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Introduction

Education 

Using school-based programs as a point of entry, this guide 

describes how to improve children’s resilience by fostering 

positive, nurturing relationships, meeting children’s basic 

needs, and developing their core capabilities and values 

across three of a child’s primary socio-ecological domains: 

the home, school, and community. 
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have a strong reciprocal 
relationship: 

and  resilience  
participation in education promotes children’s resilience, and 
resilient children are more likely to participate in, and to benefit 
from, education. For example, strong cognitive competencies 
are key components of resilience that are strengthened by 
quality education. Conversely, children’s social and emotional 
competence informs what and how much children are able 
to learn in education settings as well as their risks of low 
performance and dropping out of school (Noam & Hermann, 2002; Peth-

Pierce, 2000). In other words, education is a key enabler of resilience, 
and resilience is a key enabler of a child’s ability to learn.
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RESILIENCE  
AND ADVERSITY

SECTION 1
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SECTION 1  Resilience and Adversity

Basic Needs Highlight
The risks to healthy child development from 
a basic needs standpoint are numerous 
and complex. Poor or inadequate nutrition, 
limited access to proper water, sanitation, 
and hygiene (WASH), inappropriate housing, 
limited healthcare such as a lack of access to 
life-saving vaccines, and threats to personal 
safety all limit children and adolescents’ ability 
to thrive. Further, siloed interventions, which 

address only one risk factor, 
are ineffective in combating the 
cumulative ill-effects of these 
risks as research continues to 
show that “siloed interventions 
lead to siloed outcomes” (Singer, 

2014; Huebner et al, 2016). When 
practitioners choose to focus on 
only one risk, the overall impact 
of an intervention diminishes; 
therefore, “coordinated, multifac-
eted, and evidence-based action” 
(Huebner et al, 2016) is needed to 

enable children in adversity to overcome any 
risks to their development and flourish (Boothby 

et al, 2012). While it is unlikely that a practitioner 
will be able to address all components of a 
child’s basic needs through a single interven-
tion, he or she can seek out partnerships with 
the private and public sector to ensure that 
inadequate attention to basic needs does not 
undermine the efficacy of an intervention.

Housing
There are many aspects of housing that 
can impact a child or adolescent’s healthy 
development. For one, crowding in a house-
hold can limit the amount of time children 
play and increase the amount of time they 
spend unoccupied or as onlookers (Liddell & 

Kruger, 1989). Studies also show an adverse 
relationship between household crowding 

and children’s physical development and 
academic achievement. The latter of which 
can be linked to obstacles like inadequate 
space to do homework (Ferguson et al, 2013).

Poor housing often leads to increased residen-
tial mobility (Bartlett et al, 1999), which threatens 
children’s feelings of safety and security by 
disrupting or not allowing for the development 
of routines. Additionally, children and adoles-
cents living in informal housing are less likely 
to attend formal school due to not having a 
permanent address (Wegelin & Borgman, 1995). 
Finally, the stress that unsafe or unstable 
housing places on parents and caregivers 
cannot be overlooked as these stressors can 
limit parents and caregivers’ ability to provide 
their children with nurturing and responsive 
relationships. All of these factors have adverse 
effects on all components of children and 
adolescent’s development: physical, cognitive, 
and social and emotional (Ferguson et al, 2013).

Nutritious Food 
Good nutrition extends beyond ensuring 
survival for children: the negative links 
between undernutrition (stunting, wasting, and 
micronutrient deficiencies) and early cognitive 
development is well established (Black & Dewey, 

2014). In particular, stunting has been shown to 
have a drastic, negative impact on children and 
adolescent’s development, affecting both brain 
development and causing permanent cognitive 
impairment. These ill-effects threaten equity 
throughout a child’s life and have even been 
shown to lead to poor school performance 
and early termination as well as reduced 
work capacity and future earning potential 
(Huebner et al 2016). These ill-effects not only 
threaten the life-trajectories of individuals 
but have a substantial impact on communi-
ties, limiting their access to human capital 

siloed  
interventions

siloed 
outcomes
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SECTION 1  Resilience and Adversity

Contextualization is Key 
While there is inherent value in these frame-
works as a means to begin conversations 
around embedding SEL in programming, 
practitioners must resist the urge to use 
these frameworks in a copy and paste 
manner across contexts: ultimately, contex-
tualization is at the core of implementing 
SEL programming successfully. A number 
of approaches focused on contextualiza-
tion and the related assessment of SEL 
have emerged in response to this need.

The Hubbard Methodology
The Hubbard methodology is a rapid ethno-
graphic qualitative approach that uses 
semi-structured interviews centered around 
one question or topic to systematically collect 
information about local perceptions, beliefs, 
or needs. The methodology is, by design, 
open to change and adaptation, and when 
applying it to differing programs in diverse 
contexts and cultures, there is almost always 
a need to adapt to the actual skills, needs, and 
demands of specific programs and settings.

During the 2019-2020 school year, a research team from the University of Notre Dame’s 
Global Center for the Development of the Whole Child (GC-DWC) conducted 136 interviews 
in Peru, using the Hubbard methodology to gather information on local perceptions of 
social and emotional skills by students, parents, and teachers in the rural communities 
of Piura and Cusco. Using data collected from these interviews, researchers coded and 
analyzed which social and emotional skills participants mentioned the most and their 
level of importance as well as specific behaviors attributed to the different skills. At the 
end of the analysis, 25 skills were identified and organized into six families that represent 

the local perceptions and understandings of SEL, 
which will allow for more relevant programming and 
assessment of SEL programs in the future.

“
  25 skills  
identified and organized  

into six families
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SECTION 1  Resilience and Adversity

WHOLE CHILD  
SCHOOL-COMMUNITY  
APPROACHES

SECTION 2
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SECTION 2  Whole Child School-Community Approaches

Essential Players in the School-Community 
Approach to Fostering Resilience:  
the home, the school, and the community

Acknowledging that the school-community 
encompasses all actors who play an active 
role in ensuring the welfare and success of 
children at school, this section will take a 
closer look at key considerations for prac-
titioners seeking to foster resilience at the 
home, school, and community levels.

The Home
Homes are a child’s first school, and parents 
are their first teachers (Cohen et al., 2018). 
Indeed, supporting early learners in the house-
hold before school even begins is essential for 
children’s future academic success and lays 
the groundwork for the cultivation and devel-
opment of their resilience, both now and later 
in life. Key areas for practitioners to consider in 
designing interventions that support the home 
in ensuring the success of children inside and 
outside of the classroom are 1) early childhood 
development, 2) adolescent development, 
and 3) parent support and training. While it 
may not be possible for a singular intervention 
to address all of these areas, practitioners 
should seek out strategic partnerships to 
develop holistic programs that recognize 
the multidimensional needs of children as 
outlined by the resilience building blocks.

Early Childhood Development
Brain Development
The fundamental construction of the brain is 
built through an ongoing process that begins 
before birth and continues into adulthood. 

Brains are built over time, from the bottom 
up with simpler neural connections and skills 
forming first, followed by more complex 
circuits and skills. In the first few years of life, 
more than 1 million new neural connections 
form every second. After this period of rapid 
proliferation, connections are reduced through 
a process called pruning, which allows brain 
circuits to become more efficient. Attention 
to children’s basic needs, in particular 
nutrition and stimulation, is paramount to 
healthy early brain development (Harvard 

University Center on the Developing Child, 2011).

Billions of connections between individual 
neurons across different areas of the brain 
enable lightning-fast communication among 
neurons that specialize in the different kinds 
of brain functions. While the early years 
are the most active period for establishing 
neural connections, new connections can 
form throughout life, and unused connec-
tions continue to be pruned. Because this 
dynamic process never stops, it is impos-
sible to determine what percentage of brain 
development occurs by a certain age, but 
more importantly, the connections that form 
early in life provide either a strong or weak 
foundation for the connections that form 
later. The serve-and-return relationships 

...nurturing relationships  
between caregivers and children  

are essential...
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For children living in adversity, the school 
can provide a safe, stable environment that 
fosters these non-cognitive skills in tandem 
with cognitive skills while simultaneously 
supporting children’s psychosocial well-being. 
The role that the school plays in creating or 
restoring a child or adolescent’s sense of 
normalcy and dignity amidst adversity must 
not be overlooked when seeking to foster 
academic resilience (Alves, 2016).

There are numerous ways that a school can 
foster resilience among its students and can 
promote environments that nurture children’s 

overall well-being including but not limited 
to their academic success and learning, 
psychosocial health, and physical health. Key 
components for practitioners to consider 
in cultivating schools that foster resilience 
and develop the primary non-cognitive skills, 
behaviors, and attitudes that are critical to 
academic performance include 1) the estab-
lishment of the school as a safe space; 2) 
culturally relevant and conflict sensitive 
curriculum; 3) the integration of SEL; and 4) 
investment in comprehensive teacher training 
that prioritizes teachers’ growth, development, 
and well-being.

Hypothesized model of how noncognitive factors influence academic performance 
(Farrington et al, 2012, p.14)
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Curriculum
Another component of fostering academic 
resilience within a school is through the curric-
ulum and textbooks used. In providing learning 
materials that are diversified to support chil-
dren and youth’s multiple modes of learning 
and that are simultaneously culturally relevant 
and conflict-sensitive to one’s specific context, 
schools are able to contextualize the learning 
process and increase student engagement. 
Additionally, it is important for children and 
adolescents to see themselves in their text-
books and curricula. Using images and content 
that reflect the context and culture of the 
students as well as the students themselves 
is paramount to the engagement process. 
Ultimately, student engagement fosters posi-
tive academic behaviors and leads to increased 
retention and higher graduation rates.

Curriculum also provides a space to expose 
students to opportunities to develop their core 
capabilities and values. For example, by inte-
grating stories with motifs and themes that 
address ideas such as courage or self-efficacy, 
educators provide a means for children to see 
specific skills in action while simultaneously 
encouraging them to practice specific skills 
in their own lives. Curriculum can also be an 
avenue to educate students about their basic 
needs (e.g., providing coaching on the value of 
a healthy diet or physical activity). 

3	  Bullets 1-4 appear as proposed by UNICEF (2015). Education and Resilience: Nine priority paths for making schools 
and societies more cohesive.

Key Considerations to foster resilience 
through relevant curriculum3

	⚫ Culturally relevant curriculum will 
draw upon civil society to incorporate 
conflict-sensitive content.

	⚫ Including the ideas of all stakeholders in the 
development process of curriculum as well 
as integrating indigenous knowledge, values, 
and skills is essential.

	⚫ Life skills, human rights, and civic education 
should be present in the curriculum as well 
as in teacher training.

	⚫ Mother-tongue education should be imple-
mented in early childhood development.

	⚫ Curriculum should incorporate learning 
moments that address children and adoles-
cents’ basic needs and core capabilities 
and values.

	⚫ Students should see themselves and their 
culture reflected in their curriculum.
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World Food Programme’s “Home-Grown School Feeding” Program
Fostering resilience through empowering local female farmers and 
providing school meals.

In Guinea, 17% of primary school-aged children do not attend school, three-quarters 
of whom are girls. The motivation behind lack of attendance, in particular for girls, 
connects most readily to poverty and cultural beliefs.

In order to encourage parents to send their children to school and to combat rural 
poverty, the World Food Programme (WFP) implemented the “Home-Grown School 
Feeding” program in 2015 , which aims to support local communities by providing 
training to female farmers in storage, packaging, and transportation of rice before the 
WFP purchases the rice for use in local school feeding programs.

Since beginning the programme, the WFP has been able to promote agricultural 
development at the local level while empowering women and simultaneously 
creating support systems for school children and smallholder farmers. Since the 
implementation of the program, WFP has seen an increase in retention, particularly 
for girls, as well as an increase in family spending on essential needs such as basic 
healthcare and school fees.

Information for this example is from (Madjiangar, 2016).

“

WFP has seen an increase in retention, 

particularly for girls




