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The present study aims to explore the criteria which motivate and prevent teachers
from engaging in the social and emotional guidance of rural elementary school
students in Malaysia. Face-to-face in-depth interviews were conducted with 25
teachers using purposive sampling technique and they are from 15 rural primary
schools within the Sarawak state of Malaysia. While emerging themes for
motivations are teachers’ task perception, colleagues’ support, students’ family
support, and teachers’ professionalization, barriers include burdensome workloads
and time constraints. The results are discussed to provide insights for policymakers
and educational administrators on the development of a whole-school approach
that aims to promote the social and emotional wellbeing of rural students in a
developing country.
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INTRODUCTION

The social and emotional wellbeing (SEW) of students has a substantial impact on the
development of their physical, mental, and learning outcomes (Durlak et al., 2011;
World Health Organization, 2003). Durlak et al., (2011) conducted a meta-analysis on
interventions that aimed to enhance the SEW of students and found that the
incorporation of evidence based social and emotional learning (SEL) programming into
standard educational practises led to significant improvement in the students’ social and
emotional skills, attitudes, behaviour, and academic performances. A 4-year longitudinal
study conducted by Croninger and Lee (2001) revealed that teachers’ support and
guidance reduced the students’ likelihood to drop out of school by half. All of this
evidence supports the initiatives and efforts of promoting the balanced and full
development of students by integrating social and emotional learning with academic
learning in schools. The World Health Organization (2003) has been advocating for the
creation of a conducive school environment that promotes the social and emotional
wellbeing of students. It has become a common trend for policy makers, authorities,
scholars, and practitioners around the globe to advocate for the integration of social and
emotional guidance with intellectual development in schools (Drefs, 2003; Durlak et al.,
2011; Hui, 2000, 2002; Kidger et al., 2001). Amongst the ASEAN countries, Hong
Kong and China actively promote the SEW of students in schools (Hui & Lo, 1997).
Recently, the National Education Philosophy in Malaysia also emphasizes the balanced
and harmonious development of students, which includes addressing their intellectual,
spiritual, emotional, and physical needs (Ministry of Education, Malaysia, 2018).

Although the importance of students’ SEW has been emphasized in education policies
across nations, some have reported difficulties integrating social and emotional learning
into the existing education systems due to competing demands and limited resources
(Jacobs & Struyf, 2015; Yuen et al., 2007). For instance, Yuen et al., (2007) suggested
that one of the reasons Hong Kong primary school teachers were less involved in social
and emotional guiding tasks was the time constraints they faced. Likewise, Malaysian
teachers also report similar challenges, with the additional burden of perceived
redundant clerical work (“Teachers: Teaching no longer a passion,” 2018). In addition
to the burdensome clerical work, teachers’ enthusiasm for ensuring the students’
wellbeing is weakened when they are assigned to rural schools, which often lack basic
infrastructure, and resources, particularly in the often hard-to-reach outskirts of the
Sarawak State of Malaysia (“Manyin: Education ecosystem,” 2018). According to the
Minister of Education, Science, and Technological Research, Sarawak has 428 and 721
rural schools that still do not have treated water supply and proper road access, let alone
Internet connectivity (“Manyin: Education ecosystem,” 2018). These constraints are
attributed to the large geographical area of the state, the fragmented rural population,
and the lack of funds. As a result, the state government faces difficulty placing a
sufficient number of qualified teachers to rural schools, because most prefer to teach in
urban schools with sufficient resources (“Teachers’ woes in rural Sarawak,” 2010).
Teachers in rural Sarawak are found to have been struggling with transportation and
communication barriers that separate them from their families, which indirectly causes
them to lose focus and affect their morale over time. Consequently, the decrease in
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teacher to student ratio further impedes the ability of rural teachers to address the social
and emotional needs of their students through personalised interactions (“STU
welcomes,” 2018). Many scholars also point out that the magnitude of SEW problems is
often greater amongst rural students than their urban counterparts due to their lower
socio-economic status (Ahmad et al., 2015; Kasmini et al., 1993).

Furthermore, students in primary school are entering an important stage of their
development that can either build or destruct their confidence and personality
development (Eccles et al., 1993). When their needs were unattended, it will lead to host
patterns of undesirable behaviours (Weinten, 2007). This situation happens especially
when they have been left behind by their parents. Hence, with the intention of promoting
SEW in rural primary school students, a study that identifies the factors affecting the
engagement of teachers in the social and emotional guidance of rural primary school
students is warranted. Unlike in developed countries, where educational programmes
often have a significant integrated SEW aspect, countries like Malaysia have a long way
to go in imbedding SEW in its formal education structure. Moreover, most past studies
focused on teachers’ motivation towards academic teaching (Richardson et al., 2014)
and were conducted in developed or western countries (Roth, 2014; Thomson &
Palermo, 2018) with little implications on SEW. In light of the importance to find ways
to empower teachers in this effort, the present study would prove useful to policy
makers, authorities, and education administrators to gain insights into the issues and
hence formulate efficient strategies to enhance the facilitators and alleviate the barriers
to the development of the SEW of students.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Theories on Teachers’ Motivation

There are three prominent theories adapted to empirically test the motivation of
teachers, namely the expectancy-value theory of achievement motivation (Green, 2002;
Thomson & Palermo, 2018; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), achievement goal theory (Butler,
2007; Wang et al. 2017), and self-determination theory (Eyal & Roth, 2011; Gagné &
Deci, 2005; Roth, 2014). Besides, several scholars have integrated different cognitive-
motivational theories with the intention to develop a better understanding of complex
human behaviours (Neves de Jesus & Lens, 2005; Turner et al., 2009). For instance,
Neves de Jesus & Lens (2005) integrated the learned helplessness/attribution
reformulation (Abramson et al., 1978; Miller & Norman, 1979), achievement goal
theory (Maehr & Zusho, 2009), self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1977), and intrinsic
motivation theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) to understand how teachers’ professional
engagement and education would impact their motivation. It is worth studying how all of
these factors affect the motivation of teachers to provide social and emotional guidance.

Engagement in Social and Emotional Guidance of Rural Primary School Students

Studies are also done to evaluate SEW intervention in classroom settings (Durlak et al.,
2011). Notably, most of these interventions are administered by teachers (53%), while
others are a mixture of university researchers, consultants, and parents. However, these
studies only examine the impact of the intervention on predetermined outcomes, such as

International Journal of Instruction, July 2020 e Vol.13, No.3



830 Teacher’s Engagement in the Social and Emotional Guidance ...

social and emotional skills as well as academic performance, without paying much
attention to the role and involvement of teachers in the development of the SEW of
students during the usual school days. Few studies exploring the role and involvement of
teachers in students’ social and emotional guidance have been conducted in Belgium
(Jacobs & Struyf, 2015) and Hong Kong (Lam & Hui, 2010), thus providing limited
generalizability to other countries with different education systems and different socio-
demographic characteristics of their populations. Notwithstanding, none of these past
studies focus on the factors influencing the involvement of teachers in the social and
emotional guidance of the rural primary school students.

Facilitation and Barriers of Teachers’ Engagement in Social and Emotional
Guidance

Jacobs & Struyf (2015) proposed and empirically tested a comprehensive model of the
integrated socio-emotional guidance that aimed to explain what facilitating class
teachers did to integrate social and emotional guidance in their classrooms. The study
surveyed 3,336 Flemish secondary school teachers and revealed that teachers’ task
perception, professionalization, teacher communication, clear structures and procedures,
and principal support were the significant facilitators. On the other hand, Hui (2002)
conducted a study that triangulated the qualitative and quantitative approaches amongst
Hong Kong teachers about their perception of a whole-school approach to social and
emotional guidance and its implementation. The study revealed that teacher dedication,
communication, and team spirit facilitated the implementation of the whole-school
approach. However, an overall mismatch was discovered between the teachers’ beliefs
about a whole-school approach and their perceived reality. For instance, although most
of the respondents had positive beliefs about the whole-school approach, most of them
did not perceive that their schools had actually practiced it in reality. In particular, they
did not perceive that their school promoted sufficient team spirit and communication,
much less involve the teachers in policy making.

In addition, Lam & Hui (2010) conducted semi-structured interviews with 12 Hong
Kong secondary school teachers to explore: (1) teachers’ perception of education,
guidance, and counselling; (2) ownership of responsibility in the whole-school approach
to guidance; (3) teachers’ actual practice in guidance and counselling; (4) school support
for teachers to practice guidance and counselling; and (5) constraints on teachers in
relation to practising guidance and counselling. Firstly, they found that all respondents
attributed the meaning of education to the whole-person development. Secondly, some
respondents perceived that guidance and counselling is part of their obligation, while
some did not. Such perceived ownership of responsibility was driven by their personal
beliefs on education, perception of students’ needs, inspiration from former teachers and
colleagues, a sense of social responsibility, and school climate. Thirdly, teachers became
involved in social and emotional guidance through reactive and responsive guidance,
such as helping students with their study career choices and detecting and offering
support for students’ personal, emotional, and behavioural difficulties, without being
confined to the classroom setting. Fourthly, supports and recognition given by school
administrators encourage the involvement of teachers in guidance and counselling.
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Evidently, some of them were not clear about the role of school counselling team
teachers.

Although the facilitating factors might have provided sufficient insights into the
implementation of a whole-school approach policy, the potential barriers that would
only emerge during actual practice cannot be underestimated. According to Lam & Hui
(2010), constraints reported by the respondents included lack of skills, heavy workload
that led to teachers’ exhaustion, and a lack of training on guidance and counselling.
Adopting a whole-school approach to provide students with social and emotional
guidance has been viewed by many as simply impractical, given the current constraints
on teachers’ time from the already overwhelming paper work and curriculum
(Henderson & Tilbury, 2004). Moreover, teachers’ work becomes increasingly
dependent upon the externally imposed apparatus of behavioral objectives, assessment,
and accountability, leading to chronic overload and loss of opportunities to be creative
and to care for their pupils (McNess et al., 2003). As a result of the challenging tasks,
reforms, and expectations, it is therefore difficult for teachers to take responsibility for
the social and emotional guidance of their students.

In Malaysia, burdensome workloads including assisting schools in administrative tasks,
handling students’ discipline, engaging in extracurricular activities, monitoring students
attendance, evaluating students’ homework, and meeting all the requirements of the job
has led teachers to experience occupational stress, emotional exhaustion, work-family
conflicts, and decreased job performance and satisfaction. (Johari et al, 2018; Misoi,
2008; Mukundan et al., 2016; Roslan et al., 2015; Shafie et al., 2017; Simbula, 2010).
Hence, it is reasonable to believe that the existing burdensome workloads cause teachers
to be less engaged in social and emotional guidance, as aforementioned. Nonetheless,
the lack of training provided to teachers also brings them a lower sense of self-efficacy
in social and emotional guidance. Such trainings are often limited to specialists such as
school counsellors and school administrators only.

METHOD
Study Design

A qualitative approach was adopted to investigate the facilitators and barriers to
teachers’ engagement in the development of the social and emotional wellbeing of
students through face-to-face in-depth interviews. Specifically, interviews among rural
primary school teachers in Sarawak was administered. Prior permission to conduct this
study was obtained from the Ministry of Education Malaysia to ensure that the data
collection complied with the ministries’ existing rules and regulations.
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Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of Respondents
No.  Gender Race Age Location of  Duration of teaching Teaching subject Duration of
school service (years) interview (min)
ID1 Female Bidayuh 33 Serian 12 Science 22
ID2 Female Chinese 43 Engkilili 22 Malaysian Language 15
ID3  Female lban 30 Daro 6 Malaysian Language 15
ID4 Female Chinese 31 Englilili 10 Chinese and Mathematics 17
ID5 Male Bidayuh 34 Betong 13 Physical Education 15
ID6 Female Bidayuh 27 Long Teran 6 Mathematics 22
ID7 Male Iban 38 Daro 17 Science 20
ID8 Female Chinese 53 Engkilili 26 Chinese 15
ID9 Female Bidayuh 36 Serian 15 Science 20
ID 10 Male Chinese 39 Engkilili 18 Chinese, Science, Mathematics 15
ID11 Male Bidayuh 40 Serian 12 Mathematics 20
ID12 Female Bidayuh 50 Serian 23 Malaysian Language 20
ID 13 Female  Chinese 53 Engkilili 26 Mathematics 16
ID 14 Male Indian 48 Betong 20 Malaysian Language 20
ID15 Female  Chinese 29 Engkilili 8 English and Mandarin 17
ID16 Female Bidayuh 36 Serian 13 English Language 22
ID 17 Female  Bidayuh 40 Serian 19 English Language 25
ID 18 Female  Bidayuh 40 Daro 19 Malaysian Language 15
ID19 Female Bidayuh 40 Daro 19 English Language 24
ID20 Female lban 36 Betong 15 Malaysian Language 23
ID21 Female lban 27 Betong 6 Malaysian Language 25
ID22 Female Bidayuh 33 Serian 8 Malaysian Language 17
ID 23 Female Bidayuh 35 Serian 10 English Language 19
ID24 Female Bidayuh 33 Serian 8 English Language 20
ID25 Female Bidayuh 33 Serian 8 English Language 22
Sample

In order to gain insights that could represent the perspectives of rural primary school
teachers in Sarawak, teachers were selected and approached purposefully from 11 rural
primary schools in the southern, central, and northern zones of Sarawak. The rural
primary schools in this study were schools located at a sub-district of Sarawak State of
Malaysia (Sarawak Government, 2018). The names of these schools would not be
disclosed so as to assure the respondents that the information given would not cause any
personal or organizational ramifications.

In order to gain rich information about the factors influencing the engagement of rural
primary school teachers in the development of the social and emotional wellbeing of
students, purposive sampling strategy was appropriated. Selection criteria were outlined
to recruit respondents who (1) were serving as regular subject teachers; (2) had a
minimum teaching experience of 5 years; (3) had experience engaging in the
development of the social and emotional wellbeing of students prior to the study; (4)
spoke fluent English, Malay, or Chinese; and (5) were Malaysians. Respondents who
were (1) assigned as counselling teachers, (2) temporary or contract-based teachers, and
(3) school administrators were excluded. Nevertheless, only those who agreed with and
signed the study consent form were recruited. Invitation to participate was made through
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phone calls or emails. Sample size was determined by means of data saturation. The
details of the demographic characteristics of the respondents are shown in Table 1.

Data Collection

An interview manual consisting of the interview flow chart, two open-ended guiding
questions, and suggested probing questions were developed to ensure the consistency of
the interviews conducted by the enumerators. The guiding questions were (1) “How did
you, as a teacher of a rural primary school, engage in the development of the social and
emotional wellbeing of your students?” and (2) “What were the facilitators and barriers
that prevented you from being engaged in the social and emotional wellbeing
development of your students?” A training session comprising a briefing of the
interview manual and a hands-on trial interview was conducted by the lead researcher
for the enumerators prior to data collection. In addition, the enumerators were trained to
transcribe the interviews verbatim and analyse the data in a consistent manner. During
the actual interviews, prospective respondents were given details of the study, including
the research objectives, the respondents’ roles and rights as the subjects, such as their
anonymity and withdrawal. All interviews were audio recorded, and field notes were
taken by the enumerators. Data collection and analysis were carried out iteratively after
the enumerators conducted and transcribed each interview (Creswell, 2007). Since
iterations would serve as a reflexive process, it is crucial for enumerators to connect
emerging insights through multiple rounds of revisiting the data along with a deepened
understanding of the transcriptions (Srivastava & Hopwood, 2009).

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was employed, and guidance on the thematic analysis in the literature
was followed (Nowell et al., 2017). Once an interview was conducted, the enumerator
transcribed verbatim the audio record using a transcript template and uploaded the
transcript to cloud storage on Google Drive. After that, the four enumerators conducted
the analysis independently by highlighting the relevant quotes and providing codes for
the quotes on the transcript. Respondents also took part in the interpretation process
during which transcripts were shown to the participants to seek their validation after
completion of the interview (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). The transcripts were
repeatedly read, and tentative themes were identified. Relevant extracts in the text were
highlighted and then grouped without comment under themes. Thereafter, clusters were
labelled manually according to their dominant themes, and new labels were created
using the method by Park et al. (2018). Finally, extracts were paraphrased, or suitable
quotations were selected to illustrate the categories. The actual words of the participants
were used without correcting the grammar and vernacular phrasing. Enumerators were
also encouraged to provide their reflective thoughts on the transcript. Any discrepancies
on the interpretations would be discussed with the intention to achieve agreement.
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FINDINGS
Facilitator 1: Self-Expectation as a Teacher

22 respondents (88%) mentioned that it was their responsibility to address the social and
emotional needs of their students. However, two had different intrinsic motivators that
drove their perceived responsibility; one mentioned sympathy, and the other indicated
the importance of social and emotional wellbeing on students’ academic performance.
These motivators were personality traits (agreeableness, sympathy), goal achievement
(perceived importance of promoting SEW of students in improving their academic
performance), and attainment value (enthusiastic about the role and importance of a
teacher in students’ development).

“I take it personally due to my responsibility as a teacher. The sympathy towards
the student gives me the courage and spirit to help them more than what I can do as
a teacher. Sometimes | feel that they are my kids and | need to take good care of
them.” (Female, Iban ethnicity, 30 y/o, Malay teacher)

“I do not feel annoyed when dealing with problem students because it is my
responsibility. Moreover, my intervention might influence the students’ passing rate
and also the learning. | first try to understand their backgrounds and build good
relationships by having them trust me. This makes them focus and enjoy my
classes.” (Female, Chinese ethnicity, 30y/o, Science and Mathematics teacher)

Facilitator 2: Support from Colleagues

Most of the respondents (94%) mentioned that support from colleagues facilitated their
initiatives to address the social and emotional needs of their students. In particular, the
sharing of ideas on how to address the problems amongst the colleagues was a
substantial benefit.

“Colleagues are important to me, as they help me a lot when I am having problems
dealing with students’ issues at school. We help each other all the time.” (Female,
Chinese ethnicity, 43 y/o, Malay teacher)

“We always talk with each other on the problems so that we are able to exchange
ideas and know what to do in order to help the students together.” (Female,
Bidayuh ethnicity, 27 y/o, Mathematics teacher)

Facilitator 3: Support from Students’ Families

24 respondents (94%) emphasized the importance of family support in facilitating their
efforts to address the social and emotional needs of students. Supportive family
members were regarded as key facilitators in achieving the social and emotional
wellbeing of students.

“I cannot do it alone... but I am so lucky because the students’ parents and family
always support me as a teacher. Family support from the student’s family is very
important to get this thing done and to achieve the national philosophy that very
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much emphasizes students’ social and emotional well-being. ” (Male, Iban ethnicity,
38 ylo, Science teacher)

On the other hand, 11 respondents (44%) mentioned that unsupportive family members
had hindered them in their efforts to achieve the social and emotional wellbeing of
students. Parents who did not show concern toward the wellbeing of their children and
were unwilling to cooperate with teachers discouraged the social and emotional
development of students.

“Barriers are parents who are passive and do not care about the welfare of their
children.” (Female, Bidayuh ethnicity, 40 y/o, Mathematics teacher)

“Lack of parental support for the development of children at home, lack of
cooperation by parents in helping teachers to develop effective emotional and social
development of pupils. ” (Female, Bidayuh ethnicity, 50 y/o, Malay teacher)

Facilitator 4: Professional Development and Exposure

One respondent stated that her exposure to different teaching methods while pursuing a
higher degree improved her skills to build relationships with her students and address
their social and emotional needs. We adopt the theme used by Jacobs & Struyf (2014),
referred to as professionalization, to explain this phenomenon. Specifically, the term
“professionalization” refers to the teachers’ preparation and training on engagement in
social and emotional guidance.

“My depth of understanding teaching and learning came when I took my master in
education... as I got exposed to many kinds of teaching methods that helps to build
student-teacher relationship and indirectly improve my skills to address their social
and emotional needs” (Female, Chinese ethnicity, 39 y/o, Chinese, Science and
Mathematics teacher)

Barrier 1: Burdensome Workloads

There are many barriers the rural teachers faced that prevented them from actively
engaging in the social and emotional wellbeing of their students. A prominent emerging
theme related to the barriers was burdensome workloads (94%). One respondent
mentioned that an increased workload prevented her from having sufficient time with
her family, which in turn diminished her intentions to address the social and emotional
needs of her students.

“As a teacher, the workload always gave me a headache due to the juggling
between all the lessons and the administrative tasks that has to be done on the same
day. We also don’t have enough time with our families due to time constraints, and
this often leads to diminished focus on our students’ emotional and social needs and
development. (Female, Iban ethnicity, 30 y/o, Malay teacher)

Notably, two respondents mentioned that the burdensome workload was worsened with
the frequent change in the curriculum and that it increased their administrative tasks
without providing sufficient support.

International Journal of Instruction, July 2020 e Vol.13, No.3



836 Teacher’s Engagement in the Social and Emotional Guidance ...

“I like to teach students; the only problem is too much paper work. Before the
introduction of the new curriculum, we had more time to get in touch with the
students.” (Female, Chinese ethnicity, 53 y/o, Mathematics teacher)

“Now teachers are not just busy teaching. They also need to handle lots of
paperwork. Plus, the poor Internet connection here is not helpful.” Male, Indian
ethnicity, 48 y/o, Malay teacher)

Barrier 2: Time Constraints

The majority of the respondents mentioned that their busy schedules hindered them from
paying attention to the students’ social and emotional wellbeing.

“The barriers for us what I can share is... time constraints, and we as teachers
really have a packed school schedule. We teach back-to-back in the mornings and
have to tend to co-curriculum activities in the afternoons, so | have no time to look
after the students’ social and emotional wellbeing.” (Male, Iban ethnicity, 38 y/o,
Science teacher).

DISCUSSION
Facilitators of Teachers’ Engagement in Social and Emotional Guidance

Teachers’ task perception is found to have substantial impact on teachers’ engagement
in social and emotional guidance. This finding is consistent with that of past studies
(Jacobs & Struyf, 2015; Lam & Hui, 2010), which found that teachers’ perception of
whether addressing the social and emotional needs of students is part of their
responsibilities has a significant influence on their engagement in social and emotional
guidance. Specifically, teachers’ broad task perception serves as a facilitator (Jacobs &
Struyf, 2015). In contrast, teachers’ narrow task perception of the teachers’ obligation is
merely confined to students’ academic learning, while the social and emotional guidance
should be handled by specialists such as psychologists, school counsellors, or
disciplinary teachers, hinders their engagement in social and emotional guidance.
Furthermore, one of the personality traits, “agreeableness,” as mentioned in the five-
factor theory of personality (McCrae & Costa, 1999), has been found to be a driver to
teachers’ broad task perception. Studies also reveal that personality traits influence the
social entrepreneurship start-up intention (Nga & Shamuganathan, 2010). As social
entrepreneurship requires high voluntarism and broad task perception towards social
needs, personality traits such as agreeableness and sympathy are crucial for individuals
to develop. Similarly, as addressing social and emotional needs of students require
additional resources without equivalent rewards, personality traits, particularly
agreeableness, could be a strong driver for broad task perception. In addition, teachers
who perceive the importance of addressing the social and emotional needs of students in
improving their academic performance have driven them to develop broad task
perception. This can be explained by the achievement goal theory (Maehr & Zusho,
2009; Wang et al., 2017), which states that teachers are willing to take up any challenges
(including spend more time and effort on the SEW development of students) in order to
achieve the goal (improvement in academic performance and greater job satisfaction).
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In addition, teachers who are enthusiastic about their jobs (having “teacher’s spirit”),
will drive them to develop broad task perception. This can be explained by the
expectancy-value theory of achievement motivation (Green, 2002; Thomson & Palermo,
2018; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). According to the theory, the attainment value, which
emphasizes the importance of a particular behaviour on one’s identity (being a teacher
in the context of this study), can influence teachers’ task perception.

Addressing the social and emotional needs of students often requires cooperation and
communication between colleagues. Respondents of this study stressed the importance
of colleagues’ support through the provision of advice and ideas that would facilitate
their engagement in social and emotional guidance. This is also consistent with past
studies (Jacobs & Struyf, 2015; Lam & Hui, 2010), which report that a supportive
network at school is crucial for teachers’ involvement in social and emotional guidance.
Support amongst colleagues through sharing of ideas inevitably increases the perceived
subjective norms among them and invites a conducive school climate to promote the
SEW of students (Ajzen, 1991; Lam & Hui, 2010; Martin & Kulinna, 2004).

On another note, students’ family support, especially from their parents, has a
substantial impact on teachers’ involvement in social and emotional guidance. Parents
who are supportive inevitably enhance the effectiveness of solving the social and
emotional problems of students. This finding corresponds to most of the past literature
(Hui, 2002; Lapan, 2001). However, interestingly, a study by Jacobs & Struyf (2015)
found that communication with parents is not a significant contributing factor to
teachers’ involvement in social and emotional guidance. They argued that the variable
“communication with parents” would only have a direct effect on children’s learning
and development but has less or no effect on the teachers’ involvement in social and
emotional guidance (Jacob & Struyf, 2015). In contrast, respondents of this study
expressed their helplessness when the students’ parent not only failed to show support
but ignored the SEW needs of their students. Such learned helplessness could have a
substantial negative impact on the teachers’ future engagement in social and emotional
guidance (Abramson et al., 1978; Neves de Jesus & Lens, 2005). Thus, it is imperative
for school administrators to build and maintain good rapport and trust with the local
community and students’ family, especially their parents, which in turn could enhance
the teachers’ interventions on addressing the social and emotional needs of their
students.

One respondent also mentioned that furthering her education had given her the
opportunity to gain exposure to knowledge and skills that are required to address the
social and emotional needs of students. Sufficient training would enhance the teachers’
sense of self-efficacy, intention, and actual engagement in social and emotional guidance
(Ajzen, 1991; Bandura, 1977; Jacobs & Struyf, 2015). This finding corroborates past
studies (Jacobs & Struyf, 2015; Lam & Hui, 2010). Most of the respondents in these
studies mentioned that lack of skills and training had refrained them from addressing the
social and emotional needs of their students effectively. Such situations, if unsolved,
would result in learned helplessness and further reduce their future involvement in social
and emotional guidance. For instance, some respondents in this study faced complex
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social and emotional student problems, such as incest and teen rape. They expressed
helplessness when they realized that the students’ family members were the sources of
their social and emotional problems. Such problems are common in rural Sarawak
(“Group: Sarawak incest,” 2017). The respondents also expressed their feelings of
helplessness in addressing students’ social and emotional needs when their students fell
victims to these criminal acts. They worried they would make things worse if they
reported the incidents to the law enforcers. Reporting would risk the students’ loss of
further parental support and later being stigmatized by their peers. It is worth noting that
most of the rural schools in Sarawak do not have designated counselling teachers. Thus,
teachers in rural Sarawak have been urged to act as counsellors (“Rep tells teachers,”
2013). This warrants the provision of training on social and emotional guidance to rural
teachers, particularly in Sarawak.

Barriers to Teachers’ Engagement in Social and Emotional Guidance

Most of the respondents mentioned burdensome workloads that led to exhaustion, work-
family conflicts, and time constraints, all of which prevented them from engaging in
social and emotional guidance. This finding is consistent with the literature and affects
teachers in different nations (Hui, 2002; Jacobs & Struyf, 2015). Teachers are often
burdened with increased clerical work due to the demand for accountability by
authorities (Department of Education, United Kingdom, 2018; Ibrahim, 2018; Rashid et
al., 2017; Sellen, 2016) and curriculum reform (Hui, 2002; Lam & Hui, 2010). Past
studies revealed that Malaysian teachers faced emotional exhaustion, work-family
conflicts, occupational stress, and reduced performance and job satisfaction due to
burdensome workloads (Johari et al., 2018; Misoi, 2008; Mukundan et al., 2016; Roslan
et al., 2015; Shafie et al., 2017; Simbula, 2010). This inevitably imposes a negative
impact on the teachers’ engagement in social and emotional guidance.

Some countries have taken counteractive measures to reduce teachers’ workloads
through policy change and education reformation, so that teachers can focus on their
core business of teaching and guidance (Department of Education, United Kingdom,
2018; Sellen, 2016). In Malaysia, the new government has taken the initiative to reduce
the workload of teachers by terminating the auditing process by the Inspectorate and
Quality Assurance Council (lbrahim, 2018). However, the impact of such policy
changes on the actual workloads of teachers is perceived to be insufficient, as some
stakeholders are encouraging substantial changes, such as the abolishment of the
existing primary school evaluation tests and promoting a well-rounded education, rather
than the current style of education, which is exam-oriented (Shah, 2018). Such advocacy
is in line with the Malaysia national education philosophy that emphasizes the balanced
development of students. More detailed studies are required to evaluate the impact of
policy changes on the actual burden, job performance, psychological wellbeing, job
satisfaction, and engagement in social and emotional guidance amongst teachers in
Malaysia.
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CONCLUSION

All in all, policy makers and education authorities should focus on instilling and
inculcating the spirit of cooperation in teachers, as this can motivate their broad task
perception and subsequently greater engagement in social and emotional guidance. At
the same time, policy makers and education authorities should strive to reduce or
eliminate redundant clerical work in order to enable teachers to dedicate their time to
address the social and emotional needs of students. In contrast to Belgium and Hong
Kong, the whole-school approach remains new to Malaysian educators. Even though the
SEW of students has been emphasized in the Malaysian education philosophy, there
have been no policies, clear guidelines, or instructions given to teachers on their
engagement in the development of SEW of students as in Belgium and Hong Kong. In
order to promote the SEW of students effectively, Malaysian policy makers could
consider formulating policies or guidelines in consultation with teachers together with
other stakeholders (school administrators, counsellors, psychologists, relevant expertise,
parents, community leaders, and non-governmental organizations) with the intention of
orchestrating their efforts and producing synergistic effects. Such guidelines could also
reduce unnecessary conflicts due to misunderstanding among the stakeholders, which
would offset the hard work put forth by all of them.

It is also imperative to provide training on social and emotional guidance among
teachers who serve in rural schools in Sarawak. Much needs to be done to address the
development of resources, especially in rural schools. The fact that all students of
Sarawak should have equal access to resources including well-trained and professional
teachers makes it even more important for policy makers to re-consider and reform
teacher education. To achieve a developed status, states and countries must initiate
education reform and indeed the development of SEW in students immediately. These
novel and simple changes can potentially revolutionize Malaysia’s educational system,
and schools must look into rigorous teacher programs that train teachers to deal with the
development of students’ SEW. School systems must also be improved to make school
environments more equitable. With this, teachers must have the opportunities to focus
on the basics, such as individualised counselling and guidance. Benchmarking with the
best education systems in the world is necessary for such changes to be made.

Although the findings of this study provide valuable insights, it has limited
generalizability, as it employed the qualitative inquiry approach. Moreover, the
respondents were teachers who serve in the primary schools of rural Sarawak, and the
sample did not include representatives from Peninsular Malaysia or Sabah. Nonetheless,
the teachers who were willing to participate in this study due to personal relationship
with the lead researcher might indicate particular and similar dispositions to the other
Malaysian teachers. This study has contributed to the understanding of the facilitators
and barriers affecting the engagement of teachers in the social and emotional guidance
of rural students in the Sarawak State of Malaysia. Future studies could empirically test
the factors identified by using the quantitative approach with the intention of
generalizing the findings. Moreover, future investigations should also take students’
perspectives into consideration, including their characteristics and experience and
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triangulate the data with that of the teachers in order to provide a more holistic
understanding of SEW and its implementation.
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