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Abstract

 This descriptive study looked at the profile, the personal attributes and
 protective factors of resilient at-risk youth in the academe as well as identified
 other factors instrumental in making them resilient.  Data were taken from 86
 students of the West Visayas State University system. Results showed that the
 respondents were young (16-21 years old), female, in good health, and eldest
 or middle child. They had legitimate birth status, come from intact family
 structure with nuclear household composition, and the majority were extremely
 poor and orphans. As to their personal attributes, spiritual connectedness rank
 first, followed by cognitive competence, autonomy, and social competence.
 On the contrary, their protective factors come primarily from the school, then
  the home and community providing almost equal protection and support.
 Further, another significant factor that makes the participants resilient is the
 presence of care and support from a significant adult, caregiver or teacher, or
 .having at least one strong personal relationship with a role model
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It has been observed by educators and counsellors that some students 
who seem to have all the support needed to finish their studies go wayward or 
is performing poorly. Whereas, some others who barely have what they need 
- those who are in troubled homes where parents are separated, are mentally 
ill, alcoholic, abusive, are law offenders, unemployed, poverty-stricken, and 
single parent homes, and orphans - those who have to fend for themselves as 
working students, and doing odd jobs even do well in their studies in spite 
of their situation and the seemingly absence of support.  They appear to be 
undaunted or invulnerable even when confronted with difficult circumstances. 
They refuse to give up or surrender. What makes them resilient? How can 
they successfully work and develop in the face of such stressors? What are 
their personal attributes? What keeps them in school amidst the difficulties 
when it would have been easier to give up? What are the protective factors 
that make them survive?
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Resiliency is the capacity to do well in spite of difficult circumstances 
(Silva, 2004).It is the human capacity to face, overcome, and even be 
strengthened by experiences of adversity. 

 Werner and Smith (1982), and Demos (1989) identified cognitive 
competence as one of the personal attributes of a resilient child. Cognitive 
competence includes problem-solving skills – the ability to plan, to be 
resourceful in seeking help from others, and to think creatively, critically 
and reflectively. Ewart, Jorgensen, Suchday, Chen, and  Matthews (2002) 
defined social competence as the ability to select and pursue desired, 
attainable goals for achieving control over one’s actions and emotions by 
understanding, connecting with, and influencing other people (Ewart, et al, 
2002). Resilient children are likely to have good relationships and strong 
bonds with at least one supportive parent (Petit, Bates, & Dodge, 1997 in 
Papalia, Olds, & Feldman, 2000) or caregiver. If not, the child may be close to 
at least one caring competent adult (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998, in Papalia, 
et al., 2000). Autonomy is an ability to act independently and to exert some 
control over one’s environment and have a sense of one’s identity, a sense 
of mastery, internal locus of control and self-efficacy (Resilience Research 
Centre (RRC) (2010). Werner and Smith (1982), and Demos (1989) identified 
spiritual connectedness as one of the personal attributes of a resilient child. 
Spiritual connectedness refers to having a sense of purpose and a belief in a 
bright future. It includes goal direction, educational aspirations, achievement 
motivation, persistence, hopefulness, and optimism. 

 Protective factors, on the other hand, are conditions in families 
and communities that, when present, increase the health and well-being 
of children and families. These attributes serve as buffers, helping parents 
to find resources, supports, or coping strategies that allow them to parent 
effectively, even under stress (Child Welfare Information Gateway, No Date). 
Protective factors in the home may involve an attachment to at least one 
family member who engages in proactive, healthy behaviors with the youth. 
This individual may give the youth a sense of belonging and purpose within 
the family unit and value his or her abilities and may additionally tell the 
child that he or she can and will be successful (Christle, Harley, Nelson, & 
Jones, 2011). Carandang and Lee-Chua (2008) noted that the secret on how 
and why Filipino public school students achieve, it turns out, lies not so much 
in resources or enrichment, but in the kind of family values they have. They 
observed that several children from low-income families manage not only 
to stay in school, but also to excel. Poverty can be a hindrance, but it can 
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be overcome.  Schools can help students develop resiliency by providing a 
positive and safe learning environment, along with setting high, yet achievable, 
academic and social expectations. School personnel especially teachers can 
provide protective factors for children and youth by conveying an attitude 
of compassion, understanding, and respect. A teacher is the most frequently 
encountered positive role model outside the family, and a caring relationship 
often develops between student and teacher (Christle, et al., 2011).

Moreover, Bernard (1991) identified three characteristics of supportive 
communities: 1) availability of social organizations that provide an array 
of resources to residents; 2) consistent expression of social norms so that 
community members understand what constitutes desirable behaviour; and 3) 
opportunities for children and youth to participate in the life of the community 
as valued members. 

The objectives of the study are: 1.) to determine the profile of resilient 
at-risk youth in a state university; 2) to ascertain the personal attributes 
– cognitive competence, social competence, autonomy, and spiritual 
connectedness, and protective factors—home, school and community of 
resilient at-risk youth in a state university; and 3) to identify other factors 
instrumental in making them resilient – the ability to endure and bounce back.

Methodology

A total of eighty-six (86) undergraduate and postgraduate students 
of West Visayas State University system from seven (7) campuses - main 
campus in La Paz, Iloilo City and five (5) external campuses situated in the 
municipalities of Pototan, Janiuay, Lambunao, Calinog, College of Agriculture 
and Forestry, Lambunao Iloilo, and Himamaylan City, Negros, Occidental 
were the respondents in the study. 

The purposive sampling method using the snowball technique was 
employed in the selection of participants. The respondents were identified as 
resilient based on the following inclusion criteria: extremely  poor, jobless 
parents with no source of income, parents and siblings can barely eat three 
times a day, landless and with no other property or business, parents have 
no fixed income; orphan, one parent dead, both parent dead, with guardian 
(living with relatives), without guardian (living alone), with benefactor/
employer as SA/Student helpers, without benefactor/employer, abused, 
abandoned/neglected by parents, with physically handicapped parents, with 
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a parent or siblings suffering mental illness, with a parent who is alcoholic or 
drug addicted, and with  a parent in conflict with the law/imprisoned. 

The data were gathered with the assistance and referrals from 
the campus administrators, deans, teachers, counsellors and the students 
themselves. An orientation was held prior to the gathering of data on the 
administration of the questionnaire and confidentiality issues. 

The accomplished instruments were examined for completeness of 
data, and the scores were tallied, tabulated and computer-processed. 

The researcher made Checklist on Personal Attributes composed 
of 20 items covers the following dimensions: cognitive competence, social 
competence, autonomy and spiritual connectedness. The respondents were 
asked to check whether they possess the attributes with responses YES scored 
as 1 and NO as 0. 

The Protective Factors Scale composed of three subscales of 15 items 
measuring available sources of support from the home, school and community 
rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (definitely NO) to 5 (definitely 
YES). 

The checklists were subjected to a jury validation by three experts in 
the field of Psychology and Guidance, and Research and Evaluation. Further, 
the instruments were pilot-tested. The instruments obtained a Cronbach alpha 
of 0.77.  

In addition, an interview schedule was also developed and used to 
substantiate and complement the quantitative data.

Frequency counts, percentages, mean scores, and ranks were the 
statistical tools utilized in this study. 

Results and Discussions

Results showed that as to the personal attributes of the participants, 
spiritual connectedness ranked first, followed by cognitive competence, 
autonomy, and social competence (Table 2).
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Table1

Profile of Participants 

 Categories F %
 A. Entire Group 86 100
 B. Age

 (Younger (16 -21    70 81.4
 (Older (22-28    16 18.6

 C. Sex
 Male    40 46.5
 Female    46 53.5

D. Birth Order
Eldest    34 39.5
 Middle    34 39.5
 Youngest    18 20.9

 E. Birth Status
 Legitimate    80 93
Illegitimate    6 7

F. Health Status
(Poor (Often sick     3 3.5
(Good (Rarely sick     48 55.8
(Very Good (Very rarely sick     35 40.7

 G. Family Structure
(Intact (Parents not separated     59 68.6
(Disrupted (Parents separated     13 15.1
 With one/both absentee parents (working in other     
(places/abroad 14 16.3

 H. Household Composition
(Nuclear (Only parents and children in the household     48 55.8
 Extended (parents, children and one or more relatives    
 (live in the household 28 32.6

 Single-parent household    7 8.1
 Others    3 3.5

I. Parent’s Employment Status 
 Both parents regularly employed    7 8.1
 One parent regularly employed    23 26.7
 (Self-employed (entrepreneur, buy and sell business    9 10.5
 One parent occasionally employed    16 18.6
Both parents occasionally employed    7 8.1
Both parents unemployed    24 27.9
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Table 2

 Ranking of Personal Attributes

Personal Attributes Total Score Rank
Spiritual Connectedness 394 1
 Cognitive Competence 328 2
Autonomy 322 3
 Social Competence 280 4

Table 3

Source of Protective Factors

Protective Factors Mean Rank
 School 4.18 1
 Community 3.92 2
 Family 3.91 3

As to the protective factors of the participants, the school was the 
most popular institution, followed by the community and the home providing 
almost equal protection and support (Table 3).

Results of the interview also revealed that resilient students received 
care and social support from a significant adult, caregiver or teacher, or having 
at least one strong personal relationship with a role model. 

Conclusions

The interplay of personal attributes such as having faith in a higher 
being and being spiritually connected, cognitive competence, autonomy 
and social competence and the presence of protective factors comprised 
of the school, the home, and the community serves as buffer and in a way 
circumvents the effects of the difficulties and deprivation experienced by the 
participants.

Spiritual connectedness or faith in God is a firm anchor that provides 
the participants purpose and meaning in life, belief in a bright future, goal 
direction, and the power to help them stay away from trouble and not to be 
easily discouraged by failures. The result is consistent with the findings in 
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the study of De Leon (2007) among Filipino families’ narratives in their 
experience living through critical life events which focused on the family’s 
capacity to cultivate strengths in the face of adversity highlighting the role of 
their faith and trust in God which helped them through difficulties.

Cognitive competence includes skill in problem-solving, planning, 
help seeking, critical and creative thinking. Resilient youth has superior 
information-processing skills that help them cope with adversity, protect 
themselves, regulate their behavior, and learn from experience (Masten & 
Coastworth 1998). Students who have high intelligence or valued talents are 
more protected from risks. They are self-determined and more motivated and 
committed to learning. (Berk, 2005 in Woolfolk, 2007).

Autonomy refers to a sense of identity, self-efficacy, self-awareness, 
task mastery, and adaptive distancing from negative messages and conditions. 
The finding of the present study agrees with Garmezy (1991), which states 
that resilient children work and play well and have high expectations. 
They are often characterized as having high self-esteem, self-efficacy, and 
autonomy. Similarly, Chess (1989) identified “adaptive distancing” as the 
psychological process whereby an individual can stand apart from distressed 
family members and friends in order to accomplish constructive goals and 
advance his or her psychological development.

Social competence consists of traits such as responsiveness, cultural 
flexibility, empathy, caring, communication skills, and a sense of humor. 
They can easily adjust to changes in their lives, can still maintain good 
relationships with others, and usually find something to laugh about even in 
difficult circumstances. The result confirms the findings of Banaag (1997) in 
his study on resiliency of street children showing that social competence is 
one of the individual traits that street children possess. 

 
 Personal attributes or traits are essential but not sufficient enough for 
the development of resiliency. Resiliency involves the interaction between the 
individual and environmental protective factors. According to Werner (1995), 
“Protective factors appear to make a more profound impact on the life course 
of people who grow up and overcome adversity. At-risk youth needs support 
from his immediate environment that reinforces and helps him circumvent 
life stressors and become resilient.” The protective factors identified in the 
study were primarily the school, the home, and the community. 
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The result of the study supports the idea of Werner and Smith (1989) 
that the school has the power to influence at-risk youth to overcome life 
stressors. The school serves as a “protective shield” to help them withstand 
the vicissitudes that they face in this stressful world. The level of caring and 
support within the school is a powerful predictor of a positive outcome for 
youth. School or classrooms provide the participants a protective shield or 
“safety net” against the adverse circumstances that life throws at them.

In addition, the findings validate the idea of Noddings (1988) that a 
caring relationship with a teacher gives youth the motivation to succeed. Schools 
become places where teachers and students live together, talk to each other, 
and take delight in each other’s company. The result of the study concurs with 
that of Doll and colleagues (2005, in Woolfolk 2007), that identified strands 
of elements that bind students to their classrooms. Relationship strand that 
includes caring teacher-student relationships is associated with better school 
performance and effective peer relations critical in connecting students to the 
school. Schools help students develop resiliency by providing a positive and 
safe learning environment, along with setting high, yet achievable, academic 
and social expectations.

Bernard (1991) asserts that the family’s support that emphasizes the 
caring of household members, the value of assigned chores and the contribution 
of part-time work help to foster resilience. Having close bonds with at least 
one adult or family member is a protective factor. This relationship helps 
moderate the negative effects of stressful situations.  It also diminishes the 
risk associated with family discord (Bernard, 1991; Werner, 1995).

Furthermore, an attachment to at least one family member who engages 
in proactive, healthy behaviors may give the youth a sense of belonging and 
purpose within the family unit, value his or her abilities, and encourage the 
youth that one can and will be successful. This confirms the longitudinal 
study of Werner and Smith (in Plotnik, 2006) which states that many children 
who had experienced poverty, the death of, or separation from their parents, 
or a miserable home life developed into healthy, mature adults, provided the 
children grew up with a loving caregiver.

Finally, the community serves as a protective factor. Community plays 
a huge role in fostering resilience. It is characterized by neighbourhoods that 
offer a context where youth can be exposed to positive influences. It includes 
after-school programs and recreational opportunities, and presence of social 
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networks within the community which help youth develop their competencies 
and become their source of strength. Bernard (1991) avers that the availability 
of social organizations provides an array of resources and opportunities for 
youth to participate in the life of the community. Similarly, community-school 
relationships are also imperative to give extra resources to meet even the 
basic psychological needs of students and families. Thus, linkages between 
families and schools and schools and community can build intense enough 
network of protection for children and youth.

The results of the present study may provide new insights and hope 
to the children and youth in difficult circumstances. Negative early life 
experiences do not necessarily define the outcome of a person’s life. Even in 
cases of early traumatic emotional events, the young can still muster enough 
strength to overcome difficulties and develop into wholesome, competent 
and autonomous adults. These come with, some personal attributes such as 
spirituality and autonomy which are nurtured and cognitive and social skills 
are honed and developed. The presence of care and support from a significant 
adult, caregiver or teacher or having at least one strong personal relationship 
with a role model also helps. Similarly, the availability of social resources 
coming from other important institutions such as the school, the home, and 
the community made the respondents resilient. 

Recommendations

Considering the role of social institutions in the growth and 
development of the young, the home, the schools and the community, may 
create opportunities and encourage spiritual activities consistent with family 
and community values.  

In schools, this can be done by encouraging the different campus student 
organizations that work towards developing the spirituality of students to be 
more active and viable in the school campuses. Likewise, schools can provide 
a nurturing environment that will primarily focus on helping the youth search 
for their unique qualities by accentuating their strengths that equip them, 
no matter the circumstances, to fulfill their individual potential providing 
opportunities for the development of cognitive and social competence as well 
as a sense of autonomy among students through the conduct of curricular 
and extracurricular activities; making available other sources of support such 
as providing more accessible scholarship programs, placement programs, 
counselling programs and the like. Guidance Counsellors have to design 
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intervention programs which are pro-active, preventive, and developmental in 
order to help individuals especially young people who are at-risk to become 
socially competent, enable them to develop a sense of autonomy, enable them 
make wise decisions, set goals, and believe in their future while meeting 
their human needs for caring connectedness, respect, challenge, power, and 
meaning.

Further, the teachers, being the most frequently encountered positive 
role models outside of the family need to convey an attitude of compassion, 
understanding, and respect for the students in order to help promote more 
positive student development.
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