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Abstract
This review article synthesises evidence for a growing concern over delinquency and crimes,
such as alcohol, drug, and sexual abuse, among adolescent students in Malaysia. Some of the
students can be academically successful despite risk factors that prevent the majority of
others with the same background from succeeding. This exceptional academic achievement
raises the question of what and how resilience assets enable some students to perform the
same task better than others who have the same background. How Malaysian adolescent
students develop academic resilience against risk factors is unclear. The review argues that
this issue should be brought to light, so that an academic resilience model is developed for
non-resilient students. Such a model would allow teachers to establish a caregiving
relationship with their non-resilient students, help them counteract risk factors, and, thus,
make a positive difference in their lives.
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1. Introduction
Adolescence can be a period of dramatic changes and challenges, as the period of physical and
personal development from youth into adulthood (Arnett 1999). Although this stressful period
is not universal (Eccles et al. 1993), many adolescents suffer from conflictual relationships with
their parents, teachers, peers, or friends in Malaysia (Hashim 2007).
This review sets out reasons for developing an academic resilience model to help Malaysian
adolescent students who face adversities. Rendering students academically resilient and
intellectually rigorous is a universal objective of educational endeavours, as in Malaysia. The
Ministry of Education Malaysia has enjoined public educational institutions to render their
students as resilient learners, effective problem solvers, critical and creative thinkers, so that
they can overcome adversities (Curriculum Development Centre 1989). Students may hereby
gain admittance to advanced education and living opportunities (Benard 1995). To achieve
the objective, adversities students face and reduce their potential to achieve should be taken
into account (Hanewald 2011). According to literature reviewed, students’ poor performance
in academic or cognitive tasks can be associated with their experience of adversity, but some
of them can still be academically resilient. Academic resilience is hereby defined solely by
exceptional academic achievement in the face of adversity (Morales 2008). How adolescent
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students in Malaysia construct, develop, and demonstrate academic resilience has yet to be
examined. As Miller (2002) and Russo and Boman (2007) argued, this issue should be
brought to light, so that an optimal academic resilience model is developed for non-resilient
students in Malaysia.
This review article consists of three main sections. The first explains resilience, its internal
and external assets, and risk factors. The second presents risk factors that Malaysian
adolescent students have experienced. The third highlights the need for the academic resilience
approach. The review suggests further studies to explain how to help students who are not
academically resilient.

2. Resilience and Risk Factors: Internal and External Assets
Is resilience a developmental process or personality trait? Zimmerman and Arunkumar
(1994) stated that resilience is not an individual trait or a fixed quality that a person has or has
not. “Resilience does not come from rare and special qualities, but from the everyday magic
of ordinary, normative human resources in the minds, brains, and bodies of children, in their
families and relationships, and in their communities” (Masten 2001, p. 9). Thus, resilience
encompasses human cognitive, affective, social, and physical development (Lee et al. 2010).
However, not all people are able to demonstrate their potential resilience; a reason can be the
underdevelopment of internal and external resilience assets (protective factors).
The “internal resilience assets” usually refer to cognitive factors, which are problem-solving
skills, social competence, critical consciousness of the self, a sense of purpose, and autonomy
(Benard 1995). The problem-solving skills encompass critical, creative, and reflective
thinking. The social competence refers to communication skills, the ability to understand
feelings and problems of others and to elicit their positive responses. The critical
consciousness is one’s reflective awareness of the source of adversity and one’s creativity in
developing coping strategies. The sense of purpose contains hopefulness, achievement
motivation, and educational aspirations. Finally, the sense of autonomy is the ability to exert
some control over one's environment and to make sense of one's own identity.
A growing body of literature (e.g. Abdul Kadir et al. 2012; Benard 2004; Doll et al. 2011;
Flouri et al. 2010; Masten et al. 1990; Rutter 1987; Werner & Smith 1992) shows that
caregiving relationships of an adolescent with significant individuals in family, school, and
community environments are potential “external resilience assets” – protective factors that
decreases the probability of negative outcomes. Examples of external protective factors are:
(a) individual: better academic achievement, improvement of social skills, and secure
attachment to family; (b) family: employment and caring parents; (c) school: recognition of
the achievement and better opportunities for success; and (d) community: participation in a
social group and access to social support. The literature suggests that the caregiving
relationship promotes internal resilience assets and academic success while protecting against
risk factors.
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A risk factor is usually deemed to be a variable that increases the probability of negative
outcome (Durlak 1998). Examples of risk factors are: (a) individual: sexual abuse, sexrelevant risk behaviour, and substance abuse; (b) family: neglect, unemployment, and low
socioeconomic status; (c) school: poor attachment to school, peer pressure, and academic
failure; and (d) community: a lack of concern and social support. Students who have
experienced a risk factor in the past or present may demonstrate poor performance in
academic tasks (Doll et al. 2011; Flouri et al. 2010; Hanewald 2011). A number of
longitudinal studies (e.g. Cicchetti & Manly 2001; Lansford et al. 2002) reported that
children who suffer neglect are at risk of depression, anxiety, delinquency, and academic
failure during childhood, adolescence, and adulthood.

3. Are Malaysian Adolescent Students At-Risk?
The population of Malaysian adolescent (10-19 years old) was estimated to be 5.5 million
(UNICEF 2010), while of Malaysian youth (15-25 years old) was about 5.2 million in 2010
(Department of Statistics Malaysia 2010). This is approximately 19 % of the total population.
Relying on the World Youth Report (2005), Abdul Kadir and colleagues (2012) estimated
that 25% of the youth population would be classified as at-risk youth.
Hashim (2007) claimed that “Malaysian teenagers, in general, face various life challenges
and experience distress. They are at risk of becoming dissatisfied and unhappy teenagers and
may choose to become involved in negative activities such as gangsterism, bullying, drug
abuse, sexual misconduct, and crime” (p. 112). A series of recent studies drew attention to
that commitment of crimes, such as pornography, destructive behaviour, truancy (Mey 2010),
and drug addicts (Ghani et al. 2008) among Malaysian youths have been increased, thereby
increasing concern over juvenile delinquency (Nasir et al. 2010). Outstandingly, most drug
addicts, who were 31-40 years old, reported that they started using drugs when they were in
secondary school in the country (Ghani et al. 2008). The risk behaviours have significant
associations with neglect in the form of an unestablished caregiving relationship with parents
and other individuals in school and neighbourhood environments. In a relevant study (Low et
al. 1996), Malaysian teenagers perceived negative parental attitudes as factors leading to drug
abuse; the teenagers associated their unfulfilled needs with not being respected, loved, or
treated fairly by their parents. In a further research (Low et al. 2007), Malaysian adolescent
boys, aged between 13 and 17 years, ascribed their involvement in premarital sex to tension
and pressure from family. However, in another study (Zulkifli & Low 2000), adolescents who
were living away from their parents had more experience of premarital sex, which could be due
to peer group pressure and influences of social interactions. As such, risk factors in all these
cases are attributable to the absence of a caregiving relationship with parents, friends, or peer
groups.
Talib and colleagues (2012) asserted that there is a considerable number of sexually active
teenagers and teenage pregnancy in Malaysia. According to Talib and colleagues, 43% of
youth respondents had started to have dates as early as their ages of 13-15. At the age of 1617, 35% of them had begun to caress and kiss their partners. In particular, teenage pregnancy
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has emerged to be a significant social issue, as its prevalence is increasing in the country (Tan
et al. 2012). The prevalence among 4,500 teenagers (12-19 years old) had increased to 5.4%
in Negeri Sembilan (Lee et al. 2006). A similar study, by Anwar et al. (2010), reported a much
higher prevalence; 12.6% among 1,139 students (15-20 years old) in Pulau Pinang. These risk
factors are mostly attributable to neglect (e.g. family is not a source of strength or not close
enough), unemployment, and lower levels of educational and socioeconomic status (Tan et al.
2012).
In a study on a total of 1,049 incarcerated adolescents (aged 12–19 years) in Malaysia (Nik
Farid et al. 2013), a history of sexual abuse during childhood was the strongest predictor of
premarital sex. Among these adolescents, 654 with the mean age of 14 reported premarital
sexual intercourse. Nik Farid and colleagues stressed that child abuse associates with higher
rates of depression. In a study by Abdul Kadir and Desa (2013), Malaysian female university
students who suffered from depression reported an experience of physical and sexual abuse
as well as parental antipathy and neglect during childhood. According to Kassim and Kasim
(1995), child sexual abuse is significantly associated with family related risk factors, such as
neglect, unemployment, and lower levels of educational and socioeconomic status.
Alongside neglect, physical (e.g. slapping face or head), emotional (e.g. insulting or
embarrassing) (Kasim et al. 1994), and sexual violence against children is a worldwide
problem, as in Malaysia. A total of 6.8% of 616 respondents, Malaysian nurse students and
medical assistant trainees, informed about sexual abuse during their childhood (Singh et al.
1996). A meta-analysis of prevalence rates of sexual abuse during childhood across countries
indicated that 8.3 % of Malaysian women respondents had suffered some form of sexual
abuse prior to their age of 18 (Pereda et al. 2009). This prevalence rate would be higher in the
current time, inasmuch as the meta-analysis has relied on one early study by Singh et al.
(1996). In a study (Choo et al. 2011), one in every three Malaysian participants, 15-17 years
old adolescents, reported multiple experiences across the types of violence. The violence had
the strongest association with the lack of good relationship with parents as well as individuals
in school and neighbourhood environments.
Family, community, and individual related risk factors can give rise to academic
underachievement and dropping out of school in many countries, as in Malaysia (Tan et al.
2012). To protect Malaysian children and adolescents against risk factors, Nik Farid and
colleagues (2013) suggested developing innovative programmes, such as workshops on
parenting skills, to help caregivers grasp the importance of nurturing their children. For a
similar suggestion, Weatherley and colleagues (2012) highlighted the paucity of studies on
the sexual abuse of children in Malaysia and drew attention to the need for a school-based
sexual abuse prevention curriculum. For better innovative programmes or effective
curriculum, encouraging or discouraging factors underlying child abuse and other risk
behaviour relevant sexual intercourse need to be investigated. The risk and protective factors
relevant to academic resilience could be considered.
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According to Hashim (2007), “the increasing social problems among teenagers in Malaysia
are, in fact, a manifestation of their inability to cope with the challenges of everyday life” (p.
98). The inability to deal with stress alongside with socioeconomic disadvantaged
backgrounds and peer pressure appeared to be the major reasons for substance abuse
(Baharudin et al. 2011). Similar reasons are also attributable to premarital sex and teenage
pregnancy (Tan et al. 2012). According to the Malaysian Youth Report (Hamzah 2007),
substance use and premarital sexual intercourse are the most prevalent risk behaviour among
the adolescents. As such, future studies should be aimed at identifying at risk youth,
developing the resilience model, thus, designing programmes that can facilitate and foster the
development of internal and external resilience assets.

4. Calling for the Academic Resilience Approach
Abdul Kadir and colleges (2012) argued that Malaysian adolescent students who are at-risk
require a caregiving relationship with an adult who assists them with love, care, and attention.
A caregiving relationship with parents, peers, friends, or teachers means that the student atrisk has always someone who cares who he or she is, listening and talking to him or her.
Students who are provided with a caregiving relationship may demonstrate satisfactory
academic achievements (academic resilience) despite their disadvantaged backgrounds
(Martin & Marsh 2006). Non-resilient students can hereby develop resilience to avoid risk
behaviour.
Such suggestions for the caregiving relationship is congruent with the “Educational
Resilience Theory” (Wang et al. 1994). Stemming from Ecological Systems Theory
(Bronfenbrenner 1979), Educational resilience theory (Wang et al. 1999) proposes that
caregiving relationships between individuals in family, school, or social community need to
be established, so that students can demonstrate academic resilience. According to this
proposition, students may confront adversities anytime or everywhere whereby they need to
draw on their resilience assets. The resilience assets empower individuals to mould an
environment they are in, which in turn form their developmental processes. This is a widely
accepted ecological framework for understanding the internal and external resilience assets,
the dynamic interactions between risk and protective factors (see Doll et al. 2011; Esquivel et
al. 2011; Gordon & Song 1994; Von Soest et al. 2010).
Although individuals essentially use their internal resilience assets, they show resilience with
the help of the external resilience assets (Rutter 1987). The family factor is the most caregiving
environment to develop the internal resilience while schools and peers significantly increase the
resilience level (Brooks 2006). Teachers can promote the internal resilience by having a
caregiving relationship (Werner & Smith 1992). A teacher can provide an adolescent student
with opportunities that are based on reciprocity and collaboration, such as giving a role to
participate in teaching and learning activities instead of control and competition. Such an
opportunity increases intrinsic motivation and enhances the ability to learn in the classroom
(Benard 2004). Withholding the student from such opportunities usually leads to detachment
from the teachers (WestEd 2002). The cumulative impact of the external resilience assets
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increases positive outcomes, such as avoiding academic failure and coping with adjustment
problems (Werner 1993; Werner & Smith 1992).
As a result, the academic resilience approach is based upon the basic tenet that everyone has
potential resilience that enables not only to rebound from adversity, but also to succeed in
spite of it. The resilience approach suggests focusing on protective factors promoting the
potential resilience, thereby academic success, rather than on eliminating the risk factors that
promote failure (Grotberg 1995). Promoting all the resilience assets is not necessary, but
solely improving one of them is not enough to make a student sufficiently resilient (Grotberg
1995). An adolescent may be loved but is less likely to show effective resilience against
challenges if he or he lacks the necessary self-awareness. A person may have high selfawareness but is not resilient enough if he or she has nobody to help him or her. Effective
resilience results from a combination of the assets. How individual, family, societal, and
school assets aggregately conduce to academic resilience needs to be examined further, so
that programmes can be designed to strengthen resilient behaviours (Willms 2002). A further
study may draw on the academic resilience approach to explain how Malaysian adolescent
students develop their academic resilience.

5. Conclusion
This review has synthesised evidence for the need of an academic resilience model to support
at-risk Malaysian adolescent students. Despite the obstacles that prevent the majority of
students with the same background from succeeding, some students can be academically
successful (demonstrate academic resilience). Empirical data concerning how Malaysian
adolescent students construct their academic resilience has yet to be provided. Further studies
could be aimed at (a) identifying their academic resilience assets (b) predicting the best
external assets that promote internal assets, and (c) determining the best internal assets
associated with high academic achievement.
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