-efficacy, INTRA = Intrapersonal, INTER = Interpersonal, STR-M = Stress management, ADAPT = Adaptability,

MOOD = Mood. [Delta method standard errors, bias-corrected percentile bootstrap confidence intervals].

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0253552.t1004

young people who have failed a subject are more exhausted and cynical, while those who had
not failed showed more self-efficacy. And similarly, students who had repeated a year showed
more cynicism and less self-efficacy than their classmates who were not repeaters. Adolescents
who repeated a year were more cynical about the value of education and felt less able to under-
take schoolwork successfully, like those who had failed a course and also felt emotionally
overwhelmed.

Positive relationships were also found between the self-efficacy factor of burnout and all the
emotional intelligence factors. Significant negative relationships of cynicism and exhaustion
were found with intrapersonal emotional intelligence, stress management and mood, where
the strongest relationship was with the last two factors. These results confirm the second
hypothesis of our study and show how recognition of one’s own feelings, their proper manage-

ment, especially when overwhelming, and favorable mood, are associated with lower incidence
of school burnout symptoms linked to continual stress and emotional exhaustion [31, 33, 35].
Finally, a model was found that confirmed the mediator effect of the stress management
and mood factors in the relationship between performance and school burnout, supporting
the third hypothesis proposed. These results sustain that low academic performance, defined
as failing a subject and repeating a year, affect the development of student burnout symptoms
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Table 5. Direct, total and indirect effects (repeat year).

Direct effects 95% Confidence Interval
Estimate Std. Error z-value Lower Upper
Repeat — EXH -0.026 0.062 -0.420 0.674 -0.144 0.097
Repeat — CYN 0.168 0.063 2.682 0.007 0.051 0.289
Repeat — EFF -0.244 0.059 -4.115 <0.001 -0.374 -0.117
Indirect effects 95% Confidence Interval
Estimate Std. Error z-value Lower Upper
Repeat — INTRA — EXH 0.004 0.004 0.933 0.351 -0.002 0.018
Repeat — INTER — EXH -0.007 0.006 -1.231 0.218 -0.025 0.002
Repeat — STR-M — EXH 0.060 0.016 3.740 <0.001 0.031 0.104
Repeat — ADAPT — EXH -0.002 0.003 -0.727 0.467 -0.016 0.001
Repeat — MOOD — CYN 0.003 0.011 0.311 0.756 -0.018 0.024
Repeat — INTRA — CYN 0.002 0.003 0.750 0.453 -0.001 0.016
Repeat — INTER — CYN -0.004 0.004 -1.061 0.289 -0.019 8.197e -4
Repeat — STR-M — CYN 0.058 0.016 3.708 < 0.001 0.031 0.101
Repeat — ADAPT — CYN 0.002 0.003 0.761 0.447 -0.002 0.016
Repeat — MOOD — CYN 0.003 0.009 0.311 0.756 -0.014 0.020
Repeat — INTRA — EFF -3.928e -4 0.002 -0.205 0.838 -0.009 0.003
Repeat — INTER — EFF -0.006 0.005 -1.181 0.238 -0.020 0.002
Repeat — STR-M — EFF -0.024 0.009 -2.680 0.007 -0.049 -0.009
Repeat — ADAPT — EFF -0.013 0.014 -0.919 0.358 -0.046 0.012
Repeat — MOOD — EFF -0.005 0.015 -0.311 0.756 -0.034 0.025
Total effects 95% Confidence Interval
Estimate Std. Error z-value Lower Upper
Repeat — EXH 0.032 0.065 0.491 0.623 -0.098 0.149
Repeat — CYN 0.230 0.065 3.540 <0.001 0.104 0.347
Repeat — EFF -0.293 0.065 -4.527 <0.001 -0.425 -0.160

Note. EXH = Exhaustion, CYN = Cynicism, EFF = Self-efficacy, INTRA = Intrapersonal, INTER = Interpersonal, STR-M = Stress management, ADAPT = Adaptability,

MOOD = Mood. [Delta method standard errors, bias-corrected percentile bootstrap confidence intervals].

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0253552.t1005

through stress management and mood. Thus, when adolescents show low levels in these emo-
tional intelligence factors, situations that generate distress, stress and negative feelings, such as
failing or repeating a year, can lead to the appearance of this syndrome. In this line, other
authors have suggested that as most of the feelings about school that appear during adoles-
cence are negative [28], especially in young people with low performance [37]. These emo-
tions, if not recognized, controlled and efficiently managed, can derive in maladaptive
responses to stress and distress, such as school burnout [26].

In view of all of the above, working on emotional competences in the school is confirmed as
an effective measure for protecting from development of exhaustion and lowering its levels in
secondary education [27, 34-37], protecting young people from this syndrome and its conse-
quences, especially among those with performance levels below expected. According to Szczy-
giel and Mikolajczak [49], the protective role of emotional intelligence in developing burnout
has scarcely been analyzed. However, findings in other groups point in the same direction as
the results of our study, showing the buffer role of trait emotional intelligence in the relationship
between stressful, adverse situations and burnout, promoting better management [49].

This study had some limitations. First, the construction of a wider theoretical argument to
back the results was hindered by the low number of studies analyzing performance as an
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antecedent variable of school burnout. In future, it would be of interest to continue research in
this direction, linking psychological symptoms and syndromes, such as burnout with mood
caused by adverse situations in the school. Furthermore, factors such as the number of subjects
failed or academic expectations that could be affecting stress and distress experienced by the
participants were not considered. As school burnout is a syndrome that develops from main-
taining high levels of stress, future research should include these and other variables that could
be affecting young people’s mood toward their academic situation.

Conclusions

Adolescents spend a large part of their time at school, making it one of the major elements in
their lives, and therefore, marking to a great extent their present and future wellbeing. During
a stage where the individual is easily influenced by a multitude of variables and where different
individual and socio-familial factors have a relevant role in academic performance, the number
of adolescents with low performance and who have repeated a year is above the OECD mean.
This study showed that low academic performance is related to higher levels of burnout symp-
toms in adolescents, in which stress management and mood factors of emotional intelligence
are mediators.

Thus, failing a subject or repeating a year, which are two adverse situations in the school
context, generate negative emotional states, which if not managed successfully, or if allowed to
lead to prolonged worsening of the minor’s mood, can promote development of school burn-
out. We therefore propose the development of emotional intelligence programs for improving
the response to situations that generate negative feelings, such as low performance. This could
prevent and decrease school burnout in adolescents while increasing other positive variables
for their academic development, such as self-esteem, interpersonal relations, classroom partici-
pation or academic wellbeing.

Similarly, emotional content should be included in educational programs directed at work-
ing on general academic competencies, as well as specific subjects using educational applica-
tions for the purpose. This could lead to significant student learning, with the consequent
acquisition of personal resources for effectively coping with new academic challenges.

Finally, based on all of the above, future lines of research could study the variables involved
in greater depth to find new explanatory models that contribute not only to preventing school
burnout, but also to acquisition of personal resources and strategies for improving academic
engagement of high school students.
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