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Abstract

Of late, the non-tenure lecturers’ (NTL) employment is taken to meet the shortage of English
language lecturers in Malaysian universities. Significant research has investigated the effects
of NTLs’ appointments on teaching, students, and university performance; however, little
scholarly work has focused on the psychological experiences of NTLs. With the job market’s
escalating demands, the prevalence of occupational stress has become a matter of great
concern for both universities’ administrators and NTLs. The purpose of this case study was to
shed light and explore NTLs’ perceptions of occupational stress sources, stress effects, and
coping strategies in a Malaysian public university. Purposive sampling was utilized to recruit
study participants who met the sampling criteria. Data gleaned from in-depth semi-structured
interviews were analysed using thematic analysis. Results indicate that stigma and novice
status was identified as the main stressor, followed by teaching-related engagements,
students’ negative factors, inadequate infrastructure, and non-teaching related
engagements. Personal, social, professional, and institutional coping strategies were the
coping strategies used to alleviate stress. The findings suggest prospects for institutional
intervention by attending to NTLs’ needs to mitigate adverse outcomes for students and
universities by providing comprehensive stress training courses.
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Introduction

Over the past decades, employment under the fixed-term contract has become a trend
globally whereby employees were hired for a specified time or until a particular task is
completed (Manas et al., 2019). The phenomenon of impermanent employees occurs in many
sectors as another option to get cheaper, faster, and less-risked employees (Dwiyanti &
Abdilla, 2018). The phenomenon of contractual term recruitment has also arisen in tertiary
institutions where universities and colleges employ contract-based or non-tenure lecturers
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(NTL) to undertake teaching, research, and administrative duties due to the recurrent
shortages of qualified lecturers. In the Malaysian context, it is evidenced that there is an
increase in the number of NTL recruitments as a measure to meet the shortage challenge by
attracting prospective NTL candidates.

There are various explanations for the NTL recruitment trend in higher education.
Reduction in higher education expenses, frozen recruitment for permanent posts,
competition from private and profit-based institutions, rises in permanent lecture
emoluments, and substantial demand for services to cater to various student populations are
some of the identified factors to the NTL recruitment trend (Reevy & Deason, 2014). Although
it might not be economically necessary, NTL employment seems to be the right choice for a
short-term solution to sustain academic progress. The NTL appointments are commonly
dependent on financial allocation and student enrolment on a one-semester basis.

Nevertheless, impermanent employment provides many disadvantages for the NTL
who are expected to bear a similar workload as a permanent one but receive inequality in
salaries or other facilities (Dwiyanti & Abdilla, 2018). Moreover, an academic staff appointed
on contract term may be given a period within which the employee may be terminated,
without appeal, at the discretion of the employing authority (Malaysian Qualifications
Agency, 2014). Indeed, NTL recruitment tends to affect an individual in many aspects, such as
lack of professional status, ambiguities and confusion, work overload, unfair treatment, low
salaries, and job insecurity (Bowen, 2016). This circumstance is severe among educators, but
attention to them is still far from satisfying (Situmorang, 2019).

In the educational field, most research addressing the impermanent employment
issue revolves around occupational stress in general. Gaining a profound understanding of
this issue is critical since occupational stress influences overall work performance. At the time
of undertaking the current study, only a few studies have examined the issue from the
perspective of NTL in tertiary educational institutions despite the growth in the number of
recruitments these days. Given the rising prevalence of this phenomenon, there is an essential
need to study NTL stress and its prominent coping strategies to maintain professionalism. It
is also highly relevant as the results would indicate how well the NTL can handle occupational
demands and gain a better understanding of the factors of their retention in or attrition from
the teaching profession. Thus, this study is set out to explore the perspectives of NTL in a
Malaysian public university to answer the following research questions:

1. How did the NTL describe their occupational stress and its sources?
2. How did the NTL cope with the stress?

Literature Review

Occupational Stress, Stress Effect and Coping Strategies

Many questions have arisen on the impact of NTL in tertiary education, and these questions
have been extensively investigated to understand their perspectives on factors affecting their
job satisfaction, including work motivation, environment, and organisational commitment
(Reevy & Deason, 2014). The job satisfaction studies have been well-documented in the
literature towards a person’s performance, particularly on the positive or negative evaluative
judgments people make about their jobs (Ingusci et al., 2016). In the educational context, job
satisfaction of academic staff in tertiary institutions is crucial in sustaining their motivation
and performance, which is very influential in delivering quality education services (Mabaso &
Dlamini, 2017) and the learning process (de Lourdes Machado-Taylor et al., 2016). Empirical
evidence suggests that job satisfaction is an essential determinant of occupational success
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and retention (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). Even so, many studies have concluded that ensuring
job satisfaction is a challenging task due to the presence of pervasive stress in a wide variety
of teaching contexts (Bowen, 2016).

Generally, teaching is perceived as a rewarding job, but it also provides a high degree
of stress and symptoms of burnout (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015; Zysberg et al., 2017). Findings
from previous studies have shown that this phenomenon occurs globally, such as in the
Philippines (Tan, 2017), Saudi Arabia (Mohamed & Mohamed, 2016), and Nigeria (Aina &
Adeleke, 2018). Bowen (2016) revealed three areas of occupational stress commonly faced
by educators: teaching-related stress, workplace relationship-related stress, and
organizational-related stress. These stressors are directly affecting them in terms of work
overloaded under significant time pressure to be completed.

In the context of this study, stress is termed as an adverse effect resulting from
working as an NTL, especially when the occupational demands do not fit the perceived
capacity to meet the requirement and lead to negative consequences or unpleasant emotions
(Kyriacou, 2001). The experience of stress will show association patterns with burnout
(Zysberg et al., 2017). Additionally, stress is also associated with other contextual factors, such
as lack of professional recognition (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). Reevy and Deason (2014)
revealed that even many considered teachings as joyful and provide reasonably high levels of
satisfaction, the NTL status is identified as a contributor to their stress.

In higher education institutions, stress involving academic staff primarily due to the
responsibilities borne, which are not restricted to the process of teaching and learning but
also fulfilling the demand as required in the Key Performance Indicators (KPI) of the
universities (Darus, Azizan, & Ahmad, 2016). Nor Amalina, Huda, and Hejar (2016) reported
that occupational stress is experienced by more than two-thirds of academic staff in every
university. The pressure derived from the increased work demand (Aina & Adeleke, 2018) and
numerous commitments involving research, publications, consultations, and administrative
works (Ismail & Noor, 2016) which significantly influence their performance and effectiveness
in teaching and learning (Adewale, Ghavifekr, & Abdulsalam, 2017). Indeed, revealing
implications of stress is highly noteworthy to sustain the effects on lecturers and the
institutions and the students under their supervision (Shaiful Azlan, Rosnah, & Mohd Rizal,
2017).

Furthermore, the degree of an individual’s stress is different, subjected to the
intensity, strength, and duration of the stress itself resulted from the pattern of responding
or coping with the tension (Aina & Adeleke, 2018). Hussain, Zulfgar, and Aziz (2019) revealed
that academicians profoundly used problem-oriented or emotion-oriented approaches to
cope with occupational stress. In addition to the coping strategies involving academic staff, it
has also been discovered that physical stress and psychological stress are handled differently
(Mohamed & Mohamed, 2016). The profuse research, which has revealed various strategies
in coping with stress, makes it imperative to study a diverse group of people for better
understanding, specifically the minority in the educational sector, like NTL, whose
contributions could significantly impact the institutions.

Although the literature review on occupational stress issues involving academic staff has been
addressed to different degrees, there is still inadequate recent information exclusively on NTL
in Malaysian public universities. This issue has not been studied rigorously and thoroughly in
the literature because less attention was given to the psychological wellbeing of NTL. Indeed,
investigating this specific group that can be considered underprivileged in the institutions
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would provide great potential to new additional stressors associated with the current
practice.

In an endeavor to fill this lacuna, this study explores perceptions of occupational stress
and its consequences among NTL and the identification of common coping strategies used to
alleviate the stress effects. Understanding the NTL causes of stress and coping strategies are
the primary concern of this study, and therefore may lead to additional insights at higher
institutions for further actions.

Methodology

The present study employed a case study research design to explore NTLs’ stress and coping
strategies in a Malaysian public university. Case study research design provides a detailed
account and analysis of cases and may involve an event, process, object, or person. It also
offers chances to identify what complex events or characteristics exist within a specific
system. Nieswiadomy (1993) pointed out that a case study is appropriate to be used for
engaging in in-depth examinations of people or groups of people or an institution. Utilizing a
case study also enables the researchers to explore a given uniqueness to reveal a
phenomenon that may not be accessible (Merriam, 2009). Additionally, the case study also
enabled the researchers to develop upon existing theories, build new theories, and challenge
existing theories. The findings of a case study can facilitate an understanding of the
complexities of reality that directly relate to readers’ routine and daily experiences.

Qualitative research is interpretive and requires the researcher to recognize biases,
personal interests and values, and the methods used to gain entry into the research site
(Creswell, 2003); thus, the researchers become the instrument in a qualitative study. On the
other hand, Patton (2002) emphasized that information about the researchers should be
included in a qualitative report that describes researcher experience and training, personal
relationships with the participants and topic studied, and the researchers’ perspective. These
are essential elements that assist standards of quality and define researchers’ role in a
qualitative study.

The methods adopted within qualitative research reflect the belief that social
phenomena could best be studied through small-scale research to gain a deeper
understanding (Silverman, 2000). Purposive sampling was utilized in this study to gain the
richest information from those who have experienced the central phenomenon (Patton,
2002). The participants were NTL, who is serving one public university during the data
collection period. All participants were recruited based on the list provided by the university
administration.

Five female and one male NTL participated in this study. Prospective teachers were
solicited during formal and informal meetings and courses and ended when the data reached
the saturation level, in which the data gathered was able to answer research questions. The
ability to gain additional new information had been accomplished, and further coding was no
longer feasible. The search for potential participants ended when the data reached saturation
level, in which sufficient information has been obtained to replicate the study, and the data
gathered was able to answer research questions. There is no emergent of new data, and the
ability to gain additional new information had been accomplished, and further coding was no
longer feasible (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992).
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Data Analysis

In this study, in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant.
Using the semi-structured interviews, collection of rich and personalised information,
personal perspective on outward behaviours of participants (Patton, 2002), and what is in and
on participants’ minds (Merriam, 2001) was able to be obtained. The use of interviews also
allows researchers to probe follow-up questions for more clarification of uncertainty to evade
misunderstanding and misinterpretation.

All collected data were analysed using analytic and systematic data evaluation using

thematic analysis (Ryan & Bernard, 2000). Thematic analysis is chosen as it focuses more on
displaying patterns or themes in the data. It also fits the theoretical orientation of this study
in the assumption that gathered data represents the reality of participants’ reflections.
The data were analysed inductively in which the themes identified are closely related to the
data itself (Patton, 1990). By doing this, it allows the data coding process to expand according
to the research questions. The inductive thematic analysis also tends to analyse themes in the
data in detail, without giving attention to the related themes from the previous studies. It is
aligned with the essentialist method or realist characteristic of thematic analysis in reporting
the participants’ experiences, the meaning of the experiences, and the effects of the social
interactions (Willig, 1999). Data gathered were analysed based on Ryan and Bernard’s (2000)
six steps of thematic analysis: familiarising with the data, generating initial codes, searching
for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report.

Qualitative data analysis is an evolving process involving analytic and systematic data
evaluation to seek meanings. To complete the data analysis, strategies to establish quality,
substantiate data accuracy, and verification of methods, meanings and interpretations of data
were carried out. The data analysis procedures, verification procedures, and procedures to
establish quality assist the researcher to decide whether or not the study is credible,
dependable, confirmable, and transferable. In this study, member checks (Merriam, 2009)
were conducted with the participants to establish the analysis’s trustworthiness further. Peer
debriefing (Merriam, 2009) was also used in this study to establish the reliability of the
analysis by comparing the analysis results among the researchers. Peer debriefing helps clarify
interpretations of the data, consider alternative explanations, and defend emergent themes
to substantiate results.

Results

The Sources of NTL Occupational Stress

The participants in the study acknowledged the presence of stress and encountered
accumulation of similar stressors, although they were perceived unconstructively.
Participants’ descriptions focused on five identified stressors that are considered taxing for
them: the stigma of novice status, teaching-related engagements, dealing with students’
negative attitude and behaviour, inadequate infrastructure support, and non-teaching
related engagements.

The participants expressed their concerns and portrayed that the status of NTL is the
major stressor faced. They highlighted to have received frequent negative attitudes and
beliefs on their teaching ability, particularly on being young and inexperienced. Several
participants added that they experienced more negative treatment because they were not
explicitly trained in education. They often felt that the negative attitudes and beliefs toward
them have created prejudice, which leads to negative actions and discrimination, particularly
when their credibility is questioned and judged.
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The second stressor highlighted by the participants is teaching-related engagement.
The NTLs in the study revealed that upon their acceptance of the teaching contract, they were
briefed on the courses to be taught and no further training afterward. They felt stressed to
figure out more information on the courses by themselves. The participants also elucidated
that they felt redundant tasks often, particularly in teaching similar and overlapping topics
across courses and recurring clerical work, contributed to their stress. Impediment in
preparing for lessons is another factor mentioned by the participants to add to the stress.

The participants also remarked that dealing with student’s negative attitudes and
behaviour is a grappling and taxing task. The participants shared their experiences in dealing
with students’ misbehaviour, lack of motivation, negative perceptions, and passive classroom
participation are adding up to their stress. They believed that students hold negative
perceptions of them due to their NTL status and received less respect than permanent
lecturers. This situation frequently contributes to their stress.

On the other hand, the participants reported that they received inadequate
infrastructure support to perform their teaching tasks. They shared that due to their NTL
status, they do not have the privilege to use better facilities such as computer laboratories
and smart classrooms. They also experienced limited ICT infrastructure and had to rely on
their own devices and internet data for their lessons. This stress-producing situation often
affects their emotion and work performance.

The last identified stressor shared by the participants is the excessive workload from
non-teaching-related engagement. They admitted to having been struggling from the
pressure to complete the assigned tasks even though they were not relevant to teaching
work. Their experiences encompassed doing numerous clerical work such as keying in data
into databases, attending meetings, briefing, and preparing paperwork and documents.

NTLs’ Coping Strategies

In dealing with the occupational stress faced, the participants shared that they would take
some time to evaluate the effects of the stress and then look for possible solutions or ways
to cope with it. They disclosed that they have used four strategies to assist them in alleviating
the stress effects: personal, social, professional, and institutional, where each strategy
included two or more specific strategies.

The participants shared that their coping strategies have helped them to deal with the
stress. Doing favourite physical activities such as jogging and working out help them to
balance their emotion and distracts them from overthinking the stress. Other participants also
noted that using cognitive strategies such as compartmentalizing the stress and behavioural
strategies like reading books positively impacts them.

Social coping strategies were the second most frequent strategy mentioned by
participants in the study. Throughout the interviews, they mentioned how communication
with other people helped them persist in their work. They acknowledged that collegial
support was desirable and an essential component in coping with the stress. Additionally,
they also remarked that turning to family for a simple conversation or reflection is also helpful
to deal with the stress.

Professional coping strategies were also remarked as a way to cope with the stress.
The participants clarified that to equip themselves to deal with the stress, they need to
improve their professionalism. This was done by attending courses on instructional
management and improve classroom engagement skills. Searching for teaching strategies on
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the internet, articles, videos, and pursuing postgraduate studies was also done by the
participants to cope with the stress faced.

Conclusion

This study shows that the NTLs experienced an accumulation of occupational stress, and the
stressors have been identified through their experiences shared through interviews.
Furthermore, the results also revealed that the participants appraised the stress and
evaluated them before searching for coping methods. Personal, social, professional, and
institutional coping strategies were the four strategies utilized by the NTLs either handle and
alter the stress or normalize the response to the stress.

This study’s results have significantly advanced the understanding of tertiary
education by providing insights into the subject and context-specific descriptions of the
experiences of the participating NTLs. The knowledge generated from this study could offer
recommendations for changes in educational practices in which the authorities and university
administrators could collaborate for improvement on NTLs” wellbeing and welfare.
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