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Attitudes and behaviors towards mental illness of pre-service teachers

in educational sciences

Ioana DARJAN®, Anca LUSTREA®

Abstract

The personal system of beliefs and attitudes influence emotional and behavioral reactions. In
educational field, teachers’ systems of beliefs, their set minds are of extreme importance, as they will
direct and impact on their classroom practices, relational and instructional approaches. The pre-service
teachers in Educational Sciences will become qualified professionals in educational field, in all its forms:
mainstream, special, and integrated education. The future teachers face an extremely fluid educational
environment, in terms of students’ characteristics, educational objectives, both academic and social,
instructional and formative needs. With an increasing rate of school inclusion of students with Special
Educational Needs (SEN) (Horga, 2016), the future specialists should be prepared, in terms of
competences, to promote and sustain inclusion, to act against discrimination and exclusion, to advocate
for the rights of all their students. Aiming to prepare highly qualified education specialists, it is
important to assess their attitudes and positions towards students with diverse special needs, from
diverse special contexts. As future specialists in education, our pre-service teachers will work directly
with students with special needs and their families and will represent important agents in changing
mentalities and generating adequate attitudinal and behavioral changes. In this study, we investigate
our pre-service teachers’ the knowledge, attitudes and behaviors towards mental illness. A survey
questionnaire covering topics as knowledge, attitudes and behavior towards people with mental illness
was administrated to 82 of our pre-service teachers. The study presents the findings and the conclusions
of the survey.
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1. Introduction
Mental illness is a very controversial and complex topic for the public agenda. The

importance of this condition derived from the fact that it impacts not only on individual level,
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but affects the entire family, community and society. At individual level, mental illness could
affect autonomy, functionality, productivity, relationships, inclusion, and wellbeing of
afflicted people. At community and society levels, mental illness might be perceived as
important factor for disfunctions, crises, conflicts, damages and budget-consuming, for
restoration/repairs and treatments. Furthermore, mental illness is still an important motif
for discrimination and stigma.

The relation between knowledge and attitude towards mental illness at college
students was researched before (Pascucci et.al, 2017). Good knowledge about mental health
seems to be associated with better attitudes towards people afflicted by it.

Personal experience with mental illness, such as having someone with this condition in
the close proximity, in the family, close social circle or at work, have also impact in attitudinal
and behavioral responses (Waugh, Lethem, Sherring Henderson, 2017; Sottie, Mfoafo-
M’Carthy, Moasun, 2018). People tend to have a better attitude towards mental illness if they
have close relations with people with mental illness and tend to change their attitudes if
mental illness intervenes in their family life.

Beliefs about and attitudes towards mental illness impact on discrimination and
stigmatizing actions. Feeg, Prager, Moylan, Smith and Cullinan (2014) find in a population of
college students that those who are less familiar with mental illness tend to maintain the
social distance and stigmatize more. Our study tried to investigate the relations between
attitudes and predisposition for discriminating and stigmatizing people with mental illness.

Mental illness in children and adolescence is a more controversial topic, as it is a
developmental pathology, depending of many factors, hereditary and environmental.

The life-trajectory of affected children could be altered by the adopted measures.

The main agencies for socialization and enculturation are families and schools.

Schools are witnessing some extreme effects of under-diagnosticated, unaddressed,
untreated mental illness: conflicts, hetero and self-aggressive behaviors, suicidal ideations,
attempts and acts.

There are serious issues that solicit and support the necessity and opportunities for
schools and their agents to assume and stress their formative and therapeutic roles,
alongside the instructional ones (Darjan et al,, 2015, Déarjan, 2018).

The most demanding issues are:
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- The increasing number of children with visible and invisible emotional and
behavioral disorders (EBD), whom problems are not address appropriately in school
(Forness, Freeman, Paparella, Kauffman, Walker, 2012; Kauffman, Mock, Simpson, 2007, as
cited by Losinski et al., 2015);

- Insufficient preoccupation during initial teachers’ training in developing teachers’
competencies for approaching and working with challenging students;

- Irrational beliefs and unrealistic expectations, based on prejudice, discrimination,
which encourage stigma, rejection and isolation of the children with problematic behaviors.

Teachers and all the educational professionals are called to broaden their roles,
contributing to the early identification, referral and intervention for the children who
experience mental illness or are in risk (Forness, 2003, Maag Katsiyannis, 2010, as cited by
Losinski et al., 2015).

Furthermore, teachers are role models, they contribute to the building of system of
beliefs, values and moral principles, they have the power to change mentalities. Their
systems of beliefs and attitudes will impact the students’ systems of beliefs and attitudes,
which are shaped throughout childhood and adolescence (Beck, ]., 2011; Byrne, 2000). Thus,
teachers’ positive attitudes towards mental illness, knowledge about it, without
misinformation and prejudice, have the potential to reduce stigma and discrimination
toward people with mental illness in society. Although teachers tend to adopt negative
attitudes toward mental illness (Gur et al., 2012), a sounding solution, with long-term impact,
is to educate them during initial training so they could develop a more positive framework
for the people with mental illness.

Many studies ((Vibha, Saddichha, and Kumar, 2008; Caldwell & Jorm, 2000; Nordt,
Rossler, & Lauber, 2006) demonstrate that attitudes and behaviors towards mental illness
improve with better knowledge and understanding of this phenomenon, with previous, more

experiences with people who had mental illness, greater educational level.
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2. Method

Research question

Universities could meet these needs for relevant and sounding knowledge about
mental illness, and to develop positive attitudes toward mental illness for the pre-service
teachers enrolled in academic programs.

Based on the above arguments the following research question was advanced:

Which individual factors influence the attitudes towards mental illness?

From the multitude of individual factors that can influence the formation of attitudes
we have considered the ones that, in our opinion, can have a high impact: the knowledge
about mental illness, personal experiences and with mental illness, attitudes towards
intervention, openness/willingness to relate with persons with mental illness and the
perception of stigma.

Methodology

This study was designed to determine the pre-service teachers’ knowledge and
attitudes toward mental illness, and to identify possible individual factors that affect them.
82 pre-service teachers from Special Education and Pedagogy specializations of our
Educational Sciences Department answered a questionnaire and a demographic survey.

Research hypotheses

1. The pre-service teachers’ attitudes towards mental illness correlate with their
knowledge in the field.

2. There will be a correlation between pre-service teachers’ attitudes towards
mental illness and personal experience with the condition.

3. There will be a correlation between pre-service teachers’ attitudes towards
mental illness and attitudes towards intervention.

4, There will be a correlation between pre-service teachers’ attitudes towards
mental illness and their willingness to be around people with mental illness conditions.

5. There will be a correlation between pre-service teachers’ attitudes towards
mental illness and the perceived stigma.

6. There will be a difference in pre-service teachers’ attitudes towards mental
illness from families with or without a member with mental illness.

Participants and procedure
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Data were collected from a convenience sample of 82 pre-service teachers from Special
Education and Pedagogy specializations. The age of participants ranged from 18 to 51 years
(M=23.40, SD=8.31). Participants were 3 (3.7%) men and 79 (96.3%) women. The pre-
service teachers were from 2 specializations, 42 (51.2%) in Special Education and 40
(48.8%) in Pedagogy. The pre-service teachers from all three study years were included: 24
(29.3%) were from the first year of studies, 35 (42.7%) from the second and 23 (28%) from
the third.

Research instrument

This study used asurvey questionnaire. It wasadapted from the instrument used to
assess the attitudes to mental illness of adult from England, since 1994 (Attitudes to Mental
[llness, 2015). This instrument assesses the knowledge about mental illness, personal
experiences of mental illness, and openness and willingness to live or interact with people
with mental illness. The questionnaire collected also some demographic data (age, gender,
specialization, year of study).

A consent letter, presenting the aims and the conditions of the study, was administered
to all the pre-service teachers. From a total of 181 pre-service teachers, 82 filled-out the

questionnaire.

3. Results

To determine the potential correlation between the pre-service teachers’ attitudes
towards mental illness and knowledge, personal experience, attitudes towards intervention,
openness/willingness to be around people with mental illness and perceived stigma, the
Pearson Correlations was computed (Table 1). Significant correlations were found between
attitudes towards mental illness and personal experience r (82) =.23, p=.03, attitudes
towards intervention r (82) =.24, p=.02 and openness/willingness r (82) =.36, p=.00.
However, the effect size, r2=0.05 for personal experience and attitudes towards intervention,
and r2=0.12 for openness, indicates a relatively poor coefficient of determinationbetween
personal experiences and attitudes towards intervention and attitudes towards mental
illness. They explain only 5.29% of attitudes variance. Also, openness/willingness explains

only 12.96% of attitudes towards mental illness variance.
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Table 1: Correlations between attitudes towards mental illness and individual characteristics

1 2 3 4 5 6
1.Attitudes towards mental illness - .02 23" 24" .36™ .07
2. Knowledge - A1 23" -.05 227
3. Personal experience - -.03 22" .18
4.Attitudes towards intervention - .02 .01
5.0penness - .05
6.Stigma -

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

As mentioned above, the pre-service teachers are enrolled in two different program
study: Special Education and Pedagogy. Normally, Special Education curricula exposes
students to more disciplines who offers knowledge about groups with special needs, who
promote inclusion, and advocate against discrimination. Thus, we consider relevant to
determine if there are differences between the two groups, in terms of attitudes and personal
characteristics. For this purpose, an independent sample t-test was conducted (Table 2).
Given a violation of Levene’s test for homogeneity of variances, F(1,80)=.39, p =.53, a t-test
not assuming homogeneous variances was calculated. The results of this test indicated that
there was no significant difference in attitudes towards mental illness observed between the
two groups, t(79.98)=1.58, p =.11. These results suggest that there is not a significant
difference between Special Education group (M = 3.81; SD = .41) and Pedagogy group (M =
3.67; SD =.39), in terms of attitudes towards mental illness.

Subsequently, no significant differences were obtained for most of the other individual
characteristics.

Yet, in terms of openness/willingness to interact with people with mental illness, there
is a clear difference between the two groups. The Special Education pre-service teachers
have a significant more opened attitude towards people with mental illness and willingness
to interact with them (Table 2). An independent sample t-test was conducted. Given a
violation of Levene’s test for homogeneity of variances, F(1,80)=.34, p = .55, a t-test not
assuming homogeneous variances was calculated. The results of this test indicate that there
was a significant difference in openness towards mental illness observed between the two
groups, t(77.06)=2.98, p =.00. These results suggest that there is a significant difference
between openness in Special Education group (M = 3.60; SD =.77) and Pedagogy group (M =
3.05; SD =.89).
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Table 2: Independent t-test Results Between Special Education and Pedagogy Pre-service teachers

Special Education Pedagogy

M SD M SD t-test
Attitudes towards mental illness 3.81 41 3.67 .39 1.58
Knowledge 3.87 .69 3.76 .85 .67
Personal experience 1.63 .58 1.60 .58 23
Attitudes towards intervention 3.46 .36 3.67 .64 -1.83
Openness 3.60 77 3.05 .89 2.98
Stigma 2.42 47 2.43 49 -.08

Also, another potentialinfluence on type of attitudes is accumulated experience and

exposure to the topic of mental illness, both theoretical, through acquired knowledge, and

practical, through interventions. So, we compare the results from different study years. A

one-way analysis of variance was conducted to determine if the attitudes towards mental

illness differ between study years (N=82). The independent variable, study year, included

three groups: first year of studies (M=3.69, SD=.38, N=24), second year of studies (M=3.80,
SD=.41, N=35), and third year of studies (M=3.71, SD=.42, N=23). For attitudes towards

mental illness the assumption of normality was evaluated using histograms and found

tenable for all groups. The assumption for homogeneity of variances was tested and found

tenable using Levene's testF(2, 79)=.71, p=.49. The ANOVA was non-significant for all three

groups (Table 4).

Table 3: One-way analysis of variance of attitudes towards mental illness by study year

P

Source Df SS
Between Groups 2 .238
Within Groups 79 13.233
Total 81 13.471

494

Table 4: ANOVA Comparisons of Attitudes Towards Mental IlIness by Study year

Tukey’s HSD
Comparisons

Group n Mean SD 1 2

1. First year 24 3.69 .38

2. Second year 35 3.80 41

3. Third year 23 3.71 42
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To determine if there is a difference in pre-service teachers’ attitudes towards mental
illness from families with or without a member with mental illness, an independent sample
t-test was conducted (Table 5). Given a violation of Levene’s test for homogeneity of
variances, F(1,80)=.13, p =.29, a t-test not assuming homogeneous variances was calculated.
The results of this test indicated that there was no significant difference in attitudes towards

mental illness observed between the two groups, t(11.18)=-1.16, p =.27.

Table 5: Independent t-test Results Between Pre-service teachers without and with a family member with mental

illness
Pre-service teachers Pre-service teachers with
without a family member a family member with
with mental illness mental illness
M SD M SD t-test
Attitudes towards mental illness 3.72 .39 3.90 45 -1.16

These results suggest that there is not a significant difference between attitudes
towards mental illness in pre-service teachers without a family member with mental illness
group (M =3.79; SD =.39) and pre-service teachers with a family member with mental illness
group (M = 3.90; SD = .45).

4. Conclusions

In the context of a growing need of highly qualified teachers in the field of educational
mental health we aimed to investigate pre-service teachers’ attitudes about mental health
and the individual factors that affect it

We designed a quantitative methodology, in which 82 pre-service teachers in Special
Education and Pedagogy specializations responded to a questionnaire and a demographic
survey.

In the research hypothesis we presume that will be a correlation between pre-service
teachers’ attitudes towards mental illness and the following individual factors: knowledge
about the condition, personal experience with mental illness, attitudes towards intervention,
openness to having a relation with people with mental illness and perception of stigma.

Significant correlations were found between attitudes towards mental illness and
personal experience, attitudes towards intervention and openness. However, the effect sizes
indicate a relatively poor coefficient of determination between these factors, explaining only

5.29% of attitudes variance for personal experience and attitudes towards intervention and
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12.96% for openness. The most influential factor proves to be willingness for relations with
people with mental illness.

Even though there were no many significant differences between Special Education
and Pedagogy pre-service teachers in terms of attitudes towards people with mental illness,
itis important to stress the one significant difference obtained: the openness and willingness
to work, live and interact with persons with mental illness. The pre-service teachers in
Special Education are more opened and willing to have relations with people with mental
illness. The possible explanations reside in the specific of their theoretical and practical
training. Relevant and scientific proven knowledge, practical intervention sessions, direct
contact with people with special needs tend to improve perceptions and attitudes, diminish
misinformation and prejudice, discrimination and stigma. This finding sustains the
importance of initial formal training in improving attitudes and behaviors towards special
groups (Maag et al., 2014; Predescu et al,, 2017).

No significant differences were obtained between attitudes towards mental illness
between pre-service teachers from the three study years, the level of studies is not a
differentiating factor in terms of attitudes towards mental illness.

Also, we want to evaluate if there is a significant difference in attitudes towards mental
illness between pre-service teachers who have a family member with mental illness and
those who do not. No significant difference was obtained.

Universities have the responsibility to prepare highly specialized teachers, with
adequate attitudes and reactions, prepared to respond efficiently to the broad range of
challenges and demands pose by this profession.

Teachers are relevant agents in modelling behaviors and changing mentalities.
Teachers could become key-resources in early identification and in educational and
therapeutic intervention for students with mental illness. For these purposes, teachers’
initial trainings should invest more in increasing teachers’ awareness regarding mental
illness, improving their knowledge and skills in working with children and adolescents in

risk, and promoting positive attitudes towards special groups.
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Limitations of the study and further research directions

The main limitation of this research is the number of individual factors taken into
consideration. From our findings, the best explanation for attitudes towards mental illness
with only 12.96% of the variance explained is the openness/willingness towards relations
with people with mental illness. Another limitation of the study is the relatively small
number of participants; an increase of the responding pre-service teachers being desirable
and essential for more relevant and generalized conclusions.
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