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SUMMARY

Background: The study aims to identify the underlying causes, risks and protection factors in the field of suicidal behavior among
pedagogical students to understand and reduce the prevalence of victimization and suicide in the education system.

Subject and methods: The analysis of suicidal risk factors and protective mechanisms among pedagogical students is carried out
based on the results of psychological testing, correlation and factor analysis.

Results: Results of the study show that the following two factors greatly influence suicidal behavior among pedagogical students.
Firstly, there is “Psychological (personal) risk factor of suicidal behavior”, which combines indicators of destructive personality of
students, leading to suicidal behavior. Secondly, there is “Conflict socio-environmental risk factor of suicidal behavior” that
combines indicators of disharmonious upbringing and disharmonious relationships with the immediate environment. Moreover, in
stressful situations, most future teachers from the ‘“risk group” use non-comstructive strategies of the protective mechanisms
“projection” and “regression” and have a high level of an overall tension index of these mechanisms.

Conclusions: It is found that the suicidal factors, characteristic for pedagogical students, do not differ from the suicidal factors
characteristic for students from other specialties. These factors affect a large number of pedagogical students (41.5%). There might
be several risk factors at once, which increases the likelihood of suicidal thoughts and actions. The results of the study can be
used to predict and prevent suicidal behavior among pedagogical students and increase the effectiveness of the psychological

services of universities.
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INTRODUCTION

Currently, suicide and suicidal attempts are recog-
nized worldwide as the most urgent problem. The num-
ber of suicides among adolescents and young people is
growing every year, and this category of the population
is the highest-risk group in both developing and deve-
loped countries (Bertolote et al. 2005). In recent years,
Kazakhstan has consistently been among the states with
an unfavorable suicidal situation.

Of particular relevance is the problem of suicide
among students, since this particular social group is the
most progressive, informed, mobile part of society - the
state's fund (Nusenova 2012). Teacher plays an important
role in the increment of intellectual assets in modern so-
ciety. It is the teacher, who is called upon, in accordance
with the challenges of the time, to do the following:

= effectively respond to the educational needs of stu-
dents;

= create conditions for the formation of creative thinking;

= develop the intellectual potential of the younger ge-
neration, which tomorrow will set the state's deve-
lopment vector (Information and legal system of regu-
latory legal acts of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2019).
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Without exaggeration, it can be said that the future
of the nation directly depends on the level of profes-
sional competence of the teacher, on his/her social,
mental and physical health (Nuriev et al. 2013). That is
why the problem of suicidal behavior among students,
and especially pedagogical students, causes great con-
cern for the future of the state.

Many personal, socio-environmental, clinical, econo-
mic identified risk factors of suicidal behavior are cha-
racteristic for the entire student population. Moreover,
many authors highlight the following anti-vital expe-
riences as the risk factors for suicidal behavior of stu-
dents, namely: hopelessness; callousness; abandonment;
uselessness; loneliness (Peltzer et al. 2017). Others high-
light the demographic factor, considering student age to
be one of the main suicidal periods. The system of per-
sonal beliefs, life values and attitudes is unstable and
insufficiently formed. The lack of life experience contri-
butes to rash acts, suicide (Kholmogorova et al. 2009).

Nevertheless, the educational environment of the
pedagogical university has its own peculiarities and
causes great creative and mental stress. First of all, there
are increased requirements for the personality of the
future teacher, his/her intellectual and human qualities
(Myrzakhanova et al. 2014).
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Based on the foregoing, there is a need to identify
risk factors that are relevant specifically for pedagogical
students.

There is a need to systematize a wide range of risk
factors and help to avoid stereotypical assumptions
about students' suicidal behavior. In addition, the results
obtained will help to better understand the existing
problems of future teachers, and in more detail and in
the early stages to identify people at risk.

In order to mitigate the effects of risk factors, it is
also important to study protective factors, since they
increase the person’s resistance (Vahia et al. 2011).

Thus, in combination with information on the pre-
valence of risk factors, data on protective factors can be
taken into account when adjusting the mechanisms for
organizing the educational process at a university.
University leadership can use the results to improve the
mechanism for managing education, as well as to fill in
gaps in the university’s psychological service system.

After analyzing statistical data and studying the
spread of suicidal behavior among young people, it can
be said that this adverse phenomenon increases in many
countries of the world.

In the scientific world, there is more than enough
evidence that students who have attempted suicide often
make subsequent attempts over the next three months
(Eaton et al. 2010). It should be noted that girls are
more likely to commit suicidal attempts than boys, and
boys are more likely to complete their suicidal inten-
tions (Cramer et al. 2017). It is recognized that suicide
attempts sometimes increase because of widely publi-
cized suicides or fictitious portrayals of suicidal beha-
vior (Cash & Bridge 2009).

The experience of international researchers shows
that in case of mental disorders, namely depression,
schizophrenia, disorders due to the use and abuse of
certain substances and antisocial behavior are signi-
ficant risk factors for the occurrence of suicidal mood
among students (Said et al. 2013). This is confirmed
by the results of a study that has been conducted among
students of universities in Islamabad, which shows that
67.3% of students at risk of suicidal behavior show a
high level of depression, which is due to problems
with the family, with studies and financial difficulties
(Fazal et al. 2012).

However, there is sufficient scientific evidence that
mentally healthy individuals can commit suicide under
the pressure of certain circumstances. Psychological
autopsy of young people who died as a result of sui-
cidal actions shows that in most cases suicide is
preceded by social, stressful and situational factors.
Such factors include difficult financial situation, par-
ticipation in religious practices, social characteristics
of education, interpersonal conflicts, rape, cyberbul-
lying, etc. (Peltzer et al. 2017). Students of non-tra-
ditional sexual orientation are especially at high risk of
suicides (Goldblum et al. 2015). An argument in favor
of this statement is that homophobic attitudes in society

create serious social and personal stress factors that
increase the likelihood of suicidal behavior (Perez-
Brumer et al. 2017).

Several studies have found a significant correlation
between Internet addiction, suicidal thoughts, and self-
harming behavior (Zimmerman et al. 2016). According
to American psychologists (Messias et al. 2011), playing
video games or surfing the Internet for more than 5
hours a day are associated with a risk of depression and
suicidal thoughts. This problem is also urgent at present
for Kazakhstan in connection with a number of cases of
suicide in which relatives of the victims indicate an
involvement of the latter in the activities of such
thematic groups as “Blue Whale” on the social network
“Vkontakte” (Abil et al. 2016).

Some researchers often note certain personal traits as
factors provoking suicidal behavior (such as emotional
instability, perfectionism, impulsivity, and aggressive-
ness) (Hamilton & Schweitzer 2000, Wang et al. 2014,
Loftis et al. 2019).

Thus, the analysis of international research on the
student suicide issue has shown a wide range of dif-
ferent situations, circumstances and factors that in-
crease the risk of student suicide. However, despite
numerous studies of suicidal behavior among students,
many aspects are not well studied. There are gaps in
knowledge about the frequency of suicides among
pedagogical students, their personalization differences.
To understand the risk of suicide in this group of the
population, as well as to implement and improve effec-
tive intervention strategies, an analysis of risk factors
and protective mechanisms is conducted among peda-
gogical students.

Purpose of the study is to identify causes as well as
risk and protection factors of suicidal behavior among
pedagogical students in order to reduce victimization
and suicide in the education system.

SUBJECTS AND METHODS

Research work took place between December 2018
and May 2019. The study involved students of the
following universities of Kazakhstan:

= Kostanay State Pedagogical University named after
U. Sultangazin;

= Students of the social and psychological faculty of
the Kostanay State University named after A.
Baitursynov;

= Students of the faculty of psychology, pedagogy and
culture of East Kazakhstan State University named
after S. Amanzholov.

In total, there were 528 students (270 girls and 258
boys) of 14 years of study. The average age was 18-22
years.

An empirical study of risk factors for suicidal
behavior among pedagogical students is carried out in
three stages:
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= Stage I —identification of the “risk group”;

= Stage 2 — diagnosis of the relationship between risk
factors and protective mechanisms for the develop-
ment of suicidal behavior in students from a “risk
group”;

= Stage 3 — determining the structure of risk factors of
suicidal behavior in pedagogical students.

To identify the risk group, the authors have used:
Suicidal Behaviors Questionnaire (SBQ-14) revised by
Linehan (1996). SBQ-14 measures the following beha-
vioral domains: suicidal behavior in the past, suicidal
thoughts about the future, and threats of suicide in the
past, prospective suicide attempts in the future and the
likelihood of death from suicide in the future. The
authors have included students in the “risk group” if
students’ points have exceeded limit values on one or
more psychopathological assessment scales.

To study the socio-environmental risk factors of
suicidal behavior of pedagogical students, the following
approved psychometric assessment toolkit is used: an
adapted Family Environment Scale (FES) technique
proposed by Rudolf and Bernice Moos (1986). This
technique is designed to assess the social climate in
families of all types. Young’s diagnostic questionnaire
is used (YDQ) for Internet Addiction (Young 1998).
The authors' questionnaire, “Satisfaction with the cho-
sen profession and teaching methods”, consists of 20
questions. The questionnaire includes special questions
regarding the following:

= Motives in choosing a teacher’s profession;

= Satisfaction with the quality of teaching disciplines;

= Satisfaction with the organization of the educational
process;
= Difficulties in mastering educational programs.

The adaptation of the methods in the Kazakh lan-
guage was carried out by experts of the Republican
Scientific and Practical Center for Mental Health of the
Republic of Kazakhstan. The experts brought in line the
versions of translation and retranslation. During the
preparatory phase, several meetings were held to revise
the following:

= format of the methods;

= the translation;

= whether the methods are adequately depicted in the
English version;

= whether the methods are adapted to the cultural
characteristics of the country.

To determine the clinical factors of suicidal risk in
“risk group” students, the authors use the following:
= The Russian version of the SF-36 Health Status
Survey questionnaire, developed by Ware et al.
(1993). This questionnaire assesses the quality of
human life determined by health conditions;

= An adapted version of the Holmes & Rahe (1967)
stress test;
= Barratt's impulsivity scales (Barratt et al. 1999);

= Perfectionism of Hewitt et al. (2000).

To assess the leading mechanisms of psychological
protection, the authors have used the adapted test ques-
tionnaire “Life Style Index” of Plutchik et al. (1979).

When processing empirical data, to generalize and
systematize the results, the following methods have been
used. Namely, standard statistical analysis (standardiza-
tion of data, methods of correlation and factor analysis),
based on Statistica 6.0 computer program.

RESULTS

In accordance with the research algorithm, the
results of surveying 528 students (270 girls and 258
boys of 1-4 courses) have been processed. Out of the
examined, 219 people have been added to “risk group”
(41.5%), including 154 girls (29.2 %), 65 boys (12.3%).

Mean values (X) of suicidal behavior risk have been
compared and thus first-year students have higher ave-
rage values of the risk of suicidal behavior (X=9.37)
than students of the second (X=3.76), third (X=4.1) and
the fourth (X=9.28) courses. Student's t-test makes it
possible to talk about the presence of significant diffe-
rences in the risk indicators of suicidal behavior among
first-year students and second-year students (t=3.58, at
p<0.01) and third-year students (t=3.58, at p<0.01),
except for fourth-year students (no significant statistical
differences have been found (t=1.75, at p>0.01). Thus, it
can be argued that first-year students are more suicidal
than second-year and third-year students.

Table 1. Distribution of pedagogical students by the level of risk of suicidal behavior and suicidal activity by courses

(years of study)
Indicator Risk of suicidal behavior
Risk group (total) Boys Girls
quantity % quantity % quantity %
Students of a pedagogical 219 41.5 65 12.3 154 29.2
university (528) Suicidal activity by courses (years of study)
1%t course 2™ course 3 course 4™ course
quantity % quantity % quantity % quantity %
83 38 28 13 34 15 74 34

Results according to the Suicidal Behaviors Questionnaire (SBQ-14) of Linehan (1996)
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The risk level of suicidal behavior of second-year
students is significantly lower than the risk levels of
third-year students (t=2.66, with p<0.05) and fourth-
year students (t=3.43, with p<0.01). Similarly, the risk
level of suicidal behavior in third-year students is signi-
ficantly lower than the risk level of suicidal behavior in
fourth-year students (t=3.01, with p<0.01).

Consequently, it is found that the 1% course (38%)
and 4% course (34%) are the most suicidal periods of
study at a pedagogical university (Table 1).

Analysis of risk factors show that more than half of
students at risk have a low degree of stress tolerance,
which makes them more vulnerable (results on the “stress
tolerance” scale of Holmes and Rahe). The ability to
overcome negative life events is weakened by such per-
sonal destructions as impulsiveness (results on the BIS
scale), perfectionism (results on the perfectionism scale
of Hewitt and Flett), character accentuation (results on
the questionnaire “Character Accentuation” by Leonhard,
Schmishek). At the same time, the vast majority of “risk
group” students have low indicators of the quality of life,
which is associated with psychological health (the results
according to the questionnaire “SF-36 Health Status Sur-
vey”). Zang's ZSAS and Beck Depression Scales (BDI-I)
confirm mental health problems, where symptoms of
anxiety and depressive disorders of mild to moderate
intensity were found in more than half of students at risk.
In addition, the results of the study show that almost
every third student of the risk group has an increased
family conflict and, as a result, reduced indicators of
family cohesion (according to the B. Moos FES method).

It should be noted that the choice of the profession
of a teacher for students from the “risk group” is due to
random circumstances. Nevertheless, there are few stu-
dents who are not satisfied with the choice of profession
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and the quality of teaching (the results of the question-
naire “Satisfaction with the chosen profession and
teaching methods”). The percentage of students with
computer addiction is not large either. Basically, stu-
dents at risk are characterized by a stage of enthusiasm,
"sticking" to addiction, the so-called attachment (the
results of screening diagnostics according to Young's
Diagnostic questionnaire).

A high level of the general index of protective me-
chanisms' intensity is specific for “risk group” students,
from the individual and personal perspectives. More-
over, the vast majority of students from a “risk group”
in stressful situations often use non-constructive protec-
tive mechanisms: “projection” and “regression”. The
data are presented in Figure 1.

To identify the relationship between suicidal behavior
and the identified risk factors, the authors have perfor-
med a correlation analysis, where the risk of suicidal be-
havior has the closest positive relationship on 4 scales:

= “conflict” (r=0.896 at (p<0.05);

= “perfectionism” (r=0.857 at (p<0.05);
= “anxiety” (r=0.731 at (p<0.05);
= “depression” (r=0.712 at (p<0.05).

There is as well a significant negative relationship of
suicidal behavior with three indicators:
= “stress tolerance” (r=-0.867 at (p<0.05);
= “psychological protection” (r=-0.823 at (p<0.05);
= “cohesion” (r=-0.813 at (p<0.05).
The remaining indicators (with the exception of
“quality of teaching” and “computer addiction”, as no
reliable relationships have been found (p> 0.05)) have

correlated with suicidal behavior on moderate and low
levels. The data are presented in Figure 2.
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Figure 1. Risk factors of suicidal behavior of pedagogical students
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Figure 2. Correlation of socio-environmental, clinical and personality factors with the risk of suicidal behavior of
pedagogical students (numbers indicate the correlation coefficient)

Table 2. Factors of suicidal behavior of “risk group” students

Value of factor’s

Factor Methodology, indicators indicator
F1-29.4% “Stress Resistance Scale” - stress test of Holmes & Rahe (1967) -0.969
“Psychological “The scale of perfectionism”, “Perfectionism” questionnaire of Hewitt et al. (2006)  0.929

(personal) risk factor “Defense Mechanisms Inventory” - “Life Style Index”, Plutchik et al. (1979) -0.867

of suicidal behavior”

Mental health component scale, questionnaire “SF-36 Health Status Survey” (1993) -0.854

Zung (1971) Self Rating Anxiety Test 0.798
Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-I) (Beck et al. 1961). 0.771
Barratt's impulsivity scale (Barratt et al. 1999). 0.644
Leonhard (1976) Accented Persons 0.634
F2 -27.8% “Conflict scale”, Family Environment Scale (FES) methodology 0.912
“Conflict-generating ~ “Cohesion scale”, FES methodology -0.886
socio-environmental ~ “Achievement Orientation Scale”, FES methodology 0.758
factor  of  suicidal “Control scale”, FES methodology -0.654
behavior” “Expressivity scale”, FES methodology -0.645

“Satisfaction with the chosen profession”, questionnaire designed by the authors  -0.611

To determine the relationships between selected fac-
tors and the risk of suicidal behavior, the authors have
used the method of factor analysis. As an initial set of
variables (that characterize the risk of suicidal beha-
vior), the final indicators are considered that have been
obtained while using a diagnostic study. As a result, 2
main factors are identified, the total dispersion of which
covers 57.2% of the entire sample. The most powerful
of the obtained factors - “Factor I” (dispersion 0.29),
combines 8 variables.
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The variables that form “Factor I1I” can be generally
called “Conflict-generating social and environmental
risk factors of suicidal behavior”. The factor's title can
be justified by the features of factor's variables. The
“conflict” indicator (0.912) is the most pronounced,
revealing the presence of conflicts in families of “risk
group” students. “Cohesion” (-0.886) indicates the
tendency to emotional detachment, inconsistency of
behavior, indifference to others. The composition of the
factors is presented in Table 2.
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DISCUSSION

Analysis shows that suicidal behavior is a serious
problem among pedagogical students in Kazakhstan. In
fact, high percentage (41.5%) of students has been
included in a “risk group”, since their psychometric
indicators have exceeded the threshold values of the
scales used in the study. The study reveals significant
gender differences in suicidal behavior. There are more
girls (16.9%) than boys in the “risk group”. This gender
composition of the “risk group” (with the dominance of
girls) confirms the assumption of a number of scientists
that girls have a higher risk of suicidal thoughts and
intentions than boys (Cramer et al. 2017). Concerning
suicidal activity in relation to a particular year of study
(course), the indicators state that the risk of suicide is
significantly higher among first-year students than
among graduates (Delara & Woodgate 2015). While in
this study, on the contrary, the difference between 1st
year and 4th year of study is not significant. The main
reasons for suicidal thoughts and intentions (according
to the surveyed graduates) are as follows:

= Recognition of the wrong choice of their future
profession;

= Low prestige of the “teacher” in modern Kazakhstan
society;

= Low wages;

= The prospect of working in the village (if one studies
according to the rural quota), etc.

According to the study results, the identified socio-
environmental, clinical, and individual risk factors play
a significant role in the emergence of suicidal behavior
in future teachers. Statistically significant relationships
have not been found between suicidal behavior and
such indicators as “quality of teaching” and “computer
addiction”. At the same time, the authors have studied
students' satisfaction with professional program's qua-
lity. The latter allows drawing some conclusions about
the educational process in a university as well as about
the psychological difficulties of students in the lear-
ning process. The relation of “computer addiction” to
the risk of suicidal behavior among pedagogical
students has been revealed in studies (Messias et al.
2011, Abil et al. 2016; Zimmerman et al. 2016). In
contrast, the authors of the current study explain a
paradox that might cause the absence of such a
relation. The latter has been also described by Swedish
scientists Durkee et al. (2011) while exploring the
spread of suicidal thoughts on the Internet. The
paradox is that on the one hand, people suffering from
mental illness are already predisposed to the dangers
posed by the Internet. On the other hand, they also
tend to receive the help that the Internet provides. This
discrepancy might be due to the different interests of
students, the different content of the websites they
visit, etc. In any case, this paradox emphasizes the
need for further research in this area.

The results of factor analysis show that the risk of
suicidal behavior of pedagogical students is represented
by two factors. The first factor (29.4%) combines indi-
cators of destructive personality traits of “risk group”
students, leading to a risk of suicidal behavior. In this
factor, the “stress resistance” indicator (-0.969) has a
high influence on the formation of suicidal behavior
among pedagogical students. A low stress resistance
makes a person more vulnerable, therefore students
from the “risk group” are forced to spend most of their
energy and resources on the fight against negative
psychological states because of stress.

Wasserman believes that stressful factors affect
people with a suicidal orientation in such a way that
they are not able to use effective and adequate coping
strategies (Wasserman et al. 2005). Such assumptions
are confirmed by data obtained using the questionnaire
“Life Style Index” of Plutchik et al. (1979). Thus, “risk
group” students use non-constructive protective strategies
“projection” and “regression” in stressful situations.
That is, they attribute their unacceptable feelings to other
people or avoid anxiety by moving to earlier stages of
libido development. In addition, a high level of pro-
tective psychological mechanisms indicates unresolved
conflicts and problems. Students' assessments of the
quality of life have been analyzed. Thus, psychological
problems have been detected. Namely, there is an
imbalance between high values of the “physical com-
ponent” (83.4) and reduced values (60.7) of the “mental
component”. Students’ low assessments of their mental
health indicate fatigue, a decrease in vital activity due to
deterioration in the emotional state.

In the current study, perfectionism (42%) is typical
for the majority of “risk group” students, which signi-
ficantly increases the risk of suicidal behavior. This in-
dicator is consistent with the study of Hamilton &
Schweitzer (2000). Moreover, the results of the current
study confirm the views of a number of authors that
perfectionist beliefs about insolvency lead to mental
disorders of an individual (Bell et al. 2010). Mental dis-
orders such as depression or anxiety, increased fatigue,
and deterioration of emotional state have been detected
in almost every second “risk group” student.

It is typical for 56% of “risk group” students to act
in stressful situations impulsively, without sufficient
conscious control, under the influence of external
circumstances or because of emotional state. Students
with a pedantic accentuation (anxious-dubious) (15%),
are increasingly anxious, cautious and indecisive; with
excitable (explosive) accentuation (10%) - impatient
and irritable; with “stuck” accentuation (8%) - boring,
suffer from imaginary injustice.

The second factor (27.8%) combines indicators of
disharmonious education and disharmonious relations
with the immediate environment. In this factor, the
“conflict” indicator has the greatest impact, which
indicates the presence of constant quarrels and scan-
dals in the family environment of “risk group”
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students. The said is supported by reduced indicators
of “cohesion”, which can be either a cause or a
consequence of conflicts.

An analysis of previous studies indicates that the
identified risk factors for suicidal behavior of peda-
gogical students in Kazakhstan are characteristic for the
student population of many countries. Thus, similar
personality destructions that provoke suicidal behavior
(impulsiveness and aggression) are found in studies of
Wang et al. (2014) (among Chinese students). Studies of
Hewitt and Flett (2006) focus on a high correlation
between suicidal behavior and a high level of per-
fectionism among Australian students. Studies of Geng6z
and Or (2006) emphasize that the family environment
and family relations are a significant risk factor for
Turkish students, as well as for pedagogical students in
Kazakhstan.

Finally, the authors of the current study found that
the identified risk factors for suicidal behavior of
pedagogical students are consistent with risk factors of
Polish students enrolled in the educational program
“Pedagogy and Psychology” at the University of
Bialystok. For these students, personal and family risk
factors are the most common (Sacharewicz & Macior-
kowska 2005). This might be due to the personalization
differences of pedagogical students that are a special
subpopulation.

Nevertheless, the current study is somewhat diffe-
rent from other studies in the following aspects.
Namely, the identified risk factors for suicidal behavior
do not represent the properties of a separate risk factor,
but of several risk factors in aggregate.

Given that the total effect of the risk of suicidal
behavior can be enhanced under the influence of several
factors, numerous studies have revealed the combi-
nation of all kinds of risk factors for suicidal behavior
among students:

= poor social contacts and insufficient coping skills of
Chinese students (Tang & Qin 2015);

= the presence of a partner;

= mental breakdown;

= substance abuse;

= unwanted homosexual or heterosexual intercourse;
= mental disorders;

= social networks and other as risk factors in Hamadan
Medical University students (Poorolajal et al. 2017).

CONCLUSIONS

Based on the factor analysis of risk indicators of
suicidal behavior, it can be concluded that suicidal factors
that are typical for pedagogical students do not differ
from the suicidal factors typical for other students. The
study shows that 41.5% of pedagogical students are
affected by risk factors. It is also found that there might
be several risk factors simultaneously, which increases
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the likelihood of suicidal thoughts and actions. Thus, the
identified risk factors of suicidal behavior among
pedagogical students should trigger the occurrence of the
relevant psychological assistance to the students.
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