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Abstract

Using a social ecological understanding of resilience, this position paper explores how
schools in different contexts and across cultures influence student resilience by providing
them with seven resources that are associated with better developmental outcomes for
children: (1) access to material resources; (2) access to supportive relationships; (3)
development of a desirable personal identity; (4) experiences of power and control; (5)
adherence to cultural traditions; (6) experiences of social justice; and (7) experiences of
social cohesion with others. Drawing on results from studies around the world that have
assessed these seven factors, this paper makes the case that educational institutions, in
collaboration with families and communities, are a form of psychosocial intervention that
can improve children’s resilience. Positive outcomes are most likely when there are
opportunities for children to experience support for multiple coping strategies that respond
to the challenges they find in different environments at school and in their communities.
Our review of the research suggests that schools may have the greatest impact on resilience
among children who are the most disadvantaged.
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1. A Social Ecological View of Resilience

Resilience is generally understood as the capacity of an individual, family, community or
environmental system to return to normative functioning after exposure to an atypical
stressor (Ungar 2011; Allan and Ungar 2014). In the context of schools, resilience is
observed when a student continues to engage and academically succeed even after he or
she experiences a risk factor such as bullying or an episode of mental illness (Lal et al. 2014).
This understanding of resilience, which is centered on the individual or system that recovers
from stress, has in recent years shifted to a more dynamic understanding of resilience as the
quality of the interactions between systems and the resources they need to do well. The
bullied child is not herself resilient. Instead her resilience is a quality of herself, her school,
and even the social policy and legal environment that provide resources to the child to
overcome the bullying. Distinct from qualities of individuals like temperament or
intelligence, resilience is best understood as patterns of interaction that occur as individuals
interact with their environments to access the experiences and resources necessary to cope
well under stress.

This advance to the theory of resilience means that resilience is increasingly viewed
ecologically (Masten 2014; Ungar 2011). Specifically, mesosystemic interactions between a
child and the child’s family, school, and other service providers, make it more or less likely a
child will have the necessary supports required to cope successfully with problems like
depression or family violence (Kassis et al. 2013). As studies on resilience have shown, a
child’s positive development under stress is more often the result of a facilitative
environment than the child’s individual motivation or personal talents (Panter-Brick and
Eggerman 2012). Approaching resilience from the perspective of a child’s complex social
interactions and the structures and services that facilitate the child’s positive development,
Ungar (2008) defines resilience as follows:

In the context of exposure to significant adversity, resilience is both the capacity of
individuals to navigate their way to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical resources
that sustain their well-being, and their capacity individually and collectively to negotiate for
these resources to be provided in culturally meaningful ways (p. 225).

When viewed ecologically, resilience has been shown to result from a set of interactions
that help children navigate towards, and negotiate access to, seven broad categories of
resources: (1) material resources; (2) supportive relationships; (3) a desirable personal
identity; (4) experiences of power and control; (5) adherence to cultural traditions; (6)
experiences of social justice; and (7) experiences of social cohesion with others (Ungar et al.
2007). Viewed from the perspective of educational institutions, there is evidence that these
seven resources can be affected by a child’s experience at school in ways that make it more
likely that the child will experience resilience. For example, Kumpulainen et al. (2016)
contrasted how an urban Finnish and rural South African school supported the resilience of
first graders. Both schools facilitated social ecological resources one through five. They did
so in ways that aligned with the distinctive sociocultural context of their students. In South
Africa this meant that the school tapped into the supportive relationships of its students’
intergenerational and extended family systems and capitalised on the community’s culture
of interdependence to enable access to material resources. In contrast, the Finnish school



prioritised peer relationships and nuclear family connections and promoted children’s
individual agency. The study was, however, unable to account for why the schools did not
facilitate access to resources six and seven (social justice and social cohesion).

With the exception of the above study by Kumpulainen et al. (2016) and two others (Tatlow-
Golden et al. 2015; Theron and Theron 2014), there has been inadequate attention paid to
how schools facilitate access to social ecological resources in ways that make it more likely
that children will experience resilience. Although there is an abundance of literature that
describes school contributions to resilience (e.g., Doll 2013; Masten 2014; Theron 2016),
this literature does not explicitly account for the mechanisms by which schools facilitate
access to these seven resources. Thus, our purpose here is to use a social ecological model
of resilience (Ungar 2008) to make the case that schools shape how these seven resources
foster resilience and support student success (school engagement and academic
achievement) when children’s well-being is at risk.

2. How Schools Can Use Social Ecological Resources to Enhance the
Development of Resilience

Since the 1970s, research into what supports youth resilience when young people experience
significant adversity has helped to explain how to prevent youth from engaging in antisocial and
criminal activities (Farrington 2000; Zubrick and Robson 2003), becoming depressed and suicidal
(Forman and Kalafat 1998; Sutton 2007), and in a few instances, avoiding early school leaving
(Catterall 1998; Cobb et al. 2006) and academic failure (Finn and Rock 1997; Luthar and Ansary
2005). In both low- and high-income countries, much of this preventative work takes place in schools
(Fazel et al. 20144, b). Schools have long been the site for resilience-oriented programming largely
because of the easy access they provide to youth and the link between academic success, school
engagement and other child development goals like self-esteem and self-efficacy (Catalano et al.
1999, 2004; Greenberg et al. 2003; Hart and Heaver 2012; Lynch et al. 2004; Ungar et al. 2014;). In
addition to such formal programming, school-facilitated access to the seven social ecological
resources discussed earlier has the potential to enable and/or sustain more informal pathways of
resilience (Theron 2016). Increasingly, educators, school managers and school-affiliated service
providers are expressing concern about the sustainability of programmatic pathways to resilience
(Weare and Nind 2011) and instead promoting more support for informal systems of care.

3. Seven Social Ecological Factors that Predict Resilience at School

Factor 1: Access to material resources Access to material resources means a youth’s access
to “financial assistance, education, food, shelter and clothing, medical care, and
employment” (Ungar et al. 2008, p. 7). Studies have shown that youth who have basic
necessities typically demonstrate more resilience than those who have limited access to
these resources (see Beauvais and Oetting 1999; Nettles et al. 2000). In an educational
context, Ager et al. (2011) showed that youth who participate in educational programming
in a post-conflict society like Northern Uganda tend to do better than those who are unable



to secure educational services. Similarly, access to pre-school educational services in low
SES communities in Ireland has been shown to enable young children’s resilience because it
provides opportunities to be fed and to play with toys that were not readily available at
home (Tatlow-Golden et al. 2015). Access to these resources are believed to increase school
readiness and achievement.

However, Ungar et al. (2007) argue that access alone is not enough to make children
resilient. Access to material resources is transactional: “How these [resources] are provided
and the degree to which each is expected varies by context as does perception of what is
and is not a reasonably well-met need” (p. 6, emphasis in the original).

Factor 2: Meaningful relationships Supportive, meaningful relationships with friends, family,
teachers, and community members provide a complex assortment of support for children
during times of stress. Forming and maintaining trusting relationships with other people has
been a consistent theme in the resilience literature (see Kumpfer 1999; Walsh 2006). As
Ungar et al. (2008) explain, forming trusting relationships with others offers youth who have
experienced or are currently experiencing trauma a sense of belonging, emotional support,
and feelings of love, compassion, and trust. Morrison and Allen (2007) and Sharkey et al.
(2008) have shown that American youth who have a positive and supportive relationship
with their teachers are more likely to be engaged at school, have a sense of purpose in their
lives, demonstrate higher levels of autonomy, receive higher marks, are more socially
competent, and demonstrate better problem-solving skills than youth who do not. Likewise,
South African street children reported that their resilience was enabled by supportive
teachers who not only welcomed them into their classrooms but also encouraged peers to
be unconditionally accepting (Malindi and Machenjedze 2012). In contrast, Pottinger and
Stair (2009) showed that Jamaican youth who had been bullied or verbally humiliated by
their teachers had increased rates of oppositional behaviours and depression, and exhibited
lower levels of trust that negatively affect their resilience and school performance. Similarly,
Geiger (2017) reported that 6th grade Israeli children who experienced verbal abuse from a
teacher were negatively affected, but more likely to respond with covert opposition (e.g.,
withdrawal from classroom activities) given the authority that Israeli teachers wield over
children.

With regard to middle school students specifically, a study of over 8000 American students
from schools where students were predominantly from marginalized populations or known
to be performing below the norms set by other schools, showed that a supportive adult
could influence positively a child’s level of school engagement and achievement, even when
controlling for differences in social class and race (Woolley and Bowen 2007). The study’s
authors concluded that when young people face multiple risk factors, “social capital assets
mediate the negative influence of contextual risks on school engagement” (p. 98).

Factor 3: A desirable personal identity Development of a desirable personal identity and the
self-esteem that accompanies it focuses attention on how youth think of themselves and
their personal beliefs, future goals, values and strengths. Identity and self-esteem issues
have been shown to be important in numerous studies of resilience (see Costigan et al.
2009; Evans et al. 2012; Settles et al. 2010). In educational contexts, Greene et al. (2004) in
the United States and Shek and Ma (2012) in Hong Kong have shown that youth who



perceive school as a means to reach their future goals and who perceive a sense of mastery
over their school-based activities tend to be more engaged in and perform better at school
than youth who do not. This was equally true for South African and Finnish first graders
(Kumpulainen et al. 2016), as well as Maltese primary school children (Cefai 2007). Findings
from Meece and Kurtz-Costes (2001) and Phalet et al. (2004) add to these findings, showing
that youth who have a low sense of mastery over school work and do not see themselves as
successful students, or do not perceive school as a means to reach their future goals are
more likely to fail and drop out.

Factor 4: Experiences of power and control Experiences of power and control refer to
children’s sense of personal and collective agency, specifically, whether children believe
they can control and change their lives. Research on resilience has shown that youth with
greater belief in personal control (internality) tend to demonstrate resilient behaviour more
often than youth who have a low sense of control (Kidd and Davidson 2007). Among abused
and homeless youth, possessing a strong sense of control has been shown to be associated
with social competence, better school performance, and the capacity to cope well with
medical, psychological, behavioural, and emotional disorders (Cauce et al. 2003; Lin et al.
2004). Similarly, Sanders and Munford (2016) reported that responsive school-based
professionals and teachers enabled a sense of control for vulnerable New Zealand youth
(many of whom eventually dropped out of school because of family circumstances and/or
events beyond their control) when they supported young people in ways that moderated
risks (e.g., providing a place to stay or enabling time-out). South African young people from
structurally disadvantaged contexts commented that teachers who encouraged them to be
future-orientated, promoted a sense of control (albeit a prospective sense of control) that
was integral to their resilience (Theron et al. 2013).

Factor 5: Cultural adherence Adherence to cultural traditions refers to the involvement
young people experience when attached to a traditional culture, a popular culture, or, in the
case of immigrants, when they occupy a third cultural space where they navigate between
more than one set of cultural expectations (how the child dresses, whether the child goes
out on dates, pressures on the child to perform well at school, etc.). Previous studies have
shown that youth, typically racialized youth, who adopt positive cultural identities do better
in school (Byrd and Chavous 2009), refrain from engaging in illegal or high-risk behaviours
(Caldwell et al. 2004), and demonstrate better coping skills than youth who do not possess
strong connections to their culture (Evans et al. 2012; Settles et al. 2010).

Therefore, when schools respect young people’s cultural and/or ethnic identities, young
people are more likely to report resilience. For example, a study that compared the
resilience processes of Canadian, New Zealand and South African adolescents (Liebenberg et
al. 2016) reported that when young people experienced school staff as respectful of their
culture, ethnicity and spirituality, young people were more likely to report awareness of
resilience-enabling resources, such as peer or educational supports. Similarly, a school
climate that celebrates student diversity (including the cultural diversity of immigrant
students) has been associated with resilience among youth in Greece (Motti-Stefanidi and
Masten 2013).



Factor 6: Social justice Experiences of social justice are concerned with how youth interpret
forms of prejudice, discrimination, and empowerment. Studies concerning racial and ethnic
discrimination conducted by Caldwell et al. (2004), Lee (2005), and Sellers et al. (2006) have
shown that youth who possess strong racial and ethnic identities are better able to cope
when they experience racism. Possessing a strong racial or ethnic identity is associated with
youth being more aware of their rights, personal strengths, and capacity to resist racism. For
ethno-racial minorities, these skills are associated with better grades (Lee 2005), less
violence at school (Caldwell et al. 2004) and higher scores on measures of psychological
well-being (Sellers et al. 2006). A unique study by Tinsley and Spencer (2010) showed that
young people’s educational expectations (how far they expect to go in school, a factor
related to school engagement) can be accounted for by both teachers’ expectations of a
student’s potential for success, and the student’s belief in the availability of fair
opportunities for all children in his or her country to succeed. This pattern holds for both
younger and older students.

Worryingly, there are accounts of teachers and other school staff behaving in ways that lead
to young people experiencing social injustice. For example, South African young people have
reported experiences of teachers abusing them physically and sexually (Ngidi and Moletsane
2015) and teachers belittling them because of HIV-related challenges (Pillay and Nesengani
2006). South African young people associate such injustices at school with heightened
vulnerability (Theron and Theron 2014).

Factor 7: Social cohesion The seventh and final factor identified by Ungar et al. (2007) is an
experience of social cohesion. Social cohesion is described as children’s experiences of
spirituality, or feeling that their lives have meaning in other ways, including that their
presence matters and is noticed. A sense of belonging at school synonymous with school
engagement creates among children a concurrent sense of cohesion outside of school in
their communities. Fredricks et al. (2004) define school engagement as youth’s behaviour in
school, their emotional attachment to school, the level of importance they place on
receiving an education, and their academic achievement. In contexts where school
performance is important to the child’s family, or attendance at school prevents exposure to
risk factors present elsewhere in a child’s life, higher levels of school engagement have been
shown to protect youth from peer, family and community risk factors (Fredricks et al. 2004).
For example, Phasha (2010) reported that commitment to schooling and subsequent
tertiary education was integral to the resilience of black South African girls who had been
sexually assaulted. This commitment aligns with African valuing of education and
concomitant opportunities for improved life circumstances (Theron and Phasha 2015). For
marginalized youth, school engagement may provide one of the few spaces in their lives
where they experience connections that contribute to positive developmental outcomes
like a sense of self-worth, attachment to adults and self-efficacy (Dotterer et al. 2009). In
contrast, studies conducted by Ripski and Gregory (2009), O’Brennan and Furlong (2010),
and Toomey and Russell (2013) have shown that American schools with environments that
students perceive as unsafe and hostile, and that provide little support to children who
experience adversity, are likely to report lower levels of student engagement and lower
overall academic performance.



4. Interrelated Factors

The descriptions of these seven factors associated with resilience show that they are
interrelated, with achievement in one area likely to influence a child’s success in another.
This pattern of interaction can be found in a number of studies. For example, a 2009 report
by the McCreary Centre Society, a not-for-profit research group that specializes in improving
the health of youth in Canada, showed that among 29,000 public school children in grades
7-12 (Smith et al. 2009), those who built and maintained meaningful relationships with their
school and family despite their level of risk, and who showed adherence to their heritage
culture, had a greater capacity to navigate their way through negative life experiences and
choose prosocial solutions to problems. Students who reported high levels of
connectedness to school also reported significantly lower rates of binge drinking, suicide
attempts, and poor physical health compared to youth with low scores on school
engagement. Beyond the school, youth who reported positive relationships with family and
friends reported lower levels of alcohol use, cigarette use, and fighting than students who
did not have positive relationships with family and friends. Finally, youth who reported high
levels of connectedness to their culture and ethnicity reported lower rates of binge drinking,
fighting and carrying a weapon, poor health, and suicidal thoughts than youth who reported
low levels of cultural and/or ethnic connection.

Facilitating youth resilience, however, has been shown to require more than just school
attendance (Hines et al. 2005). Rather, resilience is influenced by young people’s access to
multiple social ecological resources while at school (beyond classroom instruction in
academic subjects) and in their communities. These usually include in some form
meaningful relationships with friends, family members, teachers, and other school staff
(Klem and Connell 2004; Shin et al. 2007; Murray 2009). For example, South African young
people who beat the challenges of structural disadvantage and who navigated their way to
university, reported high levels of personal agency that were prompted and sustained not
only by extended family but also by their educators (Theron and Theron 2014). In their
retrospective accounts of their resilience, young people credited teachers in particular with
facilitating access to food, clothing and education; providing relational support; nurturing
positive self-belief and a powerful personal identity; and supporting experiences of social
justice. All these experiences are not typically part of a teacher’s job description or an
academic curriculum.

Likewise, schools that provide students with meaningful roles within their schools, instil a
sense of leadership and provide opportunities to impact school policies have been shown to
increase engagement among those vulnerable to school dropout (Lizzio et al. 2011; Whitlock
2006). Schools also contribute to other constellations of factors associated with resilience
when they help children access free or subsidized lunch programs or implement a culturally
relevant curriculum (Hinrichs 2010; Kana‘iaupuni et al. 2011). Furthermore, the school
environment plays a role in facilitating resilience when it prevents bullying and
discrimination that can contribute to students disengagement from school (O’Brennan and
Furlong 2010; Ripski and Gregory 2009; Toomey and Russell 2013). Finally, establishing
support groups for youth who face discrimination has been shown to increase a sense of
belonging to school and improve academic performance (Toomey and Russell 2013).



5. How Schools Can Build Resilience

As this position paper argues, by enabling the seven social ecological resources (Ungar et al.
2007) schools can facilitate students’ access to individual, relational and contextual
resources that are associated with better academic engagement, performance and overall
mental and physical well-being. However, while there are many ways that schools can either
actively or passively promote resilience, greater complexity is required in how we
conceptualize the factors that make children resilient and the interactions between
individual, school, family and community factors. As has been shown, protective processes
like school engagement are influenced by cultural, family, and community factors that
schools themselves may not be able to influence alone. A multisystemic, coordinated
approach to building resilience may be more effective than a program that is just school
specific (Bierman et al. 2008; Webster-Stratton et al. 2008).

The evidence that has been presented also suggests that efforts by educators to promote
resilience should be tailored to the unique risks that a subpopulation of youth experience
(Ungar et al. 2014). Spence and Shortt (2007) have argued that universal programs are
ineffectual because they assume that every child faces the same risks despite differences in
gender, race, class, and other characteristics. Uniform administration of an intervention, or
the assumption that a single protective factor is relevant to all youth, can overlook the
specific needs of youth who are affected by contextually specific problems. For example,
Chavous et al. (2008) have shown this in their study of race-based education programs
where issues of gender were neglected. As a consequence, female students received
unequal services when compared to male students. Similar criticisms have been made by
other researchers such as Bottrell (2007) who argued that programs are often designed
from the point of view of educators and, therefore, it is educators, rather than young people
themselves, who define what appropriate, successful, and resilient behaviours are as well as
how problems should be solved.

With this complexity in mind, it is possible to interpret the research as indicating the need to
enhance all seven resilience-promoting resources simultaneously. In general, the more of
these seven resources that are made available and accessible, the more likely young people
are to succeed at school and in their communities. School’s that are designed not only to
provide educational opportunities, but also see themselves as a source of support for
overall student resilience are those which will be effective at stimulating student
engagement, academic achievement and the well-being of young people across many
different domains of their lives.

6. Recommendations for Future Research

More research is needed to explore the relative amount of influence that different
individual and ecological factors exert on both school performance and overall child well-
being, as well as the role schools can play in promoting children’s access to protective
factors that increase resilience. Emerging research in this area suggests the need to account
for the differential impact of resilience-promoting factors on young people at low and high



levels of risk exposure, with the greatest impact of these resources on the most
marginalized children and youth (Ungar in press). With regard to research, this means that
the next wave of resilience research in schools should investigate whether all children
benefit equally from the same programming or if some programming has a greater impact
on children who have the most challenges. Studies that investigate this differential impact
are likely to challenge the notion of universal access to educational resources and instead
promote more individualized programming for children with greater needs.

A contextualized understanding of how schools can influence the resilience of their students
supposes that resilience is the result of interactions between individuals and their social
ecologies, with the environment exerting a disproportionately large influence on children
who are most at risk (Jaffee et al. 2007; Ungar 2011, 2016). Therefore, future research with
schools needs to also gather data on both individual and ecological factors in the same
study. We need to ask, “Which factors nurture and sustain resilience, for which children, in
which contexts, when they are exposed to what threats to their psychosocial
development?” For this reason, there is a need to continue to develop models of
intervention and conduct research that helps us understand the complex, multi-tiered way
the factors associated with resilience interact.

7. Conclusion

Students face a wide array of barriers in their lives that not only jeopardize their performance in
school and school completion but also jeopardize their safety and psychological well-being in ways
that can follow them into their adult lives. There is emerging evidence that schools have the
potential to positively influence children’s biopsychosocial growth and development though much
more work needs to be done to identify which protective factors are most likely to be strengthened
at school, the role schools can play in collaborations with children’s families and communities, and
to what extent interventions need to focus on changing individual students or changing the quality
of their school, home and community environments.
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