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ABSTRACT 

This review synthesises child mental health awareness initiatives in Southeast Asia, focusing on the integration 

of mental health education into teacher training programmes. The study aimed to (1) identify existing 

initiatives across Southeast Asia, (2) examine their incorporation into teacher training curricula, and (3) 

explore how cultural factors and policy frameworks influence adoption and sustainability. A systematic review 

was conducted following PRISMA 2020 guidelines. Data from 27 publicly accessible documents were 

extracted using thematic synthesis. Quantitative indicators (e.g., prevalence rates, effect sizes) were combined 

with qualitative insights to elucidate trends in teacher preparedness, cultural stigma, and policy support. Our 

findings indicate robust awareness programmes and teacher training exist; however, challenges remain in 

continuous support, digital literacy among veteran teachers, and culturally tailored interventions. 

Recommendations include embedding mental health modules into preservice education, establishing ongoing 

mentorship frameworks, and leveraging digital innovations to overcome resource constraints. 

Keywords: Child Mental Health, Teacher Training, Southeast Asia, Systematic Review, Cultural Adaptation 

INTRODUCTION 

Child mental health challenges are a growing concern in Southeast Asia, with estimates indicating that 10–20% 

of children experience mental health issues (UNICEF et al., 2022). Schools are uniquely positioned to serve as 

critical arenas for early detection and intervention. However, many low- and middle-income countries 

(LMICs) in the region face significant barriers, including limited infrastructure, pervasive cultural stigma, and 

under-resourced mental health services. 

In Southeast Asia, factors such as academic pressures, traditional beliefs, and socio-economic constraints 

exacerbate the under-recognition of child mental health needs. Teachers, as frontline observers of student 

behaviour, are uniquely positioned to identify early warning signs and initiate support. Integrating mental 

health education into teacher training is an evidence-based strategy to address these challenges and promote 

early intervention (Kim et al., 2022; Nishimura et al., 2024). 

Despite the existence of several mental health awareness programmes, there is a notable gap in continuous 

professional support and culturally tailored teacher training. Previous studies have often relied on Western 

frameworks, which lack adequate adaptation to local contexts (Munawar et al., 2022). This review addresses 

this gap by synthesising regional initiatives and offering actionable recommendations for policy and practice.  

The purpose of this study is to synthesise child mental health awareness initiatives in Southeast Asia and 

examine their integration into teacher training programmes. The study aims to: 

1. Identify and synthesise child mental health awareness initiatives in Southeast Asia. 

2. Examine the incorporation of these initiatives into teacher training programmes. 
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3. Explore the influence of cultural factors and policy frameworks on the adoption and sustainability of 

these initiatives. 

This research is critical for informing evidence-based policies and practices that address the unique socio-

cultural and systemic challenges in Southeast Asia. By bridging the gap between awareness and 

implementation, this study contributes to the development of sustainable mental health initiatives in schools. 

METHODS 

Study Design 

A systematic review was conducted following PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Page et al., 2021) to ensure 

transparency and reproducibility. 

Data Sources and Search Strategy 

The review included studies published between 2014 and 2024. Searches were performed across multiple 

databases, including ASEAN Citation Index, ERIC, PubMed, Scopus, and Google Scholar. Grey literature 

sources, such as government and NGO reports, were also included. Search strings incorporated Boolean 

operators and truncation to capture variations related to child mental health, teacher training, and Southeast 

Asian contexts (e.g., “child*,” “youth*,” “adolescen*”). 

Eligibility Criteria 

Studies were included if they: 

 Focused on child mental health (ages 0–18) in Southeast Asia. 

 Examined initiatives linking mental health awareness with teacher training or policy frameworks. 

 Were published in English or Malay between 2014 and 2024. 

 Addressed cultural adaptations or policy impacts. 

Studies focusing solely on adult mental health or unrelated policy areas were excluded. 

Screening and Quality Appraisal 

Three independent reviewers screened titles and abstracts using Rayyan, achieving substantial agreement 

(Cohen’s Kappa = 0.78). Full-text articles were assessed against inclusion criteria, and quality was appraised 

using CASP and JBI tools. Additional criteria evaluated policy relevance and cultural sensitivity. 

Data Extraction and Analysis 

Data were extracted using a thematic synthesis approach. Initial coding identified recurring themes such as 

teacher capacity, cultural stigma, and policy support. A comparative matrix was developed to map 

interventions and best practices across countries. Quantitative data such as prevalence rates and effect sizes, 

were integrated with qualitative themes to provide a comprehensive overview. 

Ethical Considerations 

All sources were publicly accessible, and no additional ethical approval was required. Reflexivity was 

maintained through regular team discussions to ensure cultural sensitivity in data interpretation. 

RESULTS 

A total of 27 studies were included in the review (See Figure 1). The selected documents encompassed a range 

of study designs (systematic reviews, mixed-methods studies, cross-sectional surveys) and  
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spanned various Southeast Asian countries, including Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam (See Table 

1). 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: PRISMA 2020 flow diagram (Selection analysis) 

Source: Page MJ, et al. BMJ 2021;372:n71. doi: 10.1136/bmj.n71.  

Table 1 Extracted data 

Author

(s), 

Year 

Study Type Policy 

Framework

s/ 

Implementa

tion 

Strategies 

Specific 

Intervention

s 

(description, 

target 

population, 

outcomes) 

Cultural 

Adaptations 

Barriers 

and 

Enablers to 

Implementa

tion 

Key Findings 

and 

Recommendati

ons 

Brooks 

et al. 

(2019) 

Mixed‑metho

ds research 

Aligned with 

WHO’s 

mhGAP and 

Developed 

and tested a 

High School 

Checklist 

designed to 

reflect the local 

Inhibiting 

factors 

include 

The checklist 

demonstrated 

robust 

Records identified from: 

ASEAN Citation Index (n = 9) 

ERIC (n = 84) 

MyCite (n = 3) 

PubMed (n = 7) 

Scopus (n = 125) 

Grey Literature 

Google Scholar (n = 200) 

Government & NGO Websites (n = 36) 

ProQuest (n = 19) 

UNICEF & WHO Regional Offices (n = 5)   

  Total initial results (n = 471) 

Records removed before screening: 

Duplicate records removed (n = 29) 

Records marked as ineligible by 

automation tools (n = 29) 

Records removed for other reasons 

(n =0) 

Records screened (n = 471) Records excluded (n = 41) 

Reports sought for retrieval (n = 430) Reports not retrieved (n = 320) 

Reports assessed for eligibility (n = 110) 

Reports excluded reasons not related 

to child mental health, not focused 

on specified countries, not policy-

relevant (n = 83) 
Reports assessed for eligibility (n = 0) 

Studies included in review (n = 27) 

Reports of included studies (n = 0) 

Identification of studies via databases and registers Identification of studies via other methods 

Identif

ication 

Screening 

 

Included 

Reports sought for retrieval (n = 0) 

Records identified (n = 0) 
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task‑shifting 

strategies 

Mental 

Health Action 

Checklist for 

Thai schools 

to guide 

annual 

mental health 

promotion 

Thai school 

environment and 

cultural 

communication 

norms 

curriculum 

constraints 

and resource 

limitations; 

availability 

of trained 

personnel 

facilitates 

implementati

on 

psychometric 

properties and 

is 

recommended 

for structured, 

school‑based 

mental health 

planning 

Firdaus

i (2019) 

Literature 

review 

Uses the 

PROSPER 

model as a 

framework 

for guidance 

and 

counselling 

services 

Reviews the 

integration of 

the 

PROSPER 

model into 

school 

counselling 

programmes 

to improve 

student 

mental health 

outcomes 

Adapted to 

Indonesian 

educational 

settings and local 

cultural norms 

Challenges 

include the 

need for 

comprehensi

ve training 

and 

systematic 

implementati

on; expert 

consultation 

is an enabler 

PROSPER‑base

d interventions 

can enrich 

mental health 

promotion; 

recommends 

wider 

integration into 

school guidance 

services 

Kok et 

al. 

(2019) 

Meta‑synthes

is review 

(quantitative 

studies) 

Promotes 

family‑ and 

school‑based 

approaches 

to mental 

health 

support 

Synthesises 

evidence on 

risk and 

protective 

factors 

(academic 

stress, 

relationship 

issues, 

socioeconomi

c challenges) 

affecting 

Malaysian 

youth’s 

mental health 

Considers 

Malaysia’s 

multicultural 

context in 

examining 

stressors and 

protective social 

supports 

Key stressors 

include 

academic 

pressure and 

socioeconom

ic disparities; 

connectednes

s and 

community 

support are 

enablers 

Identifies the 

need for 

culturally 

responsive, 

family‑ and 

school‑oriented 

interventions to 

reduce 

vulnerability to 

mental health 

disorders 

Nishio 

et al. 

(2019) 

Comparative 

analysis 

Reviews and 

compares 

school 

mental 

health 

policies 

across 

ASEAN 

countries 

Analyses the 

range and 

quality of 

school‑based 

mental health 

programmes 

and support 

services 

across 

diverse 

ASEAN 

educational 

settings 

Recognises 

varied cultural 

adaptations and 

resource 

allocations across 

different 

countries 

Disparities in 

resources 

and 

inconsistent 

policy 

implementati

on pose 

challenges; 

coordinated 

strategies are 

an enabler 

Highlights the 

need for 

harmonised 

context‑sensitiv

e mental health 

strategies across 

ASEAN 

schools 

Teo et 

al. 

Overview/ana

lysis 

Reviews 

existing 

Analyses 

educator 

Interventions are 

adapted to local 

Barriers 

include lack 

Emphasises the 

need for 

http://www.rsisinternational.org/
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(2020) policies and 

support 

systems for 

Autism 

Spectrum 

Disorders 

(ASD) 

awareness, 

training 

opportunities, 

and 

developmenta

l support 

initiatives for 

ASD in 

Sarawak’s 

special needs 

education 

sector 

cultural 

perceptions and 

social attitudes 

toward ASD in 

Sarawak 

of 

standardised 

guidelines 

and limited 

professional 

support; 

enhanced 

training and 

policy 

frameworks 

are enablers 

structured 

policies, 

standard 

training 

guidelines, and 

improved 

support systems 

for ASD 

educators 

Hidaya

ti et al. 

(2021) 

Instrument 

development 

research 

– (Not 

applicable) 

Developed 

and validated 

a mental 

health 

measurement 

instrument 

for high 

school 

students in 

Indonesia to 

screen for 

mental health 

issues 

Instrument 

language and 

content were 

adapted for 

Indonesian 

adolescents 

Challenges 

included 

ensuring 

theoretical 

validity and 

iterative 

refinement; 

expert panel 

review was 

an enabler 

The instrument 

is valid and 

reliable for 

early 

identification of 

mental health 

problems in 

adolescents and 

is 

recommended 

for school use 

Giang 

& 

Huynh 

(2022) 

Hermeneutic 

phenomenolo

gical study 

– (Not 

framed 

within a 

formal 

policy) 

Explores how 

Confucian 

philosophy 

influences the 

social and 

emotional 

health of 

Vietnamese 

adolescents 

through 

in‑depth 

interviews 

Grounded in 

Vietnamese 

cultural and 

religious 

traditions, 

blending 

Confucian ideals 

with local 

practices 

Limited prior 

research on 

the topic; 

deep cultural 

embedment 

acts as both a 

challenge 

and a 

strength 

Authentic 

engagement 

with Confucian 

values can 

boost 

self‑esteem and 

relationship‑bui

lding; suggests 

leveraging 

cultural 

strengths in 

mental health 

promotion 

Le, 

Trang 

(2022) 

Cross‑section

al prevalence 

study 

– (Not 

applicable) 

Evaluated the 

prevalence of 

adverse 

childhood 

experiences 

(ACEs) 

among 644 

Vietnamese 

high school 

students 

using the 

WHO 

ACE‑Internat

ional 

Focused on the 

experiences 

typical in 

low‑and‑middle‑i

ncome 

Vietnamese 

contexts 

Variability in 

ACE 

measurement 

and 

under‑recogn

ition of 

abuse types 

pose 

challenges; 

high reported 

prevalence 

underscores 

urgency 

Finds that 74% 

of students 

experienced ≥1 

ACE and 

recommends 

targeted 

prevention 

programmes 

and further 

research on 

ACE risk 

factors 
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Questionnaire 

Liao et 

al. 

(2023) 

Systematic 

review and 

meta‑analysis 

Based on 

evidence‑bas

ed 

intervention 

frameworks 

for mental 

health 

literacy 

Analysed 

controlled 

trials to 

assess the 

immediate 

and tracking 

effects of 

interventions 

aimed at 

improving 

teachers’ 

mental health 

literacy 

Analysis 

indicates similar 

intervention 

effects across 

diverse cultural 

contexts 

Low baseline 

mental 

health 

literacy and 

stigma are 

barriers; 

robust 

experimental 

designs are 

enablers 

Interventions 

yield moderate 

to substantial 

improvements; 

recommends 

enhancing study 

designs to 

sustain 

long‑term gains 

Phoa et 

al. 

(2023) 

Cross‑section

al study 

– (Not 

framed by a 

formal 

policy) 

Examined 

mental health 

literacy 

among 

parents, 

guardians, 

and teachers 

in West 

Malaysia 

using the 

MAKS‑Mala

y Version 

Tailored to 

address 

Malaysian 

sociocultural 

stigmas regarding 

mental health 

Limited 

mental 

health 

knowledge 

and 

pervasive 

stigma are 

barriers; 

formal 

training and 

higher SES 

are enablers 

Identifies key 

demographic 

predictors of 

mental health 

literacy; 

recommends 

targeted 

interventions 

for older and 

lower‑income 

groups 

Warda

ni et al. 

(2023) 

Mixed‑metho

ds study 

Based on 

Indonesia’s 

School‑Base

d Mental 

Health 

(SBMH) 

programme 

(education, 

screening, 

counselling) 

Explored the 

implementati

on of the 

SBMH 

programme 

in public 

junior high 

schools in 

Jakarta, 

focusing on 

regular 

mental health 

education, 

screening, 

and 

counselling 

practices 

Examined within 

the local 

Indonesian 

public-school 

context with 

consideration of 

regional 

disparities 

Curriculum 

constraints 

and limited 

trained staff 

are key 

barriers; 

schools with 

awards and 

external 

collaboration

s are 

enablers 

Recommends 

strengthening 

resources and 

developing 

collaboration 

networks with 

external mental 

health providers 

to improve 

SBMH 

effectiveness 

Weiss 

et al. 

(2023) 

Mixed‑metho

ds needs 

assessment 

– (Not 

linked to a 

formal 

policy but 

addresses 

implementati

on science) 

Assessed 

barriers and 

facilitators 

for 

school‑based 

mental health 

interventions 

in Vietnam, 

focusing on 

Tailored to the 

Vietnamese 

context with an 

emphasis on local 

stakeholder 

engagement and 

resource 

limitations 

Contrary to 

expectations, 

limited 

stakeholder 

engagement

—not 

financial 

constraints—

was the 

Highlights the 

importance of 

stakeholder 

engagement and 

IS capacity 

building for 

successful 

SBMH 

implementation 

http://www.rsisinternational.org/
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building 

implementati

on science 

capacity 

major 

barrier; high 

interest in 

capacity 

building is 

an enabler 

in LMICs 

Ahmad 

& 

Ismail 

(2024) 

Systematic 

review 

– Emphasis 

on 

integrating 

Social‑Emoti

onal 

Learning 

(SEL) into 

teacher 

education 

programmes 

Reviews how 

SEL 

frameworks 

incorporated 

into teacher 

training 

enhance 

emotional 

resilience and 

classroom 

management 

for better 

student 

outcomes 

Tailored to the 

local context of 

Malaysian pre‑ 

and in‑service 

teacher education 

Lack of 

formal SEL 

instruction in 

many 

training 

programmes; 

inadequate 

preparation 

is a barrier; 

clear SEL 

frameworks 

and 

professional 

development 

are enablers 

SEL integration 

can boost 

teacher 

well‑being, 

reduce burnout, 

and improve 

classroom 

efficacy; 

recommends 

formalising 

SEL in teacher 

curricula 

Cong 

& 

Oyam 

(2024) 

Mixed‑metho

ds study 

– (Not tied 

to a specific 

policy 

framework) 

Explored 

teacher 

training 

programmes 

aimed at 

enhancing 

preparedness 

to identify 

and address 

student 

mental health 

issues in the 

classroom 

Findings 

discussed in 

relation to local 

educational 

practices in the 

Philippines 

Inadequate 

current 

training and 

limited 

resources 

hinder 

effective 

intervention; 

ongoing 

support and 

practical 

modules are 

enablers 

Enhanced 

teacher training 

is critical to 

improving 

intervention 

effectiveness; 

recommends 

revising 

training 

modules and 

increasing 

support 

resources 

Le et 

al. 

(2024) 

Cross‑section

al study 

– (Not 

linked to a 

specific 

policy) 

Assesses 

psychological 

difficulties 

and the need 

for 

psychological 

services 

among high 

school 

students in 

Vietnam 

Contextualised to 

Vietnamese 

educational 

settings and the 

evolving mental 

health needs of 

adolescents 

Challenges 

include high 

prevalence 

of stress, 

stigma, and 

reliance on 

non‑professi

onal support; 

availability 

of school-

based 

services is an 

enabler 

Highlights 

significant 

psychological 

challenges 

among students; 

calls for 

expanded, 

accessible 

mental health 

services in 

schools 

Gestiar

di et al. 

(2024) 

Systematic 

literature 

review 

(PRISMA‑gu

ided) 

– (No 

explicit 

policy 

framework) 

Examines 

“teacher 

noticing” in 

assessing 

student 

Analysis reflects 

on 

post‑COVID‑19 

and distance 

learning contexts 

Barriers 

include 

insufficient 

teacher 

training in 

Emphasises the 

critical role of 

teacher 

observational 

skills; 
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anxiety and 

engagement 

by 

synthesising 

65 articles; 

identifies 

observational 

skills and 

teacher 

interventions 

in Southeast Asia noticing 

subtle 

anxiety 

signs; 

facilitators 

include 

targeted 

professional 

development 

recommends 

incorporating 

“noticing” 

techniques in 

teacher training 

to enhance 

student 

well‑being 

Hussin 

et al. 

(2024) 

Review 

article 

Advocates 

online‑based 

suicide 

prevention 

strategies 

guided by 

Human 

Ecological 

Theory 

Provides an 

overview of 

online 

interventions 

targeting 

suicide 

prevention 

among 

Malaysian 

adolescents 

during crises 

(e.g., 

COVID‑19, 

MCO) 

Strategies are 

tailored to 

Malaysian 

socio‑cultural and 

digital usage 

contexts 

Barriers 

include 

technological 

limitations 

and 

persistent 

stigma; high 

internet 

penetration 

and adaptive 

digital 

platforms are 

enablers 

Culturally 

tailored, 

accessible 

online suicide 

prevention 

programmes are 

urgently 

needed; 

recommends 

multi‑level 

support 

mechanisms 

Munia

ndy 

(2024) 

Mixed‑metho

ds study 

– (Aligned 

with local 

public health 

guidelines) 

Conducted a 

needs 

assessment 

for 

developing 

school‑based 

mental health 

implementati

on science 

capacity in 

Vietnam 

Tailored to the 

Vietnamese 

school context 

with attention to 

local stakeholder 

engagement 

Limited local 

IS capacity 

and 

stakeholder 

engagement 

are major 

barriers; high 

interest in 

capacity 

building is 

an enabler 

Provides 

insights for 

building IS 

capacity in 

LMIC school 

settings; 

recommends 

prioritising 

stakeholder 

engagement 

Nguyen 

& Mai 

(2024) 

Review 

article 

Reviews 

policies and 

legal 

frameworks 

addressing 

child sexual 

abuse (CSA) 

Discusses 

school‑based 

education, 

legal 

interventions, 

and 

community 

initiatives 

aimed at 

preventing 

CSA among 

Vietnamese 

children 

Emphasises 

overcoming 

cultural taboos 

and low 

awareness in 

Vietnam 

Cultural 

stigma and 

underreporti

ng hinder 

effective 

implementati

on; improved 

laws and 

educational 

efforts are 

enablers 

Calls for a 

multidimension

al, culturally 

sensitive 

approach to 

prevent CSA 

and enhance 

support services 

Ojio et 

al. 

(2024) 

Intervention 

development 

study 

Uses an 

international 

interdisciplin

ary 

Developed 

engaging 

video 

educational 

Content adapted 

to be culturally 

relevant and 

relatable to 

Resource 

constraints 

and complex 

interdisciplin

Video‑based 

interventions 

effectively 

enhance mental 

http://www.rsisinternational.org/
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framework 

to promote 

mental 

health 

literacy 

materials to 

boost mental 

health 

literacy 

among 

Filipino 

adolescents 

Filipino youth ary 

collaboration 

are 

challenges; 

strong 

institutional 

partnerships 

facilitate 

success 

health literacy; 

broader 

implementation 

is 

recommended 

Punnen

g et al. 

(2024) 

Original 

research 

(instrument/t

ool 

development) 

Aligns with 

public health 

guidelines 

for school 

mental 

health 

promotion 

Developed a 

High School 

Mental 

Health Action 

Checklist to 

guide annual 

mental health 

promotion 

activities in 

Thai schools 

Designed to 

reflect the local 

Thai school 

environment and 

communication 

norms 

Challenges 

include 

ensuring 

student 

readiness 

and effective 

teacher–

student 

communicati

on; strong 

tool 

reliability is 

an enabler 

The checklist 

has strong 

psychometric 

properties and 

is 

recommended 

for structured, 

annual school 

mental health 

planning 

Putri & 

Kristia

na 

(2024) 

Scoping 

review 

– (No 

explicit 

policy 

framework) 

Reviews 

teacher 

training 

programmes 

aimed at 

preventing 

mental 

disorders in 

school 

students (e.g., 

mindfulness, 

teacher-

parent 

collaboration) 

Reviews 

interventions 

implemented 

within Indonesian 

schools with 

attention to local 

educational 

challenges 

Limited 

mental 

health 

training for 

teachers is a 

major 

barrier; 

collaborative 

programmes 

and targeted 

training are 

enablers 

Teacher training 

programmes 

show promise 

in preventing 

mental 

disorders; calls 

for enhanced 

capacity 

building and 

collaboration 

with mental 

health 

professionals 

Regala

do 

(2024) 

Descriptive 

research 

– (Not 

applicable) 

Investigated 

academic 

stress and 

coping 

self‑efficacy 

among senior 

high school 

students 

engaged in 

distance 

learning 

during the 

COVID‑19 

pandemic in 

the 

Philippines 

Contextualised to 

the unique 

challenges of 

Philippine 

distance learning 

and socio‑cultural 

academic 

pressures 

High 

workload 

and 

self‑expectati

ons are 

major 

barriers; 

effective 

problem‑solv

ing strategies 

are enablers 

Reveals an 

inverse 

relationship 

between 

academic stress 

and coping 

self‑efficacy; 

recommends 

targeted 

interventions to 

support student 

well‑being 
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Roshan 

et al. 

(2024) 

Scoping 

review 

Utilises the 

Consolidated 

Framework 

for 

Implementat

ion Research 

(CFIR) to 

map 

facilitators 

and barriers 

Reviews 

evidence on 

teacher‑led 

school mental 

health 

programmes 

and maps 

contextual 

factors 

affecting 

implementati

on 

Applies the 

flexible CFIR 

framework to 

diverse LMIC 

school contexts 

Barriers 

include 

limited 

stakeholder 

engagement 

and 

organisationa

l readiness; 

positive 

school 

culture and 

committed 

leadership 

facilitate 

implementati

on 

Highlights the 

need for early 

contextual 

assessments and 

stakeholder 

engagement to 

ensure 

successful 

implementation 

of teacher‑led 

SMHP 

Saputr

a et al. 

(2024) 

Systematic 

literature 

review 

Explores 

strategies for 

school 

counsellors 

to integrate 

digital 

literacy in 

mental 

health 

promotion 

Reviews 

interventions 

linking 

digital 

literacy skills 

with 

adolescent 

mental health 

outcomes and 

the role of 

school 

counsellors in 

mitigating 

risks 

Considers 

Indonesian 

adolescents’ 

digital media 

usage patterns 

and local 

socio‑cultural 

factors 

Cyberbullyin

g and 

excessive 

social media 

use are 

barriers; 

structured 

digital 

literacy 

training 

programmes 

are enablers 

Digital literacy 

is a key 

indicator of 

adolescent 

mental health; 

recommends 

enhancing 

school 

counsellor roles 

in prevention 

and intervention 

Singh 

& 

Gauta

m 

(2024) 

Review 

article 

Calls for 

educational 

policies to 

prioritise 

teacher 

well‑being 

Analyses the 

impact of job 

satisfaction 

on teacher 

mental health 

amidst the 

COVID‑19 

shift to online 

education; 

reviews 

factors such 

as workload, 

compensation

, and work 

environment 

Discusses 

implications for 

teachers in 

diverse cultural 

and economic 

settings in India 

and beyond 

High 

workload, 

stress, and 

inadequate 

support are 

major 

barriers; 

effective 

mental 

health 

support 

programmes 

are enablers 

Urges 

policymakers to 

implement 

measures that 

enhance teacher 

job satisfaction 

and mental 

health to sustain 

quality 

education 

Lea et 

al. 

(2024) 

Experimental 

study 

– (Not 

explicitly 

tied to a 

policy 

framework) 

Evaluated 

targeted 

practice 

sessions 

aimed at 

improving 

students’ 

ability to 

Intervention 

materials were 

culturally tailored 

to reflect 

Vietnamese 

educational 

contexts 

Traditional 

stigma and 

limited 

access to 

mental 

health 

services 

impede 

Targeted 

practice 

sessions 

significantly 

improved 

disorder 

recognition 

among students; 
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recognise 

mental health 

disorders; 

involved 

situational 

questions 

with high 

school 

students in 

Vietnam 

effectiveness

; hands‑on 

practice 

sessions act 

as an enabler 

supports the use 

of interactive, 

culturally 

adapted 

interventions 

Source: Authors’ own illustration 

Thematic Synthesis 

Awareness and Accessibility: Studies revealed that mental health awareness programmes vary in format—

from media campaigns and digital platforms to school-based psychoeducational sessions. In Malaysia, 

government-led initiatives frequently incorporate tele-counselling and self-screening tools (Phoa et al., 2023; 

Hussin et al., 2024). In rural Indonesian districts, NGOs often partner with local media to disseminate 

information (Firdausi, 2019; Putri & Kristiana, 2024). Digital literacy and online interventions have also been 

highlighted as critical enablers for mental health promotion (Saputra et al., 2024; Ojio et al., 2024). 

Teacher Capacity and Professional Development: Teacher preparedness is inconsistent across the region. 

Structured training programmes, such as those in Thailand integrating mindfulness-based practices, have 

demonstrated improved teacher efficacy (Brooks et al., 2019; Punneng et al., 2024). However, in many 

settings, training remains sporadic, leading to diminished long-term benefits (Ahmad & Ismail, 2024; Singh & 

Gautam, 2024). In the Philippines, enhanced teacher training has been recommended to improve intervention 

effectiveness (Cong & Oyam, 2024). 

Socio-Cultural and Policy Environment: The review highlighted how cultural beliefs and policy frameworks 

shape the implementation of mental health initiatives. For example, in Vietnam, Confucian values influence the 

framing of mental health interventions, emphasising personal discipline over formal counselling (Giang & 

Huynh, 2022; Nguyen & Mai, 2024). Meanwhile, policies in Malaysia and Thailand mandate basic screening, 

though follow-up support is often lacking (Nishio et al., 2019; Muniandy, 2024). Cultural stigma and 

underreporting remain significant barriers across the region (Teo et al., 2020; Le et al.,  2022). 

Programme Implementation and Delivery: Effective programme delivery relies on resource allocation and 

ongoing support. Urban schools generally report more consistent funding and programme sustainability 

compared to their rural counterparts, where external grants are common and formal monitoring is limited 

(Wardani et al., 2023; Weiss et al., 2023). In Indonesia, the School-Based Mental Health (SBMH) programme 

has been identified as a promising model, though regional disparities persist (Wardani et al., 2023). Similarly, 

in Malaysia, the integration of Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) into teacher training has been recommended 

to enhance classroom management and student outcomes (Ahmad & Ismail, 2024). 

Stakeholder Collaboration: Collaborative efforts among teachers, parents, mental health professionals, and 

community leaders enhance programme effectiveness. In the Philippines, youth-led advocacy and teacher–

parent committees have contributed to greater community acceptance and reduced stigma (Regalado, 2024; 

Roshan et al., 2024). Stakeholder engagement has also been identified as a critical enabler for successful 

implementation in Vietnam and other low- and middle-income countries (Weiss et al., 2023; Muniandy, 2024). 

DISCUSSION 

The synthesis of 27 studies highlights both progress and persistent challenges in advancing child mental health 

awareness and school-based interventions across Southeast Asia. Commendable strides are evident in raising 

awareness and piloting programmes, yet systemic gaps remain in implementation, cultural adaptation, and 
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policy support. When benchmarked against high-income countries such as the UK, Australia, Japan, and 

Canada, these findings reveal not only shared global challenges but also specific shortfalls in regional practice. 

The following discussion compares key themes from Southeast Asia with international best practices, 

underscoring implications for policy and practice in the Southeast Asian educational context. 

Teacher Training and Continuous Professional Development 

Embedding mental health modules into pre-service teacher education in Southeast Asia has improved teacher 

preparedness and confidence in addressing student mental health needs. However, training in the region is 

often fragmented and sporadic, with limited follow-up or integration into ongoing professional development. 

Teachers frequently receive one-off workshops without systemic support to sustain and refine their skills. In 

contrast, high-income countries emphasise continuous professional learning as a cornerstone of effective 

school mental health intervention. For example, in the UK, the government has committed to offering senior 

mental health led training to all schools by 2025, embedding expertise and leadership for mental health in the 

education (Scott, 2024). Moreover, British teachers are increasingly provided with brief, simulation-based web 

trainings that have been shown to improve their ability to identify and respond to student mental health 

(Soneson et al., 2024).  

In Australia, a nationwide initiative called Be You, supported by the Australian government, delivers online 

professional development to educators at scale, with 72% of schools registered in the programme (Hoareet al., 

2020). Evaluation of Be You indicates that over 90% of participating educators feel confident recognising early 

signs of mental health issues in students, and 80% report actively assisting families to address children’s 

social-emotional or behavioural (ACER, 2024).  

These international examples illustrate that systematic and ongoing training, supported by policy mandates and 

online platforms, leads to greater teacher efficacy in supporting student mental health. Southeast Asia’s current 

ad hoc approach to teacher training could be strengthened by adopting similar models of sustained professional 

development. Aligning with global best practices, the region should prioritise structured mentorship 

programmes, refresher trainings, and incentives that encourage teachers to continually develop mental health 

competencies (Brooks et al., 2019; Ahmad & Ismail, 2024). By institutionalising continuous training, rather 

than one-time workshops, Southeast Asian schools can build a workforce of teachers who are equipped and 

confident to serve as frontline mental health supporters. 

Cultural Adaptation and Local Relevance 

Culturally sensitive interventions are crucial for the success of mental health initiatives in any context. Mental 

health remains a stigmatised topic in many Southeast Asian communities, which necessitates tailoring 

language and approaches to local values. The review found that reframing mental health in culturally resonant 

terms, such as “emotional well-being” or “family harmony,” increases acceptance and reduces stigma in 

countries like Vietnam and Malaysia. This underscores that evidence-based programmes must be adapted to fit 

local beliefs and social norms.  

High-income countries likewise recognise the importance of cultural context, although their strategies differ by 

cultural landscape. Notably, Japan integrates mental health monitoring into a longstanding school culture of 

daily health checks. Under Japan’s School Health and Safety Act, teachers conduct daily health observations of 

students to detect physical and mental health issues early (Nishimura et al., 2024). By leveraging this culturally 

ingrained practice, Japanese schools normalise the monitoring of well-being as part of routine education. 

Recent digitalisation of Japan’s daily health logs, accelerated by the GIGA School Program that provided every 

student with a tablet, has enhanced early identification of mental health concerns while respecting the 

traditional context (Kawahata et al., 2023).  

This example shows how aligning mental health initiatives with existing cultural frameworks, in this case, a 

focus on daily health and hygiene in schools, can facilitate acceptance and sustainability. In multicultural 

societies like Canada and the UK, cultural adaptation often involves ensuring materials are inclusive of diverse 

communities and involving parents and community leaders to overcome stigma. Southeast Asian initiatives 
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should similarly be co-designed with local stakeholders: engaging families, religious/community figures, and 

using indigenous concepts of well-being to frame mental health education. By doing so, programmes can 

embed themselves in local culture rather than being seen as imports.  

The core lesson from global practice is that cultural relevance is not a secondary consideration but a 

fundamental component of effective mental health education. Interventions that align with local languages, 

values, and norms are more likely to be embraced by teachers, students, and communities (Giang & Huynh, 

2022; Hussin et al., 2024). Thus, Southeast Asia must continue to adapt international best practices to fit local 

realities, ensuring that efforts to raise mental health awareness resonate deeply within each community. 

Policy Support and Infrastructure 

Policy frameworks play a pivotal role in the adoption and scalability of school-based mental health initiatives. 

This review noted that within Southeast Asia, countries with clear national policies, for instance, Thailand’s 

and Malaysia’s education plans, demonstrate more consistent implementation of mental health programmes in 

schools. Yet, even where policies exist, the absence of dedicated funding, intersectoral coordination, and 

accountability mechanisms often undermines long-term impact.  

High-income countries provide instructive models of how strong policy support can institutionalise mental 

health in education systems. In England, mental health in schools has been elevated through government 

strategy: aside from training mental health leads, mental well-being content is now part of the national 

curriculum and inspectorate frameworks, backed by resources from the Department for Education and the 

National Health Service (Deighton et al., 2025). Japan’s legislative mandate for school health monitoring 

ensures that every school systematically attends to student mental health as a matter of policy compliance  

(Nishimura et al., 2024). 

Meanwhile, Canada has developed comprehensive frameworks at the provincial level, notably in Ontario, 

where the Ministry of Education created positions for Mental Health Leaders in each of the 72 school districts 

to design and implement district-wide mental health strategies (Weist et al., 2023). This province-wide policy 

infrastructure is supported by School Mental Health Ontario, a dedicated team that provides districts with 

evidence-based programmes and implementation support, ensuring coherence across thousands of schools 

(Crooks et al., 2022).  

The outcomes in these countries make clear that policy commitment must be coupled with practical support: 

funding streams for training and staff, integration of mental health services into schools such as school 

counsellors or links to health professionals, and monitoring and evaluation to track progress. Southeast Asian 

nations can draw on these lessons by formulating or updating policies that designate mental health as a core 

component of education. This includes allocating budgets for training and resources, enacting guidelines for 

schools to follow such as minimum hours of mental health instruction or support services per school, and 

establishing multi-sector task forces (education, health, social welfare) to oversee implementation.  

The evidence echoes prior research on the critical role of government support in scaling up interventions. In 

short, strong policy architectures in high-income settings have enabled systematic mental health education; 

similar commitment in Southeast Asia will be necessary to move from isolated pilot projects to sustainable, 

nationwide programmes. 

Digital Innovation and Accessibility 

Digital tools are emerging as powerful enablers for mental health education and support in schools, especially 

to overcome geographic and resource limitations. In Southeast Asia, our review found growing use of tele-

counselling platforms, online teacher training modules, and self-screening apps in countries like Malaysia, 

Indonesia, and Singapore. These innovations show promise in expanding access to knowledge and services – 

for example, Malaysia’s tele-counselling initiatives and Indonesia’s digital literacy programmes have 

broadened reach beyond urban centres. However, significant barriers persist, such as limited digital literacy 

among older teachers and inadequate technology infrastructure in rural or remote areas. 
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High-income countries have likewise harnessed technology to bolster school mental health, particularly during 

the COVID-19 pandemic which necessitated remote approaches. Australia’s Be You programme exemplifies 

how digital delivery can achieve scale: the platform provides webinars, e-learning modules, and virtual 

coaching, making professional development on mental health accessible regardless of location (Victorian 

Government, 2024). The fact that a majority of Australian schools engage with this online platform 

demonstrates how internet-based models can surmount barriers of distance.  

In Japan, as mentioned, digitising the daily health observation system has modernised a traditional practice and 

enabled the analysis of student well-being data at an unprecedented scale (Nishimura et al., 2024). Other 

innovations in high-income contexts include web-based simulations for teacher training, as in the UK, and 

integrated data systems that connect schools with mental health professionals, as seen in some Canadian 

districts. These examples show that digital solutions can amplify the impact of mental health initiatives by 

providing flexible, on-demand resources and by connecting school communities to a wider support network.  

For Southeast Asia, investing in technology for mental health education is a high-yield strategy. Policymakers 

should consider dedicated funding for improving internet connectivity in schools, training educators in digital 

tool use, and developing localised e-health content, for instance, videos or mobile apps in local languages 

addressing common psychological issues. Importantly, adopting digital innovation goes hand-in-hand with 

addressing equity: ensuring that rural or under-resourced schools are not left behind in the digital rollout. 

High-income countries are actively addressing the digital divide such as Japan’s one-tablet-per-student policy 

to ensure equitable access (Nishimura et al., 2024), and Southeast Asia could pursue similar initiatives.  

By leveraging technology, Southeast Asian education systems can overcome shortages of mental health 

professionals and provide teachers and students with support that is scalable and cost-effective. Digital 

platforms, when integrated thoughtfully, can connect even the most isolated schools with training, expertise, 

and emergency mental health services, thereby democratising access to mental health support across the 

region. 

Implications from Global Best Practices 

Overall, the comparisons above reveal that Southeast Asia’s efforts, while on the right track, often lack the 

scale and integration achieved in high-income settings. International models underscore the importance of 

whole-school approaches, sustained capacity-building, and robust policy backing for mental health in 

education. Southeast Asian countries will need to adapt these lessons to their specific contexts, balancing 

resource constraints with innovative strategies.  

Notably, this review aligns with prior literature emphasising culturally sensitive, evidence-based interventions 

(Munawar et al., 2022; Kim et al., 2022) but extends those insights by explicitly linking regional findings to 

global standards. The imperative now is to translate awareness into concrete action, learning from what has 

worked elsewhere to inform context-appropriate solutions. Policymakers and educators in Southeast Asia 

should view global best practices not as one-size-fits-all prescriptions, but as guideposts for strengthening their 

own mental health education frameworks. 

Limitations 

Despite its contributions, this review has several limitations. First, the reliance on English-language and 

publicly accessible documents may have excluded valuable insights from locally published studies in 

vernacular languages. This limitation is particularly relevant in a region as linguistically diverse as Southeast 

Asia. Second, the heterogeneity in study methodologies and reporting standards poses challenges for 

generalisability. While the thematic synthesis approach mitigates some of these issues, future research should 

aim to standardise reporting practices to facilitate cross-study comparisons. 

Future Research Directions 

To address the identified gaps and build on the findings of this review, future studies should: 
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 Employ mixed methods designs to assess both the immediate and long-term impacts of teacher training 

programmes on student mental health outcomes. 

 Develop and evaluate digital literacy interventions tailored for veteran teachers, particularly in rural 

and resource-limited settings. 

 Conduct comparative trials across different Southeast Asian contexts to identify universally effective 

strategies and culturally specific adaptations. 

 Explore the role of community-based approaches, such as parent-teacher collaborations and youth-led 

advocacy, in reducing stigma and enhancing programme sustainability. 

CONCLUSION  

This review demonstrates that integrating mental health education into teacher training is a critical step toward 

fostering early intervention and support for child mental health in Southeast Asia. While significant progress 

has been made, particularly in raising awareness and piloting innovative programmes, systemic gaps in 

continuous professional support, digital literacy, and cultural adaptation remain. 

To address these challenges, policymakers and educators must prioritise the following strategies:  

1. Embedding mental health modules into preservice teacher education to build foundational knowledge 

and skills. 

2. Establishing structured mentorship and professional development programmes to provide ongoing 

support for teachers. 

3. Leveraging digital innovations, such as telehealth platforms and e-learning modules, to expand access 

to mental health resources, particularly in rural and underserved areas. 

4. Designing culturally sensitive interventions that align with local values and norms to reduce stigma and 

increase community acceptance. 

By implementing these strategies, Southeast Asian countries can enhance teacher efficacy, promote sustainable 

mental health initiatives in schools, and create supportive learning environments that foster resilience among 

young populations. These efforts are not only essential for improving child mental health outcomes but also for 

advancing the broader goal of equitable and inclusive education in the region. 
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