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Abstract

The aim of this longitudinal study was to examine how adolescents’ school burnout profiles
relate to perceived learning difficulties and delayed graduation in upper secondary education.
Adolescents (N = 485, mean age 15.7 years) living in a mid-sized city in Finland completed
questionnaires during their upper secondary education in either the academic or vocational
track. A person-oriented approach was used, and the results imply that students with perceived
learning difficulties are at a higher risk of school burnout than those who do not report learning
difficulties. Adolescents with a higher likelihood of belonging to the ‘at risk of school burnout’
profile also had a higher risk of delayed graduation than students in other profiles, as well as
those without perceived learning difficulties. In addition, students in the vocational track were
more likely to belong to the ‘Not at risk of school burnout’ profile than to the other school
burnout profiles. Girls had an increased risk of belonging to one of the three profiles indicating
burnout than to the ‘not at risk of school burnout’ profile. These findings suggest that perceived
learning difficulties affect adolescents’ lives longitudinally; thus, better identification of these
difficulties and more effective support are needed.
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Resumen

El objetivo del presente estudio fue examinar como los perfiles de agotamiento escolar en los
adolescentes se relacionan con las dificultades de aprendizaje en la educacién secundaria
superior y, ademas, con el retraso en la graduacion. Adolescentes (N = 585, edad media de
15,7 afios) de Finlandia, completaron cuestionarios ya sea en el &mbito académico o
profesional. Los resultados indican que los estudiantes con dificultades de aprendizaje
percibidas corrian un mayor riesgo de sufrir agotamiento escolar que los estudiantes que no
presentaban dificultades en el aprendizaje. Los adolescentes que tenian una mayor
probabilidad de pertenecer al perfil «En riesgo de agotamiento escolar» también tenian un
mayor riesgo de retrasar la graduacion de educacion secundaria superior a los estudiantes.
Ademas, los resultados indicaron que los estudiantes en la rama vocacional probablemente
pertenecian mas a la categoria «No estan en riesgo de agotamiento escolar». Las nifias tenian
un mayor riesgo de pertenecer a uno de los tres perfiles de agotamiento escolar diferentes.
Estos hallazgos sugieren que las dificultades de aprendizaje percibidas afectan a lo largo de la
vida de los adolescentes y, por lo tanto, se necesita una mejor identificacion de estas
dificultades y un apoyo eficaz.
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successfully integrating into the labour market (Getzel, 2014; Hoff et al., 2018; Wagner

& Newman, 2015). Graduation is also meaningful with regard to outcomes indicative of
an independent adult life (Buchmann & Kriesi, 2011; Crockett & Beal, 2012; Schulenberg &
Schoon, 2012). However, success in upper secondary education and timely graduation are not
always certain, as they may be affected by factors such as symptoms of school burnout and
learning difficulties (Wagner & Newman, 2015). In this study, such learning difficulties are
referred to as perceived LDs.

The concept of school burnout originates from that of work burnout, which was introduced
in the 1970s. Work burnout refers to an imbalance between a job’s task-related demands and
the corresponding available human resources (Maslach, 2003; Maslach et al., 2001). When
applying this theory to the school context, the concept of school burnout contains three
dimensions: exhaustion, cynicism towards schoolwork, and feeling inadequate as a student
(Salmela-Aro et al., 2009a; Salmela-Aro et al., 2009b; Schaufeli et al., 2002). Exhaustion is
associated with experiences of emotional overload related to academic pressure,
powerlessness, and tiredness. Cynicism in the school context means that a student has lost
interest in studying and has a negative attitude towards schoolwork, and feelings of inadequacy
are evidence of a student’s experiences of reduced competence and achievement. According to
Parker and Salmela-Aro (2011), exhaustion and a cynical attitude towards schoolwork predict
feelings of inadequacy. These feelings are reflected in a pessimistic opinion of oneself and
one’s abilities as a student (Marttinen, 2017).

School burnout symptoms may arise because of an adolescent’s attempt to cope with the
pressure caused by an imbalance between their resources and the expectations of their learning
abilities (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009a). Overall exhaustion has not been found to be a serious risk
factor with regard to academic achievement; however, a cynical attitude towards schoolwork
has been shown to be associated with lower academic achievement (Cadime et al., 2016).
Furthermore, feelings of inadequacy have been found to be related to perceived LDs in reading
and math among lower secondary education students (Kiuru et al., 2011). The role of gender
in these associations is not clear; some studies have shown that girls experience higher levels
of school burnout symptoms than boys (Kiuru et al., 2008; Salmela-Aro & Tynkkynen, 2012),
while in others (Fiorilli et al., 2017), gender differences were not found.

Research has revealed that students with symptoms of school burnout may find schoolwork
very challenging. In upper secondary education, the academic demands and learning
expectations placed upon students by teachers and parents increase, which may lead to the
perception of LDs and stress, even if students do not have diagnosed LDs (Berninger et al.,
2008; Undheim, 2009). In a sample of Finnish students aged 13-17, academic stress was
associated with concentration difficulties, poorer social relationships, poorer academic
performance, and worse reading and writing outcomes (Frojd et al., 2008). Moreover, in upper
secondary education, studying skills and reading comprehension are especially important for
academic success, as the amount of written material increases at this level. In addition,
difficulties with basic reading skills affect reading comprehension strategies (Cirino et al.,
2013; Kintsch & Kintsch, 2005; Nation & Norbury, 2005) and make it challenging to
understand the content of more demanding texts (Ferrer et al., 2010). Specifically, successful

G raduation from upper secondary education is essential for pursuing further education and
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comprehension requires the integration of multiple linguistic and cognitive processes (e.g.
constructing morphosyntax and sentence structure) that are critical for making meaning from
text (Cain & Oakhill, 2012). Thus, students who struggle with these written language skills
might experience other severe difficulties related to performing academic tasks, such as writing
essays, understanding study materials, or taking notes (Boyle, 2012; Oefinger & Peverly, 2020;
Vekaria & Peverly, 2018). Perceived LDs and a lack of study skills may negatively impact
academic achievement, self-esteem, and academic well-being, and such students may also
consider themselves limited in their abilities to handle these difficulties (Xiang et al., 2019).
This, in turn, may decrease their mental health and increase their stress and risk of school
burnout (Banks & Woolfson, 2008; Caroll & lles, 2006; Horanicova et al., 2020). At the same
time, previous studies have shown that through support provided by a teacher or other school
staff, it is possible to lower the risk of school burnout (e.g., Chu et al., 2010; Kim et al., 2018).

Previous studies have shown that school burnout symptoms correlate with delayed
completion of high school (Melkevik et al., 2016), dropping out of school (Bask & Salmela-
Aro, 2013; Korhonen et al., 2014), and changes in motivation (Lee et al., 2020). In earlier
studies, the risk of school burnout was found to be more common among students in the
academic track than among those in the vocational track (e.g., Bask & Salmela-Aro, 2013).
Moreover, feelings of inadequacy and cynicism have been overrepresented among students in
the academic track compared to those in the vocational track (Holopainen et al., 2012; Salmela-
Aro et al., 2008; Symonds et al., 2016; Tuominen-Soini et al., 2012). This shows that school-
related stress is strongly related to features of learning environments, such as teacher support,
motivational climate, and school connectedness (Kidger et al., 2012; Skaalvik & Skaalvik,
2013). The notion of a motivational climate refers to what is valued and defined as success in
different environments, and the degree to which individual effort and progress is emphasised
(Meece et al., 2006; Patrick et al., 2011).

Studies have shown that perceived LDs negatively affect school well-being and the success
of educational transitions (Sainio et al., 2021) and delay graduation (Wagner & Newman,
2015). Graduating from secondary education within the expected time and successfully
transitioning from school to work positively affect adolescents’ well-being. Such a transition
is also a significant personal and economic issue, as having an upper secondary education—
including a diploma—has become a precondition for avoiding unemployment (Hoff et al.,
2018).

Mékikangas and Kinnunen (2016) have suggested that more attention be paid to the
participants of school burnout studies to gain a thorough understanding of these individuals’
perspectives on the dimensions of burnout. More specifically, such attention could aim to
capture individual types to better apply the research findings to practice. The prevention of
school burnout is essential, and previous studies have demonstrated the importance of positive
relationships with parents, teachers, friends, and classmates in lowering school stress (Bilge et
al., 2014). Enhancing students’ personal resources (e.g,. emotional intelligence and resilience)
also reduce the risk of school burnout (Romano et al., 2021).

This study used a person-oriented methodology to investigate these issues. In our previous
study (Authors), four latent school burnout profiles were identified: ‘not at risk of school
burnout’, ‘average exhaustion and inadequacy’, ‘at risk of school burnout’, and ‘at high risk of
school burnout’ (Lee at al., 2010; Lee et al., 2020; Salmela-Aro & Read, 2017). In addition,
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while some research has been conducted on school burnout and LDs in lower secondary
education (Korhonen et al., 2014; Torppa et al., 2019), to the best of our knowledge, there is a
lack of studies on the long-term consequences of perceived LDs and school burnout during
upper secondary education, especially those that include both educational tracks (academic and
vocational) in the same study. This study contributes to knowledge about longitudinal
associations among the identified school burnout profiles, perceived LDs, delayed graduation,
gender, and educational tracks. The specific research questions were as follows:
1. What kinds of associations can be found between different school burnout profiles and
perceived LDs, gender, and educational track?
2. How is timely graduation from upper secondary education related to different school
burnout profiles?

Methods
Participants

The present study is part of longitudinal study that included 585 adolescents (299 girls, 286
boys; mean age 15.7 years) from a mid-sized city in Finland and they were finishing their last
year in general compulsory education classes. 98.8% spoke Finnish as their first language. In
the present study 485 students, who started in this longitudinal study, participated when they
were studying in their first year in upper secondary education and 416 participated in the third
year in upper secondary education. At the beginning of this four-year longitudinal study, the
Written consent for participation was requested from their parents. The SES variable could not
be used in the analyses because more than half of the participants did not answer the content
of the question, or the answers were incomplete.

After finishing compulsory education (nine years) at the age of 16, students in Finland
choose whether to continue their studies in general upper secondary school (academic track)
or vocational upper secondary school (vocational track). The academic track offers a general
academic programme that aims to prepare students for higher education at the tertiary level,
whereas the vocational track includes formal education courses at school with curricula-driven
workplace learning and focuses on providing training for different occupations (Haltia et al.,
2021), as well as the opportunity to continue studying at both the polytechnic and university
levels. The tracking of students is based on their grade point averages at the end of compulsory
education (Ministry of Education and Culture, Finnish National Agency of Education, 2018).
Approximately 40% of Finland’s student population enrols in vocational programmes (Official
Statistics of Finland, 2017). In this study, immediately after compulsory education, 59.5%
transitioned onto the academic track and 40.5% onto the vocational track. On both tracks,
students generally graduate within 3.5 years (with 150 credit points). In Finland, on both tracks,
students with difficulties at school can receive special educational support for learning, for
which they do not need a formal diagnosis (Finnish National Board of Education, 2014).

According to the instructions of the Committee on Research Ethics at the University of
Eastern Finland (UE), an ethical review statement was not required from a human sciences
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ethics committee, as this research does not involve an intervention into the physical integrity
of the research participants. Participation in the study did not pose an immediate danger or
threat to the participants’ safety or exposure to strong stimuli. Moreover, participating in the
study did not cause mental harm beyond the limits of normal everyday life for those involved.
Finally, only the participants’ personal data were collected, and they were not combined with
data from any other sources than students own school records.

Procedure and Measures

Perceived LDs and school burnout were assessed using questionnaires. Specifically, perceived
LDs were measured in the 10th grade (first year in upper secondary education) and school
burnout in the 12th grade (third year in upper secondary education). The researchers instructed
the schoolteachers on how to implement the questionnaires, after which the teachers
administered the assessments in class during the regular school day. The data from this study
were based on the participants’ self-rated assessments. Information about graduation from
upper secondary education was collected from school records.

School Burnout.

School burnout was assessed using the School Burnout Inventory (SBI; Salmela-Aro &
Né&atanen, 2005). The questionnaire statements were evaluated on a six-point Likert scale, with
responses ranging from 1 (not true at all) to 6 (very true). The inventory contained three items
for each of the three school burnout dimensions: (1) exhaustion included statements such as ‘I
feel exhausted by my schoolwork’; (2) feelings of academic inadequacy included statements
such as ‘I feel that I am failing in my studying’; and (3) cynicism towards studies included
statements such as ‘I feel that I have less and less to give in my schoolwork’. The internal
consistency of these scales was adequate: Cronbach’s alpha for exhaustion was 0.72; for
feelings of academic inadequacy, it was 0.75; and for cynicism towards studies, it was 0.84.

Perceived Learning Difficulties.

Perceived LDs were tested using a questionnaire in which participants were asked if they had
experienced difficulties in seven different situations involving learning, schoolwork, and
understanding teaching, which included taking notes, writing essays, understanding
instructions, understanding whiteboard notes, completing exams on time, preparing for exams,
and understanding written study materials. Statements measuring perceived LDs included, for
example, ‘I have difficulties taking notes during lessons’ and ‘I have difficulties preparing for
exams’. A Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) was used to assess how
frequently the participants had experienced the above-mentioned difficulties during the
previous six months. Cronbach’s alpha for perceived LDs was found to be good (0.89).
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Background Variables.

Self-rated learning difficulties, educational track (1 = vocational track, 0 = academic track),
and gender (1 = girls, 0 = boys) were used as independent variables to determine how they
predicted the membership of the students in the identified profiles. There were 299 girls and
286 boys in the study (N = 585). Information about the educational track was obtained from
572 participants: 228 were vocational-track students, while 344 were on the academic track.
13 students could not be reached.

Graduation.

In this study, 120 of the 597 adolescents did not graduate within the expected time (3-3.5 years
for both tracks). In the framework of this study, graduation was considered delayed if the
participants had not completed their studies within four years or less. The variable of graduation
(0 = graduated in the expected time, 1 = delayed graduation) from upper secondary education
was used as the dependent variable.

Data Analysis

In the first step of the data analysis, missing values were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics
version 27 (IBM, Armonk, NY, USA). Little’s missing completely at random (MCAR) test
showed that the missing information was entirely at random (2 = 32.408, df = 34, p = 0.546)
with all measures we use in this study. Under MCAR, the Mplus programme (version 8.3) gave
the full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation when all available information
was considered (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017). Perceived LD variables were normalised
using logarithmic conversion within the IBM SPSS Statistics programme. All other study
variables were normally distributed.

In accordance with the literature (e.g., Salmela-Aro & N&atanen, 2005), school burnout
profiles were created using the three dimensions of school burnout: emotional exhaustion,
cynicism, and feelings of inadequacy. The results from a latent profile analysis (Authors) were
utilised in this study, and the four-profile solution (Figure 1) was reproduced using the Mplus
programme (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017), which was also used in the analyses. Based on
the fit indices and entropy value (0.798), a four-group solution fit the data best. In the four-
group model, BIC values were the lowest compared to previous groups, and VLMR and LMR
likelihood ratios were statistically significant (p < 0.05).

Next, the factor structure of perceived LDs was tested, and the factor score was saved using
SPSS version 27 for use in further analyses. Using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is
recommended as a method to examine the structural validity of a measure (e.g., Mokkink et
al., 2018). CFA was performed to create the factor of perceived LDs with the Mplus programme
(version 8.4; Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017), and the obtained factor score was saved for the
main analysis. The CFA of perceived LDs was conducted using seven indicators: taking notes,
writing essays, understanding instructions, understanding whiteboard notes, completing exams
on time, preparing for exams, and understanding study materials. According to fit indicators,
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the factor model fit the data well: CFI values were 0.985, and TLI values were 0.974. In
addition, the RMSEA value was 0.060, and the SRMR value was 0.027. In structural equation
models and the evaluation of the good-fit model, indices of CFI, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR
were used, with values less than 0.06 for RMSEA, less than 0.08 for SRMR (Hu & Bentler,
1999), greater than 0.09 for CFl and TLI (Marsh et al., 2004)

To analyse the associations between perceived LDs and the background variables (i.e.,
gender and educational track) with school burnout, profiles were examined using the R3STEP
procedure and the AUXILIARY command in Mplus (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014). The
R3STEP command performed multinomial logistic regressions to determine which variables
were more likely to predict a participant belonging to one latent profile when another latent
profile was used as a reference group.

The R3STEP method saved the latent profiles’ solutions and kept them unchanged when
auxiliary variables were added (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014).

The second objective of this study was to investigate how different school burnout profiles
were related to graduation in time from upper secondary education. In this part of the analysis,
the DCAT command (Lanza et al., 2013) was utilised. The DCAT method is based on an
overall test and a pairwise comparison between the means and probabilities of auxiliary
variables using the Wald chi-square test (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014; Lanza et al., 2013).

The results of the analyses were evaluated using odds ratio values (ORs) from the
multinomial logistic regression. In a situation where logistic odd was negative, the
interpretation was made using the opposite group as a reference group.

Results

School Burnout Profiles

Figure 1 shows the standardised values of exhaustion, inadequacy, and cynicism in the four
latent school burnout profiles.

Figure 1
Four Latent Profile Solutions for School Burnout with Standard Scores

Average
Not at Risk of Exhaustionand At risk of School At High Risk of
School Burnout Inadequacy Burnout School Burnout
5 4.54.45
4
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As Figure 1 shows, the ‘not at risk of school burnout’ profile (36% of the students, n = 150)
was characterised by below-average mean values of all three school burnout dimensions.
Students in this profile did not experience exhaustion, inadequacy, or cynicism. Participants in
the ‘average exhaustion and inadequacy’ profile (36% of students, n = 149) showed average
patterns of exhaustion and feelings of inadequacy, and their tendency to exhibit a cynical
attitude towards schoolwork was slightly below the sample mean. According to the profiling,
students in these two latent groups were not at risk of school burnout.

The third profile, ‘at risk of school burnout’, differed from the two above-mentioned profiles
in all three school burnout dimensions. The results showed that 23% (n = 97) of the students in
this profile were above the overall mean level in all dimensions of school burnout. Participants
in this profile experienced feelings of inadequacy and cynicism markedly more often and
exhaustion a bit more than average. These findings indicate that students in this profile
exhibited an increased risk of school burnout.

Participants in the ‘at high risk of school burnout’ profile (5% of students, n = 20) scored at
the highest levels on all dimensions of school burnout. These students were highly cynical,
expressed high levels of inadequacy, and were exhausted. All these school burnout profiles
were used in the main analysis of this study.

Associations between school burnout profiles, educational track, gender, and perceived
learning difficulties

Table 1 shows the descriptive characteristics of the sample. Students in the academic track
were statistically and significantly different from those studying in the vocational track with
respect to how they experienced the different dimensions of school burnout. Students in these
tracks also statistically and significantly differed in terms of the five items of perceived LDs,
but no statistically significant difference between the tracks was found in the variables of
preparation for exams and understanding of the study material.

Table 1
Sample Characteristics

Variable Participants Vocational track Academic track

N M SD N M SD N M SD t
School  burnout
dimensions
Exhaustion 416 295 119 146 240 098 270 325 114 -7,372**
Inadequacy 416 238 127 146 242 107 270 3.00 1.24 -4510**
Cynicism 416 281 122 146 210 108 270 250 127 -2,709*
Perceived LD Participants Vocational track Academic track
dimensions

Taking notes 486 167 116 182 240 155 304 165 119 5515**
Writing essays 486 217 119 182 274 143 304 231 118 3,371**

Understanding 486 194 113 182 258 149 304 201 111 4,482**
instructions
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Variable Participants Vocational track Academic track

Understanding 486 184 109 182 238 144 304 204 113 2,717*
whiteboard notes

Completing 486 176 134 182 244 181 304 1.39 1.47 3,483**
exams on time

Preparing for 486 294 137 182 3.19 147 304 317 141 0.117
exams

Understanding 486 244 112 182 290 130 304 266 1.20 1.883
study materials

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

In Table 2, Pearson’s correlations between the variables are presented. Correlations of the
three dimensions of school burnout (exhaustion, inadequacy, and cynicism) varied from
modest to strong. Moreover, the variables of perceived LDs were positively and significantly
correlated with two dimensions of school burnout: inadequacy and cynicism. Exhaustion was
positively and significantly correlated with preparing for exams and understanding study
materials.

Table 2

Correlations between indicators of school burnout and perceived learning difficulties
Variables Exhaustion Inadequacy Cynicism
Taking notes 0.00 0.10* 0.15**
Writing essays 0.06 0.12* 0.12*
Understanding instruction 0.05 0.20** 0.19**
Understanding whiteboard notes 0.02 0.11* 0.13**
Completing exams on time 0.08 0.15** 0.09
Preparing for exams 0.18** 0.26** 0.18**
Understanding study materials 0.17** 0.25** 0.21**

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, two-tailed Pearson’s correlation.

In Table 3, the statistically significant (p < 0.05) results of multinomial logistic regression
analyses are shown. In the analyses, the associations between latent school burnout profiles,
perceived LDs, gender, and educational track were examined to determine which variables
were more likely to predict a participant belonging to one of the three latent school burnout
profile when ‘not at risk of school burnout’ profile was used as a reference group. The ORs
indicated that students with perceived LDs had a four-times greater risk of belonging to the
‘Average exhaustion and inadequacy’ or the ‘At risk of school burnout’ profiles. In addition,
the strongest risk for them was to end up to the ‘At high risk of school burnout’ group when
compared to the ‘Not at risk of school burnout’ group.

Table 3
The Standardised Results of the Multinomial Logistic Regression Analyses associations
between study factors with latent school burnout profiles.

Not at risk of school burnout profile as compared with:

Average exhaustion and inadequacy At risk of school burnout profile At high risk of school burnout
profile profile
Factors Logodds SE ORs logodds SE ORs Log SE ORs
odds

298
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Not at risk of school burnout profile as compared with:

Perceived LD 1.37 0.58 3.94* 1.37 0.51 3.96** 1.69 0.58 5.42**
Gender 0.79 0.37 2.22* 0.66 0.33 1.93* 1.22 0.57 3.40*
Education -1.26 0.37 0.28** -1.59 0.36 0.20** -1.63 0.75 0.19*

track

Note. The reference group is Not at risk of school burnout profile. Log odds= logistic odds. ORs= odds ratio. SE=
Standard error. Gender (1= girls). Education track (1 = vocational school).*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, two-tailed
Pearson’s correlation

Educational tracks were found to be associated with latent school burnout profiles when the
results were examined in relation to different reference groups than in order of Table 3. The
ORs indicated that students in the vocational track had a greater probability (Log odd =1.26,
SE= 0.37, OR = 3.55) of belonging to the ‘not at risk of school burnout’ profile than the
‘average exhaustion and inadequacy’ profile. Furthermore, vocational track students (Log odd
=1.59, SE=0.36, OR = 4.93) were almost five times more likely to belong to the ‘not at risk of
school burnout’ profile when reference group was the ‘at risk of school burnout’ profile, and
they had the greatest probability (Log odd =1.63, SE= 0.75, OR = 5.11) of belonging to the
‘not at risk of school burnout’ profile when reference group was the ‘at high risk of school
burnout’ profile. In other words, students in the vocational track were more likely to belong to
the ‘not at risk of school burnout’ profile than to the other profiles. In contrast, students in the
academic track were evenly distributed between the other three school burnout profiles.

Gender was found to be associated with the participants’ school burnout profiles. The ORs
indicated that girls were twice as likely to belong to the ‘average exhaustion and inadequacy’
profile or the “at risk of school burnout’ profile and more than three times as likely to be profiled
as ‘at high risk of school burnout’ than ‘not at risk of school burnout’. Among boys in the
vocational track, exhaustion, feelings of inadequacy, and cynicism were low, so they were more
likely to belong to the ‘not at risk of school burnout’ group. Adolescents with perceived LDs,
especially girls in academic track were the vulnerable group, as they were more likely to belong
to the “at risk of school burnout’ group.

The second research question focused on the associations between the four different school
burnout profiles and on-time graduation. According to the results, there was no statistically
significant difference between the school burnout profiles and delayed graduation. Students in
academic track profiled as ‘at risk of school burnout’ might be more in a risk for delayed
graduation than students in ‘not at risk of school burnout’ profile (x* =3.129, p = 0.077).
Surprisingly, the results implied that being profiled as “at high risk of school burnout’ did not
increase the risk of delayed graduation when compared with ‘not at risk of school burnout’
profile (x> =.000, p = 0.997), ‘at average risk of school burnout’ profile (x> =.000, p = 0.991)
or ‘at risk of school burnout’ group (x* =904, p = 0.342) in secondary education.
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Discussion

In this study, we used person-oriented latent profile analyses to identify students’ school
burnout profiles and how they are associated with on-time graduation from upper secondary
education. Moreover, we examined the associations between perceived LDs, latent school
burnout profiles, gender, and educational tracks.

Our results revealed that 36% of the participants had low stress and no perceived LDs, and
they were likely to graduate at the expected time from upper secondary education. This result
is in line with several other studies (Lee et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2020). Compared to the other
three school burnout profiles, students in this ‘not at risk of school burnout’ profile were more
likely to study in vocational education. This indicates that while academically demanding
education can be motivating and inspiring, it may also cause academic stress for some students,
whereas vocational education can offer a motivational learning environment in which students’
competences and progress are valued, which positively affects their feelings of well-being
(Meece et al., 2006; Patrick et al., 2011). This finding is especially important and positive to
notice, as some previous research has shown that students in vocational education often have
low motivation and perceive themselves as academically inadequate (e.g., Fuller & Macfadyen,
2012).

The second profile group, ‘average exhaustion and inadequacy’, also comprised 36% of the
students. A similar group of university students was described by Salmela-Aro and Read (2017)
as an engaged-exhausted group; in other words, these students were exhausted but still showed
engagement in studying. In our study, the students in this group graduated on time, indicating
a balance in the demands of studies and personal competences, but also the motivation to
complete their studies. This emphasises not only the importance of choosing the right personal
educational track after secondary education, but also the essential role of an appropriate
learning environment.

The results concerning the “at risk of school burnout’ profile brought up interesting findings
that are partly supported by the results of previous studies. Students in this group (23% of
students) had high scores on exhaustion and cynicism and even higher scores on inadequacy.
This was also found in Parker and Salmela-Aro’s (2011) study. In a related study, Undheim
and Sund (2008) found an association between LDs and school-related stress, but interestingly,
the person-oriented approach in the present study also showed this relationship with perceived
LDs. Low academic achievement has also been shown to be associated with higher levels of
school burnout across all dimensions (Herrmann et al., 2019; May et al., 2015). As school
burnout develops over time, prevention is essential. As burnout is the result of a combination
of high demands and low resources, by adjusting the school demands and student’s personal
resources, it is possible to lower the risk of its development (Cadime et al., 2016). Subject
teachers, special education teachers, and psychologists should carry out targeted psychological
counselling and provide support for learning to promote the mental health and learning
competences of ‘at risk’ students. Based on the results of our study, special focus should be
directed towards the prevention of school burnout among girls in the academic track, because
they were more likely to belong to the ‘at risk of school burnout’ group.

The number of students in the ‘at high risk of school burnout’ profile was fortunately quite
small. Unfortunately, however, the students in this profile group reported more perceived LDs
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than students in the ‘not at risk of school burnout’ profile group, indicating that this group of
students perceived studies in upper secondary education as stressful and too demanding.
Nevertheless, their graduation from upper secondary education was not delayed, which
contrasts with earlier findings showing that students with high burnout rates have a risk of
dropping out of school (Bask & Salmela-Aro, 2013; Fiorilli et al., 2017; Korhonen et al., 2014).
These findings could be attributed to the Finnish support system, which makes it possible for
every student to receive support for learning in both tracks, although this support seems to be
insufficient to hinder feelings of burnout. This implies that actions to recognise and help
students with feelings of high school burnout need to be much more efficient, better-timed right
from the detection of the problem, and long enough to lower the feelings of stress (Romano et
al., 2021). Furthermore, interventions should focus on all three dimensions of school burnout
(Maslach, 2003).

More research is needed to explore other factors that may be related to academic burnout.
Possibilities include school engagement, cognitive and affective skills, and satisfaction with
school relationships (peers and teachers; Vasalampi et al., 2009; Walburg, 2014). In future
studies, the role of these factors in predicting latent profile groups should be examined.

Conclusions and Limitations

The most important new finding of this longitudinal study was that perceived LDs produced

the probability of belonging to the profile, with average scores in exhaustion and cynicism and
even higher scores in inadequacy. Moreover, these students are unlikely to graduate from upper
secondary education within the expected timeframe. The second novel result was that
vocational-track students were more likely to be profiled as ‘not at risk of school burnout’. The
third important finding was that girls in the academic track with perceived LDs were especially
at risk of school burnout.
Several limitations of this study should be considered. First, perceived LDs were measured
based on students’ self-reports. Second, the study was conducted in only one educational
context: Finland. Although many countries have comparable educational systems, wherein
students’ study on an academic or a vocational track after basic education, caution should be
exercised in taking a broad view of the results of our study. Finally, the effect of parents’ SES
on the study results was not possible to determine in the analyses because of missing
information.
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