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Abstract
This study explored how external and internal protective factors combined in predicting
academic resilience among secondary school students in Kiambu County, Kenya. The
study used a descriptive correlational design. The sample comprised of 390 form three
(198 boys; 192 girls) with a mean age of 17 years (SD= 1.31; range 12 - 24 years). A
demographic form and the California Healthy Kids Survey-Module B, 2007 version were
used to collect data. Data were analysed using Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation
(PPMC) and multiple linear regression. There was a signiﬁcant strong positive relationship
between the external and internal protective factors (r (388 = .55, p < .05). In addition,
internal protective factors had a higher positive and signiﬁcant predictive value on
academic resilience (b = 0.42, p < .05) than external protective factors (b = 0.29, p < .05). The
results indicated that internal and external protective factors jointly explained a signiﬁcant
amount of variance in students’ academic resilience. A key implication of the ﬁndings is
that interventions focusing on enhancing internal protective factors while strengthening
external factors are more likely to have a better impact in promoting students’ academic
resilience.
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Introduction
Stories of individuals who have performed well against all odds abound in different places.
An area of interest to parents and stakeholders in education is why some students perform
well despite obvious individual and environmental challenges. One possible explanation
advanced in research is academic resilience. According to Martin and Marsh (2006),
academic resilience is the students’ ability to attain positive school outcomes despite
academic setbacks, stress, and school-related pressures. Academically resilient students
have been found to have good interpersonal skills, conﬁdence in their own ability to learn,
positive attitude toward school, pride in their ethnicity, and high expectations (Borman &
Overman, 2004; Garmezy, 1993). Importantly, a resilient student has personal agency, a
factor that largely impacts on students’ motivation to overcome academic barriers (Solberg,
Close, & Metz, 2002).
To most researchers, resilience is a multifaceted and strengths-based construct that
focuses on providing protective factors that enhance success (Schunk & Zimmerman, 2007).
These factors reduce the impact of negative events, help individuals avoid or resist
problematic pathways and also promote positive and successful pathways. In literature, the
construct of resilience is conceptualized as comprising of intrapersonal resilience factors
(internal protective factors) and interpersonal (external) resilience factors. Internal protective
factors are mostly personality or dispositional attributes while external protective factors are
mainly developmental supports and opportunities (Masten & Reed, 2002). The complex
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interplay between a student’s external and internal protective factors is regarded as the
impetus for his or her wellness and success in life (Barr & Parrett, 2001; Campbell-Sills,
Cohan, Stein, 2006; Wasonga, Christman, & Kilmer, 2003).
An emerging concern in the above conceptualization of resilience is that although the
categories of protective factors are universal, their relative importance, the way they are
expressed and the way they work to create resilience may differ greatly between cultures
(Gunnestad, 2006)). In addition, the deﬁnition of a resilient person is likely to differ across
cultures. Consistent with this understanding, (Theron & Malindi, 2013) caution against
implementing generic conceptualizations of resilience across contexts and cultures. Other
researchers (Didkowsky, Ungar, & Liebenberg, 2010; Ungar & Liebenberg, 2011) also argue
that the understanding of resilience in speciﬁc cultural contexts should be informed by the
expertise of local people.
In the USA, Gross (2011) examined how predictors of academic resilience and outcomes
interact with each other from an ecological context. The study involved 167 low-income urban
African American adolescents. Data were collected using reports by parents, self-report,
and in vivo accounts of the adolescents’ daily experience. Using the Optimal Data Analysis
statistical procedure, the researcher created a multivariable classiﬁcation tree model, for
predicting academic outcomes. The study found school factors to be the strongest predictor of
academic resilience. In addition, individual level characteristics such as academic selfefﬁcacy, and social problem-solving predicted academic resilience. Similar ﬁndings have
been reported among college students (Merdinger, Hines, Ostering, & Wyatt, 2005).
In South Africa, a qualitative study by Das-Brailsford (2005) focused on factors that helped a
group of poor black youth achieve academic success and demonstrate resilience. The study
found family support and good relationships with adult role models as external protective
factors that inﬂuenced a resilient response. The study further reported goal orientation, strong
initiative and motivation and experiencing the self as having a sense of agency as internal
protective factors.
It is not always that external and internal factors explain variation in students’ academic
resilience. In a study by Crawford (2006) among 146 sixth to eleventh grade learners in USA
on risk and protective factors related to resilience, it was reported that the combination of the
identiﬁed factors did not explain a signiﬁcant amount of variance in the scores of students’
resilient functioning. The multiple regression analysis of the individual, family, and external
risk variables and overall resilience was not signiﬁcant.
Despite the crucial role of academic resilience in explaining school outcomes and the
contextualized nature of that inﬂuence, Theron et al. (2013) lament that there is paucity of
studies that explore resilience in various African contexts. To address this concern, this study
explored the factors that promote students academic resilience in a Kenyan context. The
researchers are convinced that education practice and policy may be enriched through
research in academic resilience. The next section presents the problem addressed in the
study.
Statement of the Problem
There is considerable consensus in the academic resilience literature that it is desirable for
teachers and teachers to facilitate the development of academic resilience among students
(Campbell-Sills et al., 2006; Gross, 2011; Schunk & Zimmerman, 2007). Despite the many
empirical studies investigating academic resilience and its predictive factors globally, research
on resilience among secondary school students in Africa is scarce (Theron et al., 2013).
Moreover, available studies describe protective factors in isolation, without examining how
these factors combine to create academic resilience in an individual (Luther (2006)).To address
these gaps, we conducted this study to examine the intercorrelations of resilience protective
factors among secondary school students in a Kenyan set up.
A number of studies have examined factors that contribute to variations in academic
achievement among secondary school students in Kenya (Gitau, 2005; Gitonga, 1997; Kwena,
2007; Macharia, 2011; Mwangi, Okatcha, Kinai, & Ireri, 2015; Murugami, 2002; Oliwa, 1998;
among others). However, little emphasis has been given to academic resilience. It therefore
remains unclear how personal and environmental factors account for academic resilience
among students in Kenya. For this reason, this study examined the underlying interactions
among multiple protective factors that predict academic resilience. In this regard, we
Mwangi et al. Interdisciplinary Education and Psychology. 2017, 1:4.

2 of 10

Interdisciplinary Education and Psychology
hypothesized that there is no signiﬁcant correlation between external and internal protective
factors. It was also hypothesized that the two did not signiﬁcantly predict academic resilience.
In the next section we present an overview of the theoretical framework that guided the study.
Theoretical Framework
This study was framed upon the Ecological Systems Theory by Bronfenbrenner (1979).This
theory views resilience as an ever-changing product of interacting relationships within a given
ecosystemic context. Within the ecological model, resilience is conceptualized as a process
embedded in multiple layers: the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and
chronosystem. Within the microsystems are the student’s family, peers, school, and
neighborhood that the student interacts with. For Bronfenbrenner (1979), the student is not a
passive recipient of experiences in these settings, but someone who reciprocally interacts with
others and helps to construct the settings.
The mesosystem involves linkages between microsystems, such as the connections between
family and school experiences, and between families and peers. Bronfenbrenner argues that
development is likely to be optimized by strong supportive links between microsystems. Nonsupportive links between microsystems can spell trouble. For example, when peers devalue
academics, they often undermine an adolescent’s scholastic performance, despite the best
efforts of parents and teachers to encourage academic achievement. The exosystem is at work
when experiences in another setting (in which the student does not have an active role) inﬂuence
the students and teachers experience in the immediate context e.g. provision of facilities. The
chronosystem refersto socio-historicalconditions of students’ development, for example,
students today are growing up in the electronic bubble of an environment deﬁned by computers
and new forms of media. Each social system has its own dynamics, rules, discourses and
relationships.
There is a bidirectionality in the relationship between a person and the environment. Thus,
secondary school students inﬂuence life situations as well as being inﬂuenced by them, and their
activities can either be supported or blunted by their environments. If students experience a
supportive and nurturing family situation and are exposed to positive adult models in the
community, then they become more resilient. Conversely, if familial, school, peer and community
support remain inadequate and adult role models remain absent or dysfunctional, students are
much more likely to become less resilient. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979), the optimal
outcome is achieved when all systems are supportive of the individual.
This theory emphasizes a paradigm shift from the traditional approach of focusing on negative
attributes or deﬁcits to focusing on students’ strengths. It also considers the interaction between
the internal and external protective factors that aid in fostering academic resilience. Toland and
Carrigan (2011) indicate that resiliency is recognized as an ecological phenomenon shaped by
cultural inﬂuences and therefore, knowledge and application of resilience is crucial if school
psychologists wish to impact students and the cultures they come from. This argument informed
the decision to use the ecological framework in this study. Consistent with Toland and Carrigan’s
view, the authors were convinced that academic resilience cannot be the same for all students
globally hence the need to explore the construct in other cultural setups like the Kenyan one.
Materials and Methods
A descriptive correlational research design was utilized in this study. This design was
considered appropriate in this study as it helped to investigate the predictors of academic
resilience and how they relate to academic achievement.
Participants
The study involved 390 secondary school students from 10 schools in Kiambu County, Kenya.
The participants were all in form three, the third class of Kenyan secondary school education.
The sample was drawn from boys only boarding, girls only boarding, and mixed day secondary
schools. The sample size was determined using the Yamane formula (Yamane, 1973) and
comprised 198 boys and 192 girls. The participants’ mean age was 17 years (sd = 1.31) with a
range of 12 to 24 years.
Measures
Data was collected using a students’ background questionnaire that was used to solicit for
demographic information; and the California Healthy Kids Survey- (Module B) to gather data on a
variety of external and internal protective factors associated with academic resilience. It is a likert
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scale developed for the California Department of Education (CDE). In this study, the ﬁrst ﬁve
items on the scale were rated on a ﬁve point scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree. Items 6-56 were rated on a 4-point scale, ranging from 1 = not at all true to 4 =
very much true. The students were instructed to indicate the degree to which each item in the
module applied to them. The minimum possible score in the CHKS was 56 while the maximum
possible score was 229. The points were averaged as follows: (i) High resilience: percentage of
students with average item response above 172-229; (ii) Moderate: percentage of students with
average item response of 114-171; (iii) Low: percentage of students with average item response
of 56-113.
Several studies (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Hanson & Kim, 2007; Sharkey, You, & Schnoebelen,
2008) report adequate construct validity of the scale and provide evidence of its balanced
coverage of internal and external protective factors across youth populations from different
cultures. Content validity of the questionnaire was enhanced by discussing it with developmental
psychology experts and secondary school teachers in Kenya. In the current study, the Cronbach
alpha was used to estimate reliability (Mwangi et al., 2015). During piloting, the internal
consistency for the six sub-scales was found to be between .93 and .71 with an overall reliability
of .87, higher than that of .84 reported by Lucero (2011). The scale was considered sufﬁciently
reliable to warrant the use of the CHKS/RYDM in the Kenyan setting.
Procedure
Written and informed consent was obtained from the participants prior to questionnaire
administration. Conﬁdentiality of research data was assured. The form 3 study participants
completed the questionnaire, in the presence of the researcher within a duration of 30-40
minutes. Directions were provided to the students both verbally and in writing. The questionnaire
was administered in the classroom setting during the school hours in order to ensure maximum
participation by the respondents. Participants were assured that all their responses would
remain conﬁdential.
Results
Results on the correlation between the domains of the external and internal protective factors
are shown in Table 1.
Table 1. Intercorrelations among the Domains of the External and Internal Protective Factors

Note. N = 390. **p < .05 (2-tailed).
The results indicated that the strongest correlation was between high expectations and caring
relationships (r (388) = .74, p < .05), followed by high expectations and meaningful participation
(r (388) =.53, p < .05) and autonomy and sense of self and sense of meaning and purpose (r
(388) =.53, p < .05). The correlation between sense of meaning and purpose and high
expectations was moderate (r (388) =.50, p<.05). Relatively weaker correlations were found
between social competence and meaningful participation (r (388) = .24, p < .05); social
competence and autonomy and sense of self (r (388) =.22, p < .05); as well as between sense of
meaning and purpose and social competence (r (388) =.16, p < .05).
Interestingly, the results revealed a weak positive correlation between social competence and
high expectations (r (388) =.10, p < .05) . There was no signiﬁcant correlation between social
competence and caring relationships (r (388) = .09, p < .05), though positively correlated. A

Mwangi et al. Interdisciplinary Education and Psychology. 2017, 1:4.

4 of 10

Interdisciplinary Education and Psychology
signiﬁcant strong positive relationship was found between the external and internal protective (r
(388 = .55, p < .05). These results, therefore, did not support our hypothesis.
A multiple regression analysis was conducted to determine whether the internal and external
protective factors jointly predicted academic resilience. As presented in Table 2, the results
indicated that internal and external protective factors jointly explained a signiﬁcant amount of
variance in students’ academic resilience (F = 174.15, p < .05; R2 = .47, R2Adjusted = .47, SEE = .73).
Table 2. Model Summary for Prediction of Academic Resilience
R

Adjusted R

.69

.47

2

SEE

F

P

.73

174.15

.01

Note. N = 390. SEE = standard error of estimate.

The predictive weights for the internal and external protective factors were as presented in
Table 3.
Table 3. βeta Coefﬁcients for External and Internal Protective Factors

Model

Unstandardized
Coefﬁcients

Standardized
Coefﬁcients

Sig.

Std. Error
(Constant)

-3.49

.19

External Protective Factors

0.01

.00

.29

.00

Internal Protective Factors

0.04

.01

.45

.00

.00

The results indicated that both internal protective factors and external factors had signiﬁcant
and positive predictive weights on academic resilience. Interestingly, internal protective factors
had a higher predictive value on academic resilience (β = .42, p < .05) than external protective
factors (β = .29, p < .05).
From our results, the equation for predicting academic resilience from internal and external
protective factors was:

Note. Y = academic resilience (Z-Score); EPF = external protective factors; IPF= internal
protective factors.
Discussion
The ﬁndings of the current study indicate that the external and internal protective factors jointly
predict academic resilience. These ﬁndings add credence to the view by the ecological model of
resilience that there is a dynamic interaction among the six protective factors. The strongest
correlation was observed between high expectations and caring relationships. This ﬁnding is
consistent with the results reported by Astudillo (2015) that teachers who held high expectations
of their learners and also emphasized the importance of caring classroom relationships were
instrumental in the students’ academic resilience. The results further corroborate the ﬁnding by
Lucero (2011) that all the six external and internal protective factors were positively correlated
with each other among Latino students at an urban high school in the Los Angeles.
The ﬁndings further suggest that protective factors intercorrelate and work symbiotically to
facilitate achievement of resilience. This is consistent with the ﬁndings reported in a number of
other studies (Beka, Daga, Doboro, & Dominiko, 2014; Gross, 2011; Mampane, 2014; Mehrotra
& Chaddha, 2013; Ratioran & Phlainoi, 2014; Sanders, 1999; Ungar, 2004). The positively
signiﬁcant correlation between protective factors and resilience could imply that the ability to
bounce back in the face of setbacks tends to be high in adolescents who have safe internal and
external protective factors.
The ﬁndings of this study support the premise that a constellation of external and internal
protective factors facilitate students’ academic resilience. As noted by Sandoval-Hernández and
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Białowolski (2016) effective resilience requires a combination of both internal and external
protective factors. To focus merely on developing one of them is not very effective in rendering
students sufﬁciently academically resilient. The study adds a voice to that of past studies that
argue that it is the cumulative effect of multiple protective resilience factors that allows an
individual to be successful (Campbell-Sills, Cohan, & Stein, 2006; Elder & Conger, 2000;
Sandoval-Hernández & Białowolski, 2016)
This study found that internal protective factors had a stronger positive and signiﬁcant
predictive value on academic resilience than external factors. This ﬁnding might offer weight to
the assertion by Sandoval-Hernández and Białowolski (2016) that personal protective factors
are the most important in predicting resilience. Looked at from the lenses of the ecological model
of resilience, it is likely that extrinsic protective factors only offer a supplementary and secondary
buffer to challenges. This view is consistent with the conclusion by Rennie and Dolan (2010) that
adequate beneﬁts of external protective factors, cannot be realized without the initial base of a
resilient personality.
Although the study was done within a Kenyan context, the ﬁndings are generally in agreement
with previous studies in mainly Western contexts that emphasize the role of personal attributes in
enhancing students’ academic resilience processes (Foster, 2013; Lee et al., 2013). This may
imply the cross-cultural applicability of the ecological model of resilience. It may also imply that
teachers, parents and other care givers may beneﬁt learners more if they tailored academic
experiences in ways that promote internal protective factors.
Limitations
The readers should have the following limitations in mind while interpreting the results of the
study. First, our study only focused on students’ academic resilience at one point in time. In
addition, despite the multi dimensionality of resilience, the study focused only on academic
resilience. Future studies could focus on the other dimensions of resilience. It should also be
noted that data were only collected through a one-time administration of a self-report
questionnaire for students. This may have introduced bias in the responses. The use of a
longitudinal design as well as multiple tools for measuring academic resilience should be
considered in future studies.
Recommendations
Our ﬁndings have important practical implications. First, since both internal protective and
external protective factors had signiﬁcant and positive predictive weights on academic
resilience, teachers, parents and other stakeholders should create learning environments that
emphasize both types of factors in helping students develop everyday mechanisms for
overcoming setbacks. In addition, our results indicated that the internal protective factors were
more important in predicting academic resilience than external protective factors. Therefore,
efforts aimed at strengthening students’ internal factors may be more important in enhancing
their academic resilience. However, more research is needed on academic resilience among
Kenyan students before a deﬁnitive statement can be made on the beneﬁts of promoting internal
protective factors more than external protective factors.
Future studies may extend the ﬁndings of this study in a number of ways. First, it may be
necessary to examine the protective factors at multiple time points to determine their interactions
and predictive capacity more conclusively. This may call for future studies to adapt longitudinal
designs. Our study only took a snapshot view of students’ academic resilience at one point in
time. Second, other studies may factor in the other dimensions of resilience such as cognitive,
transactional, behavioural, motivational, existential or spiritual as well as relational and
emotional resilience. We only focused on academic resilience despite the multi-dimensional
nature of the construct. Third, studies may use more robust methods of data analysis such as
path analysis, to establish directions of inﬂuence between multiple antecedents that predict
academic resilience. Fourth, the relationship between academic resilience and academic
outcomes needs to be explored in depth among Kenyan students. This could be done by
involving samples drawn from all levels of education like primary, colleges and university in all
the counties in Kenya. Researchers could also consider using qualitative designs or mixed
methods inquiry to get richer accounts of what Kenyans consider to be the qualities of
academically resilient students.
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Conclusion
Looking speciﬁcally at the intercorrelations between internal and external protective factors,
two conclusions can be drawn in this study. First, both internal and external protective factors
signiﬁcantly predict academic resilience among secondary school students in Kiambu County,
Kenya. These factors tend to have transactional interactions in predicting academic resilience.
Second, internal protective factors have more weight in predicting academic resilience. This
suggests that interventions that seek to enhance internal protective factors while strengthening
external factors are likely to have a better impact in fostering students’ academic resilience.
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