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ABSTRACT

Objective: to report extension actions aimed at promoting the mental health of young people
and adults. Method: this is a descriptive experience report about the extensionist experiences of
members of a Tutorial Education Program (PET in Portuguese), carried out in public schools that
offer the Education Program for Young people and Adults (EJA in Portuguese). Results: four ed-
ucational actions were carried out addressing the following themes: anxiety, depression, and
foods that help in the prevention and treatment of disorders, with the participation of 70 stu-
dents. By clarifying the definition, etiology, clinical signs, and diagnosis of depression and anxie-
ty, we have raised interest in the subject, so that, after sharing knowledge, students' social in-
teraction was encouraged, and they were more empathetic and supportive of the situations ex-
perienced by colleagues and willing to seek and offer help when necessary. Conclusion: the im-
plementation of interventional activities in the school environment had a significant impact on
the promotion of the mental health of the students who make up the EJA program.

Descriptors: Community Relation; Education; High School; Mental Health; Adolescent; Adult.

RESUMO

Objetivo: relatar acOes extensionistas voltadas a promogao da saude mental de jovens e
adultos. Método: trata-se de um estudo descritivo, tipo relato de experiéncia acerca das
vivéncias extensionistas dos integrantes de um grupo do Programa de Educacdo Tutorial (PET)
em escolas publicas que oferecem o programa de educacdao para jovens e adultos (EJA).
Resultados: realizaram-se quatro acdes educativas, abordando os seguintes temas: ansiedade,
depressao e alimentos que auxiliam na prevengdao e tratamento dos transtornos, com a
participacdo de 70 estudantes. Por meio do esclarecimento da definicdo, etiologia, sinais clinicos,
diagndstico dos quadros de depressao e ansiedade, alcangando o interesse no assunto, de modo

que, apds o compartilhamento dos conhecimentos, a interacao social dos estudantes foi
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encorajada e os mesmos mostraram-se mais empaticos e solidarios com as situagdes
vivenciadas pelos colegas e dispostos a buscar e oferecer ajuda quando necessario. Conclusao:
a execucao de atividades intervencionistas no ambito escolar representou um impacto
significativo na promocao da saude mental dos estudantes que compdem o programa EJA.
Descritores: Extensdao Comunitaria; Educacdo; Ensino Médio; Saude Mental; Adolescente;

Adulto.

RESUMEN

Objetivo: informar sobre acciones de extension orientadas a promover la salud mental de jéve-
nes y adultos. Método: se trata de un relato de experiencia descriptivo sobre las experiencias
extensionistas de miembros de un Programa de Educacidon Tutorial (PET), realizado en escuelas
publicas que ofrecen el Programa de Educacidn para Jovenes y Adultos (EJA en portugués). Re-
sultados: se realizaron cuatro acciones educativas sobre los siguientes temas: ansiedad, depre-
sion y alimentos que ayudan en la prevencion y tratamiento de trastornos, con la participaciéon
de 70 estudiantes. Al aclarar la definicién, etiologia, signos clinicos y diagndstico de depresion y
ansiedad, hemos despertado el interés en el tema, por lo que, luego de compartir conocimientos,
se incentivd la interaccion social de los estudiantes, y fueron mas empaticos y solidarios con las
situaciones vividas por colegas y dispuestos a buscar y ofrecer ayuda cuando sea necesario.
Conclusion: la implementacion de actividades intervencionistas en el ambito escolar tuvo un
impacto significativo en la promocidn de la salud mental de los estudiantes que integran el pro-
grama EJA.

Descriptores: Extensidon a la Comunidad; Educacion; Educacién Secundaria; Salud Mental; Ado-

lescente; Adulto.

!Federal University of Rio Grande do Norte/UFRN. Natal (RN), Brazil. ‘®https://orcid.org/0000-

0002-3012-6937

247Federal University of Piaui/UFPI/CSHNB. Picos (PI), Brazil. 2Ghttps://orcid.org/0000-0002-

0220-1776 “*®https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2237-0144  ’®https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7937-

6996

3Federal University of Piaui/UFPI. Teresina (PI), Brazil. 3®https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0922-

349X

>Pernambuco Health Department. Recife (PE), Brazil. *®https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7891-4097

®Federal University of Vale do Sao Francisco/UNIVASF. Petrolina (PE), Brazil. &

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8741-7663

* Experience report from the extension project entitled: “Petiano in the community”. Federal
University of Piaui/UFPI, 2019.


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0922-349X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0922-349X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7891-4097
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8741-7663

How to cite this article

Oliveira FB de, Costa AL, Araujo DAM, Carvalho JAR de, Silva MMS da, Silva P da, et al.
Mental health promotion for young people and adults: extensionist actions. J Nurs UFPE
on line. 2021;15:e247775 DOI: https://doi.org/10.5205/1981-8963.2021.247775

INTRODUCTION

The importance of physical and mental well-being for the full development of daily activities,
whether collective or individual, is undeniable. On the other hand, mental health is defined as
the individual's full capacity to carry out his/her competencies collaborating with the society in
which he/she is inserted, besides being able to deal with everyday stressors.!

Promoting mental health is one of the priorities of the contemporary world and is listed among
the goals of sustainable development. Recent studies indicate that disorders such as depression,
generalized anxiety, and social phobia are public health problems in Brazil, directly impacting the
country's economy.3#

The promotion of mental health in adolescents between 10 and 19 years of age is crucial for a
healthy adult life. In this phase, significant changes occur, including anatomical, physiological,
and biopsychosocial changes. Such changes can provoke behaviors in adolescents that generate
physical and mental conflicts, thus affecting their health.> During adulthood, factors such as in-
come and type of occupation are considered risk factor for some mental disorders.®”

Health education stands out as an effective and timely strategy to promote mental health be-
cause it is a tool that brings together scientific and empirical knowledge, promotes the autonomy
of individuals and the community, and favors quality of life.8

Therefore, the school becomes a favorable environment for the applicability of health educa-
tion specifically focused on mental health. Thus, extension actions at the school environment are
essential to ensure comprehensive care for students including the promotion of mental health.°-1°

In this scenario, university extension actions aim to impact and transform society and act as
an articulator between research and teaching. These three university pillars can collaborate with
alternatives that help meeting the community's demands.?

In this sense, the union of health education and extension actions implies a method of learn-
ing with a sociocultural character, going beyond the construction and modification of knowledge,
making the meetings with the community more productive, allowing participants to address
mental health issues, and verbalize their coping strategies in crises. In this way, the importance
of dynamically addressing serious and relevant content, consistent with the reality of young stu-

dents in public education, is reinforced.

OBJECTIVE

To report extension actions aimed at promoting the mental health of young people and adults.
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METHOD

This is a descriptive experience report about extensionist experiences of the members of a
group of students, who are also members of the Tutorial Education Program (PET). The experi-
ences were carried out in public schools that offer the Education Program for Youth and Adults
(EJA) in the municipality of Picos (PI), Brazil. Four meetings were held between September and
November 2019, based on prior contact with the school manager to define a time frame between
classes to develop the actions.

The choice of the theme was made based on the need to discuss mental health with the stu-
dent population, since the experiences during the formation of PET students compelled for reflec-
tions on this theme. Bibliographic studies were sought in the literature to provide scientific
knowledge on the subject and to address mental health with young and adult audiences.

The planning of the extension activities consisted of five moments: I - A visit to the school
was made, to approach the principals and teachers responsible for each institution to inform
about the extensionist action, defining the dates and times for the activity, in addition to become
familiar with the students; II - During the meeting, each PET student did specific activities re-
garding the central theme of "mental health", consistent with their undergraduate nursing cur-
ricula. Descriptively, with the help of a slide presentation previously prepared, the PET students
of the Nursing program presented a summary about the most prevalent mental disorders, with a
focus on anxiety and depression; III - PET students of the Nutrition program, in turn, made die-
tary recommendations that can assist in the prevention and treatment of these disorders; IV -
After the initial moment, participants were offered a test with questions that assess the level of
anxiety, depression and stress, and those who agreed to participate were offered a copy of the
questionnaire and a ballpoint pen; V - At the end of the meeting, all PET students applied a
group-dynamic activity with those present, encouraging the search for support and help.

The test used in the fourth moment of the intervention was the Depression, Anxiety and
Stress Scale (DASS-21), and its main function is to measure the severity of the main symptoms
of depression, anxiety, and stress. When filling out the DASS-21 instrument, the participants
indicated the degree to which they experienced each of the symptoms described in the items
during the last week, marking options between zero and three, in which zero indicates "does not
apply to me" and three " applies to me most of the time". Scores for depression, anxiety, and
stress are determined by the sum of the scores of the 21 items. A high score indicates that the
person may have a great chance of developing some of the disorders above. However, the pur-
pose of the action with this test was not the diagnosis, but, rather, the demonstration of the

signs and symptoms that young people and adults may present.



The test has statements such as " I am unable to experience any positivity in my life"; "I tend
to overreact to situations"”; and "I feel that life is meaningless"”, among others. The result was
presented individually for each student and used only to demonstrate the signs/symptoms and to

warn them about the need to seek professional help in case of high scoring.

RESULTS

Students regularly enrolled in the EJA (night shift) participated in the action. The activity de-
veloped was introduced by the PET students of the Nursing program. They initially sought to in-
vestigate the participants' level of knowledge about the theme, resulting in the lack of knowledge
and lack of information regarding the conceptualization of anxiety and depression and the differ-
entiation of symptoms.

For the content explanation, a simple and objective language was adopted, through the
presentation of digital content in slide format, supporting the transfer of the information regard-
ing the definition, etiology, clinical signs, diagnosis, and treatment of the two main pathologies
affecting mental health. In this way, basic knowledge was offered to help the participants and
those around them to recognize and cope with situations that refer to such diseases.

At that moment, moments of sharing were conducted for the personal exposure for the public,
thus providing the creation of a bond of trust between those present. There was a noticeable re-
sistance on the part of the participants because the theme requires a sharing of thoughts and
experiences about their lives. However, with the development of the action, trust was estab-
lished, and the students started to show interest, presenting their doubts, and expressing their
opinions.

Subsequently, the PET students of the Nutrition program explained the beneficial foods for
controlling anxiety and depression, which provide the release of specific hormones and favor the
nervous and immune system. They also mentioned the foods that aggravate the pathological
conditions. In this context, there was emphatic attention from the participants, making their will-
ingness to adopt a healthy diet to improve the quality of life and reduce stress levels, explicitly.

After sharing knowledge, social interaction was encouraged with a ludic activity, facilitating
the fixing of the content approached through practice, in which the participants created fictitious
affective bonds with each other and, after exposing the objective of the group-dynamic, were
more empathic and solidary with the situations experienced by colleagues and willing to seek

and offer help when necessary.

DISCUSSION

The target audience in question was mostly composed of young people between 15 and 28
years of age. Research has shown that the profile of EJA students is marked mostly by students

of diverse age groups, parents, workers, homemakers, teenagers, young people, and the disa-



bled. They are people who have left school due to social, economic, political, or cultural fac-
tors.1213

This type of program works mostly at night or has a greater demand for this shift because
most of the attendants work during the day. A research carried out intending to verify the preva-
lence of depressive symptoms and anxiety in young people who were finishing high school in a
public school found that, in students of the night shift, there was a greater presence of mild de-
pressive manifestations (22.5%) and severe (2.5%), while students on the day shift had mild
manifestations (10%) and no severe symptoms. It was also possible to verify that the students
of the night shift, in terms of anxiety, presented a higher percentage of mild (20%), moderate
(17.5%), and severe symptoms (10%), while the adolescents of the day shift had 10% mild,
10% moderate and no serious anxiety scores.4

Therefore, the school is a place to discuss and propose actions on health determinants,
mainly concerning the control and prevention of iliness, risk situations, and diseases through ep-
idemiological and health surveillance and clinical and therapeutic assistance.!> Therefore, schools
are a strategic place to implement public health policies that address mental health and to dis-
cuss and prevent mental disorders.!®

The health system itself defends integrality as a qualifier of care, provided by qualified listen-
ing and welcoming reception, that must interact with the educational system seeking to identify
the social and health determinants that make up the daily lives of people.’

Thus, through qualified listening, it was possible to notice that the participants lacked infor-
mation about mental health. Failing to identify mental problems is one of the main obstacles to
promote access to effective care, as it prevents early admission to necessary care by young peo-
ple.t8

In this context, the need to create and implement preventive and interventionist projects to
increase knowledge about the symptoms and concepts associated with mental health is being
carried out not only by professionals in the health system but also by teachers and the academic
community.

There was also a notorious resistance on the part of the participants regarding the willing-
ness to interact and communicate during the group-dynamic approach. This difficulty must be
worked on continuously since communication encourages autonomy, opening opportunities to
exercise resilience.®

Talking about mental health is a huge challenge due to the complexity of the topic, and the
difficulty people have in expressing their feelings, whether due to subjective reasons or lack of
knowledge to differentiate certain emotions, thus making self-knowledge difficult. The lack of

control over these issues leads to a delay in the diagnosis of mental disorders due to the delay in



seeking specialized services, which can negatively influence educational, work, personal, and
productive lives.

As mental health is a difficult subject to be approached, strategies must be created to over-
come these barriers, and one of the ways is the use of recreational activities. In this study, this
methodology provided a personal development expressed through empathy and solidarity, thus
having a positive effect. The development of the playful aspect facilitates learning, personal, so-
cial, and cultural development, collaborates with good mental health, and prepares for a fertile
state, thus facilitating the processes of communication, expression, construction of knowledge,
and socialization.?°

Given the above, we can highlight as a limitation of the study the reduced number of meet-
ings held with the students given the difficulty in reconciling the dates and times of classes for
the meetings that make up the corpus of the extensionist project, due to the application of tests

or activities previously planned in schools.

CONCLUSION

The performance of interventional activities in the school environment represents a significant
impact on promoting the mental health of students who participate in the EJA program, a fact
found from the performance of a brief analysis about possible symptoms related to anxiety and
depression in these individuals.

The execution of extension activities for the promotion of students' mental health contributed
to the academic training of PET students since they shared knowledge with the population, ac-
quired more resourcefulness in the organization of educational interventions, and contributed to
the development of the community.

When promoting education and health in the school environment, it is understood that both
are places for the production and application of knowledge attributed to the development and
well-being of individuals. Thus, the importance of looking at all the biases found in the school
environment is reinforced, focusing on education itself and promoting health education aiming at
physical and mental health.

It is suggested, then, to carry out new studies on mental health involving both EJA students
and teaching staff of this teaching modality so that the new extension actions are directed to the
demands of the students. The present study contributes to raising the awareness of school at-
tendants about the inclusion of educational activities in mental health in the teaching of young
people and adults, as well as to seek to expand the development of extensions focused on this
aspect, in addition to a greater approach in research that subsidizes this theme. The process for
developing self-care in students is facilitated through access to information and understanding of

mental health issues.
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