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Abstract

Mental health issues within Asian higher education continue to be problematic for educators,
administrators, and policy makers. Within the Thai context, specific concerns surrounding student
orientation practices, social and academic culture, and avoidance of psychological treatment tend to
lead to a greater prevalence of undiagnosed distress. Student stress, anxiety, and lack of resiliency are
detrimental to the adjustment to higher education as well as to the overall education experience. As
the prevalence of psychology disorders continues to increase among Thai students, this article calls
for the integration of positive psychology-based interventions within the Thai hazing ritual commonly
referred to as SOTUS or Rap Nong. The use of specific positive psychology interventions with a
culturally integrated focus within the Thai system will increase positive coping strategies, decrease
stress and anxiety, and create a more positive learning environment. The development of positive
coping mechanisms can be facilitated through the introduction of positive psychology-based
interventions within the Thai higher education system.

Keywords: Positive psychology, resiliency, stress, interventions, higher education

Introduction to Common Mental Health Issues in Thai Higher Education

Attending university is an important and often stressful experience for students and presents
students with new psychological challenges. It is argued that the commonly practiced Rap Nong
(SOTUS) hazing rituals should be thoroughly integrated with various positive psychology-based
interventions in an effort to reduce stress, anxiety, and depression. This is critical to the development
of resilience and specific coping strategies, for most undergraduates enter higher education at an age
often associated with the onset of mental health problems (Kessler et al., 2007). Arnett (2000) used
the term emerging adulthood to describe this stage of development when students are adjusting to
challenges involved in facing new academic and social situations as well as the transition from
adolescence. While many view the experience as exciting, constructive and react positively, significant
numbers of students suffer from the negative consequences of this transition. To date, much of the
research on undergraduate stress, anxiety, and depression has a Western emphasis, yet these issues
also impact students in Asia (Peltzer et al., 2017). Therefore, it is necessary to explore student stress
and seek practical methods of reducing the negative impact of stressors.

Theories of stress originated with a physiological orientation (see Selye, 1976), led to psychological
approaches to stress within the cognitive paradigm (see Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; McGrath, 1982).
More recently, cognitive theories of stress have focused on the relationship between the individual
and the situation. The processes central to stressor mediation identified as significant are the appraisal
of the stressor, coping mechanisms employed, and potential development of resilience. In this article
we explore student stress and outline the role stress plays among students in higher education within
the Thai context in association to the related cognitive processes associated with stress. Intervention
might be initiated through weekly freshmen seminar meetings at colleges throughout Thailand. Stress
is broadly considered the reaction to a stressor but the nature of a stressor is subjective. For some
students writing an essay is more stressful than giving a presentation and yet for others the opposite
is true. From this perspective, stress is a normal part of life and should be embraced (McGonigal,
2015), yet in academia it is also a common source of concern among students (Goldman & Wong,
1997) and faculty (Misra et al., 2000).

Research in Thailand has indicated that there are some stressful life events associated with
psychological problems, which include social relationships, immediate family members, teachers, poor
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health, lack of interest in course content, and failed personal relationships (Thanoi et al., 2010). This
study indicated that adolescents who experienced stressful events may become depressed. The
negative reactions to the aforementioned stressors have been described in multiple studies (Rungsan
etal.,2017; Thanoi et al., 2010). Additional research from Thailand indicated that students with higher
levels of stress and lower levels of psychological well-being were more likely to consume alcohol, had
a greater risk of depression, and experienced sleep disturbances (Calderon et al., 2019). The latter has
been shown to be negatively correlated with emotional problems, anxiety, and suicidal ideation
(Sarchiapone et al., 2014). While much of the research reported tends to focus on negative outcomes
as opposed to intervention for well-being (Naci & loannidis, 2015), it is important to identify the
activities that impact student experiences, health, and functioning.

SOTUS or Rap Nong—A Wrong Rite of Passage

Rap Nong or SOTUS is a series of events and activities, often weeks long, where new students
gather together to meet senior students. Essentially, it is the introduction to the university culture and
way of doing things. These SOTUS rituals involve various activities from singing and dancing to forced
binge drinking, scandalous behavior and occasionally fatalities, as regularly reported in the local press
(Saiyasombut & Voices, 2015). SOTUS is the Thai version of fraternity or military hazing in the United
States, but it is conducted in Thai in universities. SOTUS stands for Seniority, Order, Tradition, Unity,
and Spirit. The purpose of this article is to persuade Thai academic institutions to accept that, given
the increasing prevalence of stress, anxiety, and a lack of coping strategies, the Rap Nong events
should be integrated with positive psychology interventions. SOTUS continues today as it is commonly
understood as a valuable tradition and, given Thailand is a hierarchical society, first year students must
learn to accept hierarchical relations and thus develop obedience to upperclassmen (Winichakul,
2015). Obedience to power and order and the uncritical acceptance of tradition is the antithesis of the
mission of higher education today. Given the real psychological problems students are facing, it is
necessary to integrate specific aspects of the SOTUS events with the development of coping
mechanisms and methods to create greater well-being. The creation of a positive vehicle to ease the
transition to higher education should assist students with learning and developing a more positive
attitude towards their education (Mclnnis et al., 2000). Whether one considers initiation rituals of Rap
Nong a rite of passage, a community ritual, a ritual of power and authority, or an important tradition
(Chamchoy & Burford, 2019), this article attempts to demonstrate that positive psychology-based
interventions would be of greater long-term benefit than the rituals of the SOTUS system. The
subsequent section of this article will introduce positive psychology in general and then specific
interventions to be integrated into the SOTUS system.

Positive Psychology Based Intervention

Due to the increased prevalence of mental health issues in Thai undergraduate programs, greater
attention should be given to this student cohort. The potential of resilience training and the
introduction of resilience-based practices has the potential to reduce stress (Steinhardt & Dolbier,
2008). It is reasonable to assume that assisting incoming undergraduate students to develop or
improve the quality of this transition will improve their overall mental health and potentially have an
impact on their academic performance. Therefore, the introduction of resilience intervention
strategies aimed at improving coping skills may prove beneficial to reduce student stress during the
freshmen seminar or during the SOTUS activities.

The field of positive psychology emphasizes the importance of cultivating mental health in
addition to eliminating mental illness, which has been the recent primary focus of psychology
(Seligman et al., 2006). Efforts to understand and develop happiness and well-being have been around
for many years. The modern emphasis commenced with William James’ concept (1902) of ‘healthy
mindedness,” and later in ideas from humanistic psychologists, including Rogers’ concept of the fully
functioning person, Maslow’s call to study healthy people to understand self-actualization, and others
(historical overview—Froh, 2004). However, the field of positive psychology began in 1998, when Dr.



Martin Seligman formally called for psychologists to emphasize research on human excellence and
goodness, character strengths, and building the best things in life. Seligman did not suggest replacing
the study of mental illness, but he claimed that the almost exclusive focus of psychology on
understanding and treating psychological problems did not do much to contribute to the development
of thriving individuals or communities (Seligman, 1998; Seligman & Czikszentmihalyi, 2000). The
disease-model perspective that had dominated psychology for so long approached mental illness with
the goal of eliminating psychopathology, assuming that the absence of mental illness equals mental
health. Positive psychology posits that mental health is more than the absence of psychological
disorders and is concerned with the study of all that is good in life and on developing methods to
improve well-being for individuals, families, and communities (Seligman & Czikszentmihalyi, 2000).

Many organizations and countries have taken notice of Seligman’s call and are focusing on the
importance of improving individual well-being. For example, Bhutan has formally adopted the
happiness of its people as its principal goal; France and England have launched initiatives to measure
national well-being; China and Australia are considering adding official happiness measures to
economic measures of prosperity, just to name a few (see Bok, 2011 and Donaldson et al., 2015 for a
review). More recently, Scotland, New Zealand, and Iceland also have made well-being a priority
(Fisher, 2019). With so many potential benefits, the question then becomes, are there effective ways
to improve our well-being? Evidence from studies in positive psychology suggests that the answer is
yes (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009; Donaldson et al., 2015). Frederickson (2001) proposed the broaden-
and-build theory of positive emotions to better understand this process. This theory states that
positive emotions, such as love, interest, pride, contentment, and joy, are able to broaden an
individual’s attention and habitual way of thinking and acting. Positive emotions set people on a path
that, over time, builds lasting personal, physical, cognitive, emotional, and social resources
(Frederickson et al., 2008). For example, the urge to play and to be creative is broadened by the
experience of the positive emotion of joy. Engaging in different types of play is known to build
enduring physical, cognitive, and social resources (Frederickson, 2001). Similarly, the positive emotion
of pride, after an achievement, broadens by stimulating the urge to share the news with others and
to think of new and more challenging goals in the future. Sharing news can build enduring resources
by strengthening existing social bonds and attachments as well as increasing the individual’s self-
confidence and feeling of efficacy. Subsequent work has found a causal relationship between learning
to generate positive emotions and increased life satisfaction, and that the effects increase with time
(Fredrickson & Joiner, 2018). Additional reports of meta-analyses of positive psychology interventions
(PPIs) have shown consistent beneficial effects on subjective and psychological well-being and
depression (Hendriks et al., 2018). With sustained effort and training, then, positive psychology
research suggests that levels of well-being can be increased.

Positive Psychology in Asia

Around Asia, the influence of positive psychology has spread rapidly. From nationwide initiatives
in schools across Bhutan, to more targeted applications in India, Singapore, and China, countries in
the region are implementing programs aimed at improving well-being (Seligman & Adler, 2018). For
example, in 2010, Beijing Normal University School of Psychology hosted the International Conference
on Positive Psychology and Education. Likewise, Tsinghua University hosted a 2010 conference on
positive psychology aiming to improve well-being in educational institutions (Obrien, 2010). Tsinghua
University also runs a Positive Psychology Research Center, highlighting the importance of the topic
(Seligman & Adler, 2018). Clearly, there is an interest in the potential benefits of incorporating
elements of positive psychology into classrooms in Asia.

With the spread of these ideas comes the need to carefully consider how relevant the findings of
experiments using primarily Western samples of education are to non-Western populations and
educational systems. The theoretical perspective of cultural psychology assumes that psychological
processes and culture complement each other. Implicit in this assumption is the belief that processes
of the mind (e.g., conceptions of happiness and well-being) are not uniform across cultures and that



a set of constructs and measures that is valid in one culture may not be meaningful in another cultural
context (Shweder, 1991; Lu & Gilmour, 2004). Of central importance, then, in considering the use of
exercises in non-Western cultures is whether meaningful differences exist in the conception of
happiness and well-being, and what culturally acceptable routes exist for its attainment.

Research into positive psychology exercises using non-Western samples is still quite limited in
scope and in quality (Hendriks et al., 2018). Initial studies suggest that certain activities are universally
beneficial, while others may benefit from being modified to ‘fit’ the specific culture (Ng & Lim, 2019).
For example, the individualist view held in European and North American cultures strongly defends
the independence of the self in relation to others. Happiness in Western cultures tends to be described
using factors such as frequency of experience of positive emotions, self-esteem and affirmation of
personal worth through personal achievement (Uchida et al., 2004; Lu & Gilmour, 2004). Seeing
oneself as intelligent, talented, or kind may therefore effectively protect the Western individual from
the anxiety of seeing oneself as stupid, talentless, or cruel. Comparatively, the collectivist view seen
in East Asian cultures emphasizes harmony in social relationships and interpersonal connectedness.
This suggests that well-being in collectivist cultures depends on one’s ability to fulfill social roles and
obligations as well as one’s readiness to respond to social expectations. Compassion, support, and
mutual sympathy are seen as ways to happiness in East Asian Cultures (Uchida et al., 2004). So,
adapting positive psychology interventions to fit the values and beliefs of the culture may increase
their overall effectiveness.

Positive Psychology Interventions

One area of positive psychology that has particular relevance for educators is the development of
PPIs. The PPIs are activities designed to increase positivity in daily life and, subsequently, coping skills
and resilience. Many PPIs have been developed and tested, and some consistently have shown
significant positive effects on increasing well-being. The next section briefly describes seven categories
of PPIs with examples (Parks & Titova, 2016; Boehm et al., 2011), which should be integrated into the
SOTUS system.

Gratitude. The purpose of this group of PPlIs is to cultivate feelings of gratitude toward people or
other external conditions that have changed one’s life for the better in some way. They may be
focused on the act of reflection or also can include an active social component. For example, keeping
gratitude journals, such as “Count Your Blessings” is a PPl that asks students to write down three or
more good things that happened and to reflect on why. Some evidence shows that doing this activity
once per week is more effective than doing it every day (Duckworth et al., 2005). Other studies have
found that actively expressing gratitude has beneficial effects (Parks & Titova, 2016). “The Gratitude
Visit” is a PPl that asks people to first think of someone who did something that has changed their life
for the better. Once one has chosen the influential person they wish to focus on, then they are asked
to write a letter of gratitude to this person explaining what they did and the effect it has had on their
life. Finally, participants are asked to make an appointment with the influential person and to read the
letter to them face to face (Seligman, 2011, pp. 30—31). Variations of these activities has shown that
well-being may be improved by decreasing depressive symptoms, increasing the experience of
positive emotions, and improving health (Parks & Titova, 2016). Gratitude-based interventions that
strengthen social connections may be a good cultural fit with Asian cultures that emphasize strong
familial bonds and feelings for the group (Hendricks, et al., 2018).

Kindness. Research has found that PPIs promoting kindness enhance well-being, whether through
prosocial spending, or other deliberate kind acts not involving money. Kindness and happiness often
occur together and reinforce each other (Parks & Titova, 2016). One useful PPl involves spending small
amounts of money on others, rather than on themselves, for example, buying a meal for a homeless
person, or buying a coffee for a friend. Researchers found that money, when spent on others, can lead
to higher well-being. In “Performing Acts of Kindness,” participants are asked to perform five acts of
kindness for others in one day. Studies have found this to be more beneficial than doing one kind act
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per day for a week (Lyubomirsky et al., 2004). PPIs such as these fit well into Buddhist cultures, which
stimulate feelings of compassion for others and encourage meaningful acts of kindness.

Savoring. Savoring activities ask people to pay close attention to activities that normally give them
enjoyment, but that they may take for granted, so that such pleasant experiences can be appreciated,
intensified or prolonged. In other words, stop and smell the roses in life (Lyubomirsky, 2008, pp. 191-
193). PPIs designed to increase savoring may be focused on developing savoring as a general skill to
be applied across different situations, or as a specific skill to be taught and practiced. In one PPI,
participants were asked to take 2—3 minutes per day to reflect on two pleasurable experiences, and
to prolong their enjoyment by attending to them. For example, a person might concentrate on the
many aspects of a favorite fruit, noting the smell, texture, appearance, and flavor. Another savoring
PPI involves teaching participants to photograph things that are beautiful and meaningful to them
(Parks & Titova, 2016). “Replaying One’s Happiest Days” is a PPI that asks students to take 10-15
minutes and think privately about their happiest experience. It may be important not to write the
experience down or share it (Boehm & Lyubomirsky, 2009). Savoring PPIs, then, can range across
sensory, cognitive and emotional stimuli. Research suggests focusing one’s awareness on all parts of
an experience can lead to benefits, including fewer depressive symptoms, more positive emotions,
and higher levels of well-being (Parks & Titova, 2016). Asian populations, with varied natural wonders
and rich cultural achievements in art, food, and music, should benefit greatly from savoring
interventions.

Empathy. Meaningful social relationships are essential to well-being (Seligman, 2011). PPIs that
focus on strengthening social connectedness aim to develop empathy for others. “Loving Kindness
Meditation” is a PPI that teaches people to cultivate warm, loving feelings for self and others by
focusing their attention first on a loved one (such as a close relative), and then expanding these
feelings to include themselves and then other people. Researchers have found that regular practice
of Loving Kindness Meditation has robust benefits, including decreases in depressive symptoms, as
well as increases in positive behaviors and emotions. (Frederickson et al., 2008). Other activities to
increase empathy focus on developing the self-other overlap and the ability to see things from
another’s perspective, resulting in increased understanding and stronger social bonds (Parks & Titova,
2016). Learning the skill of responding actively and constructively to good news from a friend or loved
one developed one’s empathy and has been shown to strengthen relationships (Seligman, 2011).
Another PPl involves making a new social connection, however small, each day for a week. Examples
include chatting with a classmate they do not know well, or asking a worker at a favorite restaurant
about their day. Participants are asked to choose a day to spend an hour with an important person
and to do something meaningful to connect with them. Then, they are to write down what they did
and how it made them feel. As mentioned above, collectivist societies value activities that strengthen
an appreciation of strong, interdependent relationships (Hendriks et al., 2018). Thus, the benefits from
PPIs cultivating empathy are likely to be amplified.

Optimism. Optimism based PPls develop the ability to create positive expectations for the future
and to modify present behavior to more effectively follow these ideals. The “Best Possible Self” activity
asks participants to imagine their life as it would be if everything went well in all areas, including
career, relationship, lifestyle, etc., and write about it for 15 minutes (Lyubomirsky, 2008). In another
version, called “Life Summary,” people are asked to write a one to two-page biography of their life as
if summarizing the successes and accomplishments of a long, fruitful life. They are then asked what
they can do in the present to begin creating that life (Seligman et al., 2006). In an effort to maximize
its benefits, Sheldon and Lyubomirsky (2006) found that having participants regularly reflect back on
what they wrote strengthened and prolonged its positive effects. Societies that emphasize
harmonious relations over individual achievement can use optimism PPIs such as the “Life Summary”
and the “Best Possible Self” to enhance an individual’s ability to successfully fulfill their culture’s
expected social roles and obligations.

Strengths. Character strengths are innate qualities that are energizing, intrinsically motivating to
use, and feel authentic (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). PPIs targeting the identification and use or
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development of one’s character strengths lead to increased well-being and fewer depressive
symptoms (Lyubomirsky, 2008). For instance, clients may be asked to complete the VIA survey of
character strengths, which identifies their top character strengths. Simply identifying strengths can
have positive effects. However, using them in new ways or developing them is more impactful than
simply identifying them (Seligman et al., 2005; Seligman, 2011). More specifically, asking people to
identify their top five character strengths, then use them in novel ways every day over the course of
a week has been shown to increase positive emotions and well-being (Parks & Titova, 2006). For
example, a person with the character strength of vitality/zest might volunteer to do an activity at
work. Someone high on appreciation of beauty could attend a concert and savor the experience. Since
these PPIs involve doing things that are intrinsically pleasing, it follows that increasing their frequency
and variety would affect well-being positively. Another PPl asks people to compare their strengths,
identify some they share with a family member, friend, or classmate, and plan an hour that taps into
one or more of their shared strengths (Seligman, 2011). While identifying and using character
strengths has universal appeal, PPIs involving family, friends, or larger groups may be particularly well
suited for cultures that emphasize harmony and the success of the group over the individual.

Meaning. Having meaning in one’s life is an important predictor of life satisfaction. Many PPls
facilitate a better understanding of what brings meaning, and help us identify actions that can enhance
their achievement. One such activity involves setting intrinsic goals that will lead to autonomy,
competence or relatedness (Lyubomirsky, 2008). For example, deciding to join an adventure club that
requires weekly attendance and regular interaction with others satisfies the intrinsic need to relate to
others. Similarly, setting a goal to learn a skill, such as playing a musical instrument, or photography
techniques, will lead to feelings of worth that are intrinsically rewarding. Other meaning-based PPIs
focus on meaning-making after negative events, though reflection or writing, can help develop
effective coping skills (Parks & Titova, 2016). Reflecting on and selecting goals that satisfy needs and
pursuing them is intrinsically rewarding and produces larger gains in well-being than the pursuit of
circumstantial material goals (Sheldon et al., 2010). Like many of the PPlIs, aligning one’s personal goals
with activities that are meaningful to the culture and society are likely to have a positive impact in
collectivist societies.

Why These Interventions

Itis important to note that the interventions discussed herein are a process to assist students with
the development of resilience and are not necessarily generalizable to other stressors. The ability to
adequately ameliorate potential protective mechanisms varies contextually and temporally
(Vanderbilt-Adriance & Shaw, 2008). As with other behavioral and cognitive interventions, the impact
on the participants also depends on the individual and the organization or environment which the
individual is interacting in. When considering the value of PPIs in an educational setting from the point
of view of the cultural dimension described above (individualism vs. collectivism), it becomes clear
that culture may mediate the effectiveness of some positive psychology strategies. For example, the
Western individualist values of self-improvement, self-expression, and the pursuit of individual goals
seem to indicate a suitable fit with the PPIs that develop the individual (see above). If one’s culture
values affirmations of individual worth (e.g. “I” am “smart”), it follows that the PPIs of identifying and
using personal character strengths, pursuing goals that are meaningful to the individual, or imagining
one’s ideal future would be more appropriate, and perhaps more effective, than cultivating gratitude.

On the other hand, individuals coming from collectivist cultures that emphasize self-control,
interdependence, maintaining positive relationships, and fulfilling expected roles in society would
likely benefit more from using PPIs that cultivate feelings of gratitude (see above). More specifically,
expressing one’s gratitude to a significant other, or performing acts of kindness for others, both
highlight an awareness of interdependence with others, promote harmony and demonstrate effort
toward maintaining positive social relationships. Some PPls may be adapted to better fit the culture’s
focus. For example, the PPl of pursuing goals meaningful to the individual may be changed slightly to
focus on pursuing group goals. Similarly, the PPl of imagining one’s ideal future could be adapted
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slightly to encourage the imagining of successfully fulfilling social obligations. There are many cultural
factors to consider when deciding how to incorporate PPls into a classroom or curriculum, and there
is no one-size-fits-all approach to improving well-being, even within a single culture. Questions
concerning individualism vs. collectivism, religiosity, restrictions on activities, customs with long
histories, and more, all have clear and direct impact on which PPIs to use.

Cognitive Appraisal and Coping Strategies

People tend to behave in predictable patterns based on the agents of socialization within their
culture. These agents, be they religion, media, family education systems, or government shape the
understanding and stress responses of the people. The concept of culture is necessary to contextualize
the appraisal, coping, and resilience as found in the Thai context. The development and support of an
emic perspective within this theoretical paradigm is supported by Mahoney and Bergman (2002) who
agree that the specific sociocultural responses to stressors and the development of context specific
resilience must be considered. Depending on the culture, there are variations to the appropriate
strategy to implement when confronted with a stressor (Kim, 2008). However, not all cognitive and
behavioral patterns produce positive results or are conducive to mental health. Therefore, the ability
to effectively appraise and cope with stressful events is necessary to maintain positive mental health.

Cognitive appraisal is defined as the process of evaluating whether an interaction is relevant to
one’s well-being and if so, how (Folkman et al., 1986). During stressful life events, students often
implement two cognition processes that are important to their ability to understand the stressor.
Primary cognitive appraisal is the process of evaluating the importance or significance of the event.
Secondary appraisal involves one’s ability to overcome, cope or improve life with the stressor (Lazarus,
1993). Both primary and secondary cognitive appraisals interact to determine how individuals respond
to stressors in the environment.

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defined coping as “the constantly changing cognitive and behavioral
efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding
the resources of the person” (p. 141). When students encounter stress, anxiety, and other emotionally
distressing experiences, coping is considered the most relevant aspect of the psychological study of
situational adaptation. While there are many different patterns of coping and frameworks for analysis,
the work by Lazarus (1993) began to distinguish between the major types of coping styles and
concluded that the two major forms were (i) emotion focused coping that is based on decreasing the
emotional distress through specific cognitive strategies, managing the reaction to the stressor as
opposed to manipulating aspects of the situation causing the stressor and (ii) problem focused coping
thatis based on eliminating or deteriorating the intensity of the stressor via problem solving, removing
the stressor or removing oneself from the influence of the stressor (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). It is
acknowledged that problem focused coping strategies are beneficial when the stressor is within one’s
control whereas emotion focused coping is better suited to responding to stressors that are beyond
one’s control. These adaptive coping strategies often are implemented concurrently whereby the
individual utilizes both to successfully overcome the impact of a stressor (Folkman & Moskowitz,
2004). An additional coping style, avoidance coping, was later suggested (Endler & Parker, 1990) that
included the tendency for individuals to avoid stressful situations, yet avoidance coping is associated
with an increase in psychological dysfunction (Higgins & Endler, 1995).

Men and women respond to stress and cope differently. Women are more likely to choose
emotion focused coping strategies while men are more likely to choose problem-focused coping
strategies (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). It has also been shown that women are more likely than men to
ruminate or employ emotion focused coping (Thoits, 1995). This has an impact on the gender-based
experience of stress as emotion-based coping strategies are often less effective at reducing stress
when compared to problem-focused coping strategies (Carver et al., 1989). This variance in the
gendered pattern of rumination may explain partially why adolescent males in Thailand are more likely
to exhibit behavioral problems (truancy, drug and alcohol usage, and aggression) whereas adolescent
females are more likely to experience negative affect such as stress, anxiety and depression
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(Charoensuk, 2007; Pengpid & Pelzer, 2012). Overall, the role of cognitive appraisal and student coping
strategies are both important in gaining a better understanding of student stress.

Developing Resilience

An additional cognitive process linked to the reduction of student stress and the negative
outcomes of unhealthy coping strategies is the development of resilience. Early research on resilience
(Block & Block, 1980) referred to this as ‘ego-resilience’ and categorized resilience as a trait which one
either has or does not have. Thus, the early notion of resilience involved traits or protective factors
(Rutter, 1985). As resilience research became more prominent in the 1990s, many of the conceptual
models explored the individual protective characteristics as opposed to the process of overcoming
stressors or life adversities (Luthar et al., 2000). These have since been developed and refined to
include specific characteristics such as hardiness (Bonanno, 2004), self-efficacy (Gu & Day, 2007), and
self-esteem (Kidd & Shahar, 2008).

A debate began to emerge regarding the conceptualization of resilience as a trait as opposed to a
process (Windle, 2011). The concept of resilience as a combination of protective factors implies that
one could develop these factors through cognitive and behavioral change. This began the transition
from conceptualizing resilience as a trait to a process. Soon thereafter, Agaibi & Wilson (2005) defined
resilience as a “complex repertoire of behavioral tendencies” (p. 197). This transition demonstrates
one of the problematic aspects of defining resilience. Some researchers approach this construct as a
trait yet others conceptualize resilience as a process. This discrepancy hinders the veracity of scholarly
findings related to resilience (Davydov et al., 2010). Yet this failure to operationalize the construct and
develop specific measurement tools has not driven this complex phenomenon into obscurity as
exhibited by the work of scholars (Luthar, 2006; Rutter, 2006, Rutter, 2012, Walsh, 2015). While the
definition of resilience may be problematic, most agree that resilience involves both the ability to
overcome adversity and some form of positive adaptation to the situation (Luthar, 2006). In an effort
to operationalize a variable for this intervention proposal, it is necessary to clearly define one’s terms.
Therefore, the working definition used in this proposal is based on the work of Luthar et al. (2000),
which argued that resilience is “a dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within the
context of significant adversity” (p. 543).

Appraisal, Coping and Resilience—The Meta-model of Stress

It is important to differentiate coping and resilience as occasionally these terms are used
interchangeably, yet they are conceptually distinct (Campbell-Sills et al., 2006). Coping is the positive
or negative cognitive response to a stressor whereas resilience, once developed, is a positive
characteristic that is present even prior to a stressor and positively influences the appraisal and coping
responses. As such, the development of resilience has a protective impact that subsequently
influences the stress appraisal and coping processes.

The interaction between people and the environment is an integral aspect of stress, appraisal,
coping, and the development of resilience. The meta-model of stress (Fletcher & Fletcher, 2005)
indicates that stressors are a reaction to our environment and are interpreted by the responding
sensation and perception processes that activate the appraisal and coping sequences. This results in
positive or negative responses and resilience development or failure. Therefore, each variable is
related to and influences the stress response process whether it be biological via sensation and
perception of stimuli or through metacognition in response to the emotional appraisal and the chosen
coping mechanism.

The ability to improve university student resilience and coping strategies would likely have a
positive impact on an institution’s ability to more effectively manage student stress levels and thus
potentially decrease anxiety and depression (Houston et al., 2017). Given the increased psychological
and behavioral issues Thai undergraduates face, there is a growing need for universities to develop
comprehensive and innovative interventions designed at improving the quality of their mental health.
An intervention should increase resilience, assist in the development of greater coping skills, and have
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the potential to positively impact student’s mental health and academic ability. Steinhardt and
Dolbier’s work (2008), which involved the use of a resilience intervention course included
psychoeducation, cognitive-behavioral therapy techniques, rational emotive therapy, and other
cognitive components, found that college participants reported greater resilience, coping skills, and
less stress. Additionally, the development of cognitive appraisal techniques and analysis of typical
students’ coping strategies allows the participants the opportunity to develop greater resilience. This
is exemplified in further research by Leppin et al. (2014), who conducted a meta-analysis on resilience
intervention programs aimed at improving resilience and the associated mental health issues. They
concluded that the intervention programs had a positive effect on the participants. More recently, use
of the Resilience and Coping Intervention has been used with undergraduates to demonstrate the
important link between these two cognitive processes (First et al., 2018). In summary, stress, cognitive
appraisal, coping, and the development of resilience are important concepts that impact student
mental health. The development of resilience is a personal asset that has the potential to protect
students from the negative appraisal of academic or social stressors and reduce the negative coping
strategies (such as avoidance), which can positively influence other mental processes such as the
promotion and development of meta-cognition. As students learn various methods to develop
resilience, they should begin to give greater consideration to the nature of a stressor, their tendency
to opt for certain healthy or unhealthy cognitive appraisals, and begin to use more positive cognition
strategies, such as introspection and metacognition. Both educators and school psychologists are
morally and professionally obligated to develop tools and practices that help students develop more
effective appraisal, coping mechanisms, and the protective elements that eventually lead to resilience.
An effective method of completing this is through the implementation of positive psychology
interventions, which involve the above-mentioned variables, as well as a greater focus on positive
psychology and well-being as outlined by the work of Seligman (2011).

Conclusion

In this article the implications of stress and anxiety for educators and administrators was
examined, particularly in the Thai context, by exploring some of the most effective positive psychology
interventions in recent scientific literature, and describing how these currently are being used in
educational settings. Finally, the PPIs were discussed in relation to the cultural dimension of
individualism vs. collectivism. There is much interest internationally in the practical application of
concepts from positive psychology to the classroom and these PPls should be incorporated into the
first-year student orientation or seminar sessions. The literature available on the use of PPls gives
reason to be excited about potential changes in what many feel has become a problematic educational
system. It is important at this early stage of development for educators and administrators to consider
carefully the impact that cultural differences might have on the effectiveness of the methods they
choose to incorporate. Well-being researchers are aware of the influence that culture has on how a
group defines happiness, as well as socially acceptable methods of attaining it. This awareness must
be expanded and used to guide the development and testing of culture specific PPls, as well as their
integration into existing schools. To summarize, stress, anxiety, and the lack of coping skills has a
significant negative impact on a student's adjustment to the undergraduate experience. There are
many cognitive processes associated with this including appraisal, the development of both adaptive
and maladaptive coping mechanisms, and the subsequent development of resiliency. The PPls
discussed herein are intended to decrease unhealthy cognitive tendencies and introduce concepts of
coping and resiliency to support all first-year students. The integration of these PPIs into the SOTUS
or Rap Nong system should be considered by educational administrators and policy makers within the
Thai context. The authors suggest that this system be incrementally introduced to the Thai higher
education system and data analyzed to determine if this is a suitable method to reduce student stress
and positively impact the development of resilience.
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