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Abstract

Lacking structured modules creates gaps in managing mental health problems among adolescents in
Malaysia. Hence, a new Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT) module called the school-based Shine Through
Any Roadblocks (STAR-CBT) intervention has been introduced. This study extends previous work which
focused on engagement with school counsellors. The study aims to bridge the gap between feasibility and
practicality of the school-based STAR-CBT module through validation and contextualization by school
counselors in Malaysia. The study participants were 20 secondary school counselors (N=20) from Klang
Valley, Malaysia who were recruited using a simple random sampling method. The program was delivered
virtually by the founder of the module. The validity of the module was assessed both quantitatively and
qualitatively via a semi-structured interview, written review, and content validity ratio (CVR) based on
Ecological Validity Model (EVM) framework. Overall, the findings revealed that school-based STAR CBT
module showed good content validity, fulfilling the consensus requirements across the experts.
Quantitatively, the CVR scores supported the validity of the eight sessions in the module while the
qualitative review demonstrated the feasibility and practicality of the module. The participants collectively
agreed the module should be implemented by school counselors for adolescents with depression whilst
agreeing that this module is helpful, practical, and useful. Implementation of a locally validated module
would further provide access to evidence-based psychosocial interventions in all Malaysian schools.
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1. Introduction

The National Health and Morbidity Survey (NHMS, 2019) indicated that almost 424,000 children
were found to have mental health problems in Malaysia. Key findings of this national survey indicated that
mental health problems occurred predominantly among girls, children aged between 10-15 years old, living
in rural areas, and those from below 40% economic status (or the B40 group). The survey also indicated
that 42.9% of school children have peer problems, 15.9% have conduct problems, 2.3% have hyperactive
problems and 8.3% have emotional problems. A year earlier, a study among adolescents indicated about
6.2% of adolescents have suicidal ideation. The crucial factors include gender, ethnicity, anxiety or worry,
lack of close friends, and poor peer support (Chan et al., 2018). The study also found those who ever had
sexual intercourse and had been in a physical fight have a higher tendency to have suicidal ideation (Chan
etal., 2018).

Certainly, from 2020 until 2022, the COVID-19 pandemic created remarkable challenges for
adolescents and young people. The unplanned and dramatic changes in teaching-learning methods from
conventional to online learning, personal conflict (such as negative thoughts of being at home, disrupted
daily activities, changing sleep patterns, and excessive internet use), and conflict with other family members
may precipitate mental health problems (Amran, 2020; Amran et al., 2021; Amran & Jamaludin, 2021).
Various psychological disturbances, from distress (such as grief, adjustment disorder, and acute stress
disorder) to psychiatric disorders (such as mood disorder, psychosis, and suicidal tendency) occur following
quarantine, social and physical distancing, and school closure (Ramadhan et al., 2020).

Despite such worrying mental health problems among Malaysian adolescents, specific modules to
guide counselling and intervention to help this vulnerable group are sparse. Only a few modules are
available locally with limited use. For example, the Rational Emotive Education Module on irrational
beliefs and stress is suitable only for boarding school students (Mahfar et al., 2019), and the Life Skills
Education program which aims to improve the emotional health and self-esteem of adolescents is prepared
only for orphanages (Mohammadzadeh et al., 2019). Another Cognitive Behavioural Therapy module
developed by local researchers is, however, applicable only to depressed adults (Mukhtar, 2011). The mean
age of participants in the eight CBT sessions by Mukhtar (2011) was 40 to 46 years. Recently, an attempt
to adapt spiritual aspects to CBT among depressed adults has also been made, but the effectiveness of its
module is still being researched (Subhas et al., 2021).

Limited CBT modules targeting adolescents further increase the difficulties faced by mental health
professionals in handling adolescents’ psychological disorders and this is exacerbated by the fact that in
Malaysia, such professionals are already short in supply (Dahlan et al., 2018; Martadza et al., 2019).
Lacking structured modules on which to base interventions creates worrying gaps in managing mental
health problems among adolescents in this country. Hence, a new CBT module called the school-based
Shine Through Any Roadblocks (STAR- CBT) intervention has been introduced (Saw et al., 2019; Saw et
al., 2020). The STAR-CBT module comprises eight group-based sessions that are implemented among
secondary school students for two months. It has demonstrated excellent efficacy in lowering the
participants' levels of depressive symptoms and automatic negative thoughts (Saw et al., 2020). However,

so far, only clinical psychologists have used and tested the module. Giving adolescents access to
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psychotherapy is extremely difficult given Malaysia's dearth of professional psychologists (Ng, 2013).
Giving counsellors the authority to use CBT may be a workable solution to the therapist shortage.
According to an estimation by the Malaysian Ministry of Women, Family, and Community Development,
the number of available counsellors capable of practising cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) in 2021 will
be around 9800. In 2023, there was a significant increase in the number of registered counsellors in
Malaysia, surpassing initial estimates (Dasar, Pelan Perkhidmatan Kaunseling Dirangka Untuk Tingkat
Aksesibiliti Perkhidmatan, 2023). Hence, the study aims to bridge the gap by validating and contextualizing

the school-based STAR-CBT program among school counsellors.
2. Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to validate and contextualize the school-based STAR-CBT program

among school counsellors.
3. Methodology

3.1. Participants

The study participants were 20 secondary school counselors (19 females and 1 male) from the Klang
Valley, Malaysia. The participants were recruited using a simple random sampling method using a
computer-generated sampling procedure. Inclusion criteria were secondary school counselors who were
well-versed in the Malay language. No experience using CBT approaches was needed before the

intervention program.
3.2. Measures
3.2.1. Content validity ratio

The Content Validity Ratio (CVR) was assessed based on the following content; 1) How your
activities affect your mood 2) How your thoughts affect your mood 3) How your relationship affects your
mood. The participants were asked to rate all sessions using the Likert Scale i.e., either not necessary, useful

not essential, or essential.
3.2.2. Focus group interview

The Focus group interview was done as per the Ecological Validity Model (EVM) framework
developed by Bernal et al. (1995) which outlines what to adapt in the delivery and content of the module.
EVM specified eight dimensions comprising language, persons, metaphors, content, concepts, goals,
methods, and context. A semi-structured interview was employed to capture opinions on the feasibility and

practicality of the intervention module.
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3.3. Procedure

Before the implementation of the program, all participants were briefed about the study. They were
required to sign an informed consent before the implementation of the program.

The program was scheduled for eight sessions in total (Saw et al., 2019 & 2020). The participants
were strongly encouraged to complete all sessions. However, they are allowed to withdraw from the
program at any time without any penalties.

The program was delivered via Google Meet and conducted in the Malay language. The program
was conducted by the founder of the module and assisted by one clinical psychologist and two psychiatrists
who all have more than 10 years of experience using CBT in mental health services.

At the end of the program, the participants were required to rate the STAR-CBT module based on
the Content Validity Ratio (CVR) 3 core contents. After that, the participants (also considered Subject
Matter Expert-SME) were invited for a focus group interview. The focus group interview was conducted
by an independent psychiatrist to avoid bias. All interviews were recorded and transcribed by the research

team members for analysis.

4. Results

Table 1 provides additional information about the participants’ demographic characteristics and
educational background. All participants managed to complete the module; hence, zero attrition rate was
achieved. Most of the participants were female, married, and aged between 20 to 59 years old. The majority
of the participants have a postgraduate level of education.

Table 1. Participants” demographic characteristics (N= 20)

Characteristic n Percentage (%)
Ethnicity Chinese 2 10.00
Malay 16 80.00
Indian 2 10.00
Religion Muslim 16 80.00
Buddhist 2 10.00
Hindu 1 5.00
Others 1 5.00
Gender Male 1 42.80
Female 19 57.20
Marital Status Married 18 90.00
Single 2 10.00
Age 20-29 2 10.00
30-39 7 35.00
40-49 3 15.00
50-59 8 40.00
Highest Educational Level Bachelor 8 40.00
Master 12 60.00
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The validation of the STAR CBT module was based on outputs derived from the SMEs via Content
Validity Ratio (CVR) assessment and semi-structured interview i.e. focus group interview. Quantitative
analysis was performed manually using the CVR formula, while qualitative outputs were based on the
analysis and interpretation of the semi-structured interview from the eight EVM dimensions that served as

themes. The following presents the outcomes of this study.

4.1. Quantitative results using content validity ratio (CVR)

Table 2 shows the CVR values for the core contents of the module per session, as rated by the
participants. As illustrated, a panel of six expert reviewers required a minimum CVR of .42 based on a one-
tailed test (.05 significance level) to yield good validity (Lawshe, 1975). All eight core contents were above

the minimum CVR values.

Table 2. Content validity ratio (CVR) of the STAR-CBT module

Core Content ne* N**  N/2  ne-N/2 CVR***
How do your activities affect your mood?
Session 1: 20 20 10 10 1

- Understanding the effects of activities on mood
- Importance of pleasant activities —
via personal contract and self-reward
Session 2 20 20 10 10 1

- Understanding and establishing goals
Session 3: 19 20 10 9 0.9

- The healthy management of reality (the Internal world
and outside world) via activities

How do your thoughts affect your mood?
Session 4: 20 20 10 10 1

- Understanding depression
- Understanding different types of thought and thinking
error
Session 5: 20 20 1010 1

- Using thoughts to change the mood
Session 6: 20 20 10 10 1

- Debating negative thoughts via the A-B-C-D method

How your relationship affects your mood
Session 7: 19 20 10 9 0.9

- Importance of healthy social support
- Exploring the bi-directional association between
thought, actions, and feelings with relationships with
others
Session 8 19 20 10 9 0.9

- Communication skills
- Importance of contact with others on mood
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Lawshe’s CVR formula was employed to determine the content validity of the gathered data. The
formula is as follows: CVR = (ne — N/2)/(N/2), where, CVR = content validity ratio, ne = number of SME

panelists indicating ‘essential’, and N = total number of SME panelists.

4.2. Qualitative review of the STAR-CBT module

The EVM is a framework for behavioral intervention in treating culturally diverse populations. It
guides the development and the documentation processes toward attaining ecological validity. The eight
dimensions of EVM include language, persons, metaphors, content, concepts, goals, methods, and context
(Domenech Rodriguez et al., 2011).

The summary of the practicality and feasibility of the STAR-CBT module, as recommended by the
panel of school counsellors, revolves around the eight EVM dimensions. Rossell6 and Bernal (1996)
asserted that the use of local language reflects cultural integration. The dimension of language in terms of
choice of words, concepts, phrases, and syntax used in the module was evaluated as appropriate and

comprehensible. This was highlighted by the reviewers,

“...the terms and words can be understood”; “overall okay”; “terms easily understood”; “I feel
that the sentences in the module are comprehensible, and however, if it is unclear, counsellors can

guide the students easily”

The dimension of person postulates that racial/ethnic similarities between therapist and participants
in an intervention better shape the therapeutic relationship (Rossellé & Bernal, 1996). The panel of SMEs
in the study were representative of the different races in Malaysia reflecting a diverse contribution towards
validating the module. Secondly, the familiarity of the school counselors as well as being the most integral
individual in the targeted area, i.e., the school serves as a matching person. The images, layout, and design
of the module were rated as culturally suitable and sensible.

The dimension of metaphors refers to the use of symbols and concepts that are collective in a group
(Rossellé & Bernal, 1996). Reviewers added that certain part of the module can be in point-form, mind-
map, while inserting take home message at the end of each module.

As for the dimension of content, the subject’s personal, customs, and cultural values were integral
(Rosselld6 & Bernal, 1996). Two reviewers commented on the application homework as a part of

misalignment or rather a barrier for Malaysian adolescents, as stated below;

Students might not do the homework”; “Students might not be able to complete the homework”

“More activities needed to be added”

Another modification made to a dimension that reflects the belief system of the targeted population’s
culture is concepts. Its ultimate role is to attain consonance with both culture and context using appropriate
constructs in the intervention model (Rossellé & Bernal, 1996). Although well-being awareness has been
widely spread across the nation, stigma remains an issue. To avoid stigma and peer pressure while

acknowledging the efforts in following the intervention, the following reflects a related suggestion;

“...student be given certificate of accomplishment”
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Goals refer to the dimension that values the agreement of goals of treatment between the therapist
and participants, which must be established in the intervention model (Rossell6 & Bernal, 1996). The
intervention goals are presented in the module with guided step-by-step sessions. The panel reviewers
appreciated all the presented sessions and noted that they could better understand the issues faced by their
students through the module. The journey from one to eight sessions was meaningful, with the perception
of tapping into reducing the depressive symptoms among the students in a holistic manner. The goal of the

intervention module is congruent with both the therapist and the participants.

“...each other the session is helpful and meaningful. Each client is different and the techniques can
help holistically,; “the strong factor of the module is that it can help the students to change their

>

perception by disputing...and to be more meticulous in pinpointing the student’s belief system.’

A suggestion was made to the dimension related to methods. This dimension highlights the
procedures required for treatment intervention (Rosselld & Bernal, 1996). The panel of expert reviewers
felt that the number of sessions was fair for the Malaysian cultural context. However, the suggestion of
including a follow-up session after the intervention program was considered beneficial. This is in line with
the notion that the length of sessions did not report any significant improvement as mentioned by Mukhtar
(2011). Concerning extending the module to a younger age group, the module might need to be shortened
to cater to them as mentioned by the reviewers.

Lastly, the dimension of context looked into the socio-cultural elements, including treatment

barriers. This is reflected in the reviewers’ comments given below.

“...this module is suitable to our culture...quite relevant but must relate it to their style, their daily
routine”

Although this intervention is feasible for the Malaysian context, better outcomes can be sought by
including elements of psychospirituality while keeping the commitment of the dyads in the intervention.
The ultimate goal of this research is to ensure the module suits all secondary school students in Malaysia.
According to Orellano-Colén et al. (2014), one who is known for or aware of the targeted populations can
effectively facilitate the program. Thus, school counsellors are the most suitable candidates to run the
intervention. Counsellors with adequate training in the module and supervision may take up the role of
conducting the intervention.

The qualitative assessments to determine the content validity of the STAR CBT module were also
composed of written reviews from the panel of experts. The review summary encompassed the suitability
of the module title, the directions of the module (concise, clear, and complete), the content areas covered
(appropriate, and complete), and some comments/suggestions (McKenzie & Clark, 1999).

All participants who underwent the workshop were invited for a focus group review. A semi-
structured review was employed for the focus group to capture opinions on the feasibility and the
practicality of the STAR CBT intervention module.

The participants provided valuable and helpful opinions for program evaluation purposes. They
claimed that they could effectively understand moods, thoughts, and behavior concerning the presentation
of depressive symptomatology. Another participant claimed,

“This program has taught effective ways to help the students in a guided manner”
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The feasibility of the program in terms of session length, information saturation, as well as execution
and practicality of the program as a school-based intervention, was explored from the stance of the
participants. One participant expressed, “The content is not too packed and able to be understood. Eight
weeks is suitable to complete all the eight sessions”. As for execution, the participant suggested the module
be presented to the ministry to be implemented as an official practice in all secondary schools. Exposure
and module sharing should be done in all secondary schools in every state in Malaysia. All the participants
agreed and supported the notion that this program should be run as a school-based program (i.e., “Yes, this
program will be able to help students to manage their well-being as well as guiding the counsellors in

practicing CBT in schools. The module is very informative, beneficial, and comprehensive to be used).

5. Conclusion

This study aims to validate and contextualize the STAR-CBT module for use among secondary
school adolescents in Malaysia. The study participants i.e. the school counsellors collectively agreed the
module is suitable for implementation by the school counsellors for adolescents with depression. The
majority of the participants found this module very helpful, practical, and useful for them. Furthermore,
they also highlighted that the module needs to be featured as a guide in the school intervention program.

Additionally, the participants stated that the module content is simple, easy, and appropriate. They
also commented that the homework is doable, clear, and can be easily understood by the students and
counsellors. This factor could be attributed to their educational background. As stated in the demographic
profile, most of the participants have a postgraduate level of education and they are familiar with CBT.
Hence, understanding this module might not be a problem for them.

In terms of language usage, participants also agreed on the clarity and conciseness of language used
in the module. Participants agreed that they did not have any issues with the language used in the module.
This could be explained by the fact that the module had undergone a comprehensive validation and
translation process by previous researchers (Saw et al., 2019) which contributes to the above-mentioned
factors.

Regarding the attrition rate, all the participants were able to complete the module as scheduled. No
drop-out was reported. It could be due to the participants being committed and interested in this module.
The majority reported that they were excited to participate in this study as it could help and add to their
knowledge in dealing with adolescents with depression.

This study also demonstrated some limitations that must be considered which firstly is the small
number of participants. Future studies should consider having more participants for richer results. Secondly,
it is suggested that future studies include more participants from East Malaysia, i.e.; Sabah and Sarawak to
see how the locals from East Malaysia responded to this module as their culture and language are more
diverse than in West Malaysia.

To the best of our knowledge, this is among the first studies to validate and contextualize the STAR-
CBT module among school counsellors in Malaysia. We believe that the involvement of school counsellors
would help in early intervention, especially for adolescents with depression. Their engagement would allow
more adolescents to receive and have access to CBT skills and hence reduce the number of depression cases

in the future.
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