
 
 

 

WHAT IS ACADEMIC RESILIENCE? 
KEY POINTS: 

• Good educational outcomes despite adversity 
• We can spot the impact of academic resilience through individuals doing better than 

we might have expected 
• Promoting academic resilience will lead to better behaviour and results for 

disadvantaged pupils. 

Academic resilience means students achieving good educational outcomes despite 
adversity. 

For schools, promoting it involves strategic planning and detailed practice involving the 
whole school community to help vulnerable young people do better than their 
circumstances might have predicted. 

With this way of working, schools can help not only to beat the odds for individual pupils, 
but also with changing the odds for disadvantaged pupils across the board. 

Sounds easy right? Well, we know if it were simple, everyone would have already 
achieved it and you could be doing something else right now instead of reading this. 

How can we spot Academic Resilience? 

These kinds of conversations would be going on in your school community if your school 
has done well at increasing pupils’ academic resilience: 

"Remember when George Smith left school and was offered that plumbing 
apprenticeship and we couldn’t believe it? Apparently he has stuck it out and is doing 
well. Even his mum used to say he was destined for prison!" 
- Deputy Head 

"Can't believe that Kuljinder is doing so well now. She left school with five GCSEs and 
has gone to college to do 'A' Levels. In Year 7 she got excluded and her mum was in a 
psychiatric hospital. Unbelievable." 
- Key Stage Four teacher 

"Carl Jones was one of the lads painting the canteen this weekend as part of the 
alternative education programme. He was telling me about his previous exclusions and 
the kinds of trouble he used to get in to at weekends. He seems determined to do 
better at school now he can see a future for himself." 
- School caretaker 



 
 

 

Of course it might not be your personal responsibility to make this all happen. But we’d 
like to convince you that whoever you are in the school community you have a valuable 
role to play in achieving academic resilience. 

Everyone in the school community can contribute... and sometimes new roles in school 
can help fill some gaps- the kinds of things that others haven't got time or skills to do. 
Have a look at the film below for some ideas from some other schools. 

<Film – Examples of new roles in school> https://youtu.be/nO2yPg6BVAU  

And basically the theme here is ‘so and so did better than we expected’. Imagine this 
kind of ‘positive gossip’ resounding round the staff room? 

Some more experienced teachers have told us that our approach reminds them of the 
old days when teachers were encouraged to get involved in other aspects of a pupil’s 
life. Young and old teachers have told us this: 

“Helping those pupils who have lots of barriers to overcome is why I went in to teaching 
in the first place.” 

It’s not rocket science. What we are saying is that positive progress for pupils facing 
adversity comes in many forms – building their resilience will help ensure that progress. 

Believing in potential is what teachers and others in school do so well – the school just 
needs to find ways to support staff to act on that belief. 

What does the evidence tell us? 

Some children are simply born brainy and despite the most difficult circumstances, they 
will do well in school. 

(For example Oprah Winfrey suffered all kinds of childhood horrors, but studied hard at 
school and went to university too). 

In fact for some brainy children, school can be a refuge and a much calmer, safer place 
than home. We know that children with certain advantages are more likely to do well at 
school – intelligence, height, looks, etc plus stable home life, educated parents, decent 
housing – these kinds of factors are known to increase the likelihood of academic 
attainment. 

At the same time, there are many risk factors which make a child less likely to achieve. 
There are certain issues that keep cropping up in the research findings about what can 
work in building resilience in vulnerable children and young people, including: 

https://youtu.be/nO2yPg6BVAU


 
 

 

1. At least one trusted adult, with regular access over time, who lets the pupils they 
‘hold in mind’ know that they care 

2. Preparedness and capacity to help with basics, i.e. food, clothing, transport, and 
even housing 

3. Safe spaces - quiet, safe spaces for pupils who wish to retreat from ‘busy’ school life 

4. Making sure disadvantaged pupils actually access activities, hobbies and sports 

5. Help to map out a sense of future (hope and aspirations) and developing life skills 

6. Help to develop and practice problem-solving approaches at every opportunity 

7. Help for pupils to calm down and manage their feelings 

8. Support to help others e.g. volunteering, peer mentoring. 

9. Opportunities for all staff, pupils and parents to learn about resilience 

10. Staff treat each other with care and respect, modelling the behaviour they expect 
from pupils. 

How Will Promoting Academic Resilience Help Our School Achieve Better Results? 

Building resilience involves doing a whole bundle of things that don’t always happen in 
the classroom. 

We know from years of research that supporting pupils to build resilience improves their 
academic results. 

But why is this? Why is it that say, helping a pupil with challenging behaviour join the 
Woodcraft Folk and take part in their activities each week, would have a knock on effect 
on academic achievement? 

The same question could be asked again of this situation. Imagine a child being asked 
how their poorly mum was doing by a kindly dinner lady. Imagine that child feeling cared 
for as a result of that conversation. All these kinds of processes help pupils settle down, 
concentrate and feel better about themselves. 

All of which, as anybody in the school community will know, will have an impact on 
learning and educational achievement.  

Improved behaviour and attendance at school are all part of that. Of course there are 
longer term benefits - some of the processes and practices involved in resilience 
building will give pupils access to opportunities that they would never have had before. 

For example, suppose the Woodcraft leader runs a fish and chip shop and that pupil 
who settled in her club ended up getting work experience there for a few weeks. Who 
knows, right now he might be running his very own chip shop. 

Even longer term benefits for children, families and wider society include better physical 
health, increased life expectancy and better long term mental health for the most 
vulnerable members of society. What’s not to like? 



 
 

 

Some might say that all this boils down to us being kinder to pupils, but there really is 
more to resilience promotion than just that. It involves using tried and tested ideas to 
help support vulnerable pupils to genuinely close the gap. 

It also involves leadership and commitment. Check out what these school leaders say 
about their expectations of the whole school community in making sure no child is left 
behind. 

<Film: A Whole School Approach> https://youtu.be/VJFwppXlXrY  

In our experience having an evidence-based resilience framework to help plan and 
support what you do – whether you are the head teacher or a parent – can make you 
stay on track and keep going especially when the going gets tough. 

And let’s face it; achieving academic resilience for the most vulnerable pupils isn’t plain 
sailing, however kind you are. 

How to Use the Resilience Framework 

Key Points 

 The Resilience Framework summarises a set of ideas and practices that promote 
resilience. It is based on a body of research and practice development 
called Resilient Therapy (RT). 

 This was originally developed by Angie Hart and Derek Blincow, with help from Helen 
Thomas and a group of parents and practitioners 

 Adapted versions have been created to adapt the Framework to different groups. 

 

https://youtu.be/VJFwppXlXrY


 
 

 

HOW THE FRAMEWORK WAS DEVELOPED 

We took the resilience research evidence base and padded other sets of ideas from our 
practice with very disadvantaged children and families in an NHS Child and Adolescent 
Mental Health Clinic, working closely with schools and other agencies. Alongside 
this, Professor Angie Hart's adoptive parenting knowledge went into the mix and, more 
recently, we’ve collected experiences from a much wider group of collaborators. 

We distilled all these different sets of ideas into a handy table that summarises our 
approach and acts as a reminder to people of what’s included. 

We’ve called this table various things over the years, and have represented it in different 
ways: as an RT Magic Box of potions and remedies, a toolkit of ideas, then a more 
detailed RT Summary Table, a later version of the Resilience Framework that doesn't 
use the language of 'therapy', and a black and white Resilience Framework in case you, 
or the young people you support, prefer to colour code the Framework yourselves. 

We've also been developing a version of the table for use with adults, and this is where 
we've got to so far with that, which is still work in progress, the Resilience Framework 
for adults. 

All our tables and frameworks are available as PDFs and can be downloaded in 
the Resources section of the boingboing website. But the one we’ve designed especially 
for schools is probably what you want at the moment. 

THE SUMMARY TABLE & HOW IT WORKS 

The Summary Table visually shows you how we have split our ideas under five 
headings or compartments – Basics, Belonging, Learning, Coping and Core Self – to 
help us think strategically and practically about doing things resiliently. 

Within each of these compartments is a selection of evidenced based ideas or 
remedies, to draw on when trying to make a resilient move with a child or young person. 
Navigate through the table to find out more about each term. 

The Resilience Framework Summary Table does look pretty simple, but there’s quite a 
lot of work behind it. And if you’re thinking you are still unsure about how to give it a go, 
take a look at the Using RT page on the boingboing website and see if it can help. 

If you really want to get stuck into understanding how we put it together, and get more 
information about how to use it, you might want to get hold of one of our books. 

We’ve also used it in other places on this website to give you more of an idea of how to 
put some of the ideas into practice so don’t bother buying a book before you have had a 
good look around the website for ideas such as 

 The Resilient Classroom - a Tutor resource 

http://www.boingboing.org.uk/images/stories/RT-magic-box-for-web.jpg
http://www.boingboing.org.uk/images/stories/RT_Framework_children_young_people.png
http://www.boingboing.org.uk/images/stories/Resilience_Framework_children_young_people.png
http://www.boingboing.org.uk/index.php/resources/category/9-resilience-frameworks?download=91:resframecyp-bw
http://www.boingboing.org.uk/images/stories/Resilience_Framework_adults.png
http://www.boingboing.org.uk/images/stories/Resilience_Framework_adults.png
http://www.boingboing.org.uk/index.php/resources/category/9-resilience-frameworks
http://www.boingboing.org.uk/images/stories/RT_Framework_children_young_people.png
http://www.boingboing.org.uk/index.php/resilience-in-practice/getting-to-grips-with-rt?id=53:using-rt&catid=1
http://www.boingboing.org.uk/index.php/getting-hold-of-our-stuff
http://www.youngminds.org.uk/assets/0001/1548/The_resilient_classroom.pdf


 
 

 

 Have a look at the film below which was features Hove Park School (secondary) in 
Brighton where the Resilient Classroom resource was developed as part of a whole 
school approach to promoting resilience. 

 <Film: Whole School Community Hove Park School> https://youtu.be/Dzwa9AqkzVs 

 

https://youtu.be/Dzwa9AqkzVs

