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Abstract

The purpose of the study is to investigate students’ psychological distress complaints through an online web-
based academic advisor support. This study employed a qualitative method. Data were gathered through in-
depth anonymous consultation and interview which were conducted through online facilities, such as email,
WhatsApp, and telephone, to understand the students’ psychological distress complaints. The data, then,
were analyzed using the grounded theory approach through open, axial, and theoretical coding. The results of
this study showed that five main issues that caused psychological distress have been complained by students
through the online advising service centre. Those issues included feeling distress towards campus unfair
treatment, bureaucracy complexities, lack channel to express complaints, unfriendly academic advisors,
and opposite-sex advisors issue. This study concludes that the online advising support center can be used
to support students’ psychological relief because the system increases anonymity, reduce physical contact,
and avoid opposite sex barriers during psychological consultation. This study promotes the use of online
academic advising support to increase students’ intention to use an academic advising support in order to

reduce stress and promote students’ mental health.
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Introduction

Recent interest in students’ psychological distress

complaints and grievances related to campuses
environments have caused more researchers to study
academic advising roles in solving the issues. Prior
studies highlight that the increase in the number of
psychological distress complaints in higher education
institutions mostly relates both to quality and standards
in campus services and lack response to student demands

as a ‘consumer’ .

University students experience psychological
distress at an early stage of study or during the whole
process of the study. Unresolved psychological distress
have resulted in increasing number of students to take
study leave for a certain period®. This phenomenon is
worse when a campus does not have academic advising
and help support center. Students might keep the
stressful situation without a solution which may cause

their education failure?.

Prior studies point out that higher education students
who experience a high prevalence of complaints and
grievances may result in higher levels of psychological
distress*?. Relationship between students mental health
with academic success have been found in previous
studies®’.

In some cases, students’ psychological support
merely rely on an academic advisor who takes care
for specified number of students according a campus
regulator appointment through a face to face academic
advising service center’. However, prior studies®® found
that very limited students use face to face academic
advising support center. Even though some students may
use the services, but most of them are not satisfied®-1°.
The reasons behind low usage of conventional face
to face academic advising services include cultural
issues, reluctant toward physical contact, and lack of
anonymity!!.



Academic advising may become an essential
element for learning success in Islamic universities
environments, but it has received little attention from
researchers. Since academic advising can contribute
to improving the satisfaction and retention of students,
research on this activity is especially needed in the
current situation of the competition among Islamic
universities in Indonesia and across the globe. Lack of
studies of academic advising within Islamic education
institutions may cause lack of academic literature and
hinder the development of the institutions.

This study, therefore, explores a university students
use of online academic advising services to express
psychological distress related to campus life. It is
expected to shed light on how a university students
use online academic advising services to relief their
psychological distress. Understanding the phenomenon
through online advising service not only help the
students solve their psychological problem, but also help
universities to improve services. The result could also be
used to assist universities in providing quality, accurate
and consistent advising services to their students

Methodology

This study used qualitative approach. Data were
gathered from in-depth interview with 28 Muslim
university students who used an online academic
advising service. The online academic advising services
were provided by three professional advisors who
responded to students consultations through various
online instruments such as online chat, e-mail, and
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telephone call.

In-depth ~ semi-structured  interviews  were
implemented with each of the students through online
chat, email, and telephone. These interviews took
approximately 30 minutes to 45 minutes. Students were
free to choose the communication facilities provided on

the website.

The interviews were analyzed using grounded
theory approach as outlined by Strauss and Corbin'2. A
list of descriptive codes was created based on the general
themes and topics identified by the researchers during
the interviews and transcription. Memoing, which
involves creating short descriptive headings based
on the patterns and quotations identified, was used to
describe and analyze the patterns that were found. The
organized descriptive statements were then interpreted
by the researchers!®. From the interpretation, five main
themes were emerged to explain the phenomena of this
study.

Results

Since this study was conducted in an Islamic
university context, advisors also asses the role of religion
and level of religiosity among the student, they should
seek to identify and integrate positive academic and
campus environment problems coping strategies from
Islam perspectives'+!>. Base on the analysis of the data,
we found five main themes emerged from all online
academic consultation sessions. Each theme is presented
in the table 1 below:

Table 1. Themes emerged from online consultation

Themes

Quotes

Participant’
codes

My house shows distantness that is far from the economic perspective. My house is
made of simple planks, while the house of my friend who gets the scholarship is made of
permanent concrete that looks luxurious. I showed the picture of my friend’s house to the
scholarship selection committee but they just ignore it. I was really upset with the process

of scholarships awardees determination for poor students at the university.

ILM

Unfair Feeling

I tried to talk to the vice dean of students affairs, and he said to me that the scholarship
had been distributed fairly and the awarded students are based on government regulation
in which students have good academic records and from low-income families. Impossible
a student gets the scholarship without those requirements even though he/she has a family

member within this faculty. However, when I gave him the name of a student from a
wealthy family got the scholarship, he keeps quiet and walk away

ANW
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Cont... Table 1. Themes emerged from online consultation

Bureaucracy
Inertia

I have applied for the award twice and I have completed all the requirements, but when |
put in the file to the office, they said bring it to another room. When I went to the room, the
staff said the place you visited before was right, and I went back to the first room I visited.
The staff, then, checked my files and he said my document is not completed. The next day
when I completed the file, they said again that he forgot to let me know another document

to be completed. Why didn’t they said from the beginning that the file is still lacking?

BDI

I had been on leave for one semester due to financial problem. When I came back to
campus, [ was ordered to show my last study result record. However, instead of telling me
how to obtain the record, the staff asked me to meet my academic advisor first. After a few
days in difficulties to meet my supervisor, my problem was still not resolved. I was told to

go back to the academic office center and asked for an academic record

ZNA

A Feeling of
not welcome

I once met my academic advisor. When I met him like being angry, he was busy calling and
then walking crisscross in the room without looking at me. I waited a long time, and then
he said you could come tomorrow? He wanted to meet someone, it was very important,
he said. In fact, I just want him to sign my document. He culd immediately sign it, but he
rejected it. I felt like I was not appreciated. Now I am not interested to meet my academic
advisor unless it is really very urgent.

ARM

I came to the office to obtain a recommendation letter to join a sports competition. A staff

said” why you are going to go to a tackwondo competition? You do not look like a fit man”.

Instead of motivating me, she made me down. I expected she just gave the letter and I will
go away”’.

MHD

Opposite
Sex Advisors
Resistant

I met my advisor during lunch time because he said he has time during break time from 12

to 1 o’clock midday. I came to his room and situation was very quiet because other lectures

were not there. I discussed my matter with him. I feel not comfortable because it was only

him and me in the room. I think it was a sin being in a room with a man. He also looked at
me differently.

LNY

I am not really worried about sin when I meet with my supervisor. I only feel embracing to
discuss a personal problem with her. If the problem is about academic, I will discuss with
her, but when a problem is a bit personal, I don’t dare to talk to her.

Overload
Problem

Sir, I am stress out every day because there are so many problems that I face. I don’t know
where to go. [ want to talk to my parents, but they live far away in the village, I want to
talk to my friends, but I feel ashamed, and I think they cannot solve my problem. I want to
speak with academic advisors, but I never meet him. Luckily there is this online counseling,

and I can release my thoughts a little.

AGS




Discussion

The findings show that four themes have emerged
data. The themes reflect the students’
psychological distress complaints relating to fairness

from the

in accessing campus services, rigid bureaucracy,
unavailability of a channel to put complaints, and moral
issue regarding sex opposite advisor.

The university treatment in providing services
has become a major concern of students within the
university. The services provision is considered as
unfair in which particular students did not have a similar
chance in accessing a service. Feelings of fairness or
unjust experienced by students in the university have
also been found in another university context'®. The
cause of unfairness feeling is negative treatments from
an organization'”, unfair offers'®, and sadness'’.

The impact of unfairness feeling is that the
emergence of emotional attributes such as anger and
frustration. Such feelings may affect the students’
relationship with friends, teaching staff, and campus
bureaucracy. In a particular situation, a sense of being
unfairly treated or experience discrimination may also
cause withdrawal from the situation. In this study, the
students may discontinue study or take study break as
found by Lee & Rice?® and Brown?!.

The university bureaucracy in service provision
exacerbated Students’ dissatisfaction towards unfair
treatment. A university service quality has been found
related to its functional service quality which includes
service process and interpersonal interaction within
the campus bureaucracy?’. In this study, rigid and
unclear bureaucracy related to the university services
process and difficulties in interacting with teaching and
administrative staff resulted in high psychological stress
among students as revealed during online academic
advising sessions.

Meanwhile, a feeling of not being accepted (not
welcome) is often associated with rejection by the
approached party?3. This kind of feeling causes someone
to feel lonely. Even if an academic advisor cannot
serve a student at the requested time, the student may
understand if the advisor respects the student and gives
good reasons.
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In this study context, the problem is not whether or
not the service can be provided at the time required, but
creating acceptance attitude by an academic advisor is
essential. The attitude of accepting well by the academic
advisor will increase bonds between students and their
academic advisor’* more open in conveying their
problems and also in conducting consultations that are
more equitable. As a result, the students’ openness and
better support from an academic advisor can boost their

success2>-20,

The students, frustrations are also reflected in their
recognition that they have been reluctant to see their
appointed supervisor again. The feeling also causes
them to consider their future studies. For example, some
students say that various kinds of problems they face and
do not know where to complain, causing them to be lazy
to go to college. The finding consistent with previous
studies which found that the number of personal
problems faced by students can result in dropping out of
college students?’.

Reluctant to see appointed academic supervisors
was not only caused by unfriendly supervisors but also
caused by opposite-sex issues. We found that Male
and female Muslim students are very reluctant to meet
their opposite-sex supervisors in face to face advising
sessions. Opposite sex service resistance is commonly
found within communities with strong value holders.
Reluctant to interact with different sex status might
be affected by experience sex segregation during
childhood or early adulthood?®. Other studies also argue
that students who have the personal belief from their
previous life experience tend to bring and practice it in
their future life?”. The findings are consistent with the
phenomena of this study, which most Muslim students
who graduated from Islamic boarding tend to resist to
engage with their opposite-sex academic advisor when
they enter a university.

Islamic teaching forbid Muslim women or men
to have direct contact with non-mahram®*3!. Certain
Muslim communities strongly hold the belief, in
particular, those who graduate from Islamic boarding
schools. As a result, when they enter the university
education system, they bring those beliefs within campus
life.



166  Medico-legal Update, July-September 2021, Vol.21, No. 3

We found that some Muslim students who have
education background from strong Islamic boarding
school tend to believe that direct contact with non-
mahram (opposite sex advisors) is forbidden as they
were taught in Islamic boarding schools. It is no doubt
that students who were appointed opposite sex academic
supervisors experience feel lack comfortable to see them.

Reluctant to express complaints to academic
advisors in face to face mode escalate students distress
because another channel is limited. The situation may
reduce their opportunity to succeed in their studies.
While pressure to succeed in university for students in
developing countries are higher®?. An online academic
advising service center can become a better solution
to increase students’ participation in using academic
advising service. Active use of academic advising
service increases strong rapport between students and
advisors, which facilitates an open discussion that is
productive for identifying and solving problems!°.

Conclusion

This study found that Muslim students are more
open to express their feeling and thought during
online counseling consultation. Five main themes have
emerged during the online consultation, which is distress
of bureaucracy complexities, unfair academic treatment,
lack channel to express grief, and unfriendly academic
advisors. We suspect that the students’ openness in
expressing sensitive issues through online counseling
mode due to high confidentiality and anonymity. Their
identities were confidential because all online facilities
for consultation did not support self-disclosure except
voices when it was conducted through telephone. This
highlighted that online counseling is able to encourage
students to seek academic support actively. Barriers,
such as reluctant to see opposite sex counselor and
supervisor’s time limitation, can be reduced by online
academic advising systems.
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