
Why is Resilience Important  
in Education?
Education systems in countries at all levels of development 

and violence (WDR 2011). For more than 40 years, research 
into resilience has sought to understand how positive outcomes 
(such as mental and physical health, positive interpersonal 
relations, socially acceptable behavior, academic success, 
etc.) can result across a wide range of adverse conditions. In 

many students succeed academically despite adverse economic 
conditions (Gamerzy, Masten, and Tellegen 1984; Rutter 
1987; Benard 2004; Gizir and Aydin 2009), homelessness and 

affected settings (Boyden 2003; Ungar 2005 and 2012), and 
social exclusion (Borma and Overman 2004). Resilience matters 
in education because learning and school success are not only 
possible in spite of adversity, education can also be the vehicle 
to overcome it.. 

What Fosters the Learning of Children 

Although social and economic factors are important predictors  

additional factors that correlate with the academic success 

of children and youth living under risks. These include both 
individual factors (e.g., hope, purpose, social competence, 
problem solving, and autonomy) and environmental factors 
(e.g., care, support, high expectations, and opportunities for 
meaningful participation in school, family, and the community). 
Resilience research highlights a process that can foster the 
learning of children and youth as they navigate overwhelmingly  

transform crises into opportunities for learning, growth and 

 Individuals facing adversity seek to make 

purpose that in turn will allow them to make meaningful 
and positive decisions.

Adversity engages ones’ emotions and 
feelings (e.g., anger, pain, sadness, hope, empathy, 
humor, etc.), providing an opportunity to manage and 
regulate them, as well as to develop a concept of self, 

When faced with adversity, individuals 
seek to take some control over their situation through 
the development of new competences and skills. In 
this way individuals aim to satisfy basic material needs, 

TRANSFORMING 
ADVERSITY INTO 
OPPORTUNITY:   
HOW RESILIENCE CAN   
PROMOTE QUALITY         
EDUCATION AMIDST  
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Resilience matters because not only is learning and school success possible in 
spite of adversity, education can also be the vehicle to overcome that adversity.
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life purposes.

Individuals seek support from others during times of 

something larger than oneself, such as social justice 
or spirituality.

Individuals during times of 
adversity move toward adaptive outcomes through 
perseverance, a sense of accountability, and 
responsibility to oneself and others.

How Can Education Systems 
Promote Resilience?

development, values formation, learning, and skills acquisition. 
Thus, education systems can play an important role supporting 

students in contexts of adversity. For this, education strategies 
must be made relevant to these contexts. Education policy 
makers, programs and institutions must consider the strengths 
and assets of education communities and systems to support 
students in making sense of the adversity they experience, 

competencies and skills. For example, teaching and learning 

and extracurricular activities can foster both learning and 

into account social behaviors and attitudes such as teamwork, 
respecting others, effort put into tasks and improvement over 

meaningful participation of parents, students and teachers 
to support the school success and protection of students at 
risk. For example, during emergency response, recovery and 

community relations can provide the structures for connection, 
mutual support and commitment to learning, protection and 

What Evidence Guides an Integrated 
Process to Foster Resilience?
The World Bank has developed the Education Resilience 
Approaches (ERA) Program to offer a systemic and systematic 
process to help education systems in contexts of adversity 
understand resilience and the educational approaches for 

fostering it. ERA is based on the empirical evidence and 
grounded in four integrated and overlapping resilience 

(ii) identifying and fostering the individual assets and positive 
engagement in education communities; (iii) providing relevant 
school services with community partnerships; and (iv) in 
general aligning the education system policies, programs 
and resources to support a resilience approach in contexts of 
adversity. 

and behaviorally across all stages of their development 
(Clemens 2006). For instance, a study of 791 children and 

2002).  In Afghanistan, after the ousting of the Taliban, a study 
on mental health found that 75 percent of women and children 

learning. Cognitive and emotional functions are deeply affected 
by traumatic experience, including the mental executive 

have linked adversity to a shrinking of the hippocampus in the 

(a critical part of learning), and to hyperactivity in the amygdala, 
which processes information tied to negative and positive 
emotional reactions. Pathways between the limbic system and 
the prefrontal brain cortex, where cognitive executive functions, 
attention and working memory are processed, are also affected 
by chronic stress (McEwen 2012). 

Evaluated programs, such as the Promoting Alternative 

seek to address and reverse the relation between detrimental 

elementary students verbalize, process and understand their 
feelings; to foster positive relations with others, and; to plan 
and improve their problem solving, learning and accountability 

improvement in both socioemotional skills as well as learning 
(Greenberg, Kusche and Riggs 2004). The importance of 
positive cognitive, emotional and behavioral skills in spite of 
contexts of adversity has also been supported by resilience 
research. A seminal longitudinal study by Emmy Werner and 

group of 500 children born into extreme poverty and exposed 
to parental alcoholism and other risks for more than 30 years. 
Although 1 out of 5 children grew to become adults with 
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serious behavioral and learning problems, many more lived 
successful, productive lives. This and numerous other studies 
on resilience (see for example, Benard 2004; Ungar 2012) 
pointed to the need to identify, use and protect the assets 
of children and youth in contexts of adversity, and promote 
supportive engagement with others.  

correlate with the most positive effects across academic, 
social and emotional skills are directly implemented by school 
staff within their core instructional and management activities, 

school practices. These studies stress that socioemotional 

to academic learning, but are an inherent and enabling 

for those in contexts of adversity, risk and stress.

integrate socioemotional skills in the school curricula) found 
that 83 percent of these programs produced academic gains 

and emotional support programs for 270,034 students (Durlak, 
et al. 2011). These programs were integrated into the core 
instructional and management activities of schools such as 

activities, and parental and community participation. The 
study found improved social and emotional skills and positive 

analysis (Payton, et al. 2007) of 317 socioemotional programs 
involving a sample of 324,303 students found improvement in 
achievement scores by 11 percentile points in children without 

Family support and involvement in schools has also been 
correlated with high student academic performance (Benard 

protects schools from attacks. A study of 10 community driven 

positive contributions to social cohesion, although positive and 
negative impacts depended on the context of each case study 

participation can contribute to school success through relevant 

and Nicaragua, parental involvement in school management 
proved to support improvement in standardized test scores 

systems in contexts of adversity would do well to support 

from this must come from the system level in the form of 

and material resources. A case study of the education reform 
in Rwanda after the 1994 genocide found explicit reference 
to the role of the education system in “creating a culture of 

promoting the universal values of justice, peace, tolerance, 

Central African Republic and Madagascar), education 
systems have proactively provided the structures to sustain 
the participation of parents and communities in schools. This 
has been done through enacting the legal status of community 

based school committees, supporting school improvement 

et al. 2009). These are only examples of the different ways 
education systems, structures and services can align to 

How is ERA Promoting a Resilience 
Approach in Education Systems?
Based on this evidence, the ERA Program proposes 

corresponding associated policy goals (illustrated in the 

understanding the adversities experienced by education 
communities (students, parents, teachers and education 
administrations), but also grasps their assets and 
engagement processes. It is precisely these individual 
assets and opportunities for group engagement that can 



 Education Notes is a series produced by the World Bank to share lessons learned from innovative  
approaches to improving education practice and policy around the globe. For additional information or hard copies,  
please go to  www.worldbank.org/education  eservice@worldbank.org.

 Joel Reyes   Alex Balayut/World Bank

foster recovery, competence and social cohesion. The 
third and fourth components consider how schools and 

risks and foster the resilience assets and engagement 
processes in education communities. ERA tools related 
to this framework help collect local resilience evidence 

schools and communities can foster resilience, and how 
education systems can deliver relevant services in contexts 
of adversity. Through a resilience approach, education 

and potentially transform adversity into opportunity.    
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What adversities students face 
How the education system is addressing risks in schools 

Education in 
adversity 

How students seek resilience through control, 
competence and being accountable 
How students seek resilience through their socio-
emotional well-being via engagement with others 
(peers, teachers, families, etc.) and identity formation 

Assets and 
engagement 

 

How schools provide support and opportunities to 
students through actions or approaches regarding 
access, permanence, teaching and learning 
How school and community partnerships support 
student outcomes in contexts of adversity 
      
    

Relevant 
school & 

community 
support 

 
How the education system provides a strategic 
direction for relevant education in adversity contexts  
How education programs integrate learning, 
socioemotional well-being and protection  
What human, material and financial resources are 
accessible to support at-risk education communities 
      

Aligned 
education 

system 
support 

Positive learning outcom
es  

in spite of adversity 

RESILIENCE 
COMPONENTS RESILIENCE LEVERS 

Education resilience 
process 

 

POLICY GOALS 

Manage and 
minimize risks 

Use and  
protect assets 

Foster school-
community 

support 

Deliver resilience 
aligned services 

Source: Author.


