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Abstract

In recent years, Higher education (HE) students have continued to report rising rates of anxiety,
depression and stress. One strategy employed to address these developments has been
providing educational and administrative services that help to support and promote student
resilience. Efforts to improve student resilience in HE may be bolstered by programs and
strategies that go beyond traditional healthcare service delivery: for instance, initiatives such as
in-course pedagogical approaches which target enhancing student resilience awareness and
understanding. This systematic review aimed to identify, analyze, and synthesize the essential
characteristics and programmatic features (e.g., methods) of pedagogical approaches (i.e.,
teaching strategies, curricula or other features) designed to support resilience among students
in HE contexts. Searches were carried out in ERIC, PsychINFO, and SCOPUS and returned
1,545 results. Ultimately, thirty-five articles were included in the final synthesis. A three-level
thematic analysis of the included thirty-five articles was conducted, in order to develop rigorous
and consistent analytical themes. The five analytical themes that were subsequently developed
included: 1) resilience education: reflection, understanding, awareness; 2) individual strategies:
personal skill development; 3) institution- or department-level: structural, curricular
opportunities; 4) interpersonal strategies: relational skill development; and 5) learning
community: cohesion, integration, resource awareness. The implications and effectiveness of
these themes for HE instructors are discussed.

1 Introduction

Trends in higher education (HE) contexts from multiple countries suggest that student mental
health issues represent, arguably, one of the foremost challenges that institutions of higher
learning must contend with. For instance, in Canada, approximately 44% of students reported
that within the last twelve months they have felt so depressed it was hard to function (American
College Health Association, 2016); in the United States (US), 62.3% of students reported feeling
overwhelming anxiety within the last twelve months (American College Health Association,
2018); in Australia, 83.9% of students reported elevated distress levels (Stallman, 2010); and, in
the United Kingdom (UK), 50.3% of students reported some thoughts of self-harm and 42.8%
reported that they were often or always worried (The Insight Network, 2019). Such
developments highlight the necessity for establishing cost-effective approaches that enhance
the mental health of university students, especially strategies which not only ameliorate present
conditions but can prevent against future problems. One such approach increasingly being
studied in HE is resilience, or the process of one’s positively responding to adversity or trauma
through utilizing a combination of personal and environmental resources (Windle, 2011).
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Recent scholarship has documented the potential of resilience with respect to assisting students
and professionals in overcoming academic challenges and managing personal health (Reyes et
al., 2015), as well as aiding in professional development (Sanderson and Brewer, 2017).
However, while research into resilience in HE contexts is ostensibly growing, the concept
remains somewhat misunderstood, as it has often been unclearly defined, conceptualized in a
variety of different manners (e.g., maintaining well-being, surviving and thriving) and applied to
multiple cohorts (e.g., private sector groups, education groups) (Brewer et al., 2019). To
improve precision in HE contexts, this review examines the design and application of resilience-
supporting pedagogical approaches (e.g., course set-ups, curricula, teaching strategies)
specifically for HE students to outline better the ways in which such programs, implemented as
either curricular or co-curricular initiatives, may promote resilience among this cohort.

1.1 Conceptualising resilience and its relevance to university students

Resilience remains a somewhat unclear concept, owing to its being defined in multiple ways
(Windle, 2011). While common conceptualizations of resilience make reference to one’s
returning to a pre-existing level of functioning after experiencing some form of stressor, the
notion has been denoted as a broader concept pertaining to one’s adaptation to stress (Friborg
et al., 2009). In HE research, it has been suggested to be a process of positive adaptation in
response to adversity (Brewer et al., op.cit.). For the purposes of this review, a more
comprehensive definition of resilience will be used and, in particular, Windle's (2011, p.12)
overview, which defines resilience as:

“... the process of effectively negotiating, adapting to, or managing significant sources of
stress or trauma. Assets and resources within the individual, their life and environment
facilitate this capacity for adaptation and ‘bouncing back’ in the face of adversity.”

In the HE context, students’ perception of stressors and their capacity to manage effectively the
challenges associated with their educational endeavors can be critical to their overall academic
success and well-being. Students report a number of potential stressors, including academic
pressure, family instability, financial worries and social challenges (Beiter et al., 2015). Stress
during this time can be exacerbated by the transition from adolescence into early adulthood, a
period during which an individual lacking the necessary coping skills could experience additional
stressors as a result of having not solidified personal identities, attitudes and values (London et
al., 2011). Consequently, resilience is not only associated with self-esteem, which can be even
more important for students with learning disabilities (Ghisi et al., 2016), but also students lower
in resilience, or those who are stressed or not coping well with their learning, have also been
found to require more teaching time and educational resources (Lake and Ryan, 2005). As
resilience has been associated with prospective academic attainment (Allan et al., 2014), lower
stress, better self-regulation, improved coping with stressors and positive emotional well-being
(Leary and DeRosier, 2012), pedagogical approaches which aim to support resilience represent
an important opportunity to affect students both significantly and positively.
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1.2 Programs to support students’ psychological well-being and resilience in HE

Multiple intervention methods have been implemented to address student resilience, including
cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), relaxation responses and stress management techniques
(Regehr et al., 2013). Attempts to mitigate anxiety in university-aged populations have, in recent
years, seen a similar rise in development, usage and evaluation, with mindfulness-based
initiatives being among the most notable approaches (Bamber and Kraenzle Schneider, 2016).
Scholarship investigating resilience-focused programs in other contexts related to HE have also
used a variety of approaches, including initiatives ranging from targets for workforce
preparedness (Sanderson and Brewer, 2017), to learning leadership (McAllister and McKinnon,
2009), to training students’ reflective abilities (Grant and Kinman, 2012). However, despite this
growth in intervention styles and relative to previous cohort trends, current generations of HE
students have tended to struggle significantly more with certain aspects of their mental health
and resilience (e.g., stress management) (Bland et al., 2012). Accordingly, the demand among
university populations for mental health and resilience services has seen a marked increase in
recent years (Center for Collegiate Mental Health, 2017), suggesting that resilience-focused
pedagogy approaches (i.e., those which go beyond traditional service-oriented programs) could
play an important role in helping to address these trends.

1.3 Research question and aim

Relevant contemporary reviews examining the concept of resilience have assessed the
definitional and methodological characteristics of the concept, outlined the extent and nature of
resilience-oriented interventions (Brewer et al., 2019) and investigated the effectiveness of
stress-reducing interventions targeted at students in HE (Yusufov et al., 2019). This review aims
to complement these existing works by chronicling the essential characteristics and
programmatic features (i.e., methods, designs and essential characteristics) of pedagogical
approaches (i.e., teaching strategies, curricula or other features) designed to support resilience
among students in HE contexts. The review was guided by the following research question:
“What are the methods, strategies and defining (essential) characteristics of teaching
approaches, course curricula or other course-based approaches used in HE to support
psychological resilience among students?” The ‘PICOC’ model of Petticrew and Roberts (2006)
was used to operationalize this question for the systematic literature search: Population:
students in HE populations (e.g., undergraduate, graduate, medical students); Intervention: any
course curriculum, educational activity, instructional strategy etc. that fosters or supports
resilience; Comparison: none; Outcome: psychological, educational, leadership resilience;
Context: any (e.g., workshop, group setting, online etc.). The aim of this paper is therefore to
identify, thematically synthesise and delineate the state of pedagogical initiatives used in studies
examining student resilience in HE.

2 Methods
2.1 Search strategy

The search outline below (table 1) was carried out in three online databases: ERIC, PsychINFO,
and SCOPUS. These three databases were selected to ensure that relevant articles were
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included from educational (ERIC), psychological (PsycINFO) and other social science
(SCOPUS) contexts. In accordance with the operationalized research question, the complete
search strategy developed and implemented for this review contained three general concepts
(resilience, teaching strategy, course design) for which lists of relevant terms were developed.
Search results were current as of May 17, 2021.

Table 1. Search strategy conceptualization and terms

Concept Search Terms

Psychological/educational “learner resilience” OR “psychological resilience” OR

resilience “pupil resilience” OR “resilience” OR “student resilience”
AND

Teaching strategy “coaching” OR “education” OR “educational activit*” OR

“method” OR “strategy” OR “teaching” OR “teaching
method” OR “teaching strategy” OR “training”
OR
Course design “awareness” OR “capacity” OR “competence” OR
“didactic*” OR “instruction” OR “literacy” OR “pedagogy”
OR “pedagogics” OR “study”
Search notes: ERIC search was a title search; PsychINFO search was a title search with a
peer-review filter on; and the SCOPUS search was a title, keyword, abstract search.

2.2 Eligibility criteria

Five inclusion/exclusion criteria were applied during the search and vetting processes of this
review. The criteria stipulated that each article must: 1) contain an explicit and primary focus on
student resilience (i.e., not a brief mention or peripheral aspect of a discussion, or a paper
focusing on practitioner resilience or preparedness); 2) contain a discussion or analysis of a
teaching, pedagogical or other course design strategy or method; 3) be written in reference to
students or their equivalents (e.g., medical residents) who are in HE (i.e., not professionals,
practitioners etc.); 4) be a research article (i.e., not an educational report, bulletin, commentary
etc. or dissertation/thesis); 5) contain some evaluation component (i.e., not only a feasibility
study or proposal manuscript); and 6) be written in English. Conversely, there were no bounds
placed on geography, publication year or discipline.

2.3 Study selection

A total of 1,545 results were returned across ERIC (269), PsycINFO (997), and SCOPUS (279).
Initial title and duplicate screens resulted in the discarding of 994 potential articles. Next, the
screening of abstracts removed an additional 386 potential manuscripts. Each of the 165
outstanding articles then underwent a full-text assessment, during which 144 titles were
excluded, leaving 21 articles. The most common reasons for paper exclusions during the full-
text assessments were a lack of a clear or explicit student resilience outcome/focus (e.g.,
physician or instructor resilience), a lack of a described program or method included in the
paper (e.g., conceptual outline of resilience), a lack of an evaluation component (e.g., proposed
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curriculum with no examination) and resilience being examined in a non-HE context (e.g., grade
school, community setting). Reference list checks of included studies added 14 articles to the
synthesis. Eventually 35 articles were included and thematically analysed in the final synthesis.

2.4 Data extraction, coding

Given the multi-disciplinary nature of this review, the analysis (i.e., synthesis of included papers)
was conducted through adapting the guideline of Thomas and Harden's (2008) thematic
synthesis for systematic review approach. The first stage, line-by-line coding of text, was carried
out as described with line-by-line coding being completed for each of the 35 included papers.
Coding was completed via applying labels throughout the articles to the text that represented
relevant ideas, principles and concepts. Importantly, the inductive coding strategy applied for
this review corresponded to the general concepts of the paper’s research aim (i.e., text relevant
to delivery methods, designs, essential characteristics and resources of student resilience
programs was coded) and ultimately resulted in the generation of 72 first-level codes. For the
second stage, the development of 'descriptive themes', the first-level codes were grouped
together into larger descriptive, aggregate categories (second-level descriptive themes) based
on common strategies, goals and implementation aspects. During this stage, 12 second-level
descriptive themes were developed. In the third and final stage, the generation of 'analytical
themes', the second-level descriptive themes were merged into analytical themes based on
their relevant primary functions (e.g., skills-based, education-based) and defining qualities (e.g.,
level of intervention: policy/course, community, interpersonal, individual). From this process, five
analytical categories were developed and were expounded in the ensuing synthesis section.

3 Synthesis

Although the analysis methods resulted in papers’ being coded for their germane methods,
designs and characteristics, only results of the most relevant codes are presented in the
synthesis. To wit, not every feature of each program will be explicitly discussed, as some were
only tersely explained in their corresponding articles; thus, the most illustrative examples are
presented as a consequence of their being the most representative of their respective theme’s
essence. Also of note, some of the programs, owing to their approach, were coded and had
certain aspects relevant to the discussions of multiple themes (i.e., some interventions will be
noted in multiple results themes). Regarding general characteristics, geographic locations of the
studies included one from Asia (3%), five from Europe (14%), 23 from North America (i.e.,
Canada, US; 66%) and six from Oceania (17%). Disciplinary contexts for the programs included
nine that were multi-disciplinary or drew from a multi-disciplinary student sample, six in medicine
(e.g., psychiatry) or a related health science area (e.g., kinesiology, physiotherapy), four in
nursing, seven in the social sciences or humanities (e.g., education, psychology) and one in
another discipline (minerology). Nine articles were unclear about disciplinary context.” The
delivery methods of the programs contained a fair level of variety, with the foremost method
being in-person (e.g., workshop, course), followed by online and mobile methods (e.g.,
computer, app), and then multi-modal (see ‘supplemental materials’ for list). The five analytical

' This total is 36, one more than the 35 papers in the review, as a result of the Robinson et al. article reporting two
studies with two different samples (one psychology, one multi-disciplinary).
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themes developed were: 1) education: reflection, understanding, awareness; 2) individual
strategies: personal skill development; 3) interpersonal strategies: relational skill development;
4) policy: structural, curricular opportunities; and 5) community: cohesion, integration, resource
awareness (see table 2).

Table 2. Resilience strategies/approaches for students in HE, organized according to theme

Theme # of Codes
Resilience Education: Reflection, Understanding, Awareness 21
Individual Strategies: Personal Skill Development 20
Program, Institutional or Department-Level: Structural, Curricular
Approach, Opportunities 13
Strategy PP
Interpersonal Strategies: Relational Skill Development 12
Learning Community: Cohesion, Integration, Resource Awareness 6

Notes: Themes are listed in descending order (i.e., from most- to least-prevalent) according
to the number of contributing relevant first-level codes identified across the 35 articles. As
noted in section 2.4, codes were then aggregated to develop the descriptive themes which
were subsequently combined to develop the final themes.

3.1 Resilience education: reflection, understanding, awareness

Resilience support for students in HE most often took the form of strategies related to
education. Such educational programming, both curricular and co-curricular in delivery, was
unique in that it is bounded by the common denominator of having a foremost focus on an
edification quality regardless of delivery level, which was unlike other themes that shared a
particular level (e.g., individual) and quality (e.g., skill development). These education
programming approaches, which featured in a range of strategies from targeted standalone
interventions to course/program milestones, can be broken down into three subthemes:
reflection, conceptualization/understanding and framing, and acceptance and awareness. While
seemingly more of a complementary feature in many of the analysed studies, reflection-based
strategies were a consistently employed method that encouraged student contemplation and
introspection in furtherance of building resilience. Such strategies included journal reflection
activities to facilitate students’ commenting on personal and social connections (Daniels et al.,
2015), reflective writing assignments that instructed students to contemplate their strengths and
how they could apply them in other contexts (Dresen et al., 2019), reflection and inquiry periods
to aid in meditation-related to study (Galante et al., 2018) and reflection exercises to
contemplate received resilience-messaging (Stephens and Gunther, 2016). A broader reflection
intervention characteristic was also noted in a ‘self-reflective objective’ within a leadership
curriculum which sought to train students to become more adept at knowing their strengths and
weaknesses, engage in continual personal development and become emotionally intelligent
(Goertzen and Whitaker, 2015).
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Educationally focused initiatives also frequently included methods which emphasized individual
conceptualization/understanding tasks and framing strategies related to resilience. Regarding
framing techniques, the ABCDE thinking model (activating event; belief about activating event;
consequence, feelings, and behavior in response to belief; disputing disempowering beliefs,
creating empowering interpretations; energy to handle activating event) was applied in a
multiple programs to promote using empowering interpretations (Dolbier et al., 2010; Gerson
and Fernandez, 2013; Robinson et al., 2021; Steinhardt and Dolbier, 2008). Similarly, another
program applied comparable framing techniques in an adaptive response learning initiative,
outlining, among other things, the self-perpetuating cycle between feeling overwhelmed and
responding maladaptively, the impacts of a pessimistic coping style (e.g., self-fulfilling
prophecy), getting perspective (considering worst, best, realistic outcomes) and de-
catastrophizing (Gerson and Fernandez, 2013).

Considering conceptualizing resilience, a few different methods and materials were used to
teach students about how to understand the concept. In one multi-method workshop, Lego
Serious Play (metaphorical understandings of resilience), concept-mapping (making
connections between ideas, barriers, strategies related to resilience) and group discussions
regarding fixed-mindset vs. growth-mindset were all used to broaden students’ comprehension
of resilience (Anthoney et al., 2017). Two other efforts to improve students’ thinking about
resilience included: 1) a hardiness course initiative (i.e., resilience under pressure, ability to turn
stressful circumstances into growth opportunities) that provided classes about both the
conceptualization of hardiness and research supporting hardiness (Maddi et al., 2009); and 2) a
‘relaxation response to resilience’ program which administered group sessions and a workbook
presenting positive perspective-taking and meaning-finding practices (Chaukos et al., 2018).

Acceptance and awareness methods were additionally featured techniques among the
educationally oriented initiatives. In several instances, these strategies sought to raise
awareness of protective factors or acceptance of one’s current circumstances or outcomes as
means to build constructive coping mechanisms. To this end, a multimedia intervention started
each session with a ‘stress briefing’, to inform participants of the importance of maintaining
healthy habits (Rose et al., 2013); an app-based program provided students with a number of
audio-guided meditations about acknowledging thoughts and being mindful of feelings (Reyes et
al., 2015); and a biopsychosocial intervention taught students about the physiology of breathing,
the effects of breathing on stress and vice versa, the process of diaphragm breathing, and help-
seeking behaviors (Robinson et al., 2021). Similarly, other programs tended to raise awareness
by bringing to light the ubiquity of adverse experiences and promote acceptance of the events
one has experienced as a healthful coping strategy. One workshop session for medical
students, through having a facilitator share personal shame stories (Bynum |V et al., 2020),
discussed the concept of the psychology of shame and guilt that health professionals often deal
with, while another intervention used group sessions to have students discuss shared problems
in an effort to build solidarity (Houston et al., 2017). Last, a combined CBT, positive psychology
(PP), and performance psychology program sought to improve students’ cognitive awareness of
personal stressors through such teaching strategies as time management, arousal monitoring
and coping statements based on strengths and past experiences (Delany et al., 2015).
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3.2 Individual strategies: personal skill development

Support for student resilience was likewise often targeted through programs seeking to develop
personal skills. Like education programs, the scope of individual skill development initiatives can
be broken down into discrete subthemes: coping, stress management, and mindfulness skill-
building methods; and personal autonomy, taking control, and leadership/initiative skill-building
methods. With respect to the former, a general set of therapeutic and self-care approaches
seemed to emerge, with some variation depending on the target audience. Techniques
prescribed for medical students included loving-kindness meditation, Tonglen attitude/breathing
practices (Bird et al., 2020) and behavioral strategies to address commonly held thought
distortions (Chaukos et al., 2018); for undergraduates, mindful walks and eating, habit-breaking
(Galante et al., 2018), breathing, imagining, meditating and muscle awareness relaxation
(Maddi et al., 2009) strategies were taught; while nursing students participated in role-playing
activities and engaged in workplace empowerment and disempowerment strategies (Pines et
al., 2014), as well as mindfulness practices encouraging focused attention on observing
emotions and thoughts (Van der Riet et al., 2015). Alternatively, some programs focused on
enhancing personal organization skills such as a seminar-based initiative for psychology
undergraduate students, which emphasized developing realistic expectations, balance,
connectedness and complementary strategies of positive self-talk, stress-management and
taking-action concepts (Stallman, 2010). Other relevant examples included: a multimedia
intervention which promoted thought (e.g., weighing evidence, compartmentalization) and action
(e.g., effective communication, problem-solving) skill-development activities (Rose et al., 2013);
and a mindfulness-based initiative which featured lessons focused on teaching skills to address
thought traps (Lee and Mason, 2019).

Autonomy- or agency-promoting approaches consistently featured among the programs
designed to enhance individual skills related to resilience. Relatively more direct approaches
comprised: academic literacy programming sessions teaching academic writing, reading and
argument-construction skills to improve student autonomy regarding learning habits (Donovan
and Erskine-Shaw, 2020); teaching and discussion sessions that encouraged student
responsibility for managing stressful situations through problem-focused (e.g., active coping,
planning) and emotion-focused (e.g., behavioral disengagement) coping strategies (Dolbier et
al., 2010; Steinhardt and Dolbier, 2008); and cognitive control development strategies like
SMART goals (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, time-bound) and planning techniques
(e.g., written time-linked checklists) (Robinson et al., 2021). Broader initiatives, meanwhile,
featured a multi-modal (face-to-face, blended, online) leadership education intervention, which
trained students’ leadership capacities such as the ability to introduce change and persistence
in achieving the identified change (Goertzen and Whitaker, 2015), and a social emotional
learning (SEL) program that employed hands-on learning activities to support student autonomy
through encouraging academic curiosity, self-awareness of material and positive engagement
with course material in a science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) class
(Elmi, 2020). Finally, cognitive control techniques, such as recognizing locus of control, time
management and focusing on the process of learning versus outcome of learning, were also
taught to enhance autonomy (Delany et al., 2015).
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3.3 Institution or department-level: structural, curricular opportunities

Student resilience was also supported through interventions that took top-down or structural
approaches which reimagined course conception or curricular designs. Although fewer in
number, these approaches usually constituted multiple complementary methods. Significant
structural program changes were seen in one medical school’s redesigning its curriculum to
reduce stress and burnout through implementing a series of complementary initiatives
comprising: changing to an honors/near honors/pass/fail grading system, instituting longitudinal
electives, establishing multiple learning communities and reducing contact hours across the first
two years (Slavin et al., 2014). In course-based initiatives, a social work class redesigned its
curriculum to provide opportunities to develop multi-literacies (i.e., collaborative literacy activities
and skill development), training regarding threshold concepts (i.e., core ideas or processes that
aid in navigating information environments) and instruction which emphasized student learning
capabilities/concepts over tools/resources to stimulate higher-order critical thinking skills,
resourcefulness skills and coping mechanisms (Bingham et al., 2017). A curricular initiative for
nursing students applied a problem-based learning model centered on ethics and ethical
theories and offered students tutorials, expert talks, ethics skills training and domain-specific
lectures to strengthen their resilience (Monteverde, 2014). Other comparatively smaller
approaches included: a group pedagogy course that employed relational resilience teaching
methods (e.g., mutuality, empathy and mutual growth) (Gilmore et al., 2019); multi-week
adventure education programs that exposed participants to different mental and physical tasks
to develop leadership and psychological resilience (Ewert and Yoshino, 2011; Neill and Dias,
2001); and service learning projects which had students frame and research an issue, develop a
lecture and subsequently teach the lecture to elementary school pupils in support of developing
persistence (Daniels et al., 2015).

3.4 Interpersonal strategies: relational skill development

Development of students’ interpersonal skills were employed in a few resilience programs, with
competency training related to communication and building social connections being most
common. Germane approaches covered compassionate listening training, instruction for finding
meaning (Bird et al., 2020), goal clarifying in interpersonal situations and balancing
interpersonal objectives skills (Lee and Mason, 2019), social interaction promotions for students
studying abroad (Dresen et al., 2019) and sessions teaching students about creating meaningful
connections and how decisions to maintain being a part of or withdrawing from social networks
can affect behavior and health (Dolbier et al., 2010; Steinhardt and Dolbier, 2008). Another
relevant approach consisted of methods targeting positive interpersonal engagement strategies.
This was seen in a hardiness training program which taught students how to engage in socially-
supportive interactions (e.g., giving and getting assistance and encouragement as opposed to
destructive competition) (Maddi et al., 2009), a nursing resilience program which taught
problem-solving and conflict-management skill development (e.g., teamwork training) (Pines et
al., 2014) and a peer-mentoring program which employed conflict resolution competency
training for mentors (Fried et al., 2018). Two additional initiatives in this context were a daily-
acts-of-kindness program that sought to reduce social interaction anxiety through instructing
students to complete daily acts of kindness (Shillington et al., 2021) and a sandplay therapy
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(i.e., ‘free and protected’ space for individuals to create physical manifestations of their
imaginations using sand, water and objects) initiative, which had students engage in structured
group sandplay activities to build communication/social skill capacities (Wang et al., 2017).

3.5 Learning community: cohesion, integration, resource awareness

Community-level approaches and characteristics were occasionally used in programs to support
student resilience. Examples generally reflected efforts to promote social cohesion and
integration, or awareness of institutional resources. In pursuit of these goals, one illustrative
intervention developed a self-help resilience workbook for undocumented students and included
materials related to both integration (e.g., undocumented student testimonial about the value of
social support) and resource awareness (e.g., links for online support resources at host
university) (Kwon et al., 2020). A couple of more targeted interventions leveraged extant
community-level resources and networks to enhance integration: one tasking senior-level
student mentors to guide first-year students in dealing with stressors and providing them with
support (Fried et al., 2018) and another utilizing a peer-coaching program approach to aid
graduate students in developing their coping abilities (Fried et al., 2019). Other approaches
were generally broader in their execution: one conducting supportive messaging for nursing
students through Twitter (Stephens and Gunther, 2016) and one a social and emotional learning
(SEL) curriculum providing a series of strategies to help students identify appropriate social
resources and supports (EImi, 2020).

4 Discussion

Supporting resilience in HE students through pedagogical initiatives represents an important
and significant opportunity to address some of the myriad factors contributing to the rising rates
of mental health issues among those in this cohort, as well as offer additional strategies to help
individuals persist in their new academic endeavours. The aim of this review was to document
and synthesize the characteristics and programmatic features of pedagogical approaches
designed to support resilience among students in HE contexts. Central findings of this review’s
synthesis include a significant array of approaches employed to address resilience, specifically
a considerable focus on resilience-awareness and conceptualization, individual skill
development and interpersonal strategies.

The foremost results of this review suggest that supporting student resilience in HE is ostensibly
a variable endeavour, as a collection of different approaches, methods and resources were
used. More pointedly, student resilience in HE is being approached as a multi-level and/or multi-
component issue, similar to findings from related areas, such as mental health promotion in HE
(Conley et al., 2013). Alternatively, this diversity of approaches could also suggest that HE
interventions for student resilience seem to recognize the concept in a manner that generally
accords with Windle's (2011) definition in that various methods pertaining to negotiating,
adapting to or managing aspects of responses to and experiences of adversity were addressed.
For instance, ‘managing’ strategies was recognized through the organizational skills taught to
students (Delany et al., 2015), ‘adapting’ strategies through the various mindfulness skills taught
(Galante et al., 2018), and ‘negotiation’ strategies through the use of the framing techniques
taught (Steinhardt and Dolbier, 2008). The use of a variety of strategies may be advisable for
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building resilience among this cohort as student understandings of the concept outline an
understanding premised on maintaining perspective (e.g., self-reflection, goal-setting), staying
healthy (e.g., physical and mental health) and developing support networks (e.g., peers, family)
(Holdsworth et al., 2018). Considering this potential alignment, there is good reason for multi-
component or multi-level interventions to be developed and evaluated in future study, even
though evidence of their widespread use and efficacy may still be lacking (Brewer et al., 2019).

A significant focus on skill development — and importantly those skills related to potential future
professional tasks (e.g., conflict-management, communication, role-playing scenarios) and
academic skills (e.g., multi-literacy training, writing training) — was consistently present in the
results. Subthemes among these findings, such as personal autonomy, taking control and social
support in relation to individual and interpersonal skill development have been found to be
important factors in other academic domains, including academic motivation (Hensley et al.,
2021) and developmental transitions (e.g., high school to university) (Dvofakova et al., 2017).
Such skills training seems to be of significant value for academic success and resilience;
however, a number of the programs included in this review appeared to draw on additional
instruction or expertise from a larger research team (e.g., mindfulness training, co-active life-
coaching expertise) — expertise that many individual instructors likely lack in the context of a
one-teacher classroom setting. The implications of this may be twofold. First, more universal
educational methods for instructors to support student resilience (e.g., student learning
approach perspective guidance, see next section) could be developed. And second, combining
the growth and accessibility of CBT (e.g., Macklem, 2010) and PP (Wade et al., 2015) training
resources, instructors in HE could be encouraged to develop competencies in these areas to
support integrating these resilience materials and resources in their courses.

Resilience programs for students in HE also contained a strong proclivity toward preventive and
protective sentiments, most often targeted at the individual or interpersonal levels. An important
implication of this is that policy- and community-level programs appear to be comparatively less
evaluated and, consequently, that there are a number of important specific aspects that require
further study if such strategies are to become more effective. For instance, determining key
characteristics or competencies that relevant staff and group member co-facilitators should
possess (Kwon et al., 2020), implementation process and longitudinal evaluations (Elmi, 2020;
Fried et al., 2018) and examinations of program efficacy with inter-disciplinary samples (Daniels
et al., 2015). Although these developments may be partially owing to feasibility considerations
related to implementation, budgets or timelines, structural approaches to promoting student
resilience seem vital, given the noted rise in demand among university students for mental
health and resilience programs (Center for Collegiate Mental Health, 2017). To this end,
documented programs in this review suggest there is potential on this front as, for instance,
Slavin et al.'s (2014) medical school curricular restructuring illustrates an effective large-scale
approach consisting of considerable changes to course marking procedures, student interaction
and course offerings. Future study could consider implementing and evaluating additional
potential larger-scale structural, curricular or community initiatives (e.g., resilience modules in
course design, peer coaching/mentoring, course resilience workbooks) to support student
resilience.
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4.1 Program effectiveness and implications for practitioners, HE Instructors

Findings of this review may likely be of most value to instructors in HE when considering
pedagogical approaches targeted at the individual and interpersonal levels. In particular,
methods of instruction that counteract the either tacit or explicit suggestions of course learning
as a discrete outcome and, instead, seek to emphasize the importance of various aspects that
comprise a larger processual experience of learning appear advisable. Promising results related
to resilience development were found in relation to several such programs. Examinations of the
ABCDE model for promoting empowering interpretations of experiences or events reported
significant improvements in self-esteem and stress-related growth (Dolbier et al., 2010), as well
as significantly higher student resilience scores and more effective coping strategies (e.g., self-
leadership) (Steinhardt and Dolbier, 2008). Multi-component educational interventions featuring
mindfulness meditation and planning techniques also noted significant improvements with
respect to lowering experimental group levels of trait neuroticism (Robinson et al., 2021),
reducing psychological distress and improving well-being (Galante et al., 2018). Lectures on de-
catastrophizing (i.e., reducing catastrophic thinking and anxiety; Dattilio, 20002) and active
problem-solving strategies (e.g., thinking about what one could do better next time) (Gerson and
Fernandez, 2013), as well as seminars featuring taking action concepts (e.g.,
https://www.apa.org/topics/resilience?®) (Stallman, 2010), are other strategies that have reputed
effectiveness with respect to positive behavioral change.

Pedagogical methods aiming to support autonomy or agency with respect to resilience and
academic adversity represent an additional set of potentially effective strategies that instructors
may implement. In this review, there were a few documented examples of effective autonomy-
and agency-oriented instructional methods, including initiatives featuring the use of SMART
goals (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, time-bound) which significantly improved self-
esteem (Robinson et al., 2021), as well as techniques for recognizing locus of control (i.e.,
events can be determined by one’s behavior) and time management which were qualitatively
suggested to have successfully increased confidence and cognitive control (Delany et al.,
2015). Other effective interventions saw significant improvements with respect to problem-
solving and coping abilities through hardiness initiatives (e.g., hardiness in-class lectures,
workbook) (Maddi et al., 2009), and more perceived control over stress via a self-guided
multimedia intervention (e.g., stress management coach videos) (Rose et al., 2013). It should
be noted, however, that while the effectiveness of some techniques were observed, other
strategies in this regard were more uncertain. For instance, mixed results pertaining to stress
resilience development through conflict management training (Pines et al., 2014) and coping
skill enhancement after a resilience curriculum (Chaukos et al., 2018) were reported. Other
approaches such as SEL strategies (Elmi, 2020) and focus group mindfulness methods (Van
der Riet et al., 2015) also only reported more descriptive or qualitative results that lacked
insights regarding generalizable program effectiveness.

2 Example educational resource: https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/decatastrophizing (Accessed:
September 11,2021).

3 Website was given as a reference in the intervention paper which utilised the resource; however, the intervention
didn’t elaborate on the specifics of the resource which were implemented.

Compass: Journal of Learning and Teaching, Vol 15, No 1, 2022
12


https://www.apa.org/topics/resilience
https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/decatastrophizing

Articles

As a number of the discussed interpersonally- and autonomy-based strategies can potentially
require certain competencies or additional resources that some instructors may not possess
(e.g., mindfulness training, coping strategy guidelines), other potential methods may be
implemented. In furtherance of incorporating resilience-focused content into HE instruction, this
review did identify a few relatively simple and effective behavioral changes that instructors can
promote to their students. Notably, support was documented for the effectiveness of techniques
including providing instruction for finding meaning (e.g., avoiding wasting energy on trying to
control what is beyond a student’s to control), thought activities (e.g., weighing evidence,*
compartmentalization) (Rose et al., 2013), promoting compassionate listening (e.g., reminding
students of the importance of being there for each other, acknowledging each other’s’
experiences) (Bird et al., 2020), and socially-supportive interactions (e.g., giving and getting
assistance) (Maddi et al., 2009).

However, along with the cases mentioned above, there were a few additional approaches
included in this synthesis for which their effectiveness was rather inconclusive. Examples
include the mixed results regarding the effectiveness of a supportive online messaging
intervention (Stephens and Gunther, 2016) and another online-based intervention reporting
ephemeral (i.e., short-lasting) results (Goertzen and Whitaker, 2015). Some notable design
issues were also documented within the reviewed articles, such as the need to conduct future
research that addresses the issues of small sample sizes and poor external validity (Lee and
Mason, 2019), the use of convenience samples (Houston et al., 2017) and a lack of replication
(Slavin et al., 2014). Overall, the efficacy and effectiveness of the reviewed approaches
reflected a considerable range outcomes and this review echoes the sentiments of included
papers (e.g., Elmi, 2020) that note that more research on the effectiveness of resilience-
promoting pedagogical approaches is warranted.

4.2 Limitations

Limitations of this review bear mention. Notably, there was significant heterogeneity across the
target groups (e.g., medical students, undocumented students) of, and in the particular domains
(e.g., anxiety, relational skills, awareness) within, the synthesized programs. Such heterogeneity
in these respects, while somewhat anticipated, given the complex nature of the ‘resilience’
concept, underscore that the effectiveness or suitability of the reviewed interventions aren’t
necessarily translatable across all HE contexts or groups of students and that the
recommendations made in this discussion should be considered in an appropriate manner. The
review’s scope is also limited to generally only one area of analysis and discussion (i.e.,
academic settings) regarding environments affecting HE students’ resilience. Consequently, the
review did not consider other additional environments (e.g., home/living situation) that have the
potential to contribute to strengthening or deteriorating resilience. Likewise, the inclusion criteria
applied, in order to maintain a robust scope of inquiry, excluded programs that did not explicitly
mention resilience as a focus. This means that this review did not analyze programs for HE
students that solely addressed stress or anxiety, for instance. Last, given the aims of the

4 Example educational resource: https://sdlab.fas.harvard.edu/cognitive-reappraisal/positive-reframing-and-
examining-evidence (Accessed: September 9 2021).
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synthesis, this review makes no suggestions about the priority that resilience should occupy in
the pedagogical or course design approaches of instructors or larger institutions.

5 Conclusion

Improving pedagogy to support resilience among students in HE can positively affect student
retention and assist students in developing critical skills needed to enhance their mental well-
being and academic achievement. This review thematically analyzed and synthesized thirty-five
articles containing pedagogical approaches implemented in HE settings to support student
resilience, principally finding that approaches are diverse with respect to the program operation
level (e.g., individual, interpersonal) and program goals most significantly emphasized education
and skill development. Future research opportunities include the implementation and evaluation
of multi-level programs, as well as the development of more structural and policy-level
approaches to student resilience in HE.
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