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Abstract: Resilience is a universal capacity which a person uses to minimize or overcome 
damaging effects of adversity (Rutter, 1993). Schools play a role in the development of 
resilience by identifying early vulnerabilities and creating learning environments to teach 
students to meet challenges and overcome anxieties. This paper discusses how friends and 
personal attitude in school are related to resilience. It is based on a Singapore analysis and 
includes implications for further study. 

 

For the past few decades, research work on resiliency has focused on the process by which people 
can overcome failure or adversity and bounce back. Resilient people are planners, problem solvers 
and picker-uppers. Rutter (1979, 1993), Werner & Smith (1992) and Garmezy (1984) studied high-
risk children who overcame adversity using longitudinal studies. Five paths of development were 
identified: (1) stable adaptive functioning, (2) unstable adaptive functioning, (3) adolescent 
turnaround or recovery, (4) adolescent decline, and (5) temporary maladaptation (Compas, Hinden 
& Gerhardt, 1995).  

The first wave of resiliency studies suggested that despite life stressors, resiliency arises from a 
belief in one’s own self-efficacy, an ability to deal with change and a repertoire of problem-solving 
skills (Rutter, 1993). Another longitudinal study of a cohort of Hawaiian children born in 1955 
extended over three decades. Children who were active and sociable infants emerged from risk 
situations without major problems. These resilient children had one person who accepted them as 
they were and served as role models such as teachers, counselors or other adults. These children had 
at least one thing they took pride in, was accepted in a peer group, and felt they had personal 
control over their lives. Moreover, these children who were not adapting well at one point in time 
became adaptive when they had social and emotional resources (Werner & Smith, 1992).  

Another wave of research suggested that resiliency is not a universal construct that applies to all life 
domains (Luthar, 1995). Resiliency is not stable across situations and adversities. Adolescents can 
be resilient in some domains, yet fairly troubled in other domains. Luthar, Doernberger & Zigler 
(1993) suggested that disadvantaged adolescents who appear socially competent despite an 
extremely stressful life, may have difficulties in the academic domain.  

Resiliency then appears to be affected by the environment, the stage of a person’s development and 
the specific situation one faces. Implications are that schools can create a conduit to resiliency, 
rather than leaving success to fate or to character traits (Bernard, 1991). So a way to examine 
resiliency is within a school during the adolescent stage of development. Schools do look much like 
a microcosm of society with prevailing curriculum changes, patterns of evaluation and rewards, and 
personal relationships. Many adolescents adapt to school structures and changes while others are 
less adaptive to the school culture at a given time. 

In sum, studies on educational resilience have examined variables of academic achievement, social 
relations with teachers and peers, self-esteem, achievement motivation and personal effort. This 
study delimits the definition of educational resilience to the school context. It refers to a set of 
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competencies and their related potential possessed by students in school. Academic and social 
competencies require different types of knowledge and strategies. What is required in achieving 
well on an examination differs from how to get along with a friend. Yet, both are based on an 
understanding of oneself and an assessment of the situation in an appropriate way.  

Educational resilience in the school context 

The role played by schools in the development of educational resilience is an important one. When 
vulnerabilities of students are identified, a learning environment can be created to help students 
overcome them and thereby build resiliency.  

For over two decades, Werner and Smith (1992), Bernard (1991) among other educational 
researchers recommended that schools can and should promote and support resiliency. Schools 
develop resiliency by providing authentic evidence of academic success (competence), show 
students they are valued (belonging), reinforce feelings that they have made a contribution 
(usefulness) and make them feel empowered (potency) (Sagor, 1996). The Center on Education in 
the Inner Cities (CEIC) in the United States does research and has a program to foster educational 
resilience. Although educational resilience is a relatively new area of investigation, CEIC has 
accumulated data for the past six years. The database offers a better understanding of risks that 
contribute to disorders and protective factors that help students become more resilient.  

Protective factors reduce the probability of negative outcomes. Garmezy (1984) says not to look at 
problems to be “fixed,” but at personalities to be “protected.” He thinks that protective figures such 
as teachers have the task of doing everything possible to enhance the competence of students to deal 
with problems. The presence of protective factors in school appears to alter or reverse predicted 
negative outcomes and fosters the development of resiliency over time 

In sum, educational resilience seems to be related to self esteem or a feeling that one is not 
powerless, a positive learning attitude and moral character to follow decent norms. During the 
adolescent stage of life, students confront dilemmas of identity formation, conflicting adult and peer 
norms, and achieving academically in a meritocratic school system. Schools are social institutions 
with a structure and interacting individuals performing various roles. Schools have purposes that 
serve as a framework for consistent patterns of social interaction. Thus, schools give us one frame 
of reference for understanding educational resilience.  

Method  

Subjects 

The subjects were 1174 students from four schools in Singapore. The male and female students 
came from Secondary one to Secondary four levels (aged from 13 to 16 years). The higher-
achieving students are in special and express streams/tracks while the lower-achieving are in 
normal streams.  

Instruments and Procedure 

A questionnaire with 60 items was employed in this study. The items were to measure different 
aspects of students’ feelings and perceptions about their school life.  

Questionnaires were administered to heterogeneous classes during the school day. After the 
instructions were read aloud and explanations given, the questionnaires were distributed. The 
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questionnaires were self-administered when students responded at their own pace. Most students 
completed the questionnaire within 20 minutes.  

Measures 

Educational Resilience has three components 

• Empowered: Items measured whether students felt that life will work out the way they want it to, 
whether problems of life are manageable and whether they know what is right or wrong in a fast 
changing world. 

• Learning Attitude: Items measured whether students felt that school was worthwhile and was 
preparing them for what they want to do after secondary school. In addition, attitude toward 
school lessons on understanding oneself and others and being a good citizen were measured. 

• Moral Behavior: These items measured how students felt about school rules, namely whether 
they followed them, whether discipline cases were handled fairly and whether they liked rules 
because they knew what to expect. 

School Attitude: Items measured student responses to the school schedule, feedback from students 
and participation in school activities. 

Listener (Have at least someone who will listen): Items showed to what extent adolescents had 
someone they could talk to about their problems or had someone they could trust and seek support 
from. 

Friends: Items measured the number and kinds of friends students had and whether they were liked 
and participated in school-related activities such as sports, games and parties. 

Results and Discussion 

After a factor analysis was performed on the students’ responses to the items in the questionnaire, 
six factors relevant to the discussion of the present paper were obtained.  
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Table 1: Factor Loading Matrix After Varimax Rotation (n = 1172) 

Item F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 
School is teaching me what I want to learn. .669      
I feel that I am wasting my time in school. .557      
School is helping me get ready for what I want to do after secondary school. .504      
Pastoral care lessons help me to understand myself and others better. .714      
CME lessons have reminded me about the importance of being a food citizen. .690      
PE lessons keep me trim and fit. .591      
The library media centre is useful in supporting my learning. .614      
It is hard to know what is right and wrong because the world is changing so fast.  .688     
The problems of life are sometimes too big for me.  .516     
I am pretty sure my life will work out the way I want it to.  .572     
Things are changing so fast that I am not sure which rules to follow.  .631     
It is all right to break the law as long as you do not get caught.   .803    
A student has the right to cheat if it will keep him/her from failing.   .819    
My school provides many opportunities for student to participate    .723   
My school encourages feedback from students    .702   
I am comfortable with the number of periods allocated for each subject .333   .459   
It is no use to say anything because no one listens to me     .469  
I feel like I do not have anyone to talk to about my problem     .780  
I do not know anyone that I can trust     .728  
When I am unhappy, there are people I can turn to for support     .702  
When I am troubled, I keep things to myself     .692  
I go to sports and games/ECAs at school    .330  .414 
I go to parties, discos and other school activities      .517 
I have lot of friends      .717 
I have different kinds of friends      .687 
Other students in the school like me      .463 
I feel happy doing things together with my friends      .531 

Table 2 shows good reliability estimates of the six factors, namely students’ learning attitude (F1), 
feeling of empowerment (F2), moral behavior (F3), school attitude (F4), having someone to listen 
to him or her (F5) and having friends (F6). 

Table 2: Reliability Estimates of Sub-scale Factors 

Sub-Scale Alpha Reliability 
Learning Attitude .801 
Empowered .575 
Moral Behavior .762 
School Attitude .582 
Listener .768 
Friends .628 

For better understanding and easier comparison, the students’ total score in each sub-scale was 
divided by the number of items in that sub-scale. Thus, different numbers of items in these sub-
scales can be ignored and every sub-scale can be considered as a simple scale with a maximum 
value of 4, a minimum value of 1, and a mid-point of 2.5. Correlations for the six factors were 
analysed and appear on Table 3. 
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Table 3: Correlation Between Factors of Resilience and the Factors about School or Friends 

Factors School Attitude Listener Friends 
Learning Attitude 0.494** 0.237** 0.215** 
Empowered 0.159** 0.376** 0.169** 
Note: ** means the correlation is significant at 0.01 level. 

Since the sample size is large, low correlation coefficient values were statistically significant. The 
tests for differences between two dependent correlation coefficients were performed. It is found that 
the correlation coefficient between Learning Attitude and School Attitude is significantly higher 
than the correlation coefficient between Learning Attitude and Listener or Learning Attitude and 
Friends. This shows that the Learning Attitude is related to School Attitude more closely than 
Friends.  

Learning Attitude measures whether students felt that school was meaningfully preparing them for 
work, being a healthy, good citizen, and understanding oneself and others. Learning Attitude is 
highly related to their School Attitude which measures the school schedule, opportunities to 
participate and the willingness of the teachers and administrators to receive feedback from students. 

The correlation coefficient between Empowered and Listener is significantly higher than either 
Friends or School Attitude. We can see that if the students have at least one person to talk to and 
who listens to them, the more empowered they may feel. This empowerment implies that they have 
confidence in themselves and have some control over their lives. Two indicators of educational 
resilience are that students feel empowered and have at least one person who listens to them.  

In conclusion, this study shows that educational resilience, in terms of students’ learning attitude, a 
feeling of empowerment and knowing what is right and wrong (moral behavior), is related to their 
school attitude, having friends and having at least one person who will listen and support them. 
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