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Abstract

Students with mental issues are becoming prevalent in institutions of higher learning. Most of them
choose to remain silent and it becomes the role of educators to identify the problem and get them
the help needed. This study aims to examine the educators’ readiness to reach out to students who
showed mental health issues such as stress, anxiety and depression during their course of study. They
are also able to create a safe environment for the students to unleash their worrisome and bridging
to necessary help available around the institutions. This study had undertaken a quantitative
descriptive survey on seeking the inclination for educators to help their students in mental health
issues. Nineteen items were constructed and distributed online to lecturers in a local institution of
higher learning, 191 responses were received. Results indicated that knowing mental health
information would increase the inclination of helping behaviour. However, many did not refer to the
in-house expert, such as a university’s counsellor. Besides the absence of a mental health framework
in higher institutions, these lecturers agree on having a quick reference to guide their help towards
the students. Several research implications were also suggested.

Keywords: Mental Health Issues, Educators, Students, Stress, Anxiety, Depression.

Introduction

The statistics of people with the mental issues in Malaysia have increased from year to year. In 1996,
10.7% of Malaysian citizens were diagnosed with at least one type of mental issues (Abd Kadir et al.,
2015). In 2015, the prevalence of mental issues among Malaysians had doubled to 29.2%, equivalent
to 4.2 million people (Abd Kadir et al., 2015). Research conducted by local universities show a gradual
increase in mental health problems among university students (Latiff et al., 2014; Mohammed et al.,
2016; Islam et al., 2018). The research outcome shows that stress, anxiety and depression among the
university students is caused by genetic factors, ethnic, parent’s occupations and income, and worries
on body image (Latiff et al., 2014; Mohammed et al., 2016). Islam et al. (2018) found that students
who are currently in year two, out-campus, coming from a low-income family and had difficulty to
sleep were prone to get depression compared to year one students. At the same time, excessive
usage of gadgets such as smartphones and computers is also mentioned as one of the factors. These
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findings concur with Ithnain et al. (2018) results who found that students with gadget addiction suffer
high risks of anxiety and depression.

Stigma has become the most significant challenge for students to help-seeking (lbrahim et al., 2019).
Disclosing that they need psychiatric help is a huge decision among university students. What more
if the students are ignorant of the symptoms that indicate and leads to mental health issues when
left untreated from the start. Students with mental health issues are usually tainted with stigma.
Labelling such as unpredictable, dangerous, and violent are unwelcomely received (Corrigan et al.,
2011). These labels are usually followed by systematic stereotyping, prejudice, and discriminatory
practices that could make the situation worse (Corrigan & Shapiro, 2010). Hence, university students
are risking future employability, housing opportunity, and/or being independent (Crabtree & Chong,
2000; Drew et al., 2011) when they declare that they have mental issues. Therefore, they prefer to
adopt the avoidance of help-seeking (Asia-Australia Mental Health, 2008; Drew et al., 2011; Sunkel,
2012; Ito et al., 2012). Findings from lbrahim et al. (2019) note that university students have better
literacy about mental health compared to students in high school. In many cases, literacy on mental
health did not guarantee that one would seek treatment. Many had continued living in denial and
delaying help-seeking behaviour. This behaviour poses problems to educators when these students
further their studies at tertiary level.

As such, the educator’s role is vital at identifying and directing students with mental issues to get the
right help so that students with mental issues can complete their studies. According to Kratt (2018),
students must feel safe and comfortable to open up to someone about their problems and in most
cases, educators are the one who identify their students who need help and further treatment
support. However, educators who focus merely on academic performance will only worsen the
student’s mental health condition. According to Kratt (2018), a majority of educators have insufficient
knowledge about mental health. Therefore, in solving this problem, universities should design a
comprehensive tool that can be used as a guide, for educators to face students with mental issues.
This is the gap that this study would like to address. Whereby at the present time there is no quick
guide, an educational tool and a comprehensive reference to convey mental health knowledge for
practice. Similar to Malaysia university context, more guidance is meant for students than for
educators. This gap is significantly essential to be filled to ensure all university communities are
sensitive to creating a safe environment for their students. A dearth study on identifying Malaysian
educators’ readiness in helping their students towards good mental health practices is also identified.
With the above arguments, the research presents a preliminary study on educators’ readiness to help
the students with mental health issues.

Literature Review

The Source of Stress, Anxiety and Depression Among Students

The transition in life when students pursue their studies at institutions of higher education can be
emotionally challenging. The students faced a multitude of challenges that include emotional
instability, when they need to be away from their primary social support; family. Some would take a
longer time in the adjustment period (Chalo et al., 2017). In this period of transition, anxiety and
depression are common to most university students; however, many do not take further steps to
pursue help (McCloud et al., 2020). The study revealed that students who experienced mental health
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issues pointed out that coursework deadlines (65%) and quizzes and exams (54%) as causes that set
off stress and anxiety. Financial difficulties (47%), pressures about "fitting in" (27%) and homesickness
(22%) also contribute to mental ill well-being of students.

Numerous factors contributed to mental health issues among students. In one study among medical
students, Abdel Wahed and Hassan (2017) identified that female students are more prone to face
mental issues than male students, increasing age, overweight, and obesity could contribute to mental
health issues among students. Haidar et al. (2018) concur with the findings of Abdel Wahed and
Hassan, however they suggested a more longitudinal research to be undertaken to understand the
underlying issues about weight and mental health issues among students. In a local context,
Mohammed et al. (2016) and Latiff et al. (2014) share similar findings that body image could be the
source of the students’ anxiety and depression. They also pinned on demographic background, where
genetic problems, ethnicity, parents’ occupation and income could also be significant factors that
lead to mental issues among students.

Prolonged periods of playing online games and internet addiction have also contributed to mental
health issues among students. In the USA, online gaming contributed a high anxiety score;
meanwhile, in Spain, browsing internet content was said to add depression among students (Panova
et al., 2020). In conclusion, excessive smartphone usage contributed to a high level of mental health
issues among university students. Related to the above finding, Younes et al. (2016) exerted that
internet addiction causes problems related to sleep, mood disorders and reducing self-esteem that
might impact their academic performance. This study also has shown that males, rather than females,
are more affected by Internet addiction, and the risk of developing other coexist psychological
symptoms. Besides, university students often allocate more time to study and course work. They are
prone to develop poor sleep quality which in the long run would augment stress, anxiety and
depression (Anwer et al., 2019).

Researchers have come up with ways to deal with mental health issues faced by the students. Among
them are adopting a healthy lifestyle and developing applications, or App to monitor individual
progress. Lun et al. (2018) identify students who reported to have regular exercise, high self-esteem,
good friendship, and high academic performance are inverse to stress, anxiety and depression
symptoms. The findings are consistent with Chalo et al. (2017), where they found that the sedentary
lifestyle adopted by most university students had a toll on their mental health. Following the
development of modern technology, mental health applications (apps) have been introduced to the
market to help patients with mental health disorders as well as persons mental health issues to
monitor and regulate a healthier lifestyle. For instance, McCloud et al. (2020) suggest that App usage
would reduce the amount of stigma, making help available and convenient, and fast access to all
information on the “ilinesses”. App usage is claimed to be more effective than going to traditional
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) (McCloud et al., 2020). In another study that uses an online
music App, Fiore (2018) identifies receptive music could help in regulating moods and reducing stress,
anxiety and depression among the students.

714



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 10, No. 9, 2020, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2020 HRMARS

Educator’s Roles to Address Mental Health Issues

In contemporary society, the role of educators is becoming more complex. Educators are not only
responsible for a rigid academic process but also play a role as class teachers and ensure outcome for
academic performance at par with the standard determined by the board members. Gajaria and
Zaheer (2019) found that educators felt that it is their job to detect mental health problems and
connect their students with the support that could help them. However, they note the social
challenges, and inter-agency barriers would interrupt the helping process. Another critical point is
that the use of integrated care that addresses the structural barriers, and also providing adequate
training for educators might smoothen the effort to help the students. Consistent with Morton and
Berardi (2018) research, educators required training, coaching, and monitoring processes in
understanding mental health issues. Through these processes, educators would ignite their
perceptual, conceptual and executive skills in extending their help (Morton & Berardi, 2018).

According to Graham et al. (2020), training in mental health issues should revolve in shifting the
educators’ values, beliefs, and attitudes towards the helpless. All of these elements would foster a
therapeutic relationship, reduce stigma, focus on recovery, and move on in life. Educators should be
able to get connected with others, optimistic, empathetic with the students’ lived-experience, and
able to adapt to changing attitudes and the system (Sommer et al., 2018). By demonstrating a
supportive relationship, students with adversity could foster adaptive behaviour in managing their
interpersonal and emotions (Gajaria & Zaheer, 2019). In a nutshell, mental health resources and
training should be further expanded, and how specific training on mental health should be provided
to the educators (Moon et al., 2017). Therefore, all parties in educational institutions should work
together to come up with best practices that can help to overcome mental health issues among
students.

Methodology

The research adopted a fully quantitative orientation. The design for the research is a cross-sectional
study where it is suitable to overview the preliminary response from the lecturers. A cross-sectional
study is a type of observational study design, which analyses data from a population in a specific time
(Setia, 2016). Seven items were constructed for the demographic profile, and 12 items were allocated
to determine the lecturer’s inclination to help students with mental health issues namely stress,
anxiety, and depression. The inclusion criteria for the recruitment involved 1) UiTM lecturers; and 2)
have a permanent or temporary teaching post.

The online survey form was made using a google form, considering that the form is more user friendly
and easier to manage during COVID-19 outbreak. The survey was disseminated among lecturers in a
local institution of higher learning) via WhatsApp application, 191 responses were received. The data
was analysed using descriptive analysis, which is suitable to see the trends of helping inclination
among the lecturers. The data were derived from the findings featured in the google form analysis.

Findings

The analysis presentation was made in two major parts; namely, the a) demographic profile of the
respondents, and b) the inclination of lecturers to identify and help students with mental health
issues.
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a) Demographic Profile

As seen in Table 1, a total of 191 respondents answered the survey within two weeks of distribution.
The majority of respondents were from the 25 to 40 age group, representing 82 (42.9%) respondents.
75 respondents (39.3%) are within 41 to 50 years old, while 34 respondents (17.8%) are in their 51 —
60 years old. A majority of the respondents are female (71.7%), and followed by male respondents
(28.3%). The data also represents that Senior Lecturer is the highest post responded to the survey
with 125 respondents (65.4%). Meanwhile, lecturer (24.1%), Associate Professor 15 respondents
(7.9%), and five Professors had given their response. Consistent with the previous data, the highest
job grade has been capped at DM51/52 (61.8%), consecutively with DM 45/46 (23.6%), DM53/54
(9.4%), and Special Grade C and A are represented by five and three respondents respectively.

Years of service has indicated a well-distributed number. A majority of the respondents have served
around 11 to 15 years (25.7%), ensued by service within six to ten years (22.5%), 16 to 20 years
(21.5%), and one to five years represented by 16.2%. Since UiTM consists of 27 faculties, Institute
and Academies, thus for the presentation of the faculties, four main clusters had been identified. The
data apprehend that a majority of the respondents are from the Social Science and Humanities cluster
with 112 respondents (55.5%). While from the Science and Technology cluster (41.4%). UiTM owns
13 campuses all over Malaysia, hence consistent with the above decision on clustering the faculties,
the presentation of branch campuses will be made based on the regions. There are five regions
involved. The Central Region which consists of Selangor and Negeri Sembilan state championed the
chart, with 148 participations (77.5%), ensued by the Northern Region (13.1%), Sabah and Sarawak
campuses (4.2%), East Coast campuses (3.1%), and finally the Southern Region (2.1%). Table 1
illustrates a summary of the respondents' demographic profile.
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Table 1 Summary of Respondents’ Demographic Profile

TOTAL %
Age
25-40 82 42.9
41 -50 75 39.3
51-60 34 17.8
Sex
Male 54 28.3
Female 137 71.7
Job Position
Professor 5 2.6
Associate Professor 15 7.9
Senior Lecturer 125 65.4
Lecturer 46 24.1
Job Grade
Special Grade A 3 1.6
Special Grade B 0 0
Special Grade C 5 2.6
DM53/54 18 9.4
DM51/52 118 61.8
DM45/46 45 23.6
DM41 2 1
Years of Service
1-5 31 16.2
6-10 43 22.5
11-15 49 25.7
16 - 20 41 21.5
Field
Science & Technology 112 55.5
Social Science & Humanities 85 44.5
Campus (According to Region)
Northern Region (Perlis, Kedah,
P.Pinang, Perak) 25 13.1
Central Region (Selangor, N.Sembilan) 148 77.5
Southern Region (Melaka, Johor) 4 2.1
East Coast (Pahang, Kelantan,
Terengganu) 6 3.1
Sabah & Sarawak 8 4.2

b) The inclination of lecturers to help students with mental health issues
In this section, data will be reported under four parts: 1) knowledge of the respondents on mental
health issues, 2) the feelings and the desire to help students with mental health issues, 3) efforts in

717



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES
Vol. 10, No. 9, 2020, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2020 HRMARS

bridging the students to help available, and 4) the need to have a quick guide for lecturers on student
mental health.. The items had been arranged in a sequel to build the logic of a helping process.

i)

Knowledge of the respondents on mental health issues

Four items were asked to understand the respondents' knowledge of mental health
issues. Based on the data captured, a majority of the respondents were unsure on
identifying students with a mental health issue (48.4%), followed by the respondents who
could identify them (34.9%), and those who did not know how to recognise students with
mental health problems (19.8%). Agreeable with the above data, 53.1% of respondents
nominated that they are capable in identifying mental health issues suffered by their
students while 11.6 % identified they are not able to sight the problem. However, majority
of the respondents had mixed feeling on this question, showing there exist qualms in
mental health issues identification among the students.

Interestingly, the next item in which asked on “Do you know the difference between
mental health problems and mental illness?” shows another mixed feeling that consistent
with the first question asked. 35.1% respondents had mixed feeling, while a close different
from those who said: “yes” (38.7%). Another fascinating fact discovered in the data is the
source of knowledge they gain about mental health issues. A majority of respondents
voted they had it from social media (65.1%), tagging along with formal reading material
(54.7%), from peers (49.5%), and informal reading such as magazine (45.3%). Newspapers,
other types of materials, and attending training on mental health contributed to 35.4%,
26.6%, and 23.4% respectively. Table 2 shows a summary of respondents’ knowledge of
mental health issues.
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Table 2 Respondents’ Knowledge

Total %
1. Can you identify students with mental health
problems (stress, anxiety, and depression)?
Yes 67 349
No 38 19.8
Maybe 93 48.4
2. Your ability to identify mental health problems
among students
Very not capable 3 1.6
Not capable 20 10.4
Neutral 95 49.5
Capable 67 49.5
Very capable 7 3.6
3. Do you know the difference between mental
health problems and mental iliness?
Yes 74 38.7
No 51 26.7
Maybe 67 35.1
4. How do you gain knowledge about mental health
problems?
Newspaper 68 354
Social Media 125 65.1
Formal reading material 105 54.7
Informal reading material 87 45.3
Peers 95 49.5
Attending training regarding mental health 45 23.4
Others 51 26.6

Feelings and the desire to help students that shows mental health issues

The data set illustrates that 30.4% of the respondents they are comfortable when students
disclosed that they had mental health issues. On the same note, 26.2% respondents
manifested their discomfort on students’ disclosure. While 83 respondents having a mixed
feeling on this matter. Despite this encounter, the next item is telling a different side of
the story where 87.5% of the total respondents exert that they had a high intention to
help the students. However, the checking on their ability to execute the actual help,
majority had mixed feeling (49.2%) about it. 41.9% nominated that they are capable to
help, while 8.9% are not capable to help students with mental health issues. Table 3
presents the findings on the respondents’ feeling and the desire to help.
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i)

Table 3 Respondents’ feeling and the desire to help

Total %
5. How would you feel if a student said he had a
mental health problem?
Not very comfortable 16 8.4
Not comfortable 34 17.8
Neutral 83 44
Comfortable 49 25.7
Very comfortable 9 4.7
6. Your desire to help students with mental health
problems
Very low 0 0
Low 1 0.5
Neutral 23 12
High 84 44
Very High 83 43.5
7. Your ability to help students with mental health
problems
Very not capable 2 1
Not capable 15 7.9
Neutral 94 49.2
Capable 63 33
Very capable 17 8.9

Efforts in bridging the students to available help

A majority of respondents are identified to know about extending the case of their
students to available help (64.4%). Consistent with Question number 2 above, only 60
respondents had referred to University Counsellor to find out more about mental health
issues. In contrast, the other 68.6% respondents did not. Only 45.4% of respondents had
made student’s referral to the University Counsellor, and 54.9% did not follow the same
path. Another similar steady trend illustrated when 91 respondents voted that they never
made any referral for their students, followed by 46% had made at least one to five
referral, six to ten and more than 16 times are represented by 5.2% and 2.1% respectively.
Table 4 illustrates the summary in bridging the students to available help.
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Table 4 Effort in Bridging the Students to Available Help

Total %
8. Knowledge to refer to or extend the case of
students with mental health problems
Very not knowledgeable 3 1.6
Not knowledgeable 8 4.2
Neutral 57 29.9
Knowledgeable 91 47.6
Very knowledgeable 32 16.8
9. Have you ever referred to a University counsellor
to find out about mental health problems?
Yes 60 314
No 131 68.6
10. Have you ever referred your student who
showed a mental health problem to a University
counsellor?
Yes 87 45.4
No 105 54.9
11. State the number of references you have made
during your service period
None 91 47.6
1-5 88 46
6—-10 10 5.2
11-15 0 0
More than 16 times 4 2.1

A Quick Guide at Educator’s level

Based on the data gathered, an amount of 182 (95.3%) nominated “Yes” of having a quick
guide on mental health issues suffers by students at their level. Even though there are
gualms at a minority number of having such reference, there is an urgent need to develop
a comprehensive compilation that could guide the educators in giving support to their
students. Table 5 illustrates the importance of having a quick guide at the educator’s level.
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Table 5 A Quick Guide at Educator’s Level

Total %
12. Is it important for you to have a brief reference
on how to identify and deal with students who
show symptoms of mental problems?
Yes 182 95.3
No 3 1.6
Maybe 6 3.1

Discussion & Conclusion

The role of educators is to teach, educate, and nurture the potentials in their students. Dealing with
challenging students can be a difficult task for most educators. The student population can be facing
mental issues because they are stressed out by intense studying, continues assessments and being
away from the comfort of family. To improve the prevention and intervention of mental ill health,
educators play an important role. To what extent will educators respond to these issues? Are
educators equipped with the knowledge to deal with mental health issues among their students and
do they know how and where to get help for the students? In order to answer these questions, the
current study was conducted, aiming to understand the educators' readiness to help student with
mental health issues. Based on the findings, almost all lecturers have some information (basic) about
mental health issues which they gained from social media, books, peers and informal reading. The
basic information that they have gains from the sources of information could be one of the reasons
why lecturers are not able to detect mental health issues among their students.

Besides, the inclination to help students with mental health issues are high. However, they expressed
uneasiness when they notice students show symptoms of stress, anxiety or depression in their class.
According to Graham et al. (2020), training for educators on mental health issues is essential to
generate a safe environment for the students. The ability to establish a therapeutic relationship with
the students would craft a new resilience for the students to face their hardships (Sommer et al.,
2018). The data shows that the lecturers had adequate knowledge in extending their students to third
party help. However, in most cases, a referral has not been done. At the same time, many lecturers
did not seek information from the university counsellor regarding their students’ mental health
issues. These findings are contradicting with past studies. Scholars have identified that successful
mental health framework should include all stakeholders in the educational institutions (Gajaria &
Zaheer, 2019; Morton & Berardi, 2018; Moon et al., 2017). Educators, together with the
administration, counsellor, psychologist and mental health professionals, should team up to execute
the framework by lifting the structural and social barriers. Despite that, developing a manual as a
quick guide could streamline the mental health framework into practical implementation.

The findings implicated in several ways. First, there should be an integrated framework to deal with
mental health in every educational institution as guidelines for all educators to take action in helping
their students. Secondly, the integrated framework developed can only be useful when all the faculty
members have the same drive towards creating a safe environment for their students. Thirdly, by
having the right knowledge of mental health issues, educators can be more empathetic and embrace
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themselves better to detect and guide their students to seek help from the right sources. Specific
training should be undertaken at the university level to guide educators with the helping process.
Finally, a quick guide to refer to when educators face students with poor mental health could be the
first step in empowering educators to deal with students who show signs of facing mental health
issues. In conclusion, dealing with students in class becomes complicated when the student exhibits
some symptoms of mental health issues. Where signs of poor mental health are recognised early and
there is sufficient care and treatment, the resulting rate of recovery is substantially improved.
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