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When we talk about resilience, there are so many images that come to mind. Like this
picture here. When faced with life’s storms, do I bend with the wind or do I break?
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Or this picture. With all the difficulties I experience, do I sink or swim?

5

According to the American Psychological Association (APA), the ability to thrive
despite difficulties arises from the skills of resilience. The important news is that
resilience skills can be learned. Building resilience, that is, the ability to adapt well to
adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats or even significant sources of stress, can help our
students manage feelings of being pressured and feeling anxious in addition to the
uncertainties that are part of growing up, especially in a fast-changing modern
environment.
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Resilience is a necessary skill for coping with life’s inevitable challenges. And when we
apply resilience utilizing the perspective of positive psychology, then we and we let
Gen-z learn not only how to bounce back, but how to bounce forward.
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In empirical research, resilience is usually considered as an outcome, a process, or a
discrete characteristic. In whichever context, the essence of resilience is a positive,
adaptive response in the face of significant adversity. Prior literature shows that
students can learn to be more resilient if they are able to gain a sense of mastery
over situations that hinder them to succeed. With some of our students, however, we
know that they can be overwhelmed with difficult situations and mastery may seem
doubtful. The word “overwhelmed” or “overwhelming” is quite common among my
teen clients whenever I ask them to describe their current situation. However,
mastery gained over controllable circumstances prepares one to be more resilient
when faced with circumstances beyond our immediate control or scope of influence.
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Why do our students need to be resilient? Having the skills to build resilience can
minimize the effects of negative, stressful situations. These skills allow a young
person to face challenges, learn from them, and develop ways to live a balanced life.
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Generation Z (aka Gen Z, iGeneration, or centennials) refers to the generation born
between 1996-2010 to 2015, following millennials. This generation, also known as
digital natives, has been raised on the internet and social media, with some of the
oldest ones finishing college by 2020 and entering the workforce.
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“Gen Z is a very young generation needing to be understood and supported. They
want to change the world, but they want to do it their way. They don’t trust anybody
else. We have to make ourselves into people they can trust, people who can
understand their struggle—then they can come to us. With patience, empathy,
understanding and unconditional support, it is possible to raise children to be
emotionally resilient so they can withstand the stresses of modern life.”
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When we plan as a school to introduce resilience activities and programs for our GenZ learners, I would suggest making a pre-assessment or an initial survey of what skills
our learners need to learn in order to help them bounce back and bounce forward
from adversities. This article by Reivich and Shatte (2002) specifies some building
blocks of skills that you may want to consider while planning your programs.
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These skills are…
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Resilient people do show their emotions. It is a normal part of life to feel sad or
scared or anxious when going through a tough time. With emotional awareness
activities or programs, we want our students to understand that being resilient is not
about keeping things inside. It is about expressing how they feel and moving forward,
it is about expressing and understanding their own emotions. One way for our
students to increase their emotional awareness is to record how they feel in different
situations, which can help them check on their emotions and enable them to
regulate it as they move forward.
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Self control and resisting temptation is a difficult even for adults like us. How much
more for children? Just place a bowl of chocolates (or remember the marshmallow
experiment) in front of a few unsupervised children and see what happens. For some
learners, the struggle with impulses is more than the typical developmental growth
that all of us go through as we age and become more in control of our urges. We all
have impulses to do and say things, but these impulses are not always in our best
interest or helpful to others. Being resilient does not mean ignoring these impulses,
but it does require one to stop acting on every impulse. The good news again is that
the skills of impulse control can be learned.
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Research suggests that optimistic people tend to live longer and have better physical
and mental health than pessimistic people. Martin Seligman (positive psychology)
teaches three main differences between pessimists and optimists and it is based
upon how they address challenges or setbacks:
1. Permanence: Someone with an optimistic perspective will view negative
experiences or challenges as a temporary occurrence
2. Pervasiveness: Someone who is optimistic will view failure as one aspect of life,
whereas a pessimistic person will consider their entire life to be a failure
3. Personalization: Optimistic people look for external causes of negative events and
pessimistic people tend to blame themselves.

Learning the skills of optimism can help protect against depression and anxiety.
Optimistic people are happier, more engaged, succeed more often and are better
problem solvers. However, optimistic attitudes need to be realistic, that is, we help
our learners “shoot for the stars without losing sight of the ground” (Reivich &
Shatte, 2002).

19

Flexible thinking allows for multiple solutions to a problem (i.e., Plan A, Plan B, Plan
C). To be resilient requires flexible thinking and the ability to see different
perspectives.
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Empathy is the ability to recognize another person’s feelings, and to respond
accordingly and respectfully. It is understanding another’s emotions in relation to
one’s own. The ability to understand other people’s feelings, emotions, experiences is
particularly helpful when someone is experiencing difficulties. Empathy builds
resilience through developing strong, supportive relationships.
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Self-efficacy is the belief in one’s ability to succeed in achieving an outcome or
reaching a goal. When students have high self-efficacy, they have confidence in their
ability, a sense of control over their motivation, and they can self-advocate for their
needs. Self-efficacy can boost student achievement, foster emotional health and wellbeing, and predicts motivation and learning. Students with high levels of self-efficacy
participate more in class, work harder, persist longer, and have fewer adverse
emotional reactions when encountering difficulties than students with lower selfefficacy (Margolis and McCabe, 2006).
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Connectedness is not about how many friends you have (online or offline) or getting
on well with family. Both of these contribute, but what is really important is how
connected one feels with other people. Connecting with other people means
engaging and empathizing with them. For our students, group activities are great for
this, as camaraderie enhances self-esteem and self-worth. On the other hand, if a
student does not feel ready to join a group, then acts of compassion and charity, as
simple as helping others through volunteer work, would be a good place to start.
Relatedly, reaching out means placing importance on help-seeking behaviors through
connections with other people. We need to encourage Gen-Z learners to have a range
of friendship circles that reflect their different areas of social need. We commend
their efforts to build and nurture friendships that move and change with time.
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If we are looking at a holistic approach, we would want our resilience programs to
include our students, teachers and staff, as well as the parents or guardians of our
Gen-z learners. In this way, we are levelling the field, if you like. In one school year,
we could have a Resilience Series that would cover these 3 groups so that no one is
left behind. In that same article that interviewed Dr. Banaag, he mentioned that “the
best approach when working with Gen-Z is collaborative, meaning, parents,
educators and other professionals should work together to detect issues early among
the young and nip them in the bud, if possible.”
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A whole school scope focuses on positive partnerships and assumes that the school
community (teachers or faculty, administrative staff, students and parents) play a key
role in promoting a supportive school culture. In addition, a whole-school approach
involves all areas of the school (i.e., policies and procedures, teaching practices,
curriculum, and the physical and social environment of the school). Similarly, a
universal scope may refer to everyday strategies, which are incorporated into routine
practice and service delivery and are designed to be used whenever an appropriate
opportunity arises.
Targeted scope programs, on the other hand, typically require intervention-specific
training and are often accompanied by a guide or manual. Structured resilience
interventions differ from everyday strategies as they are delivered over a specific
period of time for a specific group of people who have been identified with special
needs (e.g., students with emotional concerns, conditionally enrolled students,
students with behavioral problems, etc.).
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Strengths-based Approach: In the past, education has focused on a deficit model
when dealing with students with difficulties (i.e., how to ‘fix’ those students). A
strengths-based approach identifies Gen-Z learners’ abilities and positive qualities
then works proactively to build upon these strengths. This gives our students more
opportunities to be successful and consequently build a strong sense of self-worth.
Positive Psychology: When we apply resilience through the positive psychology lens,
the learning is not only to bounce back, but to bounce forward. Examples of
challenges some young people may face where resiliency skills are essential: group
conflict with peers, conflict with family, managing study workload, transitioning from
elementary to high school, change in family make up (parental separation), change of
friendship, etc.
Holistic Approach: Building resilience in our students takes time and a holistic
approach would target better outcomes academically, socially and emotionally.
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 Resilience skills can be learned and this is actually one of the main drivers of
resilience research.
 Resilience levels fluctuate as a person changes and as circumstances change.
However, having a set of resilience skills will help our Gen-z students through
periods of renewal and recovery. Resilience skills are building blocks necessary to
improve their overall health and wellbeing.
 Developing resilience is a personal journey and as teachers, we should use our
knowledge about Gen-Z to guide them. An approach to building resilience that
works for one learner might not work for another and thus, the need to be
creative and relevant in our planned resilience programs and activities. And I end
by saying that the journey toward resilience-building may take time, but we will
get there.
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