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Abstract

:

The study surveyed 1547 secondary school students’ mental health when they resumed in-person classes by examining the prevalence of depressive symptoms with the abridged Beck Depression Inventory II. Chi-square test found a significant association between location and depression levels, with a higher proportion of rural students reporting a higher depression level. One-way ANOVA detected significant differences within levels of secondary classes, where post hoc analysis found higher depressive levels with final year students. As schools prepare to transit from the pandemic to endemic phase, the study highlighted the specific students who need attention to tailor specific programmes to targeted groups and enhance resources efficiency.
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1. Introduction


The COVID-19 pandemic is a public health crisis that has disrupted many aspects of our lives. This project aims to investigate the impact of the disrupted learning system on secondary students’ current mental well-being. Due to the contagious nature of the virus, the prolonged closure of in-person classes in Malaysia had inevitably transformed traditional classrooms into online classes. The closure of schools has not only disrupted the acquiring of new knowledge, but also because students have forgotten what they had learnt earlier. In 2020, it was reported that 90 percent of the world’s student population was affected by the pandemic [1]. In Malaysia, the estimated learning loss ranges from 0.45 to 0.95 as indicated by learning-adjusted years of schooling (LAYS). LAYS is a standard metric that captures the quantity and quality of education, measuring the number of years of schooling a child can expect to obtain by age 18, adjusted by a country’s average student achievement. In other words, students in Malaysia lost about 45% of a learning-adjusted year of schooling in the best-case scenario, whereas in the worst-case, 95% [2]. Starting from 2021, schools underwent different types of class attendance based on the severity of the COVID-19 infection rates. In general, Malaysian schools were closed for more than 200 days in 2020 and 2021 [3].



Even though the nation is moving towards resumption of in-person classes, the impact of the different modes of class attendance has already occurred and may not be able to be reversed. There were reports by local studies that found students suffered from psychological effects brought about by different study modes [4,5]. However, more investigation is needed as a majority of research had focused on students in higher educational institutions, rather than school students [5]. Moreover, not all students were affected the same and this may contribute to developmental and achievement gaps later. As the COVID-19 pandemic has entered its third year towards the endemic phase, it is important to examine the current state of students’ well-being to better prepare for the recovery to normalcy. Specifically, this research aims to answer the following questions:




	
What is the current state of mental well-being in terms of depression levels among secondary school students?



	
Are there any associations between students’ mental well-being in terms of depression levels and their location of residence?



	
Are there any significant differences between study levels and depression levels?









2. Literature Review


The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted learning in a way no one could have predicted around the globe. The proliferation of online learning due to the pandemic and also the different modes of learning has sparked many studies that offer different perspectives. In India, a survey found that challenges faced by secondary level online learners include low motivation, lack of interest, and time management [6]. From Egypt, undergraduate students reported similar challenges in learning motivation, online technicalities, time management, self-discipline and regulation, as well as online communication [7]. Students reported difficulties in written communication, which is required by online learning, with only about 56% out of 450 respondents felt comfortable and competent in text communication. Such issues in online learning may be resolved once classes are conducted in-person. However, recent research has highlighted potential issues in well-being that were brought about by the transition to in-person classes. A recent Lithuanian study compared perceived differences between online and in-person classes in high schools, and found students’ energy levels, sleep quality, and mental well-being to be worse than during online classes [8]. This is attributed to the fewer hours of sleep after school reopened, compared to lockdown where students had more hours of sleep.



From France, Lane [9] and her colleagues surveyed two independent samples of secondary students before and during the pandemic, and found that students reported more symptoms of generalized anxiety during the pandemic than the time before the pandemic. Evidence from the United Kingdom suggested that anxiety induced by examination significantly correlated with risk in developing emotional disorder and also school-related wellbeing [10]. There are many school factors that could affect students’ well-being which they need to adapt to. One aspect of well-being that is deemed vital for students’ development during the learning process is mental well-being. Chambel and Curral [11] describe mental well-being as associated with central outcomes, such as academic engagement, academic achievement, dropout, and educational aspirations. Students with positive mental health flourish in life as they have positive emotions, and they are able to function well psychologically and socially. However, students with incomplete mental health are languishing in life. These students would describe themselves as “empty” and “hollow”. Subsequently, the students will be disengaged. They no longer have interest in studying. If this issue is not addressed appropriately, this will widen the learning disparity among students. Thus, it is imperative to prioritise students’ well-being because it is an important platform that is necessary for post-COVID learning recovery and to enhance learning [12]. This was concluded from a case study of a school that fully opened after lockdown, where a recovery curriculum that prioritised well-being was implemented. The curriculum incorporated weekly well-being sessions, increased physical education classes, emphasised play-based education and experiential learning, as well as having competitions [12]. Such intervention improved students’ work when compared against success measures.



A recent study investigated university students’ well-being during the pandemic with an abridged version of Beck Depression Inventory II and measured well-being with items: sadness, pessimism, loss of pleasure, loss of interest, loss of energy, sleep, irritability, appetite, concentration, and fatigue [13]. It was found that a majority of students suffered from sadness, sleeping patterns, lack of concentration, loss of energy, and pessimism, with females having high levels of depression compared to males. However, as schools are easing back to normal operations, updated evidence is needed as this study was conducted during home confinement. In Malaysia, research has found that students’ psychological well-being is undermined by conflicts that arise from fulfilling responsibilities in academic work and family/personal lives [14]. Such role conflicts were prevalent especially during lockdown and brought about elevated stress, anxiety, depression, social dysfunction, and unhappiness among university students. Another Malaysian on student well-being found issues in sleep quality, stress-induced fatigue, inactivity, and poor eating habits to be affecting secondary school students [15]. The study recommended assistance from family, schools, and media to help students adapt to new norms. Local research had also suggested that location had given rise to learning disparity between urban and rural students due to limited Internet access or poor infrastructure [16]. The abrupt transition from in-person classes to online mode had caused students to be unprepared for such learning methods, and they doubted the effectiveness of virtual teaching mode [16]. The location of schools can act as stressors due to the disparity of technological advancement, and affect students’ wellbeing. It is possible that the current situation may differ as students get acquainted with different learning modes. Previous study noted the difference in mental wellbeing of rural and urban students, and updated students’ perspective would be helpful to inform good practices and improvements [17,18].



Building on the above research, the present study investigated students’ mental well-being by assessing their depression levels. Further examination based on the demographic factors of location (rural/urban) and also different classes levels (Form 1 to Form 6) can provide better knowledge that is beneficial for schools’ preparation shift from the pandemic to endemic phase.




3. Research Methods


Participants


Respondents consisted of 1547 secondary school students from Malaysian public schools in Selangor. Permissions to conduct research were sought from the Ministry of Education (MOE), relevant authorities in state and school districts, as well as from school principals. Due to safety considerations and to prevent face-to-face collection of questionnaires, the MOE only allowed distribution of questionnaires in electronic forms. Hence, the questionnaire was converted to Google Form. A list of all secondary schools with respective email addresses was obtained from the website of the MOE, and a link to the Google Form was given in the emails sent to principals seeking for permission to conduct research. Data were collected from February 2022 to May 2022.



	○

	
Research Instrument







To measure mental well-being, the study used an abridged version of Beck Depression Inventory II (BDI-II) that included 10 items: sadness, pessimism, loss of pleasure, loss of interest, loss of energy, sleep, irritability, appetite, concentration, and fatigue [19]. The items are measured on a 4-point scale that ranged from 0 to 3, with higher summed scores indicating greater psychopathological impairment. The levels of depression are classified as: None (0–5), mild depression (6–8), moderate depression (9–12), severe depression (13 and above) [13]. As required by MOE, the questionnaire items were translated to Malay Language as it is the National Language and thus can be better understood by the school communities. The study employed a back-translation method where three subject matter experts reviewed the scales’ content suitability to ensure the items represent the intended area of investigation and match the underlying concepts [20]. A pre-test and a pilot test were conducted to ensure the face validity and reliability of the instrument and quality of data collected. The internal consistency for both pilot test and actual study were 0.75 and 0.89, respectively. Data collected were analysed with IBM SPSS Statistics Software version 26 (Armonk, NY, USA).



	○

	
Descriptive Analysis







The present study involved 1547 respondents with 953 (61.6%) females and 594 (38.4%) males. Respondents reported a mean age of 15.20 (SD = 1.43), with 63.9% residing in urban areas while 36.1% in rural areas. They are currently enrolled in Form 1 (11.40%), Form 2 (24.30%), Form 3 (27.50%), Form 4 (19.30%), Form 5 (14.10%), and Form 6 (3.40%) at secondary school level. A majority of them (42.2%) attended school on alternate days of the week, 35.2% attended school every day, 17.2% went to school based on the severity of COVID-19 infection rates, while 5.6% studied at home. To answer research question one, Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for depression levels. The sample reported a mean of 7.78 which is classified as mildly depressive based on the scoring method presented earlier. About 54.5% reported mild to severe depression levels.



	○

	
Inferential Analysis







In answering research question two, a chi-square test is employed to test association between school location and depression levels. There was a significant association found, χ2 (3, n = 1547) = 11.98, p = 0.007, with a higher proportion of students located in rural areas having a higher depression level. Research question three looked into the depression levels among students enrolled in different levels of study. A one-way ANOVA was employed to detect any significant difference among students from Form 1 to Form 6. As shown in Table 2, there was a statistically significant difference at p < 0.05 level in depression levels for the six levels of study: F (5, 1541) = 5.33, p = 0.001.



As the F value indicated significant differences among the mean scores of the six groups of students, a post hoc test was carried out to ascertain where the significant differences lie. Tukey’s HSD test for multiple comparisons found that the mean value of depression level was significantly different between the following groups:




	
Form 5 (M = 8.20) students had a higher level of depression than Form 1 (M = 5.84) and Form 2 (M = 6.42) students.



	
Form 3 (M = 7.75) students had a higher level of depression than Form 1 (M = 5.84) and Form 2 (M = 6.42) students.



	
Form 4 (M = 7.75) students had a higher level of depression than Form 1 students (M = 5.84).










4. Discussion


The current study surveyed the mental wellbeing of secondary school students with BDI—II. Among the items measured, “pessimism” and “loss of energy” recorded high means. Pessimism is directed at doubts about one’s future, and this echoed with current literature that found students’ confidence hampered by the pandemic due to interference in their academic tasks and plans [14]. “Loss of energy” refers to exertion of extra efforts in completing tasks, and this reflected existing evidence of students who returned to in-person classes reported lesser energy compared to online classes when they have better sleep quality [8]. Additionally, respondents reported mild depression on average, with 54.5% reported mild to severe depression levels. This is alarming as another study conducted in a Malaysian northern state before the pandemic only recorded 27.4% depression prevalence among secondary school students [21], whereas another study conducted during the pandemic recorded 37.3% prevalence [14]. This prevalence of poor mental health found requires attention or intervention to ensure well-being.



With regards to depression analysed according to study levels, Form 5 students had the highest level of depression. In Malaysian public schools, Form 5 is the final level of secondary school where students will sit for the Malaysian Certificate of Education to complete formal education. Thereafter, some would choose to proceed to Form 6 which is pre-university level to prepare for university entrance. A research had found final year students reported higher depression, attributed to lesser sleep, lesser outdoor activities, and lesser physical activities [8]. Similarly, it is possible the Form 5 students had devoted most of their time in preparing for their final examination and disregarded other activities. The prevalence of depression among final year secondary school students is also consistent with a longitudinal study done with an Australian sample, where stress and depression heightened towards the time for major [22]. The significant predictors of depression include anxiety, emotional self-efficacy, and connectedness with friends, and it was suggested that intervention can be directed at these areas to alleviate final year students’ depression. Comparing the extent of depression of other levels, Form 1 students had lower depression than other forms. This is possible as the Form 1 students who transitioned from primary school did not undergo the Primary School Achievement Test—the major examination for students exiting primary level which was abolished in 2021 [23]. Hence, the Form 1 students did not experience this examination stressor. The present findings implied that higher form students reported higher depression, while lower form reported lower depression.



With regards to location, rural students reported a slightly higher depression prevalence than urban students. Looking at the extent of depression, both rural and urban students reported similar level categories of mild and moderate depression. However, rural students recorded a higher percentage of severe depression at 22.5%. This means at least 2 out of 10 students may be suffering from severe depression. Some research has shown that rural adolescents are more vulnerable to depression where their depressive symptoms are higher than the urban school students [17,18]. Local research had noted the challenges in implementing online learning in rural areas, in terms of poor internet connectivity and limited infrastructure, and rural students are disadvantaged in activities such as live discussion and group work [5,16]. These activities are important for interactions and the development of social skills, without which may give rise to disinterest, hamper confidence, and loss of focus—depressive symptoms measured in this study. It is possible that rural students returning for in-person classes have also experienced similar challenges.




5. Conclusions


Well-being is important for the recovery of post-COVID learning, as students’ cognitive development and learning hinge on their emotional and mental well-being [12]. Schools are one of the crucial institutions that address students’ mental health needs, it is important to roll-out well-being programmes for returning students. Besides receiving students who seek help from student counsellors, well-being programmes will be more inclusive to benefit the school population as a whole. As noted from success stories, physical activities can enhance students’ well-being after schools’ re-opening [12]. However, it must be noted that our sample reported having less energy, hence, activities may not be too strenuous. Alternatively, adjustments can be made to schooling duration, i.e., not to have too long extra-curricular activities after classes. Counselling departments in schools can also screen students to identify those in need of support, which is more inclusive than getting referrals from teachers. It can be deduced that during and after the pandemic, exploring mental well-being among students is fundamental. The findings also show that rural students experience a higher depression level compared to their counterparts in the urban area. This shows that the location of the schools and where the students reside do affect the students’ level of mental health. Therefore, this indicates that more scholarly as well as policy-level and attention is needed to understand the situation and assist the students in their transition from pandemic to endemic as they return to school.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for Depression Level.






Table 1. Descriptive statistics for Depression Level.





	
Depression Level

	
Total Sample

	
By Location

	
Mean

	
SD




	
Frequency

	
Percent

	
Urban

	
Rural






	
None

	
703

	
45.5%

	
48.10%

	
40.80%

	
7.78

	
6.38




	
Mild

	
271

	
17.5%

	
16.20%

	
19.90%

	

	




	
Moderate

	
274

	
17.7%

	
18.20%

	
16.80%

	

	




	
Severe

	
299

	
19.3%

	
17.50%

	
22.50%

	

	




	
Total

	
1547

	
100%

	
100.00%

	
100.00%
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Table 2. One-Way ANOVA Depression level.






Table 2. One-Way ANOVA Depression level.













	
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.





	Between Groups
	1069.37
	5
	213.874
	5.334
	0.001



	Within Groups
	61,784.19
	1541
	40.094
	
	



	Total
	62,853.56
	1546
	
	
	







Note: Significance at p < 0.05.
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