Iranian Journal of

PSYCHIATRY AND CUNICAL PSYCHOLOGY

Research Paper
Evaluating the Efficacy of School Mental Health Promotion Program in Iranian 8‘ i‘
Schools: A Qualitative Study i

Mitra Borji®, Amirali Hajebi*®, *Morteza Naserbakht®*®, Helia Ranjbar*®, Asal Fazeli*®, Zahra Khorrami®®, Ahmad
Hajebi’

1. Department of Clinical Psychology, School of Behavioral Sciences and Mental Health, Iran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran.

2. Non-Communicable Diseases Research Center, Endocrinology and Metabolism Population Sciences Institute, Tehran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran.
3. Mental Health Research Center, Health Research Institute, Iran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran.

4. Department of administration, Faculty of Management, Tehran University, Tehran, Iran.

5. Department of psychology, Faculty of Psychology and Education, Allameh Tabataba'i University, Tehran, Iran.

6. Department of clinical psychology, School of Behavioral Sciences, University of Social Welfare and Rehabilitation Sciences, Tehran, Iran.

7. Research Center for Addiction & Risky Behaviors (ReCARB), Health research Institute, Iran Psychiatric Hospital, Iran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran.

u”vﬂm:mmm" [STETILTE Borji M, Hajebi AA, Naserbakht M, Ranjbar H, Fazeli A, Khorrami Z, et al. [Evaluating the Efficacy of School
=] Mental Health Promotion Program in Iranian Schools: A Qualitative Study (Persian)]. Iranian Journal of Psychiatry and Clinical
Psychology. 2023; 29(1):48-65. http:/dx.doi.org/10.32598/ijpcp.29.1.4560.1

http://dx.doi.org/10.32598/ijpcp.29.1.4560.1

ABSTRACT

Considering the importance of identifying the mental health problems among school students
and their proper management by offering specialized services to them, the present study aims to
evaluate the efficacy of school mental health (SMH) program in Iranian schools, identify its shortcomings
and provide recommendations for it improvement.

[VETEEE This is a qualitative study using conventional content analysis method. A semi-structured in-
depth interview was used to collect information from 35 participants who included teachers, principals,
and developers of the SHM Program in Iran.

[{E5TE Based on the results, four themes (strengths, weaknesses, barriers, and recommendations) and
14 subthemes were extracted. Overall, 50 codes were obtained. The results showed the effectiveness of
the SMH program.

[T BT The SMH program s effective and has opened a new perspective to school-based interventions.
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Key words: However, expecting the full implementation and continuation of this program in the short term and with
Health promotion, limited resources does not seem logical. Therefore, it is first recommended to improve the infrastructure
Schools, Mental : for implementing this program, use trained personnel, upgrade the counseling departments of schools,
health, Program and remove the time limit of teachers and legal limitations. Then, this project should be implemented at
evaluation ¢ the national level for all schools in Iran.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

ver the past twenty years, mental health

problems among children and adolescents

have been increasing worldwide. Research

showed that nearly half of all psychiatric

disorders diagnosed in adulthood actually

begin in childhood and adolescence. In re-
cent years, the prevalence of mental illness in Iran has
been on the rise. This indicates the need to pay attention
to the effectiveness of existing interventions and adopt
strategies to manage these conditions. Schools can help
identify and address significant mental health problems in
children and adolescents.

Therefore, due to the need to identify problems related
to mental health among students and their proper man-
agement by offering specialized medical services to them,
recently a relevant research project has been fully imple-
mented in schools of all grades in Iran. The research proj-
ect, entitled the School Mental Health (SMH) Program, is
evidence-based and its protocol is published in the form
of a handbook. The handbook is approved by all member
states of the World Health Organization (WHO) in the
Eastern Mediterranean Region. The present study aims
to assess the efficacy of this program in Iranian schools,
find its shortcomings, and provide recommendations to
improve it.

Methods

The present study was a qualitative study using con-
ventional content analysis that used a semi-structured
in-depth interview and FGD to obtain information from
groups of stakeholders. Purposeful sampling was used in
this study. In this study, a total of 5 focus groups were
held. The interviews continued until the saturation was
reached so that no new code was found. Accordingly, a
pilot project, according to the above-mentioned published
handbook, has been implemented in schools after transla-
tion and customization.

Results

The findings of the present study were presented in four
themes: 1. Program strengths, 2. program weaknesses, 3.
factors preventing the achievement of program objectives
and 4. recommendations for program improvement. It is
to be noted that 50 codes were extracted and 14 subcat-
egories were obtained.
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According to some participant 's opinion about strengths:
"The course has made us a little more open, a little more
focused on some kids" and "one of the strengths of em-
powerment was, raising the sense of responsibility in the
selected instructors and their strong commitment, which
was the basis for these interventions in schools ".

According to some participant 's opinion about Weak-
nesses: "I think the issue of families is a gap in this proj-
ect", "we have to have feedback; we don't get specialized
results" and "the selected trainers were people who had 1.
Not enough time, 2. Lack of expertise and 3. That, like a
social worker, did not have a wide field of work."

According to some participant 's opinion about factors
preventing the achievement: "The problem in the treat-
ment process is that the families don't cooperate, or if they
do, it's not continuous, and also they don't go for treatment
and there is a fear of stigmatization."

According to some participant 's opinion about program
improvement

"Keep in mind that these teachings are very effective for
children and teachers, as well as parents "and "we really
need to have one person on the subject of psychology in
every school" (Table 1).

Conclusion

The present study evaluated the School Mental Health
Program, and since the research in this field is small
and vague, we examined the mentioned topics using the
stakeholders’ perspectives.

School-centered interventions mostly involved school
members and context for primary interventions. The re-
sults of the study showed that the interventions led to the
empowerment of teachers and educators in these schools
for identifying students’ psychiatric disorders compared
to pre-intervention status, reducing teachers’ burnout and
improving classroom management, as well as changing
their attitudes toward students' psychological problems.
Studies have shown that trained teachers have a high
potential to participate in the provision of mental health
services and that educational interventions in the group
of teachers who were not trained have been able to im-
prove teachers' attitudes toward identifying and referring
students. Thus, the teacher is at the forefront of mental
health programs that are in direct contact with students.
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Table 1. Recommendations and their subthemes and codes

Recommendations for program improvement

Subtheme Code

Educational support

Expanding educational resources

Teaching how to write reports

Education Teaching students and families

Changing the structure of education

Continuing education and retraining

Applied and need-based training

Financing

Prioritizing primary education

Establishing a program and continuing it

Special and specific time

The need for a school counsellor

Design and structure of the program

Integration into school programs

School management role

The need to pay attention to all levels of education

Collaborating with other governmental agencies

A comprehensive approach to students’ psychological problems

Counseling core

Empower Specialists Social workers

Empowering each teacher

Considering incentives for selected educators and teachers

To fulfill Expectations

Lack of inappropriate behavior by teachers
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Factors that prevent the achievement of the project
goals were: financial problems and lack of education of
students and their families for seeking counseling, the
quality of counseling services at the core of counseling
(lack of expertise in various fields and lack of feedback
to lower levels), the high workload of some teachers and
time constraints of the selected trainers.

One of the limitations of this plan was the lack of atten-
tion to family education and their justification for partici-
pation and follow-up. Moreover, programs that focused
on multiple target groups (such as individuals, families,
and school staff) and combination programs that focused
on behavioral changes of students, teachers, families, and
relationships between school, family, and other social in-
stitutions were the most influential.

Modifications to some rules and regulations in educa-
tion, feedback, and appropriate responses from special-
ized levels (counselling centers and community-based
mental health centers) to lower levels. Improving en-
rollment and reporting, continuous and gradual retrain-
ing, lack of intensive training, coordination of all project
members, including teachers, educators, counselling cen-
ters, considering incentives for the positive performance
of teachers and educators are also recommended.

Among the recommendations made one is that the proj-
ect results should continue and the participation of all
stakeholders should be sought and supported for its sus-
tainability

The overall results of the evaluation of the School Men-
tal Health Program showed its effectiveness. The new and
practical model of the School Mental Health Program has
opened a new perspective on school-based interventions.
Change in organizations is more complex and requires
resources, facilities, expertise, and time. Therefore, by
foreseeing and drawing a broad and appropriate outlook,
while realistically recognizing the situation, proper steps
should be planned and implemented to organize the estab-
lishment of mental health services in schools.
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