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Stress versus Eustress: Evaluating the Effects of Compassion Fatigue and Secondary 
Traumatic Stress on Agricultural Educator Burnout 

 
Introduction, Purpose, and Objective 

 School-based agricultural education (SBAE) has immensely impacted millions of 
students throughout its 100+ year history. Unfortunately, many students enrolled in SBAE are 
experiencing Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) that can negate the positive influence of 
SBAE (Norris & Norris-Parish, 2024). ACEs are traumatic situations occurring from ages 0-17, 
such as physical, emotional, or sexual abuse, parental divorce, neglect, etc. (Petruccelli et al., 
2019). The presence of multiple ACEs can lead to an increased risk of negative behavior such as 
drug abuse, 50+ sexual partners, and unemployment (Reavis et al., 2013). Additionally, 
individuals with ACEs have an increased risk of health issues such as diabetes, addiction, and 
cardiac disease (Metzler et al., 2017; Murphey & Sacks, 2019; Petruccelli et al., 2019). Norris 
and Norris-Parish (2024) determined that agricultural educators often emotionally support 
students with ACEs but do not feel confident supporting students experiencing certain situations. 
Additionally, Schmidt et al. (2022) found that compassion fatigue from emotionally supporting 
students with ACEs can lead to Secondary Traumatic Stress (STS) and contribute to educator 
burnout among early career educators in Oregon. One of the greatest challenges facing 
agricultural education is the difficulty of recruiting and retaining quality agricultural educators 
(Lemons et al., 2015), and burnout has proven to be one of the primary factors driving educators 
out of the profession (Sorensen et al., 2016). This study sought to replicate Schmidt et al.’s 
(2022) study with New Mexico agricultural educators and evaluate compassion fatigue and STS 
on educator burnout. The following research objective guided this study: 

1.) Evaluate the effects of secondary traumatic stress on agricultural educator burnout. 
 

Theoretical Framework 
   The Contemporary Trauma Theory (CTT) guided this study in its effort to quantify 
compassion fatigue and STS’ effects on educator burnout (Goodman, 2017). This theory aims to 
provide insight into ACEs' effect on psychosocial function (Goodman, 2017). The presence of 
long-term trauma during adolescence can negatively affect brain development (Petruccelli et al., 
2019). This is evident when individuals with four or more ACEs are 32 times more likely to be 
labeled as a disciplinary issue and to perform poorly academically (Scott et al., 2013). In the 
context of this study, if agricultural educators can be equipped to implement the CTT effectively, 
it could mitigate the long-term effects of ACEs for some SBAE students.  
 

Methods 
 This study utilized a descriptive correlational research design to assess compassion 
fatigue and STS’ effect on educator burnout. The population for this study was agricultural 
educators in New Mexico (N = 132). To maximize participation and increase the response rate of 
the study, I asked agricultural educators present at the 2024 summer teacher conference to 
complete the electronic survey. After the conference, I distributed the survey to all agricultural 
educators in New Mexico and asked them to participate as they did not complete the survey at 
the conference. This effort yielded 67 responses, which equates to a 50.8% response rate. Within 
the 67 responses, there were n = 59 complete responses and n = 8 incomplete responses. The 
incomplete responses were excluded from parametric analysis due to insufficient critical data.  
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 The instrument utilized in this study was developed from the Professional Quality of Life 
(ProQOL) survey (Stamm, 2010). The ProQOL survey The ProQOL measures three aspects of 
professional quality of life: Compassion Satisfaction (pleasure you derive from being able to 
support students), Burnout (fatigue, frustration, animosity towards your career), and Secondary 
Traumatic Stress (stress derived from supporting individuals with trauma) (Stamm, 2010). 
Additionally, this study sought to replicate Schmidt et al.’s (2022) inquiry. The instrument for 
this study asked participants to rate how often they felt a particular emotion towards their work 
in the last 30 days. This rating process was accomplished by using a Likert scale that ranged 
from 1 = None, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = Often, and 5 = Very Often. The instrument’s 
reliability was measured post hoc using Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients, which ranged 
from .75 to .92. According to Ary et al. (2010), the reliability coefficients meet the minimum 
threshold for a quality analysis. The instrument's validity was assessed by a committee of two 
New Mexico State University faculty that deemed the instrument acceptable. Additionally, the 
reliability and validity of the ProQOL instrument have been measured in 200+ studies (Stamm, 
2010). The positively worded items in the instrument were reverse-coded per the ProQOL self-
score manual to analyze the data accurately (Stamm, 2010). The data for the research objective 
was analyzed using a linear regression.  

Results 
 A simple linear regression was employed to measure the association between burnout and 
STS. The results of this analysis suggest that there is a statistically significant association 
between burnout and STS [F(1, 57) = 38.87, p < .001] with an adjusted R2 of .40 (See Table 1). 
This suggests that 40% of the variance in burnout is explained by STS. Additionally, the analysis 
suggests that as STS levels increase, the level of burnout subsequently increases.   
 
Table 1 

Regression Analysis Assessing STS Effect on Burnout 
 

 
 
 

Note. n = 59 
 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
 The results of this study suggest a positive association between STS and burnout, similar 
to the findings of Schmidt et al. (2022). This compassion fatigue and STS can compound the 
teacher attrition issues plaguing the agricultural education profession (Schmidt et al., 2022). 
Norris and Norris-Parish (2024) determined that approximately 10.2% of agricultural educators 
have four or more ACEs. Individuals with four or more ACEs have a significantly increased risk 
of negative behavior and health risks (Metzler et al., 2017; Murphey & Sacks, 2019; Petruccelli 
et al., 2019) and, when combined with compassion fatigue and STS, it could compound these 
negative effects. This combination could significantly affect the health of agricultural educators 
with ACEs. Additionally, Norris and Norris-Parish (2024) found that agricultural educators are 
often not confident in their abilities to support students with ACEs emotionally. This lack of 
confidence could be due to the STS experienced from supporting these unique students. The 
researchers recommend providing mental health services to educators facing STS and providing 
training to better equip educators to support students with ACEs. 

Variable B β   p 
(Constant) 7.22 -  .01 
STS   .75 .64 <.001 
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