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Abstract 

The transition from high school to college is a challenging phase for students, often 

accompanied by academic, social, and personal stressors that can impact their mental 

health. First-semester students, in particular, face heightened levels of depression, anxiety, 

and stress, which can negatively affect their academic performance and well-being. This study 

aimed to assess the levels of depression, anxiety, and stress among first-semester students 

at Kolej Komuniti Ledang using the DASS-21 (Depression, Anxiety, Stress Scale). A sample 
of 97 students was selected through stratified random sampling, and data were collected via 

self-reported questionnaires. The analysis revealed moderate to strong positive correlations 

between depression, anxiety, and stress, with a significant portion of students experiencing 

mild to severe symptoms, particularly anxiety. The results indicate that as depression levels 

rise, anxiety and stress levels also tend to increase. The study concluded that these mental 
health issues are interrelated and must be addressed simultaneously to improve student 

well-being and academic success. The findings emphasize the need for comprehensive mental 

health interventions, including early detection, counselling, and stress management 

programs tailored to the specific needs of students. 
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1.0 Introduction 
The period of transition from high school to college is a critical period in the 
life of the students when they undergo drastic changes in their academic, 

social, and personal lives. New students experience difficulties in their first 
semester, more academic burden, having to adapt to new social setting, all 

this while trying to live up to the pressures to succeed in studies. This all may 
have a negative impact on their mental health, lead to the feeling of sadness, 
anxiety, and increased stress levels (Auerbach et al., 2018). Malaysia is also 

a country that is afflicted by mental health issues, and these can greatly affect 
the academic performance of a student, the social interactions that they 
engage in, and their overall well-being (Ibrahim et al., 2013). 

 
The most popular emotional struggles of college students are depression, 

anxiety, and stress. Some of the depression symptoms are hopelessness, lack 
of motivation or indifference to schoolwork or social events, whereas anxiety 
is typically associated with fear of failure and academic pressure. Stress is 

often associated with academic deadlines, being in an unclear social 
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environment, and having a lot of duties (Dyrbye et al., 2017). According to a 
number of studies (Saleh et al., 2017), first- semester student is always prone 

to these challenges because of the new and intense experiences that they 
undergo in their first year in the university. 

 
In order to know how students’ emotions evolve in time one should resort to 
the tools that monitor the feelings of worry, stress and emotional fluctuations. 

One of the most popular tools is the Depression Anxiety and Stress Scale, or 
DASS-21, that utilizes self-reporting to look into various aspects of mental 
health. This scale looks at ways that people are different from one another in 

feeling sadness, nervousness, and pressure giving a detailed insight of their 
emotional state. The DASS-21 has a number of three sections that specifically 

assess depression, anxiety, and stress (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). A survey 
conducted recently in a university displayed some of the ways through which 
the DASS-21 could be useful in the determination of mental issues among the 

students. According to Quek et al. (2019), when it was applied on the 
students, the scale has been discovered to be helpful in the sense that it has 

indicated that most students, especially the first-year students felt very 
anxious and stressed. Due to this, DASS-21 still remains as one of the reliable 
tools in tracking the changes in emotions and having a clear understanding 

of mental health of the students. 
 
The DASS-21 effectiveness in the academic settings has been investigated by 

other studies. Leal et al. (2020) noted that the tool correctly detected 
emotional problems in 1st year students, anxiety being rather common among 

them. Abdulghani et al. (2019) also noticed that many medical students 
experience tremendous stress in their first years of studying at university, 
which is explained mostly by academic pressure and a change of the 

environment. In the case of first-semester students at community colleges, 
they are mostly faced with a combination of problems, such as academic 
workload, changing their social life, as well as personal necessities (Saleh et 

al., 2017). These sources of stress can cause too much depression, anxiety, 
and stress, and if they are not controlled, they could have a very negative 

impact on their mental wellbeing as well as their academic progress. Although 
there is increased awareness on the mental aspect among students, there are 
still little studies that are done on students at community colleges in their 

first semester – who may encounter different challenges from the larger 
universities. The scale that is frequently used for measuring the level of 

emotional health is the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS), which 
registered its reliability. It is essential to understand how frequent and how 
severe those emotional problems are in order to construct effective support 

systems and increase the success and retention of students.  
 
In Malaysia, the Ministry of Education has recognised the need for a healthy 

mind of a student and rolled out various measures – from having better access 
to counselling, mental health awareness through the campuses. However, 

more work is still required to ensure all students, especially the ones who are 
new to college, can reach the aid and support that would assist them in 
dealing with their mental health issues (Zakaria et al., 2020). Through this 
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research, the writer hopes to fill a gap that exists of the levels of depression, 

anxiety, and stress among first semester students of Kolej Komuniti Ledang. 
The findings are expected to provide the much-needed understanding when it 
comes to addressing the emotional difficulties that these students are likely 

to face and to form such strategies as may support them in adjusting to college 
life. 
 

This research aims to explore the interrelationships between depression, 

anxiety, and stress among first-semester students at Kolej Komuniti Ledang 
by pursuing three specific objectives. First, to determine the correlation 

between depression and anxiety levels, second to establish the correlation 
between depression and stress levels and third, to identify the relationship 
between students' anxiety and stress levels. The relation between depression, 

anxiety and stress identified in this study is important since it is a guideline 
towards enhancing the general well-being of the first semester students at 
Kolej Komuniti Ledang. The results can be used by educators and counsellors 

when creating a targeted service like stress management programs, access to 
counselling. With the early handling of these emotional threats, students 

could stand a good chance to manage their mental health in the best way 
possible, thus having their college life more convenient, favourable, and 
pleasant. The findings from this research can be helpful in the establishment 

of more caring, and resilient environment for the first-semester students. 
 

Depression is one of the popular mental disorders that affect millions of 
university students across the globe. Depression is a psychological disease 

that can be disastrous to the daily life of a person. It is frequently said to be 
a feeling of prolonged sadness, hopelessness and having no interest and 
pleasure in normal activities (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Among 

the university students, depression has been associated with a number of 
contributory factors, including academic pressure, lack of finances, and lack 

of adequate social support. It has also been observed that the impact of 
depression among the students is also gender-based whereby female students 
are more likely to report symptoms of depression than male students (Bayram 

& Bilgel 2008).  
 

Beiter et al. (2015) indicated that more than a half of the college students 
surveyed by them experienced moderate-to-severe depression. This was 

confirmed by Cheung et al. (2020) who identified depression to be prevalent 
among transfer student community college graduate especially since they are 

likely to experience academic difficulties and alien environment. Teh et al 
(2015) reported high rates of depression among first year students, whereby 
most of them are reported to be caused by heavy academic loads and lack of 

coping strategies. Lan et al (2020) during the COVID-19 pandemic identified 
that e-learning made things worse especially during the time the students 
were isolated, and they had limited social interaction hence increasing the 

depression rates. Therefore, the hypotheses are there is no significant 
relationship between the level of depression and anxiety among first-semester 

students at the Kolej Komuniti Ledang. 
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Anxiety is another major issue of mental health among the students and in 
most cases, accompanies depression. It’s usually characterised by continuous 

fear and fearfulness and nervousness that may result into avoidance 
behaviours and handling of daily tasks (American Psychiatric Association, 

2013). In a recent study by Sherina et al. (2020, it was established that 
medical students have been experiencing higher levels of anxiety than their 
other counterparts in other fields, and this may be due to the fact that they 

have been given a lot of work to do in terms of their coursework and clinical 
work. Mahmoud et al (2014) also observed that students who have a very good 
social life or those who were living with somebody close to them reported to 

have lower levels of anxiety. 
 

Frazier et al. (2015) emphasized that the community college students have 
stressed a lot because of the challenge of balancing the academic and personal 
responsibilities. They also made a remark in the fact that web-based stress 

management programmes can be effective in alleviating this anxiety amongst 
the students. In a similar manner, Amir Hamzah et al (2019) established that 

first-year students in the Malaysian universities were reported to be highly 
anxious and most of these anxieties were attached to academic and financial 
pressure. At the same time, Asif et al (2020) state that the highest level of 

anxiety was detected among final-year medical students, where the state of 
anxiety was caused by doubts relating to their future professionalism. 
Therefore, the hypotheses are there is no significant relationship between the 

level of depression and stress among first-semester students at the Kolej 
Komuniti Ledang. 

 
Students live in stress, but if stress becomes permanent and intolerable, it 
may give rise to more severe issues of mental health, like anxiety and 

depression. Stress that is long-term does not only affect the mind, but also 
the body. It can also manifest itself physically and bring along such states as 
headaches, stomach problems, etc., and even problems with sleeping (Cohen 

et al., 2016). In research among Malaysian undergraduates Saw et al. (2017) 
found out that worries on future careers and employability increased 

students’ stress. Jensen and Nutt (2015) also mentioned that exhaustive 
stress can ruin the person’s adaption strength, showing that healthy adaption 
methods aim at psychological balance. This was mainly because of the 

demand to balance between academics, socials and personal requirements. 
In more recent times, Fauzi et al. (2021) and others have demonstrated that 

during the initial stages of study, more so among students in health-related 
programmes, instances of students reporting highest rates of stress are 
common and this is most likely blamed on the high workload and pressure in 

such fields. Therefore, the hypotheses are there is no significant relationship 
between the level of anxiety and stress among first-semester students at the 
Kolej Komuniti Ledang. 

 



Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Levels on DASS-21 Scale  

of First Semester Students at Community College 
 

28 
Politeknik & Kolej Komuniti Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities, Vol. 10, No. 1, 2025 
eISSN 0128-2875 

 
Figure 1: Research framework 

 
This conceptual framework describes the relationships that are expected 

between the depression, anxiety and stress of the first semester students. In 
this model depression is taken as a crucial factor that can affect the states of 
any levels of anxiety as well as stress. As such at the same time, anxiety and 

stress are said to be closely related, and each one is purported to increase the 
other. To assess these emotional states, DASS-21 scale is used in this study 

that assesses the severity of depression, anxiety, and stress by self-reported 
answers. 
 

2.0 Methodology 
This study uses the method of quantitative research to assess the levels of 
depression, anxiety, and stress among first-semester students at Kolej 

Komuniti Ledang. The DASS-21 will be the primary data collecting tool, giving 
numerical data for statistical analysis. The participants in this study are first-

semester students at Kolej Komuniti Ledang. The sample size will be 120 
students. The respondents' data is collected via stratified random sampling. 
However, with students responding is 97 students, the response rate is 

80.8%. According to Krejcie and Morgan's (1970) sample table, 92 
respondents were required to represent the population in this study. The 

questionnaire was divided into two sections: Section A for demographic 
information (gender, race, marital status, age, and educational background) 
and Section B for the DASS-21 (Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale). The 

DASS-21 is a 21-item questionnaire with seven components focusing on 
depression, anxiety, and stress scales.  
 

A pilot study was conducted with a small group of 10 first-semester students 
to assess the reliability of the DASS-21 questionnaire for this specific 

population. The DASS-21 questionnaire was written in Malay to ensure the 
students comprehended the questions. A pilot test was done with a small 
group of about 5 students to confirm that the questionnaire was clear and 

that the survey administration procedure functions well. The study employs 
stratified random sampling to choose 121 first-semester students from the 

Kolej Komuniti Ledang enrollment. Participants will be alerted about the 
study and invited to participate via memos. DASS-21 and demographic forms 
were delivered via Google Forms, giving researchers more control over the 

data-gathering procedure. 
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The data was analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 
Version 29, starting with descriptive statistics to summarise the levels of 

depression, anxiety, and stress among the 97 first-semester students. The 
mean, standard deviation, and range for each variable were determined, and 

Cronbach's Alpha was used to assess the reliability of the DASS-21 scale, 
which revealed adequate internal consistency. The calculated Cronbach's 
Alpha in the dataset is approximately 0.86.  
 

3.0 Results and Discussion 

 
The demographic profile of first-semester students at Kolej Komuniti Ledang 

in Table 1 provides crucial insights for interpreting their depression, anxiety, 
and stress levels as measured by the DASS-21 scale. The sample consists of 
57.7% male and 42.3% female students. The racial composition shows that 

the vast majority of students are Malay (93.8%), with only a small percentage 
of Indian students (6.2%). The majority of the students are single (94.8%), 

while a small number are either married (3.1%) or single parents (2.1%). 
Marital status is crucial since married students or single parents may 
encounter extra stressors outside of academic commitments, such as family 

obligations, financial difficulties, and time management issues. Most students 
fall within the 18 -23 age group (92.8%), with a small portion of the sample 
aged between 24-28 years (7.2%). The younger age group, transitioning from 

secondary to college, may feel stress due to academic expectations, social 
difficulties, and negotiating new independence. In contrast, older students 

may experience various challenges, such as balancing work or family 
obligations with their academics. The education level of the students shows 
that most have completed SPM/STPM (71.1%), while a smaller group holds 

Sijil/Matrikulasi/Diploma qualifications (26.8%). A very small percentage of 
students have only completed UPSR/PMR/SRP (2.1%). This diversity of 

educational experiences may impact how students deal with academic 
obstacles at community college. Those who have higher qualifications may be 
more prepared to handle academic stress due to prior experience, whereas 

those with lower qualifications may suffer more with the additional demands 
of postsecondary education. 
 

Table 1: Distribution according to Demographic 

Variable Category Frequency Percentage % 

Gender 

Male 56 57.7 

Female 41 42.3 

Total 97 100 

Race 

Malay 91 93.8 

Indian 6 6.2 

Total 97 100 

Marital 

Status 

Married 3 3.1 

Single parent 2 2.1 

Single 92 94.8 

Total 97 100 
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Age 18 -23 years 90 92.8 

24-28 years 7 7.2 

Total 97 100 

Education 

level 

UPSR/PMR/SRP 2 2.1 

SPM/STPM 69 71.1 

Certificate/Matrikulasi/Diploma 26 26.8 

Total 97 100 
 

Table 2 shows the distribution of DASS-21 score for first-semester students. 
Based on the DASS-21 scale results, the majority of students exhibited 

normal levels of depression (59.8%) and stress (64.9%), while fewer had 
normal anxiety levels (43.3%). Mild levels of depression (18.6%) and stress 
(17.5%) were reported, along with moderate anxiety in 15.5% of students. 

More concerning, 13.4% of students experienced severe or extremely severe 
anxiety, a notably higher percentage compared to the 5.2% with extremely 
severe depression and 3.1% with extremely severe stress. The mean score for 

depression (M = 1.79, SD = 1.19) suggests overall mild depressive symptoms, 
while anxiety (M = 2.41, SD = 1.49) shows higher variability, indicating more 

pronounced anxiety levels among certain students. Stress levels (M = 1.66, 
SD = 1.09) were generally mild, but specific students did experience higher 
stress. The results show that while most students have normal to mild 

symptoms, a significant portion of the population struggles with higher levels 
of anxiety, warranting attention to mental health interventions. 
 

Table 2: Distribution of DASS-21 Score for First-Semester Students, n=97 

Scale 
Score Level DASS-

21Score 

M ± SD Normal Mild Moderate Severe 
Extremely 

Severe 

Depression 58(59.8) 18(18.6) 8(9.3) 7(7.2) 5(5.2) 1.79 

±1.19 

Anxiety 42(43.3) 13(13.4) 15(15.5) 14(14.4) 13(13.4) 2.41 
±1.491 

Stress 63(64.9) 17(17.5) 7(7.2) 7(7.2) 3(3.1) 1.66 
±1.089 

 

Table 3 displays the results of the analysis. The Pearson correlation coefficient 
(r) between depression and anxiety levels is 0.63, indicating a moderate to 

strong positive correlation. The relationship is statistically significant with a 
p-value of 0.000 (p < 0.01). This suggests that a strong positive relationship 
between depression levels increase, and anxiety levels tend to rise as well 

among first-semester students at Kolej Komuniti Ledang. Hence, Ho1 is 
rejected. The reason for problems that first-semester students face, such as 

adapting to new academic surroundings, peer pressure, and dealing with 
personal responsibilities. The strong connection between depression and 
anxiety indicates that counsellors should target both illnesses concurrently, 

as they appear to coexist at high rates. Anxiety, in particular, increases during 
significant life changes, such as entering university, when students confront 

increasing academic obligations and frequently lack established social 
support networks (Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2013). 
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Table 3: The Relationship between Levels of Depression and Anxiety 

**Correlation is significant at the o. o1 level (2-tailed) 

 
Table 4 displays the results of the analysis. The Pearson correlation coefficient 

(r) between depression and stress levels is 0.73, indicating a strong positive 
correlation. The relationship is statistically significant with a p-value of 0.000 

(p < 0.01). This suggests that a strong positive relationship between 
depression levels increase, and stress levels tend to rise as well among first-
semester students at Kolej Komuniti Ledang. Hence, Ho2 is rejected. First-

semester students frequently confront new academic, social, and personal 
problems, such as adjusting to a more demanding curriculum, managing 

time, and navigating social dynamics. These stresses can have a major impact 
on both elevated stress and depression symptoms. According to O'Shea et al. 
(2019), as students negotiated their first year of college, the stress of adjusting 

to a new academic environment was strongly connected with increased levels 
of depression and anxiety.  

 
Table 4: The Relationship between Levels of Depression and Stress 

**Correlation is significant at the o. o1 level (2-tailed) 

 
Table 5 displays the results of the analysis. The Pearson correlation coefficient 

(r) between anxiety and stress levels is 0.71, indicating a strong positive 
correlation. The relationship is statistically significant with a p-value of 0.000 
(p < 0.01). This suggests that a strong positive relationship between anxiety 

levels increase, and stress levels tend to rise as well among first-semester 
students at Kolej Komuniti Ledang. Hence, Ho3 is rejected. The interaction of 

stress and anxiety can result in a negative cycle for students. Increased 
worries over academic success or social acceptance can cause stress, which 
can be harmful to students' general well-being and academic performance. 

According to Eisenberg et al. (2009), students who suffer from anxiety 
frequently have lower academic performance and higher dropout rates.  

 
Table 5: The Relationship between Levels of Anxiety and Stress 

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

 

4.0 Conclusion  

Variable Pearson Correlation 
(r) 

Significant (2-tailed), 
(p) 

Level of Depression – 

Anxiety 

.63** .000 

Variable Pearson Correlation 
(r) 

Significant (2-tailed), 
(p) 

Level of Depression – 
Stress 

.73** .000 

Variable Pearson Correlation   
(r) 

Significant (2-tailed), 
 (p) 

Level of Anxiety - Stress .71** .000 
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Findings on this study identify a serious impact that depression, anxiety, and 

stress have on the first semester students at Kolej Komuniti Ledang, with 
severe implications on their academic performance and well-being. The 
moderate to strong relationship among these factors indicates that in cases 

of students that experience depression of higher levels, they tend to record 
more stress and anxiety problems. This may have a negative impact on their 

academic achievement and retention since students with mental health issues 
may have a hard time trying to achieve academically and may be at a higher 
risk of dropping out. Studies have revealed that in most cases; female 

students tend to report higher levels of stress which means that gender-
specific stressors should be addressed in gender specific manner.  
 

The results from this study will be useful in dealing with the first-semester 
students’ mental health, particularly in community college settings. The close 

relations between depression, anxiety, and stress indicate the necessity of an 
overall mental health support. It will be beneficial for Kolej Komuniti Ledang 
to develop such programs together as opposed to treating the issues 

separately. Wider accessibility of counselling services, stress management 
workshops, and peer support network might act as early interventions to help 

students find their way around the interconnectedness of these emotional 
difficulties. 
 

Lastly, the results support the role of preventative mental health education in 
ensuring proper well-being of the college student. Instructing the students in 
identifying markers of depressions, anxieties, and stress and providing them 

with useful approaches to handle such feelings can enable them to deal with 
their minds and restore the balance before issues get out of hand. Integrating 

the awareness of the mental health and building of resilience into the 
curriculum not only can help to enhance the academic performance of 
students but also facilitate their retention rate as mental health support 

encourages students to succeed. 
 

This research has a number of limitations that should be taken into 
consideration when answering questions based on this research. Firstly, the 
size of the sample was rather limited, and the data was obtained from only 97 

first-semester students of Kolej Komuniti Ledang. A bigger and wider sample 
from different schools or institutions would provide a better insight on the 
nature of depression and how it is connected to anxiety and stress amongst 

students. Second, data used in the study was self-reported data from DASS-
21 questionnaire and this may have possibilities of inducing response bias. 

Although DASS-21 is a well-established and validated tool, it does not pay 
proper attention to complexities of mental diseases and all the factors that 
can lead to the diseases. 

 
Longitudinal studies should be conducted to explore how depression, anxiety, 
and stress evolve in students over time, especially during key transitional 

moments, like starting college or going through exam periods. A longitudinal 
approach would provide a deeper understanding of the long-term effects of 

these mental health challenges and help identify critical times when 
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interventions could have the most impact. Qualitative research could enhance 
quantitative studies by offering more detailed insights into the lived 

experiences of students who suffer from mental health difficulties. Interviews, 
focus groups, or case studies might be used to investigate how individual 

students deal with depression, anxiety, and stress, as well as what specific 
environmental or personal variables contribute to their mental health. This 
method would allow for a more detailed understanding of the root causes and 

personal consequences of mental health issues in student populations. 
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