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INTRODUCTION 
 

Young people growing up in today’s globalized world are facing a growing set of 

interconnected challenges and adverse living conditions that include poverty, violence, a 

warming climate, environmental hazards, and communicable diseases like COVID-19. 

These issues lead to increased displacement and migration and more heterogeneous 

societies that, without adequate social competencies among populations and with many 

facing limited access to needed services and scarcity of resources, can breed conflict. 

The number of people forcibly displaced by conflict, violence and persecution reached a 

record high in 2020, with an estimated 82.4 million people displaced.1 Forty percent of 

the global refugee population are children under the age of 18 years.2 With these 

compounding challenges, scholars and practitioners have increasingly recognized the 

need for supporting resilience for children and the adults in their lives to adapt to 

challenges and persevere toward solutions. While there remains considerable debate and 

diversity of thought across disciplines on what resilience entails, there is increasing 

consensus that understands resilience as a process, not a static trait as the term’s casual 

use often implies, and an increasing sense of urgency in building resilience amongst 

learners and education stakeholders as we recover from COVID-19. Socioecological 

frameworks of resilience as promoted by Ungar3 consider the intersecting roles of an 

individual’s environment – including their family, school environment, community, culture, 

and other factors – in facilitating resilience. Within this framework, there are significant 

roles that education institutions and stakeholders can play in fostering environments that 

support development of resilience processes and skills in children and youth. 

 
This policy brief considers the role of resilience in education contexts as serving two 

main functions. First, resilience conceived as a combination of reducing risk factors and 

promoting protective processes within learners can be facilitated through universal 

interventions and interventions targeted for vulnerable learners aimed at equalizing 

education opportunity and supporting healthy school, home and community 

environments. Second, resilience conceived as socioecological systems that exhibit 

qualities of connectedness, experimentation and learning, and diversity and participation 

can be beneficial in considering how education stakeholders – policymakers, 

administrators, teachers, and families – can pursue policies and practices that promote 

protective processes and reduce risk within learners’ socioecological systems. 

 
Defining Educational Resilience and its Contributing Factors 

 

Hajir, Clarke-Habibi & Kurian4 summarize the literature on resilience in education and 

note that literature on resilience post-2000 has taken a more systemic lens by looking at 

violent conflict, natural disasters, government failures, and economic collapse. This has 

included looking at resilience at economic, international development and public 

administrative levels along with sociological perspectives to investigate who holds power 

and who are the decision-makers. Therefore, a focus on investigating traits of individuals 
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for characteristics of resilience gave way to investigating systems and structural changes 

at the macro level in the resilience literature. 

 
In an effort to identify common principles of resilience, Ungar5 analyzes existing research 

and meta studies across disciplines, including social ecological systems (see Figure 1), 

natural resource management, community resilience, urban resilience in the context of 

climate change, psychosocial and cultural systems, family systems, and neurological 

systems. Across these disciplines he identified seven common principles, summarized 

below: 

 
Resilience occurs in contexts of adversity 

 

1. Resilience is a process 
 

2. There are trade-offs between systems when a system experiences resilience 
 

3. A resilient system is open, dynamic, and complex 
 

4. A resilient system promotes connectivity 
 

5. A resilient system demonstrates experimentation and learning 
 

6. A resilient system includes diversity, redundancy, and participation 
 
 

Figure 1 
 
 
 

 
 
The Social Ecological Model. Adapted from Community-Based Mental Health and Psychosocial 

Support in Humanitarian Settings: Three-tiered support for children and families (page 20), 

UNICEF (2018)6 
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Ungar’s discussion of these common principles highlights the ways that improved 

capacities across respective elements of a system can lead to changes in sustainability of 

one or more co-occurring systems. According to Hajir, Clarke-Habibi & Kurian, there is a 

recognition that resilience is an outcome of “ecologically-situated person-environment 

interactions”7. Micro resilience practices that are individual-driven should be put in 

context with the macro-structural processes8. The Social Ecological Model9 is a visual 

example of the interpersonal and social systems that surround a child. When a program 

integrates their resiliency framework to include the systems that surround a child, 

especially their caregivers’ wellbeing, the child’s chances of optimal growth, resiliency, 

and wellbeing increase. Therefore, practices aimed at developing resilience need to act 

together across these social-ecological levels. 

 
In their discussion of the role of resilience in promoting educational equity for 

disadvantaged youth, Reyes et al describe resilience as a set of “protective processes” 

combined with “protective-enhancing processes.”10 Education intervention examples that 

facilitate protective processes to help counter harmful effects of stressors in learning 

environments include those directed at stakeholders within children’s environments, such 

as providing educators and parents with approaches for managing stress that children 

face with increases in school workload, transitions between grades, etc.11 Examples of 

education interventions that facilitate protective-enhancing process include efforts 

aimed directly at children, such as building their social-emotional skills through the 

integration of SEL into both formal or non-formal learning environments,12 and 

developing and strengthening coping skills through the use of problem-solving and 

creative approaches.13 

 
Heise14 frames resilience as an “asset model” that focuses on building strengths and 

protective factors in youth, as compared to prevention models commonly used with 

youth to prevent risk-inducing behavior and “decrease deficits''. Reyes et al15 argue that 

the concept of resilience in an education context can serve as a placeholder to explain 

instances where predictive models fail to explain the outcomes of populations of learners 

deemed “vulnerable”. By using it as a placeholder, researchers can then explore what 

skills and individual or environmental characteristics might explain such predictive failure 

and promote more positive outcomes. Heise16 argues that children exhibiting resilience 

usually share four common attributes – social competence, autonomy, problem-solving 

skills, and a sense of purpose. These characteristics overlap with competencies 

commonly considered within Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) frameworks. Social 

competence is the ability to foster positive relationships with adults and peers, while 

autonomy relates to the SEL concept of self-awareness and one’s ability to exert control 

within their environment. Problem-solving skills include a sense of resourcefulness and 

knowing how to seek help from others, while a sense of purpose involves skills for goal- 

setting and being persistent.17 A strong body of research points to the efficacy of SEL 

interventions contributing to more positive social behaviors, attitudes, and academic 



4 

Policy Brief 2: Resilience in Turbulent Times        Education 

 

performance.18 Reyes et al19 therefore argue that SEL skills can act as predictors of 

resilience. 

 
Research has shown that stable home and community environments have positive 

impacts on students’ learning outcomes,20 however, students facing various forms of 

ecological instability have been found to be more at risk for academic challenges.21 

Students of lower socioeconomic status tend to face greater amounts of ecological 

instability,22 propagating inequities. These inequities became even more pronounced 

during COVID-19 lockdowns. A study among children aged 9-17 on India showed that 

children’s greatest stressors during the pandemic were financial concerns and worries 

over contracting COVID-19 and when the pandemic would end.23 Schools can help buffer 

against ecological instability by providing structured, safe, predictable social 

environments. Teacher professional development in SEL competencies can help 

educators gain strategies for fostering stability within school environments by 

collaborating to provide consistent expectations, classroom management, and learning 

support.24 

 
Equipping Learners with Attitudes and Skills for Resilience 

 

In their multi-country study of youth perceptions of effective resilience strategies, 

Vostanis et al.25 looked at how young people in low- and middle-income countries 

formulate resilience strategies when faced with various adversity scenarios relevant to 

their socio-ecological contexts. The authors argue that most research on resilience 

strategies for youth have focused on the contributions of adult stakeholders without 

directly considering the perspectives of youth who are the targeted recipients of 

interventions aimed at building their capacities for resilience. Participating in the research 

were 274 young people aged 10-17, from Kenya, Turkey, Brazil, and Pakistan. The young 

people were asked to define resilience strategies in response to a set of adversity 

scenarios that spanned a socioecological framework, including scenarios impacting a 

young individual, a family, a school, and a community.26 

 
The authors categorized participant responses into three broad categories – 

Intrapersonal resources, interpersonal resources, and religion. Intrapersonal strategies 

such as self-management included engaging in free-time activities that might help a 

person redirect their mind by engaging in something enjoyable like reading. Activities 

like listening to music were identified across cultures, highlighting the universal nature of 

music to promote well-being. Research from India on how children dealt with difficult 

emotions during the pandemic similarly found listening to music and drawing among the 

most oft-cited coping mechanisms used by children.27 Emotional regulation activities 

were also oft-cited self-management strategies, such as yelling or crying to release 

difficult emotions. Intrapersonal strategies often included cognitive reappraisal, 

discussed among youth as looking at the good side of life or thinking about happy 

memories. Youth also mentioned strategies of youth agency – some healthier than 
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others. Strategies the authors classified as “active adaptive” included discussing and 

negotiating to find solutions and educating others on more peaceful approaches, while 

strategies classified as “active maladaptive” included fighting back or causing harm.28 

 
Interpersonal strategies included social engagement activities like spending time with 

friends, and leaning on informal and formal support networks by talking to neighbors, 

teachers, counselors, village and religious leaders, and other caring adults and authority 

figures. Religious strategies included activities like praying and having faith that “what 

goes around comes around.”29 

 
These youth-generated strategies for promoting protective processes to foster resilience 

demonstrated some similarity across cultures, but also highlighted the ways that specific 

contextual adversity scenarios call for contextualized resilience strategies. This 

understanding can inform the kinds of programs that can be integrated into education 

spaces and the professional development that teachers take part in. The findings 

demonstrate the key role that young people can play in guiding development of 

resilience strategies (See Appendix 1), and thus their voices should inform development 

of education interventions aimed at fostering resilience in learners. The authors also note 

that, considering the ways that youth responses cut across individual processes, formal, 

and informal networks, education interventions should also consider how they can 

engage the various levels of young people’s socioecological environments, including their 

families and communities.30 

 
SEL can be viewed as helping to enable a public health approach to education which 

seeks to promote improvements to the well-being and resilience of the overall 

population. Greenberg, Domitrovich, Weissberg, and Durlak31 explain that SEL 

competencies in learners not only promote positive outcomes, but buffer against 

exposure to risk factors, and by implementing SEL as a universal prevention strategy, 

SEL proves as both an impactful resilience strategy and a cost-effective one. Research 

has shown that for each dollar invested in a universal SEL program, up to $11 dollars are 

saved over the long-term by preventing school drop-outs and engagement in the 

criminal justice system, and promoting healthier lifestyles.32 The benefits of SEL 

interventions such as practicing mindfulness and building social competence have been 

demonstrated in neuroscience research to help rewire the brain to be more resilient to 

stressors in the environment.33 

 
Universal strategies to promote resilience and well-being that can be implemented at the 

classroom level include teaching explicit SEL skills, as well as integrating SEL into core 

subject areas. Educators can facilitate this learning through their teaching and by 

modeling SEL skills in their own behavior, as well as by providing opportunities for 

students to practice their SEL skills and apply them to various scenarios, such as through 

pedagogical practices that promote teamwork and collaboration.34 Educators can further 

integrate SEL in their interpersonal interactions with students, and by applying learner- 
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centered pedagogical practices that promote student voice and autonomy, giving them a 

stake in their own learning processes. SEL competencies and how SEL approaches are 

facilitated in school settings should be adapted to be culturally relevant and appropriate 

for each context. 

 
The use of creative expression approaches in education has great potential to promote 

protective processes that foster resilience through meaning-making, which is the process 

of creating or restoring an adaptive and positive narrative following a stressful or 

traumatic event.35 Research shows that the ability to attach meaning to difficult 

experiences can help promote effective coping strategies.36 Heise37 discusses links 

between creativity and resilience, with creative expression serving as a safe haven for 

people in times of stress, and as helping to build skills for resilience such as problem- 

solving, autonomy, social competence, and sense of purpose. Creative expression can 

provide a space where a child can bypass the restrictions of language and engage their 

creative and analytical brain, body, memories, and imagination. For children who may 

have experienced traumatic events that they are uncomfortable speaking about, art 

activities strategically facilitated by educators can provide opportunities for expression, 

meaning-making, and building resilience.38 

 
Zimmer-Gembeck and Skinner39 discuss how different approaches to coping with 

difficult life experiences can hinder or promote resilience. In their review of research on 

the impacts of different coping approaches, the authors found that problem-focused 

coping - defined as strategies that attempt to “modify or directly confront the stressful 

event, such as problem solving and direct action”40 - is associated with greater social 

competence and fewer emotional and behavioral problems as compared to emotion- 

focused coping which entails strategies like withdrawal, venting, and distraction. 

Cultivation of learner skills to cope with life’s challenges using problem-focused 

strategies can help guide learners to take action to address macro-level risk factors that 

impact their lives. In this way, integration of this kind of skill building in learning spaces 

can not only cultivate protective processes of resilience in learners, but also help to build 

more resilient systems in which learners can thrive. 

 
Building Learning Ecosystems that Foster Educator, Family and Community Resilience 

 

Beyond classroom practices to promote SEL in learners and develop their protective 

processes for resilience, school, family, and community strategies to promote SEL and 

other interventions aimed at improved well-being can promote resilience characteristics 

of connectivity and participation as outlined by Ungar41. Professional development in 

SEL for teachers must go beyond a focus on supporting learners, as teachers’ own stress 

and burnout can also inhibit teachers’ well-being, as well as dampen healthy student- 

teacher relationships and contribute to poor learning outcomes, particularly in vulnerable 

and low-socioeconomic status settings42. In their landscape review on teacher well-being 

in low-resource, crisis, and conflict-affected settings, Falk, Varni, Finder and Frisoli43 
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discuss how, despite evidence of the key role teachers play in student learning and the 

stressful nature of the profession, strategies to support teacher well-being are typically 

not prioritized. Teachers are often exposed to their learners’ experiences of conflict and 

crisis, as well as their own experiences. The authors outline how school-level coping 

strategies employed by teachers, such as collaborating with colleagues and engaging in 

professional development aimed at promoting teacher well-being and skills for 

facilitating SEL, can serve as an asset-based approach to supporting teacher well-being 

and drawing on their resilience processes.44 

 
Schools may contribute to increasing risk processes within learners when school cultures 

are misaligned with community and family values of their students. Part of this 

misalignment stems from the vast differences in demographic make-up of students and 

teachers that often exists. In the United States, non-white children make up a majority of 

public school student populations, particularly in urban schools, yet less than 20% of 

teachers are racial or ethnic minorities.45 This misalignment has implications for 

education resilience, as research shows that non-white students have more favorable 

views of Black and Latino teachers they can more easily identify with, which in turn 

promotes motivation, interest, and learning outcomes46. Numerous studies have 

demonstrated that teachers often have lower expectations of Black and Latino students 

than their White and Asian peers.47 Cherng48 found that these inequitable expectations 

among teachers translate to students’ lower expectations for themselves. However, 

research has also shown that when teachers are deliberate about effectively 

communicating their high expectations for all their students, these high expectations can 

translate to higher learning gains for Black students than White students, helping to close 

achievement gaps.49 Such high expectations are an example of how interventions aimed 

at improving student-teacher relations can translate to improved educational resilience 

that can serve as a buffer to environmental risk factors, such as racism, that students 

face. 

 
An approach to teacher pedagogy that can draw on community strengths and serve to 

connect classrooms with families and communities is the Funds of Knowledge 

approach50. Particularly in school contexts where many learners’ identities - cultural, 

racial, ethnic, religious, etc. - differ from those of their teachers, school culture and 

pedagogical practice that seeks to understand and leverage the knowledge that learners 

bring with them from their unique life experiences can support cultivation of protective 

processes in learners by validating their experiences and the ways that those members of 

their households “use their funds of knowledge in dealing with changing, and often 

difficult, social and economic circumstances.51 
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Recommendations 
 

1. Provide pre-service and in-service teacher professional development for 

facilitating SEL 

 
Teachers and school leaders must be supported to facilitate universal strategies to 

promote resilience, such as the integration of SEL as a core component of the curriculum. 

In order to do this successfully, in-service teachers must be supported through 

professional development to build their SEL competencies and increase their mental 

health literacy. To prepare the next generation of educators to facilitate SEL, state and 

national education policies should require pre-service curricula to support educators’ 

own SEL competencies as well as build their skills for facilitating them in their learners. 

Such interventions should be studied to understand how these investments correlate 

with changes in quality of student-teacher relationships, student performance and well- 

being, and teacher retention.52 

 
2. Support educators to foster problem-focused coping skills through pedagogy 

that promotes learner agency to address community challenges 

 
Education must support and foster community resilience amongst all students. Hajir, 

Clarke-Habibi & Kurian53 suggest that resilience that solely focuses on the agency of the 

individual and does not address the larger structural issues is seriously flawed. Resilience 

in the form of political resistance must be given due attention. Pedagogical practice that 

facilitates learner agency to take action in their communities to address problems that 

impact them, such as through project-based learning, place-based learning, and action 

civics approaches, can build problem-focused coping strategies in learners that foster 

both their individual protective processes for resilience, as well as contribute to greater 

community resilience by addressing systemic challenges and inequities as part of their 

learning.54 

 
3. Address systemic inequities within education systems 

 

To foster resilience, due attention must be given to issues that widen privilege and 

marginalization.55 Macro level geopolitical factors that cause this gap to widen need 

critical attention. Teacher professional development that equips teachers with skills to 

discuss these issues can build agency within learners to address inequities and facilitate 

their resilience processes. 

 
4. Prioritize listening to marginalized populations when developing resilience 

strategies for education and other interconnected systems. 

 
Marginalized populations are left to their own destiny to come up with local solutions 

which further bears the risk of disempowering vulnerable populations. The pandemic has 

taught us that communities are interconnected in many ways and thus there will be 
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spillovers between communities. If specific communities get left behind or are neglected 

this impacts the larger ecosystem of many neighboring communities. 

 
5. Contextualize strategies for fostering resilience processes in education 

systems to geopolitical and social contexts 

 
Resilience in places of war and conflict or in communities of hardship in the global south 

may take a very different approach than the global north.56 Understanding this difference 

with a lens of geo-political and social perspective is key to planning interventions. 

 
6. Promote school cultures that value learners’ prior knowledge and 

background 

 
Equipping educators and school leaders with skills for taking a Funds of Knowledge 

approach to engaging with learners and their families can promote understanding across 

differences, thereby building social competence skills and promoting community 

resilience through trust and interconnection. Educators and school leaders should be 

equipped with skills and tools for inviting learners and their families to share information 

on their funds of knowledge such as languages spoken at home, family traditions, family 

educational activities and scientific knowledge, family occupations, and more.57 Learners 

should further be involved in the design process of adapting education systems to be 

more resilient using the above strategies. 

 
7. Connect learners and education stakeholders with mental health and other 

support services 

 
By engaging mental health practitioners in school environments, they can help raise 

awareness of common stressors children and families face and support teachers in 

developing their SEL capacities. Further, schools, can help alleviate some of these risk 

factors by connecting families with other social, economic, and health support services 

that exist in communities.58 
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APPENDIX 1 
 
 

Students’ Voices 
 

With an aim of delving deep into student’s experiences, feelings and worldviews, 80 
students were invited to engage with the meaning of resilience. On asking students 
from Grade 7 & 9 at a school in New Delhi, India to write 2-3 words that captured their 
understanding, these were some of the emanations: 

 
 

What does resilience mean to you? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The figure above highlights that amidst the tragedy, trauma, dark and difficult there 
was courage, recovery and a strong determination to not-give-up. 

 
 

In addition to students engaging with the meaning of resilience, they were invited to 
create a case-study or story that captured a struggle/challenge, which incorporated 
building resilience and transforming challenges to further contextualize their 
experiences, understanding, and dialogue through virtual zoom sessions. A student 
asked ‘what kind of struggle should we engage with since each person’s struggle is 
different depending on their context and background, and could range from one’s work 
circumstances to how one might be feeling emotionally’. 



14 

Policy Brief 2: Resilience in Turbulent Times        Education 

 

 
 

 

 
 
Leaving the question open to student interpretation, some chose to engage with the 
loss experienced during covid, some engaged with difference and diversity in the form 
of a story about a fox who lost his tail and wasn’t accepted by other foxes, or situations 
where socio-economically there was a struggle of survival. Based on the selected 
context, students were invited to deliberate on strategies to cultivate resilience, which 
brought forth myriad complexities encompassed within each context, students’ 
understandings and how one could internalize these approaches to keep moving 
forward. Though there were students who recognized the importance of believing in 
themselves, nurturing the power within and recovering from faced traumas through 
connectivity and friendships, there were enough students who ‘didn’t want to talk and 
express themselves because it was too emotional, had grief secrets that were 
becoming heavier and heavier making one feel that the entire weight of the world 
rested on their shoulders, and that resilience was found in silences’. How do we step 
into these silences, is something to be considered as we aspire for students to embrace 
the unknown and the unexpected? 


