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ABSTRACT 

 

Rationale and Objectives: 

This mixed methods dissertation investigated the educational resilience of 

unaccompanied and separated children (UASCs). With over 24.7 million displaced children 

worldwide, UASCs are a highly vulnerable population facing pre- and post-migration adversities 

that disrupt their education. However, research on their educational resilience remains limited.  

Methods and Analysis: 

Using a convergent parallel mixed methods design, this dissertation aimed to identify 

socio-ecological factors contributing to UASCs’ educational resilience and understand socio-

interactional processes underlying their resilience. Study I systematically reviewed quantitative, 

qualitative, and mixed methods evidence to investigate the existing evidence on the risk and 

resilience factors that influence the educational trajectories of UASCs in high-income countries. 

Study II analyzed PISA data from Jordan using correlational and regression analyses to examine 

how socio-ecological factors contribute to the promotion and protection of education for UASCs. 

Study III used a qualitatively driven mixed methods approach in Greece, combining statistical 

analysis of survey response data and reflective thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews to 

explore how socio-ecological factors contribute to the navigation and negotiation of education by 

UASCs.  

Findings: 

Salient factors were identified at various levels that influence UASCs’ educational 

resilience, with microsystemic and mesosystemic factors being particularly important. Findings 

also reveal how factors interacted through promotive, protective, navigation, and negotiation 

processes to shape educational resilience. A critical realist discussion integrated insights across 

the studies using mixed methods triangulation techniques revealing important methodological 

considerations for researching UASCs’ educational resilience.  
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Novelty and Improvement: 

The dissertation reveals that educational resilience development among UASCs can be 

conceptualized as a combination of intermental activities (between the UASC and their 

environment) and intramental activities (within the UASC), where having supportive 

relationships at home, school, and community facilitates UASCs to transition over time from their 

zone of proximal resilience development to their level of actual resilience development. This 

dissertation filled a critical gap in knowledge about UASCs’ educational resilience development, 

generating implications for research, policy, and practice to better address their needs and 

circumstances. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

Summary. The introduction chapter of this dissertation lays out the rationale and objectives for 

the study, which focuses on exploring the educational resilience of unaccompanied and separated 

children (UASCs). The rationale for this dissertation stems from the growing global population of 

UASCs and forced migrant children, their exposure to various risks both before and after 

migration, and the noticeable research gap regarding their educational resilience. The objectives 

of this research are to understand what socio-ecological factors in UASCs’ environment contribute 

to the educational resilience of UASCs and how socio-interactional processes that arise from 

interactions between UASCs and their environment contribute to the educational resilience of 

UASCs. To answer these questions, my dissertation uses a convergent parallel mixed-methods 

design with three different studies. Study I is a systematic mixed-methods literature review 

analyzing existing evidence on risk and resilience factors influencing UASCs' education in high-

income countries. Study II is a quantitative secondary data analysis study of PISA data to 

understand how socio-ecological factors contribute to the promotion and protection of education 

for UASCs in Jordan. Study III is a qualitatively driven mixed-methods study using interviews 

and questionnaires to understand how socio-ecological factors support the navigation and 

negotiation of education by UASCs in Greece. Following the three studies, a discussion chapter 

integrates findings from each study in order to gain insights about how socio-interactional 

processes influence the educational resilience of UASCs. Finally, I explain my reflexivity and 

positionality in relation to this topic and outline this dissertation’s contribution to knowledge. 
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1.1 Rationale 

Due to persistent humanitarian crises, an increasing number of children have been forced 

to leave their homes and require international assistance. The United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reported that the global population of displaced and 

stateless individuals exceeded 108 million by 2022, with more than 24.7 million children under 

the age of 18 included in this figure (UNHCR, 2023). The escalating figures have been worsened 

by the mounting fact that forced displacement is now evolving into a multi-generational 

phenomenon. Estimates have shown that almost 1.9 million children were born into refugee life 

between 2018 and 2022 (UNHCR, 2022a). As such, many refugee and forced migrant children 

are at risk of remaining in forced displacement for many years, with some potentially remaining 

displaced for the rest of their lives. Such realities have made it especially difficult to capture the 

needs and circumstances of refugee and forced migrant children who are especially vulnerable, 

such as children who are unaccompanied or have been separated from their families. Between 

2010 and 2019, around 400,000 UASCs lodged asylum applications in 117 sovereign states 

(UNHCR, 2020). Furthermore, the global refugee population recorded a total of 153,300 UASCs 

by the conclusion of 2019. As such, the rapid rise in UASCs prompts the question of how schools 

can organize themselves in a way that ensures such a vulnerable population is guaranteed 

educational development and growth. Various studies indicated that exposure to a host of pre-

migration risk factors (e.g., family separation, forced displacement, and exposure to violence) and 

post-migration risk factors (e.g., bullying, discrimination, and harassment) contribute to UASCs’ 

heightened vulnerability (Bronstein et al., 2013; Derluyn et al., 2009; Geltman et al., 2005; Hjern 

et al., 1998; Hodes et al., 2008). However, recent studies on the well-being of UASCs hinted at the 

resilience potential of these students and called for further research on their capabilities using a 

resilience framework (Bronstein et al., 2012; Vervliet et al., 2014). Despite there being evidence 

for the mental health resilience of UASCs (Fazel et al., 2012; Mitra & Hodes, 2019; O’Higgins et 
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al., 2018), little evidence exists on how these students exhibit that resilience in education, 

prompting the need for this dissertation to fill that gap.  

1.2 Objectives 

This dissertation believes that, when equipped with certain resources and assets, UASCs 

can exhibit educational resilience. This dissertation achieves this objective by answering this 

overarching question: 

1) What socio-ecological factors in UASCs’ environment contribute to the educational 

resilience of UASCs? 

2) What socio-interactional processes arise from interactions between UASCs and their 

environment that contribute to the educational resilience of UASCs? 

Educational settings offer the ideal socio-ecological context through which to investigate and 

explore how children utilize and interact with the resources and assets around them to meet both 

their own goals and society’s goals (Tyrer & Fazel, 2014). Due to persecution, conflict, violence, 

human rights violations, or events significantly disrupting public order, more than 108 million 

people worldwide have been forcibly displaced from their home countries, including children, 

seeking safety and stability elsewhere (UNHCR, 2024). Jordan and Greece are two of those 

countries that currently host high numbers of refugees and forced migrants, including UASCs 

(UNHCR, 2024). By examining these high-receiving countries, this dissertation aims to answer 

the research question through the following sub-questions through three standalone studies: 

• Study I – What current evidence exists on the risk and resilience factors that influence the 

educational trajectories of UASCs in high-income countries? 

• Study II – How do socio-ecological factors contribute to the promotion and protection of 

education for UASCs in Jordan? 

• Study III – How do socio-ecological factors contribute to the navigation and negotiation 

of education by UASCs in Greece? 
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• Discussion – What insights emerge from the three studies about how socio-interactional 

processes influence the educational resilience of UASCs? 

1.3 Structure 

The dissertation is composed of six different chapters: an introduction chapter, a literature 

review (chapter 2), the three standalone studies (chapters 3, 4, and 5), and a discussion (chapter 

6). Appendix A1 provides a detailed outline of the dissertation, while Appendix A2 presents a 

timeline for the dissertation’s completion, including milestones achieved. This study adopted a 

convergent parallel mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017), wherein both 

quantitative and qualitative data on the educational resilience of UASCs were collected and 

analyzed concurrently but separately. The convergent parallel mixed-methods design was 

employed to systematically examine the four study questions. This investigation was carried out 

through the implementation of three empirical studies and one conceptual paper, all of which 

were included within a six-chapter dissertation. The core premise was to obtain complementary 

quantitative and qualitative data that could enable a comprehensive understanding of how 

educational resilience occurs for UASCs. The quantitative and qualitative analyses were 

conducted independently within the same timeframe and with equal priority. Once done, the 

separate quantitative and qualitative results were integrated at the overall interpretation and 

discussion. Figure 1 presents a flow diagram depicting the convergent parallel mixed-methods 

design of the dissertation and showcasing where each study is situated. 
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Figure 1. Flow diagram depicting the convergent parallel mixed-methods design of the 

dissertation 

 

1.3.1 Summary of Study I 

The first study (chapter 3) aimed to review the current evidence on risk and resilience 

factors influencing the educational trajectories of UASCs in high-income countries. The research 

questions specifically asked what existing quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods studies 

revealed about factors impacting UASCs' educational outcomes and experiences. The study was 

grounded in a classical pragmatic epistemology, which emphasized that knowledge should be 

judged based on its practical consequences and ability to address real-world problems rather than 

strict adherence to an external reality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Mertens, 

2020). This aligned with the study's applied goal of informing educational practices for UASCs. 

The logical inference approach was abductive, meaning the aim was to infer the best explanation 

to account for the evidence on UASCs' education (Blaikie, 2007; Peirce, 1932, 1935). The 

methodology was a systematic mixed-methods review in accordance with PRISMA (Preferred 

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines (Shamseer et al., 2015), 

analyzing both quantitative and qualitative data to gain a holistic understanding of UASCs' 

educational trajectories. Quantitative meta-integration was employed to convert quantitative 

results regarding educational outcomes into qualitative data that could be effectively analyzed 

Study I: 
Systematic Review 

QUAN + QUAL 

Study II: 
Jordan 

QUAN (all) 

Discussion: 
Synthesis  

QUAN + QUAL 

Study III: 
Jordan 

QUAL (most) + QUAN (less) 
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alongside the original qualitative findings on educational experiences (Frantzen & Fetters, 2016; 

Onwuegbuzie & Combs, 2010). Subsequently, meta-ethnography was utilized to synthesize these 

two sets of qualitative data through line-by-line analysis and third-order interpretation, aiming 

to identify crucial risk and resilience factors (Noblit & Hare, 1988; Nye et al., 2016). This allowed 

the integration of different types of data to derive comprehensive explanatory hypotheses. 

1.3.2 Summary of Study II 

 The second study (chapter 4) aimed to examine how socio-ecological factors contribute to 

the promotion and protection of education for UASCs in Jordan. The research questions 

specifically asked if there was a statistically significant negative relationship between UASC status 

and educational achievement among Palestinian refugee students in schools run by the United 

Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) in Jordan. 

The questions also examined if this relationship varied when controlling for variables at the 

student, teacher, and school levels and if interactions between UASC status and variables at these 

levels were significantly related to achievement. Finally, the questions sought to identify which 

variables functioned as promotive or protective factors of achievement for UASCs. The study was 

grounded in post-positivist epistemology, which emphasized using empirical evidence and 

scientific methods to discover objective truths while recognizing that knowledge is socially 

constructed (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Mertens, 2020). The logical 

inference approach was deductive, involving drawing specific conclusions from general principles 

through systematic analysis (Blaikie, 2007; Durkheim, 1982). This aligned with intent for 

quantitatively testing hypothesized relationships between variables. The methodology was a 

quantitative secondary data analysis of an international large-scale assessment called PISA 

(Programme for International Student Assessment) 2009, which was conducted by the OECD 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) in Jordan in 2009 (OECD, 2010, 

2012). It analyzed both UASC and non-UASC students. The analysis examined correlations 

between study variables using Pearson’s correlation coefficient (Cohen et al., 2002; Pearson, 
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1900). It also used multiple regression to test the relationship between achievement and UASC 

status while controlling for student, teacher, and school variables and their interactions with 

UASC status (Campbell et al., 1963; Cronbach, 1949; Yule, 1900). Main effects and interaction 

effects modeling visually identified promotive and protective factors (Luthar et al., 2000; Rutter, 

1979, 1987; Sameroff, 2006). 

1.3.3 Summary of Study III 

 The third study (chapter 5) aimed to explore how socio-ecological factors support the 

navigation and negotiation of education by UASCs in Jordan. The research questions specifically 

asked if there were statistically significant differences between UASCs and non-UASCs in Greece 

in their resilience scores and responses on the Child & Youth Resilience Measure-Revised (CYRM-

R) (Jefferies et al., 2019; Resilience Research Centre, 2018). The questions also asked what unique 

risk and resilience factors related to education each group experienced. Finally, the questions 

sought to explore how UASCs navigated risks differently from non-UASCs to succeed 

educationally. The study was grounded in constructivist epistemology, which asserts that 

individuals actively construct subjective knowledge and meaning based on their experiences and 

interpretations, which are influenced by social and cultural factors (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Guba 

& Lincoln, 1989; Mertens, 2020). This aligned with exploring UASCs’ and non-UASCs’ subjective 

perspectives. The logical inference approach was inductive, involving drawing probable 

conclusions about educational resilience processes from the analysis of specific evidence from the 

CYRM-R and semi-structured interviews (Blaikie, 2007; Durkheim, 1982). The methodology was 

a qualitatively driven mixed-methods study (Hesse-Biber et al., 2015). It involved the integration 

of quantitative data obtained from the CYRM-R questionnaire with qualitative insights derived 

from semi-structured interviews. Statistical tests compared resilience differences, while coding 

and thematic analysis elicited subjective risk and resilience processes. Quantitative data were 

analyzed using Fisher’s exact test (1935) and Welch’s two-sample t-test (1938) to compare UASC 

and non-UASC resilience differences. The qualitative data underwent analysis through the 
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application of open, axial, and selective coding techniques. This process facilitated the 

categorization of risk and resilience factors into distinct domains and socio-ecological levels 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Reflexive thematic analysis then identified themes about how UASCs 

navigated risks differently than non-UASCs to adapt in the Greek educational system (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). 

1.3.4 Summary of Discussion 

The discussion (chapter 6) aimed to synthesize the three studies in order to gain insights 

about how socio-interactional processes influence the educational resilience of UASCs. Alongside 

answering these dissertation questions, the discussion chapter also attempts to identify 

methodological considerations as well as implications for research, policy, and practice that 

emerged from three studies. The discussion chapter was based on critical realism, a theoretical 

framework that recognizes the presence of an objective natural and social reality that exists 

independently of human understanding. It highlights the importance of formulating theories and 

hypotheses that are supported by empirical evidence in order to uncover the underlying 

mechanisms and structures that influence observable phenomena (Bhaskar, 1975, 1989). It 

asserts that different epistemological approaches, such as pragmatism, post-positivism, and 

constructivism, can coexist and provide valuable insights into diverse aspects of reality. The 

logical inference approach is retroductive, which involves making inferences about the presence 

of unobservable mechanisms and structures by examining observable effects, allowing for a more 

profound comprehension of the underlying processes (Bhaskar, 1975; Blaikie, 2007). The 

methodological approach in this chapter relied on the convergent parallel mixed-methods design 

of the overall dissertation, which involved synthesizing qualitative insights from quantitative, 

qualitative, and mixed-methods studies through triangulation (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017; 

Denzin, 2017). The synthesis triangulated findings from the three studies to identify converging 

and diverging insights about UASCs’ educational resilience processes, methodological strengths 

and limitations, and implications for research, policy, and practice. 
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1.4 Reflexivity and Positionality 

Critical self-reflection in the form of reflexivity, especially when studying refugee child 

populations, becomes a necessity (Attia & Edge, 2017). The study takes an Arabic-speaking, queer-

identifying, race-ambiguous, and Oxford-affiliated educationalist and researcher to investigate 

the educational resilience of UASCs. At the outset, there are several intersections between my 

identity and theirs due to not just shared cultural identities and experiences, but shared 

experiences as a migrant in order to survive–albeit in a more privileged and less dangerous reality. 

I have had to live away from home and reside in six countries in order to find safety, personal 

meaning, and socio-economic stability. In thinking reflexively about my own positionality, I am 

aware that I still do not share their experience of displacement and educational disruption. As an 

individual from the Global South, I am very conscious of past instances where research by 

researchers, particularly those from elite universities, resulted in no immediate benefit to 

participants, especially those from low-resource backgrounds (Kouritzin & Nakagawa, 2018). This 

‘extractive’ nature of research with refugee children and youth has also been reiterated to me by 

the youth participants themselves, who shared with me their past experiences with academics and 

researchers, and by the NGO partners and other refugee care professionals in Jordan, Greece, and 

the UK, whose valuable advice I relied on throughout this dissertation. Given the power dynamics 

of the relationship between myself (the researcher) and the children and youth of refugee and 

forced migrant backgrounds whom I was studying (the researched), I committed myself to taking 

an extremely sensitive approach to undertaking this doctoral research project. Throughout my 

engagements with any refugee and forced migrant, including the refugee youth participating in 

my studies, I have stressed that I am independent from the system that is governing their refugee 

status and that nothing expressed in my dissertation will have any bearing on their educational 

opportunities, the services they receive from the NGOs, or their legal status overall. I also 

maintained a constant feedback loop with the refugee youth and with local NGO partners and 
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refugee care professionals to moderate any preconceived bias stemming from my privileged status 

as a member of an elite and wealthy university in the Global North. 

1.5 Contribution to Knowledge 

Most educational research on UASCs remains deficit-based (Bean et al., 2007; 

Björkenstam et al., 2020; Smid et al., 2011), resulting in a significant knowledge gap about UASCs 

because, without adequate knowledge of the strengths of UASCs, educational or school-based 

interventions may be misdirected, ineffective, and underestimating their resilience potential. 

Various educational or school-based programs have developed to address the educational needs 

of UASCs, but with limited impact (Aytar & Brunnberg, 2016; Crea et al., 2018). As such, there is 

a great need for educational research on UASCs that is strengths-focused, which is why this 

dissertation studies the phenomenon of educational resilience. Educational trajectories offered 

the ideal ecological context through which to investigate and explore how children utilize and 

interact with the resources and assets around them to meet both their own goals and society’s 

goals (Tyrer & Fazel, 2014). Moreover, Jordan and Greece represented ideal field sites to learn 

about UASCs’ educational trajectories, given their historical role and geographic position as 

countries that are high recipients of refugee and forced migrant populations (UNHCR, 2024). 

That is why findings from this dissertation could offer important insights for the design of 

educational or school-based strategies that aim to encourage positive or socially desirable 

educational outcomes for UASCs. By identifying resilience factors and processes, this dissertation 

has the potential to inform the development and elaboration of evidence-based educational 

interventions that are cognizant of UASCs’ individual and contextual realities. Such an objective 

has also informed the methodology of this dissertation. Lately, there has been a strong push for 

resilience research to incorporate multilevel perspective (Cicchetti, 2010; Luthar et al., 2006; 

Masten, 2014). Consequently, my dissertation incorporates a multilevel perspective through 

utilizing Bronfenbrenner’s theory of socio-ecological development (1977, 1986) and Vygotsky’s 

theory of socio-interactional development in order to understand how various resilience factors 
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and processes support the education of UASCs. The dissertation also employed a concurrent 

triangulation mixed-methods design that not only compared results from two high-receiving 

countries (Jordan and Greece), but also compared the educational trajectories of UASC and non-

UASC refugee students within each country to better identify results that are specific to UASCs 

from results that are universal for refugee students. In an effort to ensure this contribution to 

knowledge, a plan to publicly disseminate the findings to a wide variety of audiences has been 

developed, particularly for those interested in education and social care for UASCs. Figure 2 lists 

the publications arising from this dissertation (Aleghfeli, 2023; Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022; Aleghfeli 

& Nag, 2024), while Appendix A3 contains list of other papers that were written at the same time 

as I was writing this dissertation (Aleghfeli, 2021; Aleghfeli, Hunt, et al., 2023; Aleghfeli, 

McIntyre, et al., 2023; Aleghfeli, 2024; Aleghfeli et al., 2024; Feinstein et al., 2021; Hunt et al., 

2023).  

Figure 2. List of publications from the dissertation 

 

Study I 

 

Aleghfeli, Y. K., & Hunt, L. (2022). Education of unaccompanied refugee minors in high-income 

countries: Risk and resilience factors. Educational Research Review, 35, 100433. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2022.100433 

Study II 

 

Aleghfeli, Y. K. (2023). Examining socio-ecological factors contributing to the promotion and 

protection of education for unaccompanied and separated children in Jordan. Children and Youth 

Services Review, 155, 107182. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2023.107182 

Study III Aleghfeli, Y. K., & Nag, S. (2024). Exploring socio-ecological factors that support the navigation 

and negotiation of education by unaccompanied and separated children in Greece. Compare: A 

Journal of Comparative and International Education, 1–19. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2024.2393112 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

 

Summary. In this literature review, I introduced the conceptual and theoretical frameworks 

guiding my dissertation research on the educational resilience of unaccompanied and separated 

children (UASCs). First, I defined UASC status and clarified the legal terminology related to 

UASCs. Next, I conceptualized risk factors, drawing on dose gradient and risk gradient 

frameworks from trauma studies to explain how singular and cumulative risks shape UASCs' 

educational outcomes and experiences. I then conceptualized educational resilience, outlining 

how it has evolved through four waves of resilience research, from an initial focus on risk and 

protective factors to recent critical approaches incorporating socio-ecological contexts. In doing 

so, I distinguished between risk, promotive, and protective factors influencing resilience. 

Subsequently, I conceptualized educational outcomes and experiences as quantitative and 

qualitative information, respectively, that together illustrate UASCs' educational trajectories. My 

theoretical framework integrates Bronfenbrenner's socio-ecological theory to identify resilience 

factors and Vygotsky's socio-interactional theory to comprehend resilience processes. Finally, I 

adopted an epistemologically pluralist approach that leverages complementary paradigms to 

develop multifaceted understandings of UASCs' educational resilience. Through these conceptual, 

theoretical, and epistemological frameworks, I lay the groundwork for empirical studies that 

investigate factors and processes enabling UASCs to achieve positive educational outcomes and 

experiences despite adversity. 
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2.1 Introduction 

The main aim of this literature review is to introduce the conceptual and theoretical 

frameworks used in this dissertation. With regards to the conceptual framework, this dissertation 

engaged with four key concepts: unaccompanied and separated children, risk, resilience, and 

education. First, the literature on refugees and forced migrants was reviewed to conceptualize 

unaccompanied and separated children in order to understand how UASC status is legally 

determined. Second, the literature review on risk and resilience was reviewed to conceptualize 

both concepts. There are two critical conditions for resilience to be present and observed in a 

child. Third, the literature on educational research was reviewed to conceptualize educational 

trajectories as a combination of educational outcomes and educational experiences. Lastly, the 

dissertation's theoretical framework integrated two prominent theories of development: the 

socio-ecological theory of development, as proposed by Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1986), and the 

socio-interactional theory of development, as outlined by Vygotsky (1967, 1978).  

2.2 Conceptual Framework: Unaccompanied and Separated Children 

The Committee on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 2005) defines the 

unaccompanied child as “Children … who have been separated from both parents and other 

relatives and are not being cared for by an adult who, by law or custom, is responsible for doing 

so” (CRC/GC/2005/6, para. 7). However, despite good intentions, varying legal frameworks 

create the risk of bureaucratizing a vulnerable population such as UASCs (Zetter, 1991, 2007). The 

status of UASCs has been drowned in the overall debates around what constitutes a child, an 

unaccompanied child, a separated child, a refugee, an asylum-seeker, or a forced migrant, and 

whether national jurisdiction or international conventions take precedence. In fact, research has 

shown that reception services have a tendency to overlook the needs of UASCs in an effort to stay 

true to the letter of the law (Derluyn & Broekaert, 2008). This section of the literature review 
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attempts to lay out these varying legal frameworks and problematize them in order to better 

comprehend the context of UASCs.  

2.2.1 Being ‘Unaccompanied’ and/or ‘Separated’ 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) defines ‘the child’ as 

“every human being below the age of eighteen years unless under the law applicable to the child, 

majority is attained earlier” (A/RES/44/25, art. 1, para. 1). As a follow-up to the convention, the 

Committee on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 2005) defines the ‘unaccompanied child’ 

as the following: 

Children, as defined in article 1 of the [Convention on the Rights of the Child], who have 

been separated from both parents and other relatives and are not being cared for by an 

adult who, by law or custom, is responsible for doing so. (CRC/GC/2005/6, para. 7). 

In the context of forced migration and mobility, the International Organization for Migration 

(IOM) further defines children who have been separated from their parents or other caregivers as 

unaccompanied migrant child (IOM, 2019). The Committee on the Rights of the Child (United 

Nations, 2005) also defines the ‘separated child’ in the following terms: 

Children, as defined in article 1 of the [Convention on the Rights of the Child], who have 

been separated from both parents, or from their previous legal or customary primary 

caregiver, but not necessarily from other relatives. These may, therefore, include children 

accompanied by other adult family members. (CRC/GC/2005/6, para. 8) 

Most countries in the world is party to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 

1989), with the notable exception of the USA as of 2023, which has signed but not yet ratified the 

convention. 

Despite the universal acceptance of these definitions, when translating the convention into 

national legal standards, noted differences in the letter of local law have resulted in circumstances 

that place UASCs seeking international protection in a more vulnerable situation (Derluyn & 

Broekaert, 2008). Accordingly, there are challenges to note in determining the actual numbers of 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

22 

 

UASCs, rendering many to be invisible (Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006). UASCs who become separated 

from their guardians or experience the loss of their guardians while undertaking their journeys 

frequently manage to remain unnoticed, evade registration by authorities, or assert that they are 

above the age of 18 or accompanied by a guardian. They do so in order to proceed with their 

desired destination or avoid being detained or, even worse, sent back. Age determination is also a 

challenge, as some UASCs may not know their dates of birth, how old they are, or claim to be 

under 18 years old so that they can take advantage of the rights and privileges of being a child, 

such as shelter and schooling (Separated Children in Europe Programme, 2012). 

2.2.2 Being ‘Refugee’ and/or ‘Asylum-Seeking’ 

There are greater disagreements around defining refugee and asylum-seeker. As per 

international law, a ‘refugee’ is defined by the Convention Related to the Status of Refugees 

(United Nations, 1951) – henceforth, referred to as the Refugee Convention – and the Protocol 

Related to the Status of Refugees (United Nations, 1967) – henceforth, referred to as the Refugee 

Protocol –  as such: 

Owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 

membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his 

nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the 

protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country 

of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, 

is unwilling to return to it. (A/CONF.2/108, art. 1, para. A.2; A/RES/2198(XXI), art. 1, 

para. 2) 

As of 2023, 145 sovereign states are parties to the Refugee Convention and 146 sovereign states 

are parties to the Refugee Protocol. As of 2023, over 60 sovereign states are not parties. Notably, 

these include countries that also hold large populations of refugee and forced migrant 

backgrounds, such as Bangladesh, Eritrea, India, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Myanmar, 

Pakistan, South Sudan, Syria, Thailand, Venezuela, and the United States of America. This is due 
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to national governments’ position that they must monopolize refugee status determination as a 

national sovereignty right (Zetter, 1991, 2007). 

Unlike ‘refugee’, there is no international convention that designates ‘asylum-seeker’. 

Alternatively, the opinion of the UNHCR – the leading international agency dealing with refugee 

and asylum-seeker issues – is accepted as international customary law (Goodwin-Gill & McAdam, 

2007). The UNHCR (2006) defines ‘asylum-seeker’ as: 

[Asylum-seeker is an] individual who is seeking international protection. In countries with 

individualized procedures, an asylum seeker is someone whose claim has not yet been 

finally decided on by the country in which he or she has submitted it. Not every asylum 

seeker will ultimately be recognized as a refugee, but every recognized refugee is initially 

an asylum seeker. (p. 4) 

However, in the name of national sovereignty over domestic legal matters, different jurisdictions 

vary greatly on who they see as being a ‘genuine’ asylum-seeker. As a result, rigid national 

frameworks on determining asylum-seekers have led powerful domestic political forces to adopt 

problematically ‘othering’ behavior, such as the tendency to paint asylum-seekers as potential 

liars, cheaters, and ‘illegals,’ thereby exposing UASCs seeking international protection to further 

marginalization (Polzer, 2008; Stepputat & Sørensen, 2014).  

2.2.3 Being a ‘Forced Migrant’ 

In addition to the above, issues around whether a UASC should be conferred protection 

through refugee status are often reduced to a migration official determining whether the youth is 

a voluntary migrant or a forced migrant. Like ‘asylum-seeker’, there is no international convention 

on what constitutes a ‘forced migrant’, leaving it to national governments to set their own criteria. 

In fact, calls have been made to update the Refugee Convention (United Nations, 1951) to become 

more inclusive of the complexities that force individuals to migrate against their own will so as to 

reduce their exposure to further vulnerabilities (Schoenholtz, 2015; Zetter, 2007). 
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Roger Zetter’s (1991, 2007) critical evaluation of labeling refugees provides a clear 

explanation for why nationally imposed bureaucratic practices around refugee status 

determination expose forced migrant children – such as UASCs – to further vulnerability. The 

first point Zetter makes is that these bureaucratic practices pursue a process of prescriptive 

stereotyping that is inconsiderate of the ever-changing makeup of the international population of 

children and youth in need of protection. The second point Zetter makes is that such practices are 

driven by a mindset of population control that seeks to sustain the ‘national’ character of the 

sovereign state’s population. The final point Zetter makes is that refugee status determination 

remains a non-participatory practice where judgment is given unilaterally based on the will of 

bureaucratic judgments that ignore the varying complexities and scenarios as to why forced 

migrants claim international protection. 

In acknowledging the enforced binaries that impact forced migrants, the IOM (2019) adds 

the following note in its attempt to clarify the dynamics of forced migration:  

While not an international legal concept, [forced migrant] has been used to describe the 

movements of refugees, displaced persons (including those displaced by disasters or 

development projects), and, in some instances, victims of trafficking. At the international 

level the use of this term is debated because of the widespread recognition that a 

continuum of agency exists rather than a voluntary/forced dichotomy and that it might 

undermine the existing legal international protection regime. (p. 75) 

Like with the UNHCR, the opinion of the IOM – the leading international agency dealing with 

migration issues – is accepted as international customary law (Goodwin-Gill & McAdam, 2007). 

However, within national legal jurisdictions, domestic decision-making around refugee status 

determination for UASCs and other forced migrant children continues to be highly politicized in 

sovereign states rather than based on humanitarian ideals. Frequently, these politicized choices 

are influenced by prevailing public attitudes towards migrants, fluctuating between favorable and 

unfavorable opinions (Humphris & Sigona, 2019). 
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2.2.4 Conclusion 

Despite the universal acceptance of an international convention on child rights, UASCs 

seeking international protection exemplify how highly politicized national policies around refugee 

status determination can reduce such vulnerable persons to mere caseloads in the eyes of the 

immigration bureaucrat (Bhabha, 2014). There is extensive qualitative evidence on the struggle 

UASCs face when navigating and negotiating the bureaucratization of labeling and the perceived 

suspicion and implicit bias that come with it (Bhabha, 1999; Derluyn & Broekaert, 2008; 

Humphris & Sigona, 2019). In fact, such struggle can explain why the designation of being a UASC 

can be seen as a risk factor contributing to negative outcomes, as it can imply a journey of highly 

stressful and sometimes dehumanizing bureaucratic processes (Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006). Given 

this unique context, this dissertation aims to be a contribution to the field in that it hopes to 

improve refugee and immigration policy and practice with a better understanding of the resilience 

potential of UASCs. Table 1 provides a list of the key legal terminology used in this dissertation 

related to UASCs. 

Table 1. Legal terminology used in this dissertation concerning UASCs 

Term Definition 
International 

Labelling Criteria 

National Labelling 

Criteria 

Child “Every human being below the age of eighteen years unless 

under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained 

earlier.” (A/RES/44/25, art. 1, para. 1) 

• Convention on 

the Rights of 

the Child 

• Convention on 

the Rights of the 

Child 

Unaccompanied 

Child 

“Children, as defined in article 1 of the [Convention on the 

Rights of the Child], who have been separated from both 

parents and other relatives and are not being cared for by an 

adult who, by law or custom, is responsible for doing so.” 

(CRC/GC/2005/6, para. 7) 

• Committee on 

the Rights of 

the Child 

• Committee on 

the Rights of the 

Child 

• Set by national 

Governments 

Separated Child “Children, as defined in article 1 of the [Convention on the 

Rights of the Child], who have been separated from both 

parents, or from their previous legal or customary primary 

caregiver, but not necessarily from other relatives. These 

may, therefore, include children accompanied by other adult 

family members.” (CRC/GC/2005/6, para. 8) 

• Committee on 

the Rights of 

the Child 

• Committee on 

the Rights of the 

Child 

• Set by national 

Governments 

Refugee “Owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons 

of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 

social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his 

nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling 

• 1951 Refugee 

Convention 

• 1967 Refugee 

Protocol 

• UNHCR 
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to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not 

having a nationality and being outside the country of his 

former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable 

or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.” 

(A/CONF.2/108, art. 1, para. A.2; A/RES/2198(XXI), art. 1, 

para. 2) 

• Set by national 

Governments 

Asylum-Seeker “[Asylum-seeker is an] individual who is seeking international 

protection. In countries with individualized procedures, an 

asylum seeker is someone whose claim has not yet been 

finally decided on by the country in which he or she has 

submitted it. Not every asylum seeker will ultimately be 

recognized as a refugee, but every recognized refugee is 

initially an asylum seeker.” (UNHCR, 2006, pp. 4) 

• International 

Customary Law 

(driven by 

UNHCR) 

• International 

Customary Law 

(driven by 

UNHCR) 

• Set by national 

Governments 

Forced Migrant “While not an international legal concept, [Forced Migrant] 

has been used to describe the movements of refugees, 

displaced persons (including those displaced by disasters or 

development projects), and, in some instances, victims of 

trafficking. At the international level the use of this term is 

debated because of the widespread recognition that a 

continuum of agency exists rather than a voluntary/forced 

dichotomy and that it might undermine the existing legal 

international protection regime.” (IOM, 2019, pp. 75) 

• International 

Customary Law 

(driven by IOM) 

• International 

Customary Law 

(driven by IOM) 

• Set by national 

Governments 

 

2.3 Conceptual Framework: Risk 

Risk is “exposure to significant threat or severe adversity” (Luthar et al., 2000). UASCs 

represent a highly vulnerable population due to their exposure to numerous risk factors that can 

negatively impact their mental health and overall well-being. As children of refugee and forced 

migrant backgrounds seeking protection without parental support, UASCs face a complex 

interplay of pre-migration traumas, unsafe migration journeys, and post-migration stressors that 

elevate their susceptibility to psychological distress. This section of the literature review explains 

how risk factors, both singular and cumulative, shape UASCs' educational outcomes and 

educational experiences. By reviewing relevant literature on UASCs' mental health vulnerabilities 

and applying key concepts like dose gradient and risk gradient effects, this analysis aims to explain 

the mechanisms through which different risk exposures impact UASCs. Comprehending the risk 

landscape is critical to informing targeted interventions that bolster UASCs' resilience and 

support their healthy development despite adversity. 
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2.3.1 UASC Status as a Risk Factor 

 Both unaccompanied children and separated children face considerable vulnerability to 

risk and adverse experiences, as highlighted across multiple studies. For unaccompanied 

children, Hodes and colleagues (2008) emphasized the intricate interplay of factors contributing 

to their vulnerability to risk and adverse experiences. Their research revealed that unaccompanied 

children experience elevated levels of psychological distress, notably symptoms of anxiety and 

depression. Traumatic experiences experienced by unaccompanied children in their home 

countries, family separation, uncertain legal status, and challenges adapting to new cultures all 

played pivotal roles in exacerbating their vulnerability. This underscores the need for 

comprehensive support systems that address the distinct vulnerabilities affecting unaccompanied 

children and promote their mental well-being. 

For separated children, Derluyn and colleagues (2009) found that they also faced a range 

of psychological distress, including symptoms of depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress 

disorder. This distress stems from both past traumas from their forced migratory route and 

current circumstances in their host countries, including forced separation from family, exposure 

to traumatic events, and the challenges of adapting to new environments, some of which were 

explicitly unwelcoming. Their study also emphasized the necessity for socio-ecological and socio-

interactional perspectives that take into consideration both their pre-migration and post-

migration factors in order to comprehend separated children’s mental well-being. Their study also 

stressed the urgency of targeted interventions to mitigate potential long-term negative effects. 

Geltman and colleagues (2005) contributed further insights into the struggles UASCs face 

during resettlement. Their study attributed the elevated rates of behavioral problems like 

aggression and withdrawal upon resettlement exhibited by UASCs to their adverse experiences of 

conflict, forced displacement, and feelings of uncertainty and despair in refugee camps. Pre-

migration traumas combined with post-migration stressors such as cultural adjustment 

difficulties and a lack of familial support compounded the challenges faced by UASCs. The study 
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also advocated for tailored mental health interventions to address UASCs' unique vulnerabilities 

and facilitate successful integration. 

Likewise, Hjern et al. (1998) further explained the interconnected pre-migration and post-

migration factors and how they amplify the mental health vulnerabilities of UASCs. Their research 

revealed that UASCs faced heightened susceptibility to psychological distress due to political 

violence, family stress, and displacement. They found that traumatic events combined with family 

separation and migration stress contributed significantly to increased psychological distress. 

Uncertainty around family reunification and disrupted protective family bonds were identified as 

prominent factors amplifying mental health vulnerabilities. This underlined the need for 

comprehensive support systems that recognize the complex nature of the challenges faced by 

UASCs and bolster their mental resilience during resettlement. 

Collectively, these studies give insight into the multifaceted landscape of UASCs’ mental 

vulnerability, thereby explaining why this dissertation examined UASC status as a risk factor. 

Their exposure to trauma, family separation, migration-related stress, and resettlement-related 

stress converge to heighten their susceptibility to psychological distress. Moreover, the findings 

underscore the urgency for tailored interventions and holistic support systems that acknowledge 

their unique circumstances and promote their mental well-being. Such findings amplify the need 

to identify the resilience factors that aid UASCs in overcoming the negative consequences arising 

from their vulnerability to risk and adverse experiences. 

2.3.2 Risk Factors 

A ‘risk factor’ can be understood as a factor associated with a lower likelihood of positive 

outcomes and a higher likelihood of negative or socially undesirable outcomes (Luthar et al., 

2006; Sameroff, 2000). Previous systematic reviews conducted on UASCs have been able to 

identify various risk factors such as family separation, exposure to premigration violence, female 

sex, perceived discrimination, exposure to postmigration violence, several changes of residence, 

poor financial support, feelings of loneliness or isolation at home, living independently, low-
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support placement, restricted reception setting, and foster that is not of the same ethnic origin or 

cultural background (Fazel et al., 2012; Mitra & Hodes, 2019; O’Higgins et al., 2018). The way in 

which these risk factors manifested in UASCs ranged between multiple risk factors at the same 

time or repeated exposure to the same risk factors. In the field of trauma studies, ‘cumulative risk’ 

refers to the collective impact of various risk factors occurring simultaneously or through repeated 

exposure to the same risk factors. This phenomenon amplifies the probability of unfavorable 

educational outcomes or experiences, surpassing the influence of individual risk factors in 

isolation (Sameroff et al., 1993).  

In order to better understand cumulative risk effects, there are two commonly used ways 

to conceptualize how such effects impact a child’s outcomes (Masten & Barnes, 2018). The first 

way is as ‘dose gradient effects’, which is the phenomenon where a higher likelihood of negative 

educational outcomes or negative educational experiences is positively correlated with increased 

proximity to an individual risk factor. An example of dose gradient effects can be observed in a 

study on an elementary school in Los Angeles, California, that experienced a deadly sniper attack 

in 1984 (Pynoos et al., 1987). In this study, a child’s distance from the site of the adverse event 

was understood as dosage. The study found that post-traumatic stress symptoms in the school 

children increased as their proximity to the location of the attack increased (out of vicinity, absent, 

at home, in the neighborhood, on the way home, in school, on the playground). 

The second way is as ‘risk gradient effects’, which is the phenomenon where a higher 

likelihood of negative educational outcomes or negative educational experiences is positively 

correlated with exposure to multiple risk factors. An example of risk gradient effects can be 

observed in a study on Sri Lankan children in the Vadamarachi school district who experienced 

multiple traumatic events in a short timeframe (Catani et al., 2008). In this study, experiencing 

different adverse events in a short time frame (e.g., family violence, the Sri Lankan civil war, the 

2004 Indian Ocean tsunami) was understood as multiple risk factors. The study found that the 

prevalence of post-traumatic stress in the school children increased as the number of stress events 
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experienced increased. Given that risk is a critical condition for the presence of resilience, this 

dissertation attempts to comprehend the various ways in which risk factors affect education for 

UASCs. 

2.3.3 Conclusion 

UASCs represent an extremely high-risk population due to their exposure to traumatic 

events, family separation, uncertain futures, and acculturative stressors. Both singular risk factors 

and cumulative risk effects stemming from multiple or repeated risk exposures heighten UASCs' 

vulnerability to adverse psychological outcomes. However, while risk factors play a critical role in 

shaping UASCs' wellbeing and development, identifying those risks is the first step toward 

understanding resilience (Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000). By understanding the diverse risk 

mechanisms impacting UASCs through dose and risk gradient frameworks, critical insights can 

be gained into the specific needs and circumstances of UASCs. Although the complex interplay of 

risk factors presents challenges in their educational trajectories, a critical understanding of these 

factors has the potential to bolster an understanding of UASCs' educational resilience. With 

informed insight that acknowledges prior risk exposures, it becomes clearer how UASCs can 

overcome adversity and thrive in education despite the odds. Table 2 provides a summary of key 

terminology for risk factors from the literature on risk. 

Table 2. Key terminology of risk factors 

Term Definition 

Risk Factor A factor associated with a lower likelihood of positive educational outcomes or educational 

experiences or a higher likelihood of negative educational outcomes or educational experiences. 

Cumulative Risk Combined effect of multiple risk factors happening at the same time or repeated exposure to the 

same risk factors, increasing the likelihood of negative educational outcomes or educational 

experiences, often beyond the effects of individual risk factors alone. 

Dose Gradient Effects The phenomenon where higher likelihood of negative educational outcomes or negative educational 

experiences is positively correlated with increased proximity to an individual risk factor. 

Risk Gradient Effects The phenomenon where higher likelihood of negative educational outcomes or negative educational 

experiences is positively correlated with exposure to multiple risk factors. 
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2.4 Conceptual Framework: Resilience 

Resilience research had a profound impact on transforming child and youth development 

studies from a risk-based outlook to a strength-based outlook (Ellis et al., 2017). Rutter (1987) 

perfectly encapsulates this research transformation by saying: “Not only has there been a shift of 

focus from vulnerability to resilience, but also from risk variables to the process of negotiating 

risk situations. It is in that context of risk negotiation that attention was turned to protective 

mechanisms” (p. 316). Resilience is “the achievement of positive adaptation despite major 

assaults on the developmental process” (Luthar et al., 2000). Resilience has been a subject of 

study across a wide range of disciplines, with researchers examining risk and resilience factors 

since the early days. This section discusses the evolution of resilience as a concept that came about 

through four waves of resilience research.  

Over time, scholars have incorporated socio-ecological and socio-interactional contexts 

into their analyses, leading to more comprehensive and critical approaches. As a result, resilience 

has been explored using different frameworks within diverse fields of research. Within education, 

resilience enables positive adaptation and heightens the likelihood of positive educational 

outcomes and experiences despite adversity. Key to conceptualizing educational resilience is 

distinguishing between risk factors that elevate vulnerability and resilience factors like promotive 

and protective ones that mitigate risks. These factors influence resilience in UASCs and other 

refugee students who face cumulative pre-migration and post-migration adversities. By reviewing 

the literature on conceptualizations of educational resilience and resilience factors, this analysis 

aims to explain the importance of understanding the mechanisms that shape refugee students' 

educational resilience. 

2.4.1 Understanding Educational Resilience 

Educational resilience has always been an evolving concept that can be explained within 

the context of the four waves of resilience research (Masten, 2007). The first wave of resilience 

research represents initial efforts to descriptively explain the resilience phenomenon and identify 
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characteristics of the child, family, relationships, or environment that function as resilience 

correlates. In addition to their primary focus on health and epidemiology, several initial studies 

on resilience also examined educational and school-related factors as both outcomes and potential 

indicators of risk and resilience (Garmezy et al., 1984; Masten et al., 1990; Rutter, 1979, 1987; 

Werner & Smith, 1977, 1992). Risk correlates, or factors, are often subclassified as proximal, 

directly experienced by the child, or distal, arising from the child’s environment or context (Luthar 

et al., 2006; Wright et al., 2013). Resilience correlates, or factors, are often subclassified as 

protective when they improve outcomes (e.g., health, educational, behavioral) in the context of a 

high probability of poor outcomes or promotive when they improve outcomes at all levels of 

probability of poor outcomes (Luthar et al., 2006; Sameroff, 2000). In a review of first-wave 

resilience literature, Masten (2014) presented a ‘short list’ of the most common resilience 

correlates that emerged from that wave, outlined in Table 3. 

Table 3. ‘Short-list’ of Resilience Correlates 

Type Correlates 

Internal child-specific correlates 

Problem-solving and executive function skills 

Emotional self-regulation and self-control skills 

Self-efficacy and positive beliefs about self 

Meaning making or beliefs that life has meaning 

Other related aspects, i.e., humor, faith, hope and optimism 

External environmental correlates 

Capable caregiving and parenting 

Connections to other competent and caring adults 

Effective schools 

Connections with well-functioning communities 

 
The second wave of resilience research represents efforts to explain the long-term 

processes in which these risk and resilience factors moderate or mediate positive outcomes, 

thereby enabling resilience. This wave has propelled the study of resilience from a cross-sectional 

analysis that describes risk and resilience factors to a longitudinal examination that investigates 

the connections between various factors in order to identify mediators and moderators (Feinstein 
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et al., 2008; Motti-Stefanidi, 2018). Mediation and moderation describe the nature of the effects 

of risk and resilience factors on educational and other child-level outcomes (Baron & Kenny, 

1986). Mediation is when a risk or a resilience factor can have an effect and explain the 

relationship between an independent variable and a dependent variable, also called a main effect. 

Moderation is when a risk or a resilience factor can have an effect and explain the strength or 

direction of the relationship between an independent variable and a dependent variable, also 

called an interaction effect.  

The third wave of resilience research represents the growing interest in testing resilience 

ideas through educational and school-based intervention designs and translating resilience 

research findings into educational and social policy and practice. This wave is heavily 

characterized by educationalists and education researchers contributing to the resilience 

literature. By utilizing experimental designs like randomized control trials of interventions 

implemented in schools, third-wave resilience studies have provided fresh evidence regarding the 

mediating and moderating influence of resilience correlates in facilitating resilience processes 

(Cicchetti et al., 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Wang & Gordon, 1994). It was in this wave that 

the often-cited definition of educational resilience was coined: “Educational resilience is the 

heightened likelihood of success in school and other life accomplishments despite environmental 

adversities brought about by early traits, conditions, and experiences” (Wang et al., 1994).  

The fourth wave of resilience research represents a more critical approach where resilience 

processes are understood through multiple levels of analysis and where a wider understanding of 

contextual and cultural factors is sought. Inspired by previous socio-ecological and socio-

interactional research (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986; Vygotsky, 1967, 1978), fourth-wave resilience 

studies sought to engage with a multilevel understanding of resilience processes, where the child 

is placed within microsystemic (complex relationships and physical settings experienced by the 

child, e.g., family, school, friends), mesosystemic (interrelations between the microsystems, e.g., 

between family and school), exosystemic (social structures that do not contain but may directly 
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influence the child), macrosystemic (cultural norms, values, and ideologies that shape and 

influence the system around the child), and chronosystemic (change in place, space, and time) 

contexts (Aleghfeli, 2021; Feinstein et al., 2021; Ungar, 2004, 2008). Table 4 provides a list of 

different conceptualizations of resilience and educational resilience. 

Table 4. List of existing conceptualizations of resilience and educational resilience 

Authors Definitions 

(Luthar et al., 2000) “Resilience refers to a dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within the 

context of significant adversity. Implicit within this notion are two critical conditions: (1) 

exposure to significant threat or severe adversity; and (2) the achievement of positive 

adaptation despite major assaults on the developmental process” (p. 543) 

(Rutter, 2012) “Reduced vulnerability to environmental risk experiences, the overcoming of a stress or 

adversity, or a relatively good outcome despite risk experiences … it is an interactive 

concept in which the presence of resilience has to be inferred from individual variations in 

outcome among individuals who have experienced significant major stress or adversity.” (p. 

336) 

(Ungar, 2008) “In the context of exposure to significant adversity, resilience is both the capacity of 

individuals to navigate their way to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical 

resources that sustain their well-being, and their capacity individually and collectively to 

negotiate for these resources to be provided in culturally meaningful ways” (p. 225). 

(Wang et al., 1994) “Educational resilience is the heightened likelihood of success in school and other life 

accomplishments despite environmental adversities brought about by early traits, 

conditions, and experiences.” (p. 46) 

(Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000) “Resilience is a dynamic process wherein individuals display positive adaptation despite 

experiences of significant adversity or trauma. This term does not represent a personality 

trait or an attribute of the individual. Rather, it is a two-dimensional construct that implies 

exposure to adversity and the manifestation of positive adjustment outcomes.” (p. 858) 

(Masten, 2014) “Resilience can be broadly defined as the capacity of a dynamic system to adapt successfully 

to disturbances that threaten system function, viability, or development. The concept can 

be applied to systems of many kinds at many interacting levels, both living and nonliving, 

such as a microorganism, a child, a family, a security system, an economy, a forest, or the 

global climate.” (p. 6) 

 

2.4.2 Resilience Factors 

A ‘resilience factor’ is displaying competence in positive or socially desirable outcomes in 

the form of observable or measured success (Masten et al., 1990). Previous literature on criteria 

of resilience and adaptation for migrant youth has indicated that what constitutes competence is 

a child’s ability to fulfill age-salient developmental tasks and acculturative tasks. Age-salient 

developmental tasks are common and universally accepted expectations for youth to do well in 

life, such as learning to read and write, going to school and behaving properly, and getting along 
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with teachers and other children (Masten, 2014). Acculturative tasks are culturally influenced or 

distinct expectations for migrant youth that are unique to one culture, such as cultural rites of 

passage, spiritual practices, and learning a valued traditional skill (Motti-Stefanidi, 2018). 

However, both criteria lack the child’s own perspective, given that these tasks were set by external 

socialization agents (e.g., parents, teachers, community, and society). In order to address that, 

this dissertation looked into UASCs’ competence on age-salient developmental tasks, 

acculturative tasks, and their own self-determined goals. 

Operationally, resilience factors can be understood as two types: protective factors and 

promotive factors. ‘Protective factors’ are resources that have a moderating effect on risk and 

adversity, thereby reducing the likelihood of negative outcomes. In other words, the effects of 

these factors are stronger when the level of risk is high than when the level of risk is low (Luthar 

et al., 2000; Rutter, 1979, 1987; Sameroff, 2006). In statistical terms, they function as the 

interaction effect. ‘Promotive factors’ are assets that have a mediating effect on risk and adversity 

and are associated with a higher likelihood of positive outcomes regardless of exposure to risk and 

adversity (Luthar et al., 2000; Rutter, 1979, 1987; Sameroff, 2006). In other words, the effects of 

these factors are often the same when the level of risk is high or when there is no risk at all. In 

statistical terms, they function as a main effect. Systematic reviews conducted on refugee youth, 

including UASCs, have been able to identify various protective and promotive factors such as 

support from friends and peers, positive school experience, feelings of safety and security at home, 

and receiving mental healthcare (Fazel et al., 2012; Mitra & Hodes, 2019; O’Higgins et al., 2018). 

Given that adaptation to risk is a critical condition for the presence of resilience, this dissertation 

attempts to comprehend the various ways in which resilience factors affect education for UASCs.  

2.3.3 Conclusion 

Educational resilience is a multidimensional, multisystemic phenomenon that emerges 

through complex interactions between risk factors, promotive factors, and promotive factors 

across a UASC’s socio-ecological and socio-interactional context. From very early on, the 
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resilience concept had a transformative impact on research on children from high-stress 

backgrounds, changing it from a deficit-based outlook to a strengths-based outlook. While early 

resilience research identified factors correlated with positive educational adaptation, later 

approaches examined mediating, moderating, and socio-ecological processes influencing 

resilience. For refugee students facing pre- and post-migration adversities, cultivating 

educational resilience requires understanding risk and resilience mechanisms and implementing 

multilevel interventions. 

Over time, however, resilience research began to be criticized for being too narrow due to 

its exclusive focus on pathological and biological factors while ignoring social and environmental 

influences on resilience. This dissertation aims to contribute to the latter through exploring the 

dynamic, multidimensional, integrative, socio-interactional, and socio-ecological processes that 

illustrate the educational resilience trajectories of UASCs. Taking into consideration various 

conceptualizations of resilience, this dissertation defines educational resilience as the presence of 

positive educational outcomes or experiences despite exposure to significant risk or severe 

adversity (Masten, 2014; Rutter, 2012). Educational resilience is also the result of a dynamic 

engagement between the child and their immediate environment (Luthar et al., 2000; Luthar & 

Cicchetti, 2000) and is specific to the socio-ecological and socio-interactional context of the child 

(Ungar, 2008). Table 5 provides a summary of key terminology for resilience factors from the 

literature on resilience. 

Table 5. Key terminology of resilience factors 

Term Definition 

Resilience 

Factor 

A factor associated with a higher likelihood of positive outcomes and experiences or a lower likelihood of 

negative educational outcomes and educational experiences. 

Promotive 

Factor 

A factor associated with a higher likelihood of positive outcomes and experiences or a lower likelihood of 

negative educational outcomes and educational experiences whose effect is often the same when the level 

of risk is high or when there is no risk at all. 

Protective 

Factor 

 

A factor associated with a higher likelihood of positive outcomes and experiences or a lower likelihood of 

negative educational outcomes and educational experiences whose effect is stronger when the level of risk 

is high than when the level of risk is low. 
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2.5 Conceptual Framework: Education 

In order to understand the educational resilience of UASCs, this dissertation investigates 

the education of UASCs, which this dissertation conceptualizes as a child’s pathway through any 

learning environment and can be seen as a combination of both educational outcomes and 

educational experiences. Through the utilization of a mixed-methods approach, this dissertation 

was able to investigate the educational outcomes and experiences of UASCs. By incorporating 

both quantitative data analysis and narrative voice analysis, a holistic understanding of UASCs' 

educational realities was achieved. This comprehensive approach not only shed light on the 

factors that contribute to their positive educational outcomes and experiences but also identified 

the potential risks and barriers they face in their new educational settings. 

The dissertation’s ability to examine educational outcomes and explore educational 

experiences concurrently enabled it to also make use of reliability and validity approaches to 

collect and analyze the collected information. Consequently, what emerges from this dissertation 

are in-depth profiles of resilient UASCs who are able to achieve positive educational outcomes 

and gain positive experiences, both of which make up positive educational trajectories, despite 

the presence of risk and adversity in their lives. This section of the literature review attempts to 

explain how the dissertation conceptualized and operationalized educational outcomes and 

educational experiences in order to better understand UASCs’ educational resilience trajectories. 

2.5.1 Refugee Educational Settings 

The dissertation acknowledges that refugee education occurs in various systems and 

educational settings. The dissertation also recognizes that non-formal learning and informal 

learning are equally important educational contexts as more formal learning settings, such as 

schools and universities. As such, the dissertation captured educational trajectories across the 

following educational systems and settings: formal education, non-formal education, and 

informal education (Werquin & OECD, 2010). 
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Formal education refers to a systematic approach to learning that occurs within 

designated educational settings, including schools, colleges, universities, and vocational training 

centers. It adheres to a predetermined curriculum or set of learning goals and is facilitated by 

qualified educators or instructors. Formal learning is often characterized by the use of 

standardized assessment methods and the awarding of certificates or diplomas upon completion. 

Non-formal education refers to any intentional and structured learning activity that takes 

place outside of formal educational settings, such as community centers, youth organizations, 

sports clubs, cultural associations, and vocational training centers. Unlike formal learning, non-

formal learning is not necessarily linked to a prescribed curriculum or learning objectives, and it 

is often based on the needs and interests of the learner. Examples of non-formal learning activities 

include language courses, computer training, music lessons, and leadership training programs.  

Informal education refers to learning that occurs naturally and spontaneously as a part of 

everyday life, without any formal structure or learning objectives. It can take place in a variety of 

settings, including at home, in the workplace, during leisure activities, and in social interactions. 

Examples of informal learning include learning from experience, observing others, reading, 

watching documentaries, listening to podcasts, and participating in online discussions. Informal 

learning is often unstructured and not recognized as a formal achievement, but it can contribute 

significantly to knowledge and skill development, critical thinking, problem-solving, and personal 

and professional growth. 

2.5.2 Educational Outcomes 

 This dissertation conceptualized educational experiences as quantitative information 

from a child’s educational trajectory that can explain what enabled the child to have a positive 

educational trajectory and what hindered them. Quantitative information in education typically 

takes the form of numbers that represent student scores, survey responses, or other measurable 

participant attributes or behaviors (Creswell & Creswell, 2022; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). 

Quantitative educational research often generates quantitative information through the use of 
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instruments that demonstrate acceptable levels of validity and reliability, such as achievement or 

aptitude tests, questionnaires, surveys, and structured observations using predefined response 

categories. Validity refers to whether the instrument measures what it is intended to measure, 

while reliability relates to the consistency of scores and results over time. The collection of 

quantitative information in education allows the dissertation to assign numeric values to 

observations and statistically analyze variables. To achieve this, it was important to identify 

appropriate existing measures or develop new instruments that align with the research questions 

and variables of each study. 

In this dissertation, the quantitative data on education, termed in the dissertation 

‘educational outcomes’, is statistically examined to understand what resilience factors help UASCs 

overcome their risk status to ensure positive education. The first study, which is a systematic 

mixed-methods review, used existing data on educational outcomes as quantitative information 

for education, which includes educational attainment (e.g., graduation rates, retention rates), 

academic competency (e.g., test scores, exam results, grade point averages), language and literacy 

(e.g., first language acquisition, second language acquisition, reading levels, writing levels), school 

enrollment (e.g., enrollment, disenrollment, dropping out), and school attendance (e.g., 

attendance rates, absenteeism, skipping school). The second study, which involves secondary data 

analysis of the international large-scale assessment data from Jordan, compared educational 

achievement data of UASCs and non-UASCs on reading, mathematics, and sciences as dependent 

outcome variables, alongside student-level variables, teacher-level variables, and school-level 

variables as independent variables. The third study, which is a qualitatively driven mixed-

methods study conducted during fieldwork in Greece, compared the scores of UASCs and non-

UASCs on a self-reported measure of social-ecological resilience. Each study also reports how 

each measure or instrument has adequate levels of validity and reliability to allow for meaningful 

data analysis and accurate conclusions.  
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2.5.3 Educational Experiences 

 This dissertation conceptualized educational experiences as being qualitative information 

from a child’s educational trajectory that can explain what enabled the child to have a positive 

educational trajectory and what hindered them. Qualitative information in education typically 

takes the form of non-numerical information such as interview transcripts, field notes, 

documents, audio recordings, video recordings, and open-ended survey responses (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2022; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). Qualitative information in education captures 

words, descriptions, and narratives that provide depth and detail in understanding educational 

phenomena. Unlike quantitative educational research, qualitative educational research does not 

use predefined measures or instruments. Qualitative educational research is an inductive process 

focused on exploring meanings and generating theories, not testing hypotheses based on 

operationalized variables. Therefore, predefined measures are antithetical to the qualitative 

approach. 

In this dissertation, the qualitative information on education, termed as ‘educational 

experiences’, is qualitatively explored to understand what resilience factors help UASCs overcome 

their risk status to ensure positive education. The first study, which is a systematic mixed-

methods review, used existing data on educational experience as qualitative information for 

education, which included the educational experiences of UASCs in navigating towards a positive 

educational journey and negotiating with the wider ecosystem for a positive educational journey 

(Ungar, 2008). The third study, which is a qualitatively driven mixed-methods study conducted 

during fieldwork in Greece, compared the educational experiences of UASCs and non-UASCs 

through semi-structured interviews as well as focus groups with their educational stakeholders. 

Like quantitative educational research, qualitative educational research employs validation 

strategies like member checking, rich description, and external audits to ensure accuracy and 

credibility, which involve evaluating the trustworthiness, authenticity, and quality of the 

qualitative information based on the depth, nuance, and richness of the information rather than 
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scores, statistics, or ratings. Each study reports how the collected qualitative information displays 

adequate levels of validity and reliability to allow for meaningful data analysis and accurate 

conclusions. 

2.5.4 Conclusion 

 Through its conceptualization of education as a combination of educational outcomes and 

educational experiences, this dissertation leverages the complementarity of numerical data and 

descriptive narratives to develop a socio-ecological and socio-interactional understanding of 

UASCs’ educational resilience. The conceptual and operational frameworks enabled the 

dissertation to obtain a holistic lens into the factors impacting the educational resilience of 

UASCs. By explaining both resilience processes as well as risk factors, this research generates 

actionable knowledge to enhance educational policies, systems, and supports for UASCs. It also 

gives voice to UASCs themselves, shedding light on how they navigate challenges and capitalize 

on resources to achieve positive educational outcomes or gain positive educational experiences. 

These insights can inform practices and interventions to nurture resilience processes and ensure 

educational resilience for these youth. This dissertation lays the groundwork for improving 

educational opportunities and outcomes for UASCs worldwide. Table 6 lists the 

conceptualizations of education trajectories, educational outcomes, and educational experiences 

used in this dissertation. 

Table 6. Conceptualizations of education used in this dissertation 

Term Definition 

Education Trajectories A child’s pathway through any learning and can be seen as a combination of both educational 

outcomes and educational experiences 

Educational Outcomes Quantitative information from a child’s educational trajectory that can explain what enabled the 

child to have a positive educational trajectory and what hindered them. 

Educational Experiences  Qualitative information from a child’s educational trajectory that can explain what enabled the 

child to have a positive educational trajectory and what hindered them. 

 

2.6 Theoretical Framework 

In this dissertation, my aim is to encompass both factor-focused and process-focused 

perspectives. On the factor-focused front, I intend to pinpoint socio-ecological factors within the 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

42 

 

UASCs' environment that contribute to their educational resilience. Simultaneously, on the 

process-focused side, I aim to grasp the socio-interactional processes arising from the interactions 

between UASCs and their environment that foster educational resilience. These research goals 

align with the prevailing trend in resilience research, which has transitioned from solely 

considering biological and pathological factors to recognizing the influence of contextual factors. 

Collectively, these complementary theories provide a comprehensive framework for examining 

both the risk and resilience factors, as well as the complex interactive processes that enable UASCs 

to demonstrate educational resilience despite facing adversity. This integrated theoretical 

framework supports a resilience approach that identifies assets and resources (factor-focused) 

while also unraveling the mechanisms of resilience development (process-focused). This 

multidimensional understanding is essential for comprehending educational resilience within 

UASC populations. 

2.6.1 Socio-ecological Theory of Development 

First, this dissertation aims to identify socio-ecological factors in the UASC’s environment 

that contribute to their educational resilience. In this dissertation, the UASC’s environment is 

conceptualized using Urie Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological theory of human development 

(1977, 1986) as a system that surrounds and affects the UASC. The socio-ecological theory 

examines human development within the context of multiple interconnected systems. It 

emphasizes the influence of various social and environmental factors, such as family, community, 

culture, and society, on a child’s learning and development. Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1986) 

envisioned this framework as an ecosystem composed of six levels. The first level is the ‘level of 

the child’, which describes the individual characteristics of the child. In the case of UASCs, these 

can range from their bio-physical characteristics (e.g., height, weight, etc…) to their socio-

demographic characteristics (e.g., age, gender, ethnic or national origin, etc…). The second level 

is the ‘microsystem’, which refers to the complex relationships between the child and their 

immediate environment. In the case of UASCs, this can include the foster parent, the teacher, the 
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social worker, the frontline respondent, the asylum center employee, etc… The third level is the 

‘mesosystem’, which refers to the interactions between different elements of the child’s 

microsystem. In the case of UASCs, this can be the interaction between the teacher and the foster 

parent, the teacher and the social worker, the asylum center employee and the frontline 

respondent, etc… The fourth level is the ‘exosystem’, which is composed of the formal and 

informal social structures that encompass and affect microsystems but do not immediately 

interact with the child. In the case of UASCs, this can include mass media, health services, legal 

services, government agencies, non-governmental organizations, informal social networks, etc… 

The fifth level is the ‘macrosystem’, which refers to the socio-cultural and socio-economic norms 

that shapes and influences the cultural and sub-cultural context that drive the various systems 

around the child. In the case of UASCs, this can include ideologies, attitudes, and trends found in 

both the refugee and the host communities. The sixth ecosystem is the ‘chronosystem’, which was 

added later and refers to changes and transitions that the child individually undergoes and/or 

changes and transitions that the environment separately undergoes (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). In 

the case of UASCs, this can include the change in process, change in person, the change in context, 

and the change in time. Figure 3 illustrates Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological framework. 
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Figure 3. Illustration of Urie Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological framework 

   

Source. Adapted from Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1986) 

An accompanying model was later developed in order to stress the person-context 

interrelatedness rather than exclusively focusing on contextual factors (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 

1998, 2007). Referred to as the Process-Person-Context-Time model, each component can be 

paraphrased to apply to the changing interaction between the UASC and their environment. The 

first element – Proximal processes – refers to the notion that the UASC’s development occurs in 

the form of complex, reciprocal, and regularly occurring interactions between the UASC – as an 

active and evolving biopsychological human – and their immediate external environment; in 

other words, the UASC’s first four ecosystems. These interactions can include child-teacher 

activities such as, playing, reading, writing, problem-solving and acquiring knowledge or skill. 

The second element - Person - refers to the effect of the UASC’s individual characteristics on the 

form, power, content, and direction of these proximal processes. These characteristics are divided 

into three categories (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Tudge et al., 2009). Demand 

characteristics (e.g., age, gender, skin color and physical appearance of the UASC), biological 
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characteristics (e.g., the UASC’s cognitive skills, intelligence, and level of access to services and 

supportive adults), and force characteristics (e.g., differences of temperament, motivation, 

persistence, etc…). Resilience can be seen as an example of a force characteristic. The third 

element - Context - refers to the effect of the nature of the five ecosystems on the form, power, 

content, and direction of the proximal processes. The final element - Time - is the relative 

longitudinal temporal constancy and/or change in the proximal processes (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 1998). Despite its focus on interactions and processes and its seeming applicability to the 

UASC context, the Process-Person-Context-Time model focuses primarily on biological and 

cognitive development processes and ignores social and emotional development. As a 

consequence of the development of this model, Bronfenbrenner termed this new iteration of the 

ecological framework as the bio-ecological framework (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994; 

Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Tudge et al., 2009). This dissertation’s conceptualization of 

educational resilience emphasizes the importance of social interactions in the development of 

resilience. In conclusion, only the earlier iteration of Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological 

framework (1977, 1986) is used in this dissertation. 

2.6.2 Socio-interactional Theory of Development 

Second, this dissertation aims to comprehend the socio-interactional processes arising 

from interaction between UASCs and their environments that contribute to their educational 

resilience. In this dissertation, the processes through which socio-ecological factors in UASCs’ 

environment help UASCs develop educational resilience are conceptualized using L. S. Vygotsky’s 

socio-interactional theory of human development (1967, 1978). The theory proposes that learning 

and development in children are strongly influenced by meaningful interactions with their social 

and environmental context, thereby shaping their skills and capabilities and broadening their 

understanding of their context. It conceptualizes these interactions as occurring through a ‘zone 

of proximal development’, which is the space between what a child can achieve independently and 

what they can achieve with guidance. ‘Most knowledgeable others’ are individuals with greater 
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expertise than the child and play a crucial role within this zone by offering support and helping 

children to advance. As children gain in learning and development, the zone shrinks, reflecting 

their evolving capabilities. Illustratively, Vygotsky envisions development as a recursive, forward-

moving, and expansive process that aims to reach higher mental functioning. The development 

process is punctuated by moments of qualitative change described as guiding higher mental 

functioning from the intermental plane – which refers to the mental activities between individuals 

– to the intramental plane – which refers to the mental activities within an individual. The 

development process occurs with the support of contextually determined tools as mediators 

between the UASC and their immediate environment. These mediators can range between 

psychological tools, such as language, writing, diagrams, and signs, and physical tools, such as 

computers, games, and toys.  

Two prior applications of Vygotsky’s socio-interactional framework were found useful for 

this dissertation. The first application is by Wood and colleagues (1976), who introduced the term 

‘scaffolding’ which is a process “that enables a child or novice to solve a task or achieve a goal that 

would be beyond his unassisted efforts” (p. 90). For the UASC, these tasks can be understood as 

age-salient developmental tasks, acculturative tasks, or their own self-determined goals. 

Accordingly, the more knowledgeable person provides scaffolding support to the UASC in order 

to accomplish a task. Once they feel confident that the UASC has mastered the task, the more 

knowledgeable person removes the scaffolding support. Finally, the UASC completes the task on 

their own, and both move on to another task. As indicated by Wood and colleagues (1976), 

effective scaffolding requires the more knowledgeable other to provide the following supports: 1) 

reinforcements (through encouragement); 2) specific instructions; 3) modeling and 

demonstration; 4) regulating affect and frustration; and 5) regulating attention and interest. The 

second application is by Masten and Obradović (2008) who recontextualized the socio-

interactional framework to fit risk and resilience processes. To achieve that, they recontextualized 

the zone of proximal development into a trajectory model that takes into account sudden disasters 
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and crises that affect children during the development process. In the first zone, children who 

experienced trauma from sudden disasters and crises experienced delayed mental functioning 

resulting into them falling in what is termed as the zone of maladaptive development. In the 

second zone, children can either maintain higher mental functioning or recover from initial 

delayed mental functioning, thereby resulting in them being placed into what is termed as the 

zone of average development.  

Inspired by these prior applications of Vygotsky’s socio-interactional framework (Masten 

& Obradović, 2008; Wood et al., 1976), this dissertation applied the socio-interactional 

framework to illustrate UASCs’ educational resilience development as a forward recursive 

process, moving from the UASC’s zone of proximal resilience development to the UASC’s level of 

actual resilience development, facilitated by socio-ecological factors. The educational resilience 

developed through external factors provided by the immediate environment is known as the zone 

of proximal resilience development, whereas the educational resilience developed through 

internal factors present within the UASC represents the level of actual resilience development. 

Over time, with continued resilience learning and development, the UASC’s level of actual 

resilience development increases, and the types of tasks that the child cannot do decrease. Figure 

4 illustrates Vygotsky’s socio-interactional framework.  
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Figure 4. Illustration of Lev Vygotsky’s socio-interactional model 

 

Source. Adapted from Vygotsky (1967, 1978), Wood and colleagues (1976), and Masten and 

Obradović (2008) 

2.6.3 Conclusion 

Earlier, this chapter conceptualized educational resilience as not just the presence of 

positive educational outcomes or experiences despite exposure to significant risk or severe 

adversity (Masten, 2014; Rutter, 2012) but also the result of a dynamic engagement between the 

child and their immediate environments (Luthar et al., 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000) and is 

specific to the socio-ecological and socio-interactional context of the child (Ungar, 2008). In order 

to stay true to this conceptualization, my dissertation employs a theoretical framework that is 

both a factor-focused and a process-focused understanding of resilience. For that reason, I 

grounded my dissertation in two theoretical frameworks: Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological 

theory of development (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986) and Vygotsky’s socio-interactional theory of 
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development (Vygotsky, 1967, 1978). Together, both theoretical frameworks help in analyzing the 

complex factors and processes that help UASCs achieve positive educational outcomes and gain 

positive educational experiences despite difficult circumstances. It is crucial to have a 

comprehensive understanding of the various factors and processes that impact the development 

of resilience. This knowledge is essential in order to design specific interventions and policies that 

can effectively support the educational potential of UASC populations. 

2.7 Epistemological Framework 

 In this section of the literature review, I outline my rationale for utilizing multiple 

paradigms to study the educational resilience of UASCs. Specifically, I explain how I leveraged 

pragmatism for systematically reviewing the evidence base, post-positivism for quantitatively 

analyzing achievement outcomes, and constructivism for exploring subjective experiences. My 

aim with this epistemological pluralist paradigm was to provide complementary perspectives on 

the socio-ecological factors and socio-interactional processes influencing educational resilience 

in UASCs. Using diverse philosophical lenses enabled me to conduct a more comprehensive 

examination of this multidimensional phenomenon. 

2.7.1 The Pragmatist Paradigm to studying Educational Resilience 

The pragmatist paradigm focuses on the outcomes and consequences of research, the 

problem being studied, and what works in addressing it (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Guba & Lincoln, 

1989; Mertens, 2020). Pragmatists agree that research always occurs in social, historical, political, 

and other contexts. Axiologically, pragmatists believe knowledge gains value insofar as it aids 

inquiry and produces desired ends. Pragmatism rejects preset methodological orthodoxies, using 

diverse approaches as needed. Its ethics judge consequences based on what solves problems 

successfully according to the researcher's value system. Ontologically, pragmatists sidestep 

contentious debates about truth and reality. They recognize that all individuals have unique 

interpretations of the world but assert that some interpretations may still produce better 

outcomes than others. Pragmatism concerns itself with what works at the time to address the 
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research problem, rather than abstract concepts about the nature of knowledge. 

Epistemologically, pragmatists argue that the researcher should have discretion to determine 

appropriate knowledge-gathering techniques, participant relationships, and methodological 

mixes per distinct study. Pragmatism rejects standardized approaches, instead basing decisions 

on experiential inquiry results and their fit for intended use by intended users. Methodologically, 

pragmatism opens the door to mixed or multiple methods, both quantitative and qualitative. 

Researchers can implement whatever approaches best meet their current needs and purposes. 

Controlled experiments may suit some projects, while participant-collaborative action research 

suits others. Pragmatic methodology adapts flexibly; the only test is whether it works for the 

research goals. 

In this dissertation, I used a classical pragmatist approach for the first study. This 

viewpoint is best exemplified by Luthar and Cicchetti (2000) and Luthar and colleagues (2006), 

who proposed several guiding principles to translate resilience research into social policy and 

practice. This viewpoint advocates that resilience should serve as a practical framework guiding 

social policy and intervention design. This perspective acknowledges the real-world application 

of resilience research and emphasizes several key principles to ensure its effectiveness in policy 

and practice. First and foremost, interventions should be grounded in robust theoretical 

foundations that recognize the dynamic interplay between children and their environment. This 

perspective calls for a comprehensive understanding of how individual and contextual factors 

interact to shape resilience. Furthermore, interventions should not be limited to risk reduction 

but should also focus on promoting positive adaptation and harnessing the resources within target 

populations. This approach acknowledges that resilience is not just about bouncing back from 

adversity but also about thriving and growing despite challenges. Moreover, interventions should 

target relevant risk and resilience processes across multiple levels of influence, recognizing that 

factors at the individual, family, community, and societal levels all play a role in resilience. 

Additionally, a child development focus should be at the core of interventions while also ensuring 
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that intervention goals and strategies are contextually relevant. All these principles highlight the 

pragmatic nature of the resilience concept, suggesting that multiple traditions and viewpoints can 

be integrated within the same project, whether it pertains to research, policy formulation, or 

practical interventions. By doing so, a more holistic and effective approach to promoting resilience 

in individuals facing adversity can be achieved. 

2.7.2 The Post-positivist Paradigm to studying Educational Resilience 

Post-positivism is a research paradigm that emerged following positivism, challenging 

some of its core tenets but maintaining many key ontological and epistemological assumptions 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Mertens, 2020). Axiologically, post-positivists 

believe research should uphold strong ethical principles like informed consent, avoiding harm 

and bias, intellectual honesty, and acknowledging limits of generalizability. Justice, equal 

opportunity, and careful sample selection matter. Ontologically, post-positivists assume an 

objective reality exists that can be imperfectly and probabilistically apprehended. They reject 

positivism's notion of absolutely objective knowledge, recognizing that research is influenced by 

biases and theories. But reality is assumed to be driven by discoverable natural laws. 

Epistemologically, post-positivists value objectivity and aim for dispassionate distance to avoid 

bias. They use blinding, controls, and precise methods to prevent confounding. Post-positivism 

moved away from positivism's independent researcher but still values distance to prevent 

distortion. Post-positivism, from a methodological standpoint, heavily relies on quantitative 

approaches such as experiments, quasi-experiments, correlational studies, and surveys that 

incorporate predetermined questions. These methods are employed to assess theories, gauge 

realities, and construct comprehensive causal explanations by means of hypothesis testing. 

Qualitative methods are less common but are used exploratorily. Rigorous analysis, large samples, 

and statistics ensure replicability and generalizability. The aim is to uncover natural laws by 

eliminating alternative hypotheses with rigorous designs and methods. But researcher biases and 

background theories inevitably influence the research process. 
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In this dissertation, I used a post-positivist approach for the second study. In investigating 

the educational achievement outcomes of UASCs in Jordan, this study hoped to understand both 

the socio-ecological factors and the promotive and protective processes that aided UASCs in 

improving educationally. There is consensus in the literature that concludes that resilience should 

neither be viewed as an internal trait nor as a personal characteristic of the individual. Instead, 

literature recognizes that the display of resilience concerns an interaction of the individual with 

the wider system (Aleghfeli, 2021; Cicchetti, 2010; Feinstein et al., 2021; Luthar et al., 2000; 

Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Masten, 2001). Rutter (2012) exemplifies this approach, where he 

defines resilience as: 

Reduced vulnerability to environmental risk experiences, the overcoming of a stress or 

adversity, or a relatively good outcome despite risk experiences … it is an interactive 

concept in which the presence of resilience has to be inferred from individual variations 

in outcome among individuals who have experienced significant major stress or adversity 

(p. 336). 

Since resilience is not a trait of the child, Rutter (1979, 1987) emphasizes the need to focus on the 

processes underlying individual differences in disadvantage, such as promotive processes that 

enhance an individual's development and well-being, regardless of the presence of adversity or 

stressors, and protective processes that mitigate the negative impact of adverse experiences or 

stressors on an individual's development and well-being. As such, understanding UASCs’ 

educational resilience would necessitate investigating their education outcomes in comparison to 

their non-UASC counterparts and identifying what individual characteristics and environmental 

factors helped them ameliorate the risk to achieve positive educational outcomes.  

2.7.3 The Constructivist Paradigm to studying Educational Resilience 

The constructivist paradigm emerges from the philosophy that reality is socially 

constructed (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Mertens, 2020). Axiologically, 

constructivists focus on recognizing participants' values, representing their views ethically, 
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developing rapport and reciprocity with the community under study, and empowering 

participants by rejecting traditional power hierarchies. Ontologically, constructivists assume 

reality is subjective, multiple, and constructed through lived experiences and interactions. Over 

time, individuals' mental constructions are influenced and molded by various social, political, 

cultural, economic, ethnic, and gender factors. Constructivists seek to understand subjective, 

context-specific meanings about how people construct reality in their minds, not identify an 

objective reality. Epistemologically, knowledge emerges from the interaction between the 

researcher and participants, whose backgrounds shape interpretation. Constructivists value 

trustworthiness through authenticity, lived experience, and meaning-making while reflecting 

critically on biases. Methodologically, constructivists use qualitative, naturalistic techniques like 

interviewing, observing, and gathering documents to provide rich, contextual understandings of 

participants' social constructions of reality. Researchers interact closely with participants, 

emphasize reflexivity about their background, use thick descriptions for local meanings, and 

flexibly refine questions as understanding deepens. The aim is not generalization but 

interpretations of participants' perspectives. Design emerges during the research process. 

In this dissertation, I used a constructivist approach for the third study. In investigating 

the educational experiences of UASCs in Greece, this study is set to understand how they navigate 

or negotiate situations of risk in their new environment to achieve educational resilience when 

compared to non-UASCs. Ungar (2008) exemplifies this approach within resilience research, 

where he defines resilience as: 

In the context of exposure to significant adversity, resilience is both the capacity of 

individuals to navigate their way to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical 

resources that sustain their well-being, and their capacity individually and collectively to 

negotiate for these resources to be provided in culturally meaningful ways (p. 225). 

Ungar (2004) noted that children’s own perspective on their culturally embedded pathways to 

resilience is often silent in resilience research and that resilience research often emphasizes 
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western-focused outcomes and factors typical of western populations and their definitions of 

resilience. As such, it is important to incorporate qualitative and socio-interactional approaches 

to better study the personal agency of the child in seeking educational or social care support 

(navigation processes) and in seeking the provision of educational and social care resources in 

ways that are meaningful to the child (negotiation processes) (Ungar, 2008). There is also 

consensus in the literature that resilience should not be viewed as an internal trait or 

characteristic of the individual but rather as an interaction of the individual with a wider system 

(Cicchetti, 2010; Luthar et al., 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Masten, 2001). As such, 

understanding UASCs’ educational resilience would necessitate investigating both the process of 

UASCs navigating towards educational resources and the capacity of UASCs to negotiate for these 

educational resources on their own terms. 

2.7.4 Towards A Critical Realist Paradigm to studying Educational Resilience 

In this dissertation, I use an interdisciplinary philosophy of science known as critical 

realism. Coined and developed by Ram Roy Bhaskar (1975, 1989), critical realism reaffirms the 

claim of ‘ontological realism’ (phenomena exist independently of our knowledge of them) while 

combining it with ‘epistemological relativism’ (human knowledge is socially produced, historically 

transient, and fallible) and ‘judgmental rationalism’ (there are rational grounds for preferring 

some theories and explanations over others). From this critical realist viewpoint, the central aim 

of social scientific research is not prediction or interpretation, but rather explanation (Bhaskar, 

1975). In other words, the primary objective of the social sciences is to develop empirically 

supported theories and hypotheses about how, why, and under what conditions particular 

phenomena occur. Critical realism allows for the integration of different epistemological 

approaches, such as pragmatism, post-positivism, and constructivism, in order to avoid what it 

views as their individual limitations, such as the empirical reductivism of post-positivism or the 

conceptual relativism of constructivism (Bhaskar, 1989). Axiologically, critical realists believe in 

the inherent value of uncovering the underlying causal mechanisms and structures of phenomena, 
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emphasizing the importance of gaining a deeper understanding of reality beyond surface 

appearances. Ontologically, they focus on recognizing the stratified nature of reality, positing 

multiple levels of existence, including the empirical, actual, and real, and emphasizing the 

existence of an objective reality that exists independently of human thought. Epistemologically, 

critical realists value the development of scientific theories and explanations that can bridge the 

gap between the empirical and the real, acknowledging the role of both empirical observation and 

theory in constructing knowledge. Methodologically, critical realists rely on a variety of research 

methods, including mixed methods, allowing for the inference of unobservable causal 

mechanisms based on observable effects and aiming to provide a comprehensive understanding 

of complex phenomena. 

Given the multidimensional nature of educational resilience among UASCs, using 

different paradigms provides unique insights that a single approach could not achieve alone. The 

first study utilized a pragmatic paradigm to conceptualize educational resilience as a practical 

framework for guiding interventions and social policy. The second study employed a post-

positivist lens to quantitatively investigate factors associated with UASCs’ achievement outcomes 

in Jordan. The third study adopted a constructivist perspective to gain rich, subjective 

understandings of how UASCs in Greece navigate risks and negotiate educational resources. 

Together, these diverse paradigms have provided complementary views of UASCs’ educational 

resilience from different philosophical standpoints. The pragmatic viewpoint allowed for 

conceptualizing educational resilience for practical application; the post-positivist lens allowed 

for objectively modeling factors correlating with achievement; and the constructivist perspective 

allowed for the privileging of UASCs’ voices and lived experiences. Using multiple paradigms 

provides comprehensive, multi-faceted knowledge about this complex phenomenon. Combining 

divergent lenses creates a deeper, more textured understanding compared to a single view 

(Greene, 2007). This critical realist approach therefore enables a fuller examination of UASCs’ 

educational resilience across different settings. 
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2.7.5 Conclusion 

Through this dissertation, I engaged with multiple epistemological traditions to allow me 

to obtain an in-depth understanding of the educational resilience of UASCs. By employing various 

philosophical frameworks, the dissertation successfully delved into numerous methodological 

considerations, logical deductions, and analytical approaches. Each perspective offered distinct 

perspectives that, when combined, provided a comprehensive understanding of the educational 

resilience of UASCs. The pragmatic paradigm grounded the research in real-world impact; the 

post-positivist paradigm explained differences and revealed influential factors; and the 

constructivist paradigm centered and uplifted the voice of UASCs. Moreover, critical realism 

enabled my dissertation to engage in a more complete investigation that can inform future 

research, policy, and practice. Figure 5 gives a detailed outline of the structure of this dissertation, 

highlighting its epistemologically pluralist underpinnings. 

Figure 5. Detailed structure of the dissertation 

 Study I 

Research 
questions 

What current evidence exists on the risk and resilience factors that influence the educational trajectories of 
UASCs in high-income countries? 

• What do existing quantitative and mixed-methods studies reveal about risk and resilience factors 
that influence the educational outcomes of UASCs? 

• What do existing qualitative and mixed-methods studies reveal about risk and resilience factors 
that influence the educational experiences of UASCs? 

Epistemology Pragmatism: Philosophical perspective that emphasizes the practical consequences of beliefs and the 
instrumental nature of knowledge. It holds that the truth of a belief is determined by its effectiveness in 
addressing real-world problems and guiding successful action, rather than by its correspondence to an 
external reality. 

Logical 
inference 

Abductive Logic: Form of reasoning that involves inferring the best possible explanation or hypothesis to 
account for observed data or evidence. 

Methodology Systematic mixed-methods review: Analyze quantitative and qualitative data on the current evidence about 
the education of UASCs to gain a holistic and socio-ecological understanding of their risk and resilience 
factors. 

Analysis and 
Synthesis 

Quantitative meta-integration: Transforming quantitative data about educational outcomes to a qualitative 
format (QUAN → QUAL) using NVivo, while retaining qualitative data about educational experience the same 
(QUAL = QUAL). 
Meta-ethnography: Analyze both QUAN → QUAL and QUAL = QUAL data using line-by-line synthesis and 
third-order interpretation using NVivo in order to identify risk and resilience factors of education for UASCs. 

 
 Study II Study III 

Research 
questions 

How do socio-ecological factors contribute to the 
promotion and protection of education for UASCs in 
Jordan? 

How do socio-ecological factors support the 
navigation and negotiation of education by UASCs in 
Greece? 
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• Is there a statistically significant negative 
relationship between UASC status and 
educational achievement in Jordan? 

• Does the relationship between UASC status 
and educational achievement vary when 
controlling variables at the student-level, 
teacher-level, and school-level in Jordan? 

• Is there a statistically significant 
relationship between educational 
achievement and the interactions between 
UASC status and variables at the student-
level, teacher-level, and school-level in 
Jordan? 

• What student-level variables, teacher-level 
variables, and school-level variables 
function as promotive factors of positive 
educational outcomes for UASC students in 
Jordan? 

• What student-level variables, teacher-level 
variables, and school-level variables 
function as protective factors of positive 
educational outcomes for UASC students in 
Jordan? 

• Is there a statistically significant difference 
between UASCs and non-UASCs in Greece 
in their CYRM-R scores and items? 

• Is there a statistically significant difference 
between UASCs and non-UASCs in Greece 
in their responses to the CYRM-R items? 

• What risk factors and resilience factors are 
unique to UASCs and what factors are 
unique to non-UASCs in Greece? 

• What risk factors and resilience factors are 
unique to UASCs and what factors are 
unique to non-UASCs in Greece? 

• How do UASCs in Greece navigate and 
negotiate situations of risk differently from 
non-UASCs in their new environment to 
achieve positive educational experiences? 

 

Epistemology Post-positivism: Philosophical standpoint that 
emphasizes the use of empirical evidence and 
scientific methods to discover objective truths about 
the world. It assumes that the world is knowable 
through observation and measurement, while still 
recognizing that knowledge is socially constructed 
(unlike its predecessor, Positivism). 

Constructivism: Philosophical stance that asserts 
that knowledge subjective being actively constructed 
by individuals based on their experiences and 
interactions. It posits that individuals interpret and 
give meaning to the world around them, context-
dependent, and influenced by socio-cultural and 
socio-historical factors. 

Logical 
inference 

Deductive logic: Form of reasoning that involves 
drawing specific conclusions or predictions from 
general premises and principles using a systematized 
process. 

Inductive Logic: Form of reasoning that involves 
drawing probable conclusions or theories based on 
specific evidence, observations, or experiences. 

Methodology Quantitative secondary data analysis study: 
Examine the educational outcomes of both UASCs 
and non-UASCs in Jordan using PISA 2009. 

Qualitatively driven mixed-methods study: Explore 
the educational experiences of both UASCs and non-
UASCs in Greece using semi-structured interviews 
and responses to the CYRM-R questionnaire. 

Analysis and 
Synthesis 

Pearson’s correlation coefficient: Examine the 
strength and directionality of the relationship 
between the study variables in PISA 2009 using R. 
Multiple linear regression: Examine the relationship 
between educational achievement outcomes and 
UASC status using R, controlling for independent 
variables at different socio-ecological levels (student, 
teacher, school) and their interactions with UASC 
status. 
Main effects plots: Graphically illustrate using R the 
statistically significant main effects arising from 
examining the relationship between educational 
achievement outcomes and UASC status to visually 
examine and identify promotive factors. 
Interaction effects plots: Graphically illustrate using 
R the statistically significant interaction effects 
arising from examining the relationship between 
educational achievement outcomes and UASC status 
to visually examine and identify protective factors. 

Fisher’s exact test: Examine whether there is a 
statistically significant relationship between being 
UASC and the CYRM-R items using R. 
Welch’s t-test: Examine whether there is a 
statistically significant relationship between being 
UASC and the CYRM-R scores using R. 
Open, Axial, and Selective Coding: Categorize and 
label excerpts from the interviews with UASCs and 
non-UASCs referring to risk and resilience factors 
(Open coding), then identify domains encompassing 
the factors (Axial coding), then identify the socio-
ecological level housing the domains (Selective 
coding) using NVivo. 
Reflexive thematic analysis: Iteratively and 
reflexively examine themes and patterns arising from 
qualitative codes to gain a deeper understanding of 
how UASCs and non-UASCs differently navigate and 
negotiate in their new environment to achieve 
positive educational experiences using NVivo. 
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 Discussion 

Research 
questions 

What insights emerge from the three studies about how socio-interactional processes influence the 
educational resilience of UASCs? 

• What socio-ecological factors in UASCs’ environment contribute to the educational resilience of 
UASCs? 

• How do socio-interactional processes that arise from interactions between UASCs and their 
environment influence the educational resilience of UASCs? 

• What methodological considerations and implications for research, policy, and practice emerge 
from triangulating the three studies about educational resilience of UASCs? 

Epistemology Critical Realism: Philosophical perspective that asserts the existence of an objective natural and social reality 
that is independent of human knowledge. It emphasizes the development of empirically supported theories 
and hypotheses that reveal the underlying mechanisms and structures shaping observable phenomena. 

Logical 
inference 

Retroductive Logic: Form of reasoning that infers the existence of unobservable mechanisms and structures 
based on observable effects, allowing for a deeper understanding of underlying processes. 

Methodology Convergent parallel mixed-methods: Identify emerging insights about the educational resilience of UASCs, 
methodological considerations, and implications for research, policy, and practice. 

Analysis and 
Synthesis 

Triangulation: Synthesize findings from the three studies to identify emerging insights about the educational 
resilience of UASCs, methodological considerations, and implications for research, policy, and practice. 
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Chapter 3. Study I – Educational Resilience of Unaccompanied and Separated 

Children in High-Income Countries: A Systematic Mixed-methods Review  

 

Summary. OBJECTIVES: Between 2015 and 2022, Europe alone received over 300,000 asylum 

applications from unaccompanied and separated children (UASCs) who had their education 

disrupted due to conflict and war. This systematic mixed-methods review aimed to identify risk 

and resilience factors that influence the educational trajectories of UASCs in high-income 

countries. It explored quantitative and qualitative evidence on risk and resilience factors 

associated with UASCs' educational outcomes and experiences. METHODS AND ANALYSIS: A 

systematic mixed-methods review of peer-reviewed journal articles and gray literature, namely 

doctoral theses and dissertations, published between 2000 and 2020 was conducted across 12 

bibliographic databases, leading to eighteen studies meeting the inclusion criteria after screening. 

The study selection process involved deduplication of search results, title and abstract screening, 

and full-text screening, done in accordance with dual-reviewer blind screening. Data extraction 

and synthesis involved quantitative meta-integration and meta-ethnographic synthesis, 

respectively, done in accordance with double-blind coding procedures to reduce bias. Critical 

appraisals for risk of bias, trustworthiness, and methodological quality using the CASP (Critical 

Appraisal Skills Programme) checklists and confidence in discrete review findings using the 

GRADE-CERQual approach were conducted. FINDINGS: Twenty-six factors were identified as 

risk and resilience factors related to five socio-ecological levels: child, microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, and macrosystem. Young mothers, UASCs who experienced immigration detention, 

and UASCs whose immigration statuses are unknown or pending were found particularly 

vulnerable to risk factors jeopardizing their education. Microsystemic and mesosystemic factors 

played the most significant role in educational resilience for these vulnerable UASC children. 

NOVELTY AND IMPROVEMENT: This review provides a comprehensive socio-ecological 

understanding of educational resilience processes for UASCs. Microsystemic and mesosystemic 
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factors were found to play the most important role in the educational resilience of UASCs. The 

findings can inform research, policy, and practice to better support UASCs’ education through 

resilience-focused interventions. Further research should address key evidence gaps and test 

targeted interventions to support resilience. 
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3.1 Introduction 

3.1.1 Rationale 

Between 2015 and 2022, EU (European Union) and EFTA (European Free Trade 

Association) countries alone received over 300,000 asylum applications from children and youth 

who arrived unaccompanied or separated according to the European Statistical Office 

(EUROSTAT, 2024). Adverse events in their home communities forced such youth to have their 

education disrupted and undergo challenging and dangerous journeys in pursuit of safety, 

stability, and protection (Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006). However, reaching their intended 

destination and finally requesting refuge and humanitarian protection does not offer a resolution 

for UASCs. UASCs often experience a variety of challenges, ranging from racist and discriminatory 

abuse to complex immigration and legal bureaucracies that have systematically disrupted or 

prevented their access to education. Nevertheless, several qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-

methods studies have uncovered various resilience factors that empower UASCs in various high-

income countries to achieve positive educational experiences and outcomes despite the adverse 

events they often experience in host countries. This study conducted a systematic mixed-methods 

review to identify 26 risk and resilience factors that impacted the education of UASCs at different 

socio-ecological levels: child, microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. 

3.1.2 Objectives 

The main research question of this study was to understand what current evidence exists 

on risk and resilience factors that influence the educational trajectories of UASCs in high-income 

countries. The review employed a systematic mixed-methods approach to examine empirical 

studies conducted from 2000 to 2020, focusing on the education of UASCs in high-income 

nations. By utilizing a combination of qualitative meta-integration and meta-ethnographic 

synthesis, the study aimed to identify the socio-ecological factors that either facilitated (resilience 

factors) or impeded (risk factors) the educational progress of UASCs. The review attempted to 

address this research question through two objectives. First, the review explored what existing 
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quantitative and mixed-methods studies revealed about risk and resilience factors that influenced 

the educational outcomes of UASCs. Second, the review explored what existing qualitative and 

mixed-methods studies revealed about risk and resilience factors that influenced the educational 

experiences of UASCs. Findings from this review were then synthesized and discussed with regard 

to their research implications for both the study of the education of UASCs and the broader field 

of resilience research, as well as their implications for educational and social care policy and 

practice for UASCs in countries with significant populations of children with refugee and forced 

migrant backgrounds. 

3.2 Literature Review 

 With rising numbers of UASC worldwide, evidence supporting their educational success 

is increasingly needed. The educational experiences and outcomes of UASCs are an important 

area of focus. As a particularly vulnerable group, understanding factors that can support the 

resilience and positive educational outcomes of UASC is critical. This literature review examines 

research on the educational resilience of UASC who have resettled in high-income countries. It 

offers a comprehensive examination of the legal definitions and frameworks pertaining to UASCs. 

It also provides a concise summary of previous systematic reviews that are relevant to the topic. 

Additionally, it establishes a conceptualization of educational resilience as the presence of positive 

educational outcomes and experiences despite exposure to adversity (Masten, 2014; Rutter, 

2012), shaped through interaction between the child and their environment (Luthar et al., 2000; 

Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Ungar, 2008).  

3.2.1 Conceptualizing Unaccompanied and Separated Children 

The conceptualization of ‘Unaccompanied and Separated Children’ used in this review is 

rooted in international legal frameworks around what defines a refugee, an unaccompanied child, 

and a separated child. Incorporating both definitions is important for fully comprehending the 

double layer of risk and vulnerability attributed to being UASC. On being a refugee, the Refugees 
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Convention (1951), ratified by 146 countries, and the Refugees Refugee Protocol (1967), ratified 

by 147 countries, defined refugee status as: 

Owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 

membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his 

nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the 

protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country 

of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, 

is unwilling to return to it. (A/CONF.2/108, art. 1, para. A.2; A/RES/2198(XXI), art. 1, 

para. 2) 

On being unaccompanied, the Committee on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 2005) 

defines unaccompanied status as having been “separated from both parents and other relatives 

and not being cared for by an adult who, by law or custom, is responsible for doing so” 

(CRC/GC/2005/6, para. 7). On being separated, the Committee on the Rights of the Child (United 

Nations, 2005) defines separated status as having been “separated from both parents, or from 

their previous legal or customary primary caregiver, but not necessarily from other relatives. 

These may, therefore, include children accompanied by other adult family members” 

(CRC/GC/2005/6, para. 8). The review also includes asylum seekers as refugees to be in line with 

the UNHCR (2006). These definitions form the basis for determining UASCs in international law. 

However, frameworks for refugee status determination differ by country, leading UASCs to 

undergo difficult and uncertain bureaucratic processes (Zetter, 1991, 2007).  

3.2.2 Education of Unaccompanied and Separated Children 

According to a systematic review on the mental health of displaced and refugee children 

resettled in high-income countries, being unaccompanied on entry to a new country puts the child 

at risk of negative mental health outcomes (Fazel et al., 2012). However, there has not yet been a 

systematic review that exclusively examines the educational outcomes of UASCs. Given rising 

interest in the trajectories of UASCs after settlement, investigations of both educational outcomes 
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and various risk and resilience factors appeared in several reviews. One systematic review 

examining the impact of accommodation placement type on the educational outcomes of UASCs 

in high-income countries found through qualitative synthesis that living in foster care, 

particularly same-ethnic foster care, contributed to better educational outcomes than living alone 

or in large-scale detention centers (O’Higgins et al., 2018). Another systematic review explored 

the risk and protective factors associated with mental health among UASCs in high-income 

countries (Höhne et al., 2020). Through a qualitative synthesis, the study found that one of the 

most frequently investigated educational risk factors for poor mental health in UASCs was having 

a low level of education or a school diploma as the highest educational qualification. They also 

reported that being in a safe and supportive school environment was the most reliable educational 

protective factor for UASCs in deterring poor mental health outcomes.  

There has only been one systematic review on the resilience of UASCs conducted by Mitra 

and Hodes (2019). However, the study only examined psychological resilience and reviewed only 

quantitative studies, and there is yet to be a review that specifically examines the educational 

resilience of UASCs. Given the increasing need and heterogeneity of both current and former 

UASCs, there is a growing need for evidence to understand the impact of different resilience 

factors on their educational success. Moreover, refugee and migrant support services invest 

heavily in the provision of quality educational programming for unaccompanied refugee children 

in their care. The present review seeks to complement and further the existing evidence by 

identifying and reviewing predictors of educational outcomes for unaccompanied refugee 

children. In so doing, it extends the findings from reviews on the educational success gap between 

UASCs and their peers, such as those mentioned above, as well as providing information on their 

resilience and risk factors. 

3.2.3 Conceptualizing Educational Resilience 

It is not uncommon for practitioners and policymakers to confuse resilience as being an 

internal trait or characteristic of the child and develop programs and activities based on this 
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misuse of terminology (Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000). This necessitates an operational 

conceptualization of educational resilience that is applicable to educational and social policy and 

interventions to inform this review. As a starting point, this review endorses Rutter (2006) and 

Masten (2014), who define resilience as not the result of an internal trait or characteristic of the 

individual but rather, in relation to adverse childhood experiences, stemming from positive 

outcomes. Ungar (2008) further shifts the concept away from the child and to the child’s socio-

ecological system, stating that resilience is both a process of navigation towards positive outcomes 

and a process of negotiation with the wider system (e.g., parents, teachers, community, society) 

to achieve those outcomes. Taking from these conceptualizations, this review defines educational 

resilience as the presence of positive educational outcomes and experiences despite exposure to 

significant risk or severe adversity (Masten, 2014; Rutter, 2012). Educational resilience is also the 

result of a dynamic engagement between the child and their immediate environment (Luthar et 

al., 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000) and is specific to the socio-ecological and socio-interactional 

context of the child (Ungar, 2008). 

In addition to educational resilience itself, this review aims to determine which internal 

and external factors function as risk or resilience factors for the education of UASCs. To 

adequately determine this, it is important to first note that risk factors and resilience factors 

function differently according to the child’s socio-ecological context. On the one hand, risk factors, 

commonly associated with negative experiences and outcomes, must be seen as contextually 

specific, constructed, and indefinite across populations. On the other hand, resilience factors, 

commonly associated with positive experiences and outcomes, must be seen as multidimensional 

and unique to each context. These factors can help predict the experiences and outcomes that a 

child and their immediate environment will encounter, as defined by their own perspective and 

the dynamics of their immediate ecosystem (Sameroff, 2006; Ungar, 2004). This review relates 

the child’s exposure to risk and resilience closely to characteristics of their immediate 
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microsystem shaped by the wider macrosystem and concerns an interaction of the child with the 

wider ecosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986; Vygotsky, 1967, 1978). 

3.3 Methods 

This study employed a concurrent parallel design in the form of a systematic mixed-

methods review. The review involved the extraction, transformation, and separate analysis of both 

quantitative and qualitative data from eligible studies. Subsequently, the findings were 

synthesized together to facilitate a comprehensive interpretation (Noblit & Hare, 1988; Nye et al., 

2016). The eligibility criteria and the selection process were predetermined into a protocol, which 

has been registered and published on IDESR (International Database of Education Systematic 

Reviews) under the reference IDESR000002 (Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2021). Documentation of the 

review process was completed in accordance with PRISMA guidelines (Shamseer et al., 2015). 

3.3.1 Inclusion Criteria 

Inclusion criteria were established to ensure that the review focuses on relevant and high-

quality evidence related to the aim and scope of identifying risk and resilience factors for UASCs 

in high-income countries. The review’s inclusion criteria encompassed the following elements: 

Study Types. The review included any quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-methods study 

that examines or explores the association between risk and resilience factors on the one hand and 

the educational outcomes of UASCs on the other. Included studies must be: 1) written in English 

or any other language, provided that an adequate translation is provided; 2) set to high-income 

countries, as defined by the World Bank (2024a); 3) published from the year 2000 and onwards, 

so as to contextualize the review around more recent migrant crises (UNHCR, 2024); and 4) 

included the conditions for the types of studies, the population of review, the variables of review, 

and the outcomes of review. This condition included experimental designs, quasi-experimental 

designs, and non-experimental designs. Mixed-methods studies were only to be considered if data 

from the quantitative or qualitative components can be clearly extracted. For studies in languages 

other than English, the authors of those studies were contacted for an English translation.  
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Population. The review included in scope all research on all UASCs who arrived at the 

ages of 0–18 in a high-income country (United Nations, 2005; World Bank, 2024). Accordingly, 

the review only included studies where the population of the study is wholly or partially current 

or former UASCs. In addition, this study included research on the perspectives of UASCs’ 

immediate ecosystem, such as foster caregivers, teachers, school staff, and social workers who 

have given their perspective on the resilience of the children they cared for. 

Variables. The review includes studies that capture evidence on all variables associated 

with educational resilience in UASCs. In other words, studies that include: 1) risk factors that are 

associated with a lower likelihood of positive educational outcomes and a higher likelihood of 

negative or socially undesirable educational outcomes; and 2) resilience factors that are 

associated with a higher likelihood of positive educational outcomes and a lower likelihood of 

negative or socially undesirable educational outcomes (Feinstein et al., 2021; Luthar et al., 2006; 

Sameroff, 2006). Studies that only included risk factors for educational outcomes but not 

resilience factors were not selected for this review. 

Outcomes. The review looked only at educational outcomes. As such, the review included 

studies that used at least one educational outcome. Accepted educational outcomes included: 1) 

educational attainment (e.g., graduation rates, retention rates); 2) academic competency (e.g., 

test scores, exam results, grade point averages); 3) language and literacy (e.g., first language 

acquisition, second language acquisition, reading levels, writing levels); 4) school enrollment 

(e.g., enrollment, disenrollment, dropping out); and 5) school attendance (e.g., attendance rates, 

absenteeism, skipping school). The review additionally captured UASCs’ educational experience 

of navigating towards positive educational outcomes and negotiating with the wider ecosystem 

for positive educational outcomes (Ungar, 2008). The results section reported findings on both. 
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3.3.2 Information Sources 

The following electronic bibliographic databases and websites were selected to identify 

peer-reviewed journal articles and gray literature, namely doctoral theses and dissertations. These 

databases were selected after consultation with Bodleian Libraries at the University of Oxford: 

1. EBSCOhost (Anthropology Plus, British Education Index, Child Development & 

Adolescent Studies, Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature, 

EBSCOhost OpenDissertations, Education Abstracts, Education Administration 

Abstracts, Family & Society Studies Worldwide, Teacher Reference Center); 

2. Elsevier SCOPUS; 

3. Google Scholar (first 200 search results) 

4. Informit (Indigenious Collection, AGIS Plus Text); 

5. Microsoft Academic; 

6. ProQuest (Applied Social Sciences Index & Abstracts, Criminal Justice Database, 

Education Database, Education Resources Information Center, International 

Bibliography of the Social Sciences, National Criminal Justice Reference Service, Social 

Science Database, Sociological Abstracts, Sociology Database, ProQuest Dissertations & 

Theses Global); 

7. SAGE Journals; 

8. Taylor & Francis Online; 

9. Ovid (PsycARTICLES, AMED, Embase, Global Health, MEDLINE, PsycINFO); 

10. PubMed Central; 

11. Web of Science (Arts & Humanities Citation Index, Book Citation Index, Conference 

Proceedings Citation Index, Emerging Sources Citation Index, Science Citation Index 

Expanded, Social Sciences Citation Index); and 

12. Wiley Online Library. 
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3.3.3 Search Strategy 

After an initial piloting, the following search terms, with the following Boolean search 

operator combinations, were used to search the information sources for records: 

(Unaccompanied) 

AND 

(Refugee* OR Asylum-seek* OR “Asylum seek*” OR “Displaced person” OR 

“Forced ADJ4 migrant*” OR “Independent child migrant*” OR “Independent 

migrant child*”) 

AND 

(Child* OR Kid* OR “Young person” OR “Young people” OR Youth OR 

Adolescent* OR Minor* OR Teenage*) 

AND 

(Resilien*) 

These search terms were identified in line with the research question and the selection criteria. 

Initially, the search term combination included terms reflecting educational outcomes. However, 

upon piloting the initial search term combination and comparing it with the current combination, 

the initial search term combination was found to produce fewer search results than the latter. 

Accordingly, the review opted for the current search term combination without search terms on 

educational outcomes to maximize the sensitivity of the search. Moreover, all searches were 

conducted to cover full text and abstracts rather than abstracts only. Lastly, to ensure literature 

saturation, all reference lists of eligible studies were manually searched for relevant studies that 

were not found in the systematic search. The search record, including a full list of search terms 

and the combinations of terms used for each database, is available in Appendix B1. 

3.3.4 Data Management  

This review ensured research validity and reliability using two data management 

conditions. First, the selection process was governed by a dual-reviewer blind screening approach, 
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where the two coders – the researcher (myself with research expertise in refugee and forced 

migrant education) and another independent coder (a doctoral student and former schoolteacher 

with research expertise in refugee and forced migrant education recruited as a research assistant) 

– independently screened the search results at both the title and abstract screening stage and the 

full text screening stage. The two coders then met in regular discussion sessions to review all 

discrepancies that occurred during individual screening and agreed to resolve them by consensus. 

This screening approach has been proven to be more effective in identifying relevant studies than 

single-reviewer screening (Gartlehner et al., 2020) and dual-reviewer blind screening at the title 

and abstract screening only (Stoll et al., 2019). Second, the data collection process was governed 

by intercoder reliability, where two coders independently coded the eligible studies using the 

same coding scheme (MacPhail et al., 2016). The two coders then met in regular discussion 

sessions to review all discrepancies that occurred during individual coding sessions and agree to 

resolve them by consensus. The following software were used for this review: 1) Mendeley, a 

reference management software (Lorenzetti & Ghali, 2013), used for deduplication and overall 

reference management; 2) Rayyan, a systematic review management software (Ouzzani et al., 

2016), used for the selection process and the dual-reviewer blind screening approach; and 3) 

NVivo, a qualitative and mixed-methods data management software (Jackson & Bazeley, 2019), 

used for data extraction through the quantitative meta-integration method (Frantzen & Fetters, 

2016; Onwuegbuzie & Combs, 2010) and for meta-ethnographic synthesis (Noblit & Hare, 1988; 

Nye et al., 2016). 

3.3.5 Selection Process 

The process for selecting the eligible studies followed a three-stage approach. First, the 

returned search results were uploaded to Mendeley, a reference management software (Lorenzetti 

& Ghali, 2013), for a first round of deduplication, and then onto Rayyan, a systematic review 

management software (Ouzzani et al., 2016), for a second round of deduplication. Second, the 

filtered results underwent a title and abstract screening process, where the two coders 
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independently screened each study in accordance with the dual-reviewer blind screening 

approach. This process occurred on Rayyan. The two coders then met in regular discussion 

sessions to review all discrepancies that occurred during individual screening sessions and agreed 

to resolve them by consensus. Third, the filtered results underwent a full-text screening process, 

where the two coders independently screened each study in accordance with the dual-reviewer 

blind screening approach. This process occurred on Rayyan. The two coders then met in regular 

discussion sessions to review all discrepancies that occurred during individual screening and 

agreed to resolve them by consensus. Upon passing the third and final stage, the eligible studies 

for the mixed-methods review were identified. Figure 6 displays the flow diagram for the study 

selection process according to the PRISMA guidelines (Shamseer et al., 2015). 
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Figure 6. PRISMA flow diagram for the study selection process (Study 1) 
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3.3.6 Data Selection Process 

The data selection process involved data extraction and transformation. In terms of data 

extraction, once search results were filtered according to the eligibility criteria, quantitative and 

qualitative data were extracted from the final included studies (Noblit & Hare, 1988; Nye et al., 

2016). In order to pursue an integrative review process, the review pursued the quantitative meta-

integration method, where the quantitative data was transformed into a qualitative format 

(QUAN → QUAL) in order to render it synthesizable with the qualitative (QUAL) data (Frantzen 

& Fetters, 2016; Onwuegbuzie & Combs, 2010). To do this, the eligible studies were uploaded to 

NVivo 12, a qualitative and mixed-methods data management software (Jackson & Bazeley, 

2019), to enable the two coders to perform line-by-line coding of the studies’ data in accordance 

with intercoder reliability and group the data into QUAN → QUAL and QUAL. Once the line-by-

line coding was complete, the QUAL data and the QUAN → QUAL data were analyzed using meta-

ethnographic synthesis (Noblit & Hare, 1988; Nye et al., 2016). 

3.3.7 Data Items 

For all studies, descriptive data is extracted regarding the study population, sample size 

and breakdown, study methodology, types of factors investigated, and types of outcomes 

investigated. For quantitative studies, all statistical data on the educational outcomes of UASCs 

(such as educational attainment, academic competency, language and literacy, school enrollment, 

and school attendance) are extracted, including statistical and inferential data. For qualitative 

studies, all experiential data on the educational outcomes of UASCs (such as educational 

attainment, academic competency, language and literacy, school enrollment, and school 

attendance) are extracted, including the analyses and interpretations of the study authors. 

3.3.8 Data Synthesis 

The purpose of the data synthesis was to help develop a new thematic understanding of 

how UASCs’ educational resilience dynamics influence their educational trajectories. There is a 

high degree of heterogeneity in quantitative research around UASCs, making it not feasible to use 
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meta-analysis for the quantitative data (Sutton & Higgins, 2008). Consequently, this review 

pursued meta-ethnographic synthesis, characterized by line-of-argument synthesis and third-

order interpretation (Noblit & Hare, 1988; Nye et al., 2016). First, the QUAL data and the QUAN 

→ QUAL data were analyzed separately into analytical memos (Finfgeld-Connett, 2010). Second, 

the QUAL and the QUAN → QUAL analytical memos were brought back together as MIXED data 

to undergo a lines-of-argument synthesis, with the purpose of making an inference about the 

overall resilience-building processes of UASCs (Noblit & Hare, 1988; Nye et al., 2016). Finally, 

third-order interpretations were inferred from the MIXED data, which are themes based on the 

researchers’ interpretation of the included studies’ authors’ interpretation (second order) of the 

experience of UASCs (first order) (Noblit & Hare, 1988; Nye et al., 2016). 

The socio-ecological framework provides an ideal theoretical framework for 

understanding the educational resilience of UASCs in a cross-cultural, cross-contextual, and 

systematic way. Accordingly, the review utilized the socioecological model of development by 

Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1986) to examine the emerging risk and resilience factors. 

Bronfenbrenner’s model envisions human development to occur in an ecosystem with the child 

at the center, composed of: 1) the microsystem, the complex relationships and physical settings 

experienced by the child; 2) the mesosystem, the interrelations between the microsystems; 3) the 

exosystem, the formal and informal social structures that do not contain but may directly 

influence the child; and 4) the macrosystem, the socio-cultural and socio-economic norms that 

shape and influence the various systems around the child. Figure 7 illustrates the risk and 

resilience factors identified by the review. 
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Figure 7. Resilience and risk factors of education among unaccompanied and separated 

children (Study 1) 

 

 

  

Child 

Exosystem 

Microsystem/Mesosystem 

Higher Age at 
Admission to Care 

Higher Age at 
Admission to School 

Early Motherhood 

Limited or No Prior 
Quality Education 

Poor Physical and 
Mental Health 

Prior Quality Education 

Poor Residential Care 

Unsupportive Teachers and School 
Staff 

Poor Class Placement 

Supportive Parents 

Supportive Foster Parents 

Quality Foster Care 

Quality Residential Care 

Financial Insecurity 

RESILIENCE FACTORS RISK FACTORS 

Financial Support Access 

Employment Insecurity 

Supportive 
Friends and 
Community 

Peers 

Employment Support Access 

Macrosystem 

Harmful Asylum Policies Refugee and Migrant Services 

Racism and Discrimination Community Engagement 

Supportive Teachers and 
School Staff 

Strong School Placement 

Supportive Classmates 
and School Peers 

Disruptive Classmates and School Peers 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

76 

 

3.3.9 Critical Appraisal 

All studies eligible for inclusion were critically appraised for risk of bias, trustworthiness, 

and methodological quality using the CASP checklists (2022), where each study has been assessed 

by the appropriate checklist based on their methodological characteristics. To ensure the 

reliability of the review, both coders independently appraised each study using the appropriate 

checklist. The two coders then met in regular discussion sessions to review all discrepancies that 

occurred during individual critical appraisal sessions and agreed to resolve them by consensus.  

3.3.10 Confidence in Cumulative Evidence 

Confidence in discrete review findings was assessed using the GRADE-CERQual approach 

(Lewin et al., 2015, 2018). Assessment of confidence of a given review finding involved evaluating 

how likely it is that the finding represents a risk or resilience factor for positive educational 

outcomes in UASCs. This assessment was based upon an evaluation of the following: 1) 

methodological limitations; 2) coherence; 3) adequacy of data; and 4) relevance. Consequently, a 

summary table was produced listing each review finding, primary contributing studies, 

evaluations of the above four domains, an overall confidence rating (high, moderate, low, or very 

low), and an explanation of the rating judgment.  

3.3.11 Ethical Approval 

Given that the review did not involve the collection or processing of personal data or 

human participants, ethical approval was not required. The full protocol for this review has been 

registered and published on IDESR under the reference IDESR000002 (Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2021). 

3.4 Critical Appraisal of Eligible Studies 

The final 18 eligible studies included in the review were 14 journal articles and 4 doctoral 

theses and dissertations (Abunimah & Blower, 2010; Auger-Voyer et al., 2014; Aytar & Brunnberg, 

2016; Bitzi & Landolt, 2017; Çelikaksoy & Wadensjö, 2019; Crea et al., 2018; Doggett, 2012; Evans 

et al., 2018; Farmbrough, 2014; Ghaeminia et al., 2017; J. S. Lee, 2012; Luster et al., 2010; 

Macciomei, 2017; O’Higgins, 2018; Pastoor, 2017; Peña et al., 2018; Rana et al., 2011; Rania et al., 
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2014). The studies were from nine high-income countries: Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, 

Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom (UK), and the United States of America 

(US) (World Bank, 2024a), and the cumulative sample of participants is 23,498 UASCs. All 

studies have been critically appraised for risk of bias, trustworthiness, and methodological quality 

using the CASP checklists (2022), with each study assessed based on its methodological 

characteristics by the appropriate checklist. The results of the critical appraisal process are 

available in Appendix B2. 

Eight studies used quantitative methods; three studies were longitudinal; and five studies 

were cross-sectional. Three studies used primary survey data self-reported by the child 

participant, while five studies used secondary administrative data. Self-reported survey data can 

be more susceptible to measurement error than administrative data due to potential issues of 

social desirability bias, meaning when the child responds to survey questions in a manner that is 

socially acceptable by others (Krumpal, 2013), and recall bias, meaning when the child is unable 

to remember past events or experiences accurately (Bell et al., 2019). However, administrative 

data may be more susceptible to other potential issues, such as missingness, where the rate of 

missing data results in biased estimates of parameters (Peugh & Enders, 2004). In terms of 

quantitative analytical approaches, four studies used regression analyses (linear regression, 

logistical regression, probit modeling, and fixed-effects multilevel modeling), with only one of 

these using interaction analysis. Other approaches pursued were ANOVA analyses, correlation 

analysis, chi-square analysis, independent sample t-tests, and cluster analysis. Only two studies 

compared the outcomes of UASCs with the outcomes of accompanied refugee children, enabling 

them to identify findings particular to the condition of being UASCs and not a condition of being 

refugees.  

Fourteen studies used qualitative methods, with a range of designs including ethnographic 

approaches, case studies, grounded theory, phenomenology, narrative inquiry, qualitative 

program evaluation, and life story interviews. Only three studies either did not specify the design 
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or simply referred to it as ‘qualitative research’. Data collection involved the use of interviews, 

participant observation, focus groups, photo elicitation, and social work case files. The majority 

of studies used purposive sampling, while a minority used snowball and representative sampling. 

Also, it was unclear whether each study’s findings were particular to the condition of being UASCs 

or a condition of being refugees. Due to their socially constructed nature, research findings are 

often subconsciously susceptible to the researcher’s preconceived beliefs, ideas, and experiences. 

Such biases prompt questions about whose authority, style, and voice are being represented in the 

findings. Accordingly, critical self-reflection in the form of reflexivity, especially when studying 

refugee child populations, becomes a necessity (Attia & Edge, 2017). Only four qualitative studies 

were determined to be transparent and critically reflexive about how the researcher’s identity and 

positionality may have influenced the relationship between the researcher and participants. For 

example, Ghaeminia and colleagues (2017) relayed that one of the authors was a former UASC 

themselves, even falling in the same age category as the study participants, and explained how 

this allowed for an empathetic ability to relate to the social and psychological realities of the 

participants. Table 7 lists details of the eligible studies, including study participants, country of 

origin, country of settlement, sample sizes, age range of participants, study methodologies, factors 

identified, and outcomes examined. 
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Table 7. Summary of eligible studies (Study 1) 

Study 
(Location) 

Participants 
Number 
(Child) 

Age 
(Child) 

Number 
(Adult) 

Methods Factors Outcomes 

 
Abunimah & 
Blower 
(2010) 
Ireland 

 
Separated 
children seeking 
asylum from 
Nigeria, Somalia, 
DR Congo, 
Angola, Georgia, 
and other 
unnamed 
countries. 

 
100 

 
Age at data 
collection: 
7-17 
Age at arrival: 
7-17 

 
N/A 

 
QUAN: Longitudinal 
study with cluster 
analyses of social work 
case files and other 
administrative data from 
the Irish health services. 
 
QUAL: Case study design 
of separated children 
seeking asylum using 
thematic content 
analysis of social work 
case files of youth. 
 

 
Child, 
exosystem, 
macrosystem 

 
Educational, 
attainment, 
academic 
competency, 
language and 
literacy, 
school 
enrollment, 
school 
attendance 

Auger-Voyer, 
Montero-
Sieburth & 
Peres 
(2014) 
Spain 
 

Unaccompanied 
African youth 
from Morocco, 
Senegal and 
other African 
countries in a 
reception center, 
and their social 
workers and 
center staff 
  

16 Age at data 
collection: 
15-22 
Age at arrival: 
Up to 17 

13 QUAL: Ethnography of 
unaccompanied African 
youth in a reception 
center using thematic 
content analysis of 
participant observation 
and interviews with 
youth and reception 
center staff. 
 

Child, 
microsystem, 
mesosystem, 
macrosystem 

Educational 
attainment, 
language and 
literacy, 
school 
enrollment, 
school 
attendance 
 

Aytar & 
Brunnberg 
(2016) 
Sweden 

Unaccompanied 
asylum-seeking 
children and in a 
resilience 
support center, 
and their 
mentors. 

17 Age at data 
collection: 
12-19 (mean 
= 16) 

3 QUAN: Longitudinal 
study with quasi-
experimental design and 
correlation analyses of 
self-reported survey 
data. 
 
QUAL: Qualitative 
evaluation of a resilience 
support center for 
unaccompanied asylum-
seeking children using 
thematic content 
analysis of open-
question surveys with 
the children and of 
interviews with center 
mentors. 
 

Microsystem, 
mesosystem, 
macrosystem 

Educational 
attainment, 
academic 
competency, 
school 
enrollment, 
school 
attendance 

Bitzi & 
Landolt 

(2017) 
Switzerland 

Unaccompanied 
asylum-seeking 

children from 
Afghanistan, 
Eritrea, and Iran 
enrolled in 
school. 

4 Age at data 
collection: 

16 

N/A QUAL: Ethnography of 
the educational 

experiences of 
unaccompanied asylum-
seeking children using 
thematic content 
analysis of interviews 
with youth and 
participant observation. 
 

Child, 
microsystem, 

mesosystem, 
exosystem 

Academic 
competency, 

language and 
literacy, 
school 
enrollment, 
school 
attendance 
 

Çelikaksoy & 
Wadensjö 
(2019) 
Sweden 

Unaccompanied 
minors from 
Syria, 
Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Iran, Somalia, 

22,803 
(from a 

sample of 
2,210,889) 

Age at data 
collection: 
19-27 
Age at arrival: 
16-17 

N/A QUAN: Longitudinal 
study with probit 
modelling regression 
analyses on factors that 
predict education 

Child, 
exosystem,  

Educational 
attainment, 
language and 
literacy, 
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Eritrea, Morocco, 
Algeria, Ethiopia, 
Gambia, Uganda, 
and other 
unnamed 
countries. 
 

attainment and 
employment from 
linking several Swedish 
administrative datasets. 
 

school 
enrollment  

Crea, 
Hasson, 
Evans, 
Cardoso & 
Underwood 
(2018) 
USA 

Unaccompanied 
refugee minors 
exiting foster 
care from El 
Salvador, 
Honduras, 
Guatemala, 
Mexico, 
Myanmar, DR 
Congo, Somalia, 
Eritrea, 
Afghanistan, 
Ghana, India, 
Iran, Tanzania, 
Belize, China, 
Congo, Haiti, 
Ivory Coast, 
Kenya, Liberia, 
Pakistan, and 
Thailand. 
 

193 Age at data 
collection: 
5-17 (mean = 
17) 

N/A QUAN: Cross-sectional 
study with independent 
sample t-tests, chi-
square analyses, and 
logistic regression on 
factors associated with 
educational attainment 
using administrative 
data from the 
Unaccompanied 
Refugee Minor program 
in the US. 
 

Child, 
microsystem, 
mesosystem, 
macrosystem 

Educational 
attainment, 
academic 
competency, 
school 
enrollment 

Doggett 
(2012) 
England 

Unaccompanied 
asylum-seeking 
children from 
Afghanistan and 
Iran. 

3 Age at data 
collection: 
16-19 (mean 
= 17) 
Age at arrival: 
14-15 at 
arrival 
 

N/A QUAN: Cross-sectional 
study with descriptive 
statistics of survey data 
collected using the 
Resiliency Scales for 
Children and 
Adolescents (Prince-
Embury, 2008). 
 
QUAL: Narrative inquiry 
of the resilience of 
unaccompanied asylum-
seeking children in a 
local authority using 
thematic and structural 
content analysis of 
interviews with youth. 
 

Child, 
microsystem, 
mesosystem, 
exosystem 

Educational 
attainment, 
language and 
literacy, 
school 
enrollment 
 

Evans, 
Pardue-Kim, 
Crea, 
Coleman, 
Diebold & 
Underwood 
(2018) 
USA 
 

Unaccompanied 
refugee minors in 
foster care from 
Myanmar, 
Afghanistan, DR 
Congo, 
Honduras, El 
Salvador, 
Ethiopia, and 
Somalia. 
 

30 Age at data 
collection: 
19-25 (mean 
= 21) 
Age at arrival: 
Up to 18 
 

N/A QUAN: Cross-sectional 
study on the factors 
associated with 
education, employment, 
health, and well-being 
outcomes using chi-
square analyses of 
survey data. 
 

Microsystem, 
mesosystem 

Educational 
attainment, 
school 
enrollment, 
school 
attendance 

Farmbrough 
(2014) 
England 

Unaccompanied 
asylum-seeking 
children from 
Afghanistan and 
unnamed African 
countries, and 
their foster 
caregivers and 
social workers. 

5 Age at data 
collection: 
18-20 (mean 
= 19) 
Age at arrival: 
15-17 

11 QUAL: Phenomenology 
of the educational 
experiences of 
unaccompanied asylum-
seeking children using 
thematic content 
analysis of interviews 
with youth and focus 
groups with social 

Microsystem, 
mesosystem, 
macrosystem 

Academic 
competency, 
language and 
literacy 
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 workers and foster 
caregivers. 
 

Ghaeminia, 
Ghorashi & 
Crul 
(2017) 
Netherlands 
 

Unaccompanied 
asylum-seeking 
minors from 
unnamed Africa, 
Asian and North 
American 
countries. 
 

12 Age at data 
collection: 
27-33 
Age at arrival: 
14-16 

N/A QUAL: Thematic content 
analysis of life story 
interviews with youth on 
their educational 
trajectories. 
 

Child, 
microsystem, 
mesosystem, 
exosystem, 
macrosystem 

Educational 
attainment, 
language and 
literacy, 
school 
enrollment, 
school 
attendance 
 

Lee 
(2012) 
USA 

Unaccompanied 
refugee minors 
from Sudan, 
Ethiopia, Kenya, 
Haiti, Guinea, 
Liberia, and 
Egypt. 
 

15 Age at data 
collection: 
21-37 (mean 
= 26) 
Age at arrival: 
12-18 (mean 
= 16) 
 

N/A QUAL: Grounded theory 
design using semi-
structured interviews 
with former 
unaccompanied refugee 
minors who exited the 
Unaccompanied 
Refugee Minor program 
in the US. 
 

Macrosystem Educational 
attainment, 
language and 
literacy, 
school 
enrollment 
 

Luster, Qin, 
Bates, Rana 
& Lee 
(2010) 
USA 
 

Unaccompanied 
refugee minors 
from Sudan, and 
their foster 
caregivers. 

19 Age at data 
collection: 
18-26 (mean 
= 22) 
Age at arrival: 
11-17 (mean 
= 15) 
 

20 QUAL: Thematic content 
analysis of interviews 
with youth and their 
foster caregivers on their 
educational resilience. 
 

Child, 
microsystem, 
mesosystem, 
exosystem, 
macrosystem 

Educational 
attainment, 
academic 
competency, 
school 
enrollment 
 

Macciomei 
(2017) 
USA 

Central American 
unaccompanied 
migrant minors 
from El Salvador, 
Guatemala and 
Honduras 
enrolled in one 
high school. 

61 (from a 
sample of 

92) 

Age at data 
collection: 
12-19 (mean 
= 16) 

N/A QUAN: Longitudinal 
study using ANOVA and 
fixed-effects multilevel 
modelling regression 
analyses on factors that 
predict education 
outcomes using a school 
administrative dataset. 
 
QUAL: Thematic content 
analysis of interviews 
with Central American 
unaccompanied migrant 
high school students. 
 

Macrosystem Academic 
competency, 
school 
attendance 

O’Higgins 
(2018) 
England 

Refugee and 
asylum-seeking 
children who 
were in care for 
12 months or 
more. 
 

167 (from 
a sample 

of 
641,149) 

Age at data 
collection: 
16 

N/A QUAN: Cross-sectional 
study using ANOVA, 
correlation, and linear 
regression analyses on 
factors that predict 
education outcomes 
from linking several 
administrative datasets 
from the UK Department 
of Education. 
 

Child, 
microsystem, 
mesosystem 

Educational 
attainment, 
academic 
competency, 
school 
enrollment, 
school 
attendance 
 

Pastoor 
(2017) 
Norway 

Unaccompanied 
young refugee 
students across 
five schools from 
Afghanistan, 
Somalia, Eritrea, 
Ethiopia, Iraq, 
Iran, Russia, 
Nigeria, and 
Zimbabwe, and 

40 Age at data 
collection: 
16-23 
Age at arrival: 
Up to 18 

65 QUAL: Ethnographically 
oriented case study 
design of the 
educational experiences 
of unaccompanied 
young refugee students 
using thematic content 
analysis of interviews 
with youth and their 
social workers. 

Microsystem, 
mesosystem, 
exosystem, 
macrosystem 

Educational, 
attainment, 
academic 
competency, 
language and 
literacy, 
school 
enrollment 
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their social 
workers. 
 

 

Peña, Jones, 
Orange, 
Simieou and 
Márquez 
(2018) 
USA 

Unaccompanied 
immigrant 
children from El 
Salvador and 
Guatemala 
enrolled in one 
high school, and 
their parents and 
teachers. 
 

3 Age at data 
collection: 
16 

11 QUAL: Exploratory case 
study design with 
thematic content 
analysis of interviews 
with youth, participant 
observation, and photo 
elicitation. 
 

Microsystem, 
mesosystem 

Language 
and literacy 

Rana, Qin, 
Bates, Luster 
& Saltarelli 
(2011) 
USA 
 

Unaccompanied 
refugee minors 
from Sudan, and 
their foster 
caregivers. 

19 Age at data 
collection: 
18-26 (mean 
= 22) 
Age at arrival: 
11-17 (mean 
= 15) 
 

20 QUAL: Thematic content 
analysis of interviews 
with youth and their 
foster caregivers on their 
educational resilience. 
 

Child, 
microsystem, 
mesosystem, 
exosystem, 
macrosystem 

Educational, 
attainment, 
academic 
competency, 
language and 
literacy, 
school 
enrollment 
 

Rania, 
Migliorini, 
Scalvo, 
Cardinali & 
Lotti 
(2014) 
Italy 
 

Separated and 
unaccompanied 
adolescents from 
Albania, Egypt, 
Greece Kosovo, 
Morocco, and 
Senegal in 
community 
centers for 
adolescents in 
Italy 
 

10 Age at data 
collection: 
17-21 (mean 
= 19) 
Age at arrival: 
Up to 18 
(mean = 16) 
 

N/A QUAL: Grounded 
theory-oriented 
evaluation of 
educational 
interventions using 
thematic content 
analysis of interviews 
with separated and 
unaccompanied 
adolescents 
 

Exosystem, 
macrosystem 

Language 
and literacy, 
school 
enrollment 
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3.5 Results 

Using the socio-ecological framework, the review synthesized evidence into 

Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological model of development (1977, 1986): the child, microsystem, 

mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. The quality of the evidence was carefully assessed 

using the GRADE-CERQual assessment (Lewin et al., 2015, 2018). Results of the assessment for 

all factors, along with their overall confidence ratings and an explanation justifying each rating, 

are available in Appendix B3. 

3.5.1 The Child 

 At the child-level, the eligible studies reported evidence on six risk and resilience factors 

for the education of UASC students, covering four domains: age, gender, educational status, and 

health status. 

Age. Higher age at admission to care and higher age at admission to school were found to 

be risk factors for the education of UASCs. 

Higher Age at Admission to Care as a Risk Factor. Higher age at admission to 

care puts UASC students at risk of lower educational attainment and academic competency 

outcomes, as well as more absences and more school changes. Among UASCs exiting a federally 

sponsored foster care program in the USA, for example, each additional year of age of admission 

to care was significantly associated with a lower likelihood of exiting care without a high school 

diploma (Crea et al., 2018). Likewise, in the UK, UASCs who entered care at a higher age were 

significantly more likely to have more school changes, more absences, lower examination scores, 

and lower educational attainment (O’Higgins, 2018).  

Higher Age at Admission to School as a Risk Factor. Higher age at admission to 

school puts UASC students at risk of lower educational attainment outcomes. In Sweden, UASC 

students are often more likely to be in education at later ages than non-UASC students and 

Swedish students, attributing it to UASC students entering schools later, leading them to undergo 

different educational trajectories (Çelikaksoy & Wadensjö, 2019). Higher age at admission to 
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school often contributed to negative educational experiences as well. In Switzerland, several 

Afghan and Eritrean UASCs expressed their discomfort at being placed in classes incompatible 

with their age and thus being the oldest (Bitzi & Landolt, 2017). This resulted in inconsistent 

attendance and a desire to disenroll from school. In Spain, Arab and African UASCs below 16 years 

old were enrolled in public schools with local Spanish peers, while those over 16 were often 

enrolled in vocational programs for special needs youth (Auger-Voyer et al., 2014). When 

comparing the two, social workers explained that UASCs registered in vocational programs often 

displayed poorer attendance records.  

Gender. Early pregnancy and motherhood were together found to be a risk factor for the 

education of UASC girls. 

Early Motherhood as a Risk Factor. UASC girls are often at greater risk of lower 

educational attainment outcomes. In the USA, UASC boys exiting foster care were significantly 

less likely to exit care while still enrolled in K–12 education, implying boys are more likely to exit 

care with a high school diploma or be enrolled in college than girls (Crea et al., 2018). In Sweden, 

UASC girls also exit education later than boys (Çelikaksoy & Wadensjö, 2019). However, one study 

reports different results. In Ireland, separated girls seeking asylum are often as likely as boys to 

be resilient, highly motivated to be educated, do very well in school, and become active in the 

community. Despite these varied results on gender, young UASC mothers are often vulnerable to 

negative educational experiences. Due to the financial burden and stress of parenting, young 

Sudanese mothers in the USA, for example, had to reduce their secondary and tertiary education 

attendance (Rana et al., 2011). A few were even expelled when it was discovered that they were 

pregnant. In Ireland, social workers noted that girls who arrived pregnant and were likely to be 

victims of sexual assault were found to not report any good progress in school and were missing 

school regularly (Abunimah & Blower, 2010). 
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Educational Status. Limited or no prior quality education was found to be a risk factor 

for the education of UASCs, while prior quality education was found to be a resilience factor for 

the education of UASCs. 

Limited or No Prior Quality Education as a Risk Factor. Limited to no prior 

education often contributed to negative educational experiences. In a reception center in Spain, 

for example, Arab and African UASCs with little exposure to education in their countries of origin 

were often not motivated to attend school or participate in the center’s educational programming, 

resulting in poor attendance (Auger-Voyer et al., 2014). In the UK, several Afghan UASCs initially 

found the school routine and expectations challenging due to never having been to school 

(Doggett, 2012). In the USA, despite receiving English language instruction in refugee camps, 

several Sudanese UASCs and their foster caregivers reported that the initial years of schooling 

were challenging, especially when it came to English reading, writing, and comprehension (Luster 

et al., 2010; Rana et al., 2011). 

Prior Quality Education as a Resilience Factor. Exposure to prior quality 

education often contributed to positive educational experiences. In the Netherlands, several 

UASCs attributed their educational attainment to exposure to quality schooling in their countries 

of origin prior to it being abruptly disrupted by war (Ghaeminia et al., 2017). In the USA, foster 

caregivers of Sudanese UASCs noted that those who had received an education in the refugee 

camp were often more likely to succeed in secondary and higher education (Luster et al., 2010; 

Rana et al., 2011). However, several UASCs have pointed out that educational institutions often 

overlook or disregard their previous educational outcomes and experiences. In Switzerland, 

Afghan and Iranian UASCs participating in an educational program at a reception center often 

complained that the center did not take into consideration their prior educational knowledge 

when it came to their class placement (Bitzi & Landolt, 2017). 

Health Status. Poor physical and mental health were together found to be a risk factor 

for the education of UASCs. 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

86 

 

Poor Physical and Mental Health as a Risk Factor. Poor physical and mental health 

outcomes were found to be predictors of lower educational attainment, academic competency, 

and attendance outcomes. In the UK, UASCs with poor scores in the Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire, an emotional and behavioral screening questionnaire for children and young 

people, were significantly more likely to have higher school absences, lower educational 

attainment, and lower GCSE scores (O’Higgins, 2018). In Ireland, UASCs who were traumatized 

with physical and mental health problems and in need of higher levels of support were also highly 

likely to miss school regularly (Abunimah & Blower, 2010). Poor mental and physical health 

outcomes often contribute to negative educational experiences as well. In the USA, foster 

caregivers of several Sudanese UASCs expressed that those with mental health problems such as 

posttraumatic stress disorder and depression or previous physical trauma (such as head injuries 

and malnutrition) were at an increased risk of failing at school, having difficulties with English 

language acquisition, or finishing high school on time (Luster et al., 2010; Rana et al., 2011). In 

the UK, several Afghan UASCs expressed that school gave them anxiety, making learning the 

English language initially challenging for them (Doggett, 2012).  

3.5.2 Microsystem/Mesosystem 

 At the micro-level and meso-level, the eligible studies reported evidence on twelve risk 

and resilience factors for the education of UASC students, covering eight domains: parents, foster 

caregivers, residential accommodation, educational placement, teachers and school staff, 

classmates or school peers, and friends and community peers. 

Parents. Supportive parents were found to be a resilience factor for the education of 

UASCs. 

Supportive Parents as a Resilience Factor. Few studies exist on the effect of 

parents on the educational outcomes of UASC students. In a homework tutoring program in 

Sweden, half of the participating UASCs attributed their school enrollment to their parents 

encouraging them to do well in school (Aytar & Brunnberg, 2016). Nevertheless, the presence of 
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parents often contributed to positive educational experiences. In one high school teaching 

Sudanese UASCs in the USA, several UASCs and their foster caregivers credited the UASCs’ 

commitment to educational attainment to the psychological presence of their parents (Rana et al., 

2011). In the Netherlands, several UASCs similarly expressed gratitude to their parents for 

instilling in them strong educational values, thereby enabling their educational attainment 

(Ghaeminia et al., 2017). In another high school teaching Central American UASCs in the USA, 

several English as a Second Language teaching staff and parents reunited with their children. The 

physical presence of parents and their participation in school activities had a positive influence 

on the UASCs’ English language acquisition (Peña et al., 2018).  

Foster caregivers. Quality foster care and supportive foster caregivers were found to be 

resilience factors for the education of UASCs. 

Quality Foster Care as a Resilience Factor. Quality foster care was found to be a 

strong predictor of better educational attainment, academic competency, and school enrollment 

outcomes. In the USA, longer periods in foster care were significantly associated with higher levels 

of educational attainment for UASCs (Crea et al., 2018). Every month in foster care was 

significantly associated with a lower likelihood of exiting care without a high school diploma, a 

greater likelihood of exiting care with a high school diploma, and a greater likelihood of exiting 

care while enrolled in higher education. Another study revealed that UASCs exiting a federally 

sponsored foster care program in the USA were enrolled in post-secondary education at a 

significantly higher rate than UASCs who exited domestic foster care – thereby emphasizing the 

role of quality foster care (Evans et al., 2018). In the UK, UASCs in foster care were significantly 

more likely to have higher educational attainment and higher GCSE scores than those in other 

forms of care (O’Higgins, 2018). In a homework tutoring program in Sweden, half of the 

participating UASCs attributed their school enrollment to their foster caregivers, emphasizing the 

importance of schoolwork (Aytar & Brunnberg, 2016). 
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Supportive Foster Caregivers as a Resilience Factor. Supportive and caregiving 

foster caregivers often contribute to positive educational experiences. In the USA, several 

Sudanese UASCs attributed their educational attainment and academic competency to their foster 

caregivers being supportive and caring (Rana et al., 2011). Examples included homework support 

and tutoring, help with school choice, transportation to school, financial assistance, educational 

planning and priority-setting, addressing discrimination and peer harassment, and being their 

advocates at school through participating in school activities. In the Netherlands, some UASCs 

indicated that their foster caregivers supported their educational attainment, while others noted 

that their foster caregivers were unsupportive because they did not have enough faith in them 

(Ghaeminia et al., 2017). Lastly, in the USA, ESL teaching staff teaching Central American UASCs 

found that the support of foster families was crucial for enhancing English language acquisition 

(Peña et al., 2018). 

Residential Accommodation. Poor residential care was found to be a risk factor for 

the education of UASCs, while quality foster care was found to be a resilience factor for the 

education of UASCs. 

Poor Residential Care as a Risk Factor. Few studies exist that connect residential 

care with negative educational attainment outcomes for UASC students. In the UK, UASCs in 

residential care centers or group homes were significantly more likely to have lower educational 

attainment and lower GCSE scores than those in other forms of care (O’Higgins, 2018). 

Residential care, which is unsupportive of educational development, often contributes to negative 

educational experiences. Social workers in Norway noted that several UASCs did poorly in school 

or with their Norwegian language acquisition because they did not feel adequately supported in 

residential care centers or that group homes were not yet recognized as formal child welfare 

placements (Pastoor, 2017). Lack of recognition meant that these group homes were restricted in 

the types of support they could offer. In the Netherlands, some UASCs experienced a lack of 
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motivation and focus on their education due to the presence of co-residents who displayed a 

reluctance to attend school (Ghaeminia et al., 2017). 

Quality Residential Care as a Resilience Factor. Residential care that is 

supportive of educational development often contributes to positive educational experiences. In 

Norway, social workers noted how residential care centers continued to support UASCs through 

activities and assets such as homework planning and support, staff members having teacher 

training, sports and outdoor activities, lessons on cooking and life skills, and holiday celebrations 

(Pastoor, 2017). At a reception center in Spain, intercultural mediators employed by the center 

supported Arab and African UASCs by acting as their cultural brokers, running individual and 

group tutoring sessions on Spanish literacy skills, and advising on immigration paperwork 

(Auger-Voyer et al., 2014). In the Netherlands, several UASCs felt motivated by their counselors, 

whom they often saw as parental figures, and by their co-residents to go to school (Ghaeminia et 

al., 2017). 

Educational Placement. Poor class placement was found to be a risk factor for the 

education of UASCs, while strong school placement was found to be a resilience factor for the 

education of UASCs. 

Poor Class Placement as a Risk Factor. Poor class placement often contributed to 

negative educational experiences. In the USA, several Sudanese UASCs felt challenged in grades 

that were too advanced for them (Rana et al., 2011). This was because they came from academic 

contexts where grade placement was based on knowledge of the content area, unlike in their 

American schools, in which grade placement was based on age. This made their adjustment to the 

new educational context challenging, resulting in several UASCs having to repeat grades. At a 

reception center in Switzerland, several Afghan and Iranian UASCs complained that by ignoring 

their prior educational background, they felt misplaced in classes with other UASCs who were 

comparatively illiterate (Bitzi & Landolt, 2017). This resulted in inconsistent attendance and the 

UASCs wishing to disenroll from school. In Spain, several Arab and African UASCs were 
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demotivated to attend vocational programs adapted to the needs of Spanish youth with learning 

impediments, thereby resulting in poor attendance records (Auger-Voyer et al., 2014).  

Strong School Placement as a Resilience Factor. Strong school placement was 

found to be a strong predictor of higher educational attainment and attendance outcomes. In the 

UK, refugee and asylum-seeking children in care enrolled in mainstream schools have 

significantly higher exam scores than children in other education settings, while refugee and 

asylum-seeking children in care not enrolled in mainstream schools were significantly more likely 

to have lower educational attainment and lower GCSE scores and are more likely to be absent 

from school (O’Higgins, 2018). Strong school placement often contributes to positive educational 

experiences as well. In the UK, several Afghan UASCs found being in mainstream schools a 

positive experience because it enabled them to learn English and gain vocational qualifications 

for future employment (Doggett, 2012). In Norway, however, several UASCs noted that non-

mainstream schools were not helpful for their Norwegian language skills (Pastoor, 2017). In 

Switzerland, several Afghan and Eritrean UASCs found education at the mainstream school better 

than the education they received in their reception center (Bitzi & Landolt, 2017). Given the 

evidence, further research is required on additional school-related factors that enable UASCs in 

mainstream schools to have positive educational experiences. 

Teachers and School Staff. Unsupportive teachers and school staff were found to be a 

risk factor for the education of UASCs, while supportive teachers and school staff were found to 

be a resilience factor for the education of UASCs. 

Unsupportive Teachers and School Staff as a Risk Factor. Unsupportive 

teachers and school staff often contribute to negative educational experiences. In the USA, several 

Sudanese UASCs encountered difficulties with the teaching methods and educational resources 

provided, which ultimately resulted in their decision to withdraw from school (Luster et al., 2010; 

Rana et al., 2011). Their foster caregivers expressed frustration at teachers who had low 

expectations of UASCs or conditioned their aptitude on having culture-specific knowledge in 
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subjects such as American history or American government. In the Netherlands, several UASCs 

often felt unmotivated by their teachers in secondary vocational education and higher education, 

negatively impacting their Dutch language (Ghaeminia et al., 2017). In the UK, several Afghan 

and Iranian UASCs noted that their school experience was initially negative due to not making a 

connection with their teachers (Doggett, 2012).  

Supportive Teachers and School Staff as a Resilience Factor. Supportive 

teachers and school staff often contribute to positive educational experiences. In the UK, several 

UASCs credited their enhanced English language skills to the personalized teaching methods 

employed by their English for Speakers of Other Languages instructors (Farmbrough, 2014). 

Examples included teachers being willing to home tutor, schools placing children in small 

learning groups of 2-3 students, communication between teachers and social workers, and ESOL 

teaching staff themselves being ethnically and nationally diverse, thus enabling students to relate 

to their teachers. Foster caregivers and social workers reiterated the UASCs’ sentiments and 

commended the various strategies used by ESOL teachers to facilitate their education. Examples 

of teaching strategies include incorporating a sensitivity to the cultural, religious, and personal 

needs of the children, engaging with foster caregivers or social workers on children’s welfare, and 

pursuing an individualized approach where the needs of the children are addressed individually 

– rather than treating them as a homogenous population. In the USA, ESL teaching staff teaching 

Central American UASCs relied on an instructional strategy based on collaborative learning and 

an individualized approach to teaching, enabling them to group students based on language 

proficiency and pursue more targeted teaching (Peña et al., 2018). In the USA, Sudanese UASCs 

and their foster caregivers praised teachers for being supportive, even going to the extent of 

providing extra instruction (Luster et al., 2010; Rana et al., 2011). In the Netherlands, several 

UASCs attributed their educational attainment to positive relationships they had developed with 

teachers, whom they considered parental figures (Ghaeminia et al., 2017).  
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Classmates and School Peers. Disruptive classmates and school peers were found to 

be a risk factor for the education of UASCs, while supportive classmates and school peers were 

found to be a resilience factor for the education of UASCs. 

Disruptive Classmates and School Peers as a Risk Factor. Disruptive classmates 

and school peers often contribute to negative educational experiences. In Switzerland, several 

Afghan and Eritrean UASCs found it challenging to establish relationships with Swiss classmates 

due to age differences, to the extent that one Eritrean girl expressed plans to leave school and 

pursue employment (Bitzi & Landolt, 2017). In the Netherlands, several UASCs felt demotivated 

due to classmates who refused to interact or communicate with them, which made it difficult for 

them to learn the Dutch language (Ghaeminia et al., 2017). Regardless, a few UASCs did not feel 

discouraged by this, as they stopped feeling estranged when they reached university. In the USA, 

several Sudanese UASCs found it challenging to establish connections with school peers whom 

they felt were less mature or lacked the kinds of early life experiences they had faced, while others 

complained that disruptive classmates made it difficult for them to focus (Rana et al., 2011). The 

UASCs’ foster caregivers similarly noted how disruptive classmates often contributed to UASCs’ 

lower grades. In Spain, social workers attributed the poor attendance of Arab and African youth 

in vocational programs to their inability to establish relations with their Spanish peers (Auger-

Voyer et al., 2014). Lastly, in the UK, several Afghan and Iranian UASCs noted that the inability 

to make friends made their school experience negative (Doggett, 2012).  

Supportive Classmates and School Peers as a Resilience Factor. Supportive 

classmates and school peers often contribute to positive educational experiences. In the UK, 

several UASCs benefited from interacting with same-age British classmates and particularly the 

acquisition of appropriate English language colloquialisms and cultural communication used by 

their same-aged British classmates (Farmbrough, 2014). In the USA, several Sudanese UASCs felt 

warmly received by their American classmates. They formed friendships through activities like 

sports, which had a positive impact on their school adjustment (Rana et al., 2011). In Norway, 
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several UASCs attending schools with diverse ethnic populations developed positive relationships 

with classmates, thereby leading to positive experiences (Pastoor, 2017). In the UK, several 

Afghan and Iranian UASCs also noted that school was a positive experience because it had become 

a means for them to make friends and consequently had helped to reduce the English language 

barrier (Doggett, 2012). 

Friends and Community Peers. Supportive friends were found to be a resilience 

factor for the education of UASCs. 

Supportive Friends and Community Peers as a Resilience Factor. Supportive 

friends and community peers often contribute to positive educational experiences. In Norway, 

several UASCs spoke fondly of their Norwegian friends, with whom they engaged in activities such 

as sports. They remarked that these friendships helped enhance their Norwegian language skills 

(Pastoor, 2017). In the Netherlands, several UASCs felt supported in their trajectory to 

educational attainment by friendships, romantic relationships, and relationships with the parents 

of friends, whom they viewed as parental figures (Ghaeminia et al., 2017). In the USA, Sudanese 

UASCs acted as an emotional support group for each other (Rana et al., 2011). They engaged in 

activities such as playing sports together and motivated each other in their trajectories towards 

educational attainment. 

3.5.3 Exosystem 

 At the exo-level, the eligible studies reported evidence on four risk and resilience factors 

for the education of UASC students, covering two domains: financial status and employment 

status. 

Financial Status. Financial insecurity was found to be a risk factor for the education of 

UASCs, while financial support access was found to be a resilience factor for the education of 

UASCs. 

Financial Insecurity as a Risk Factor. Financial insecurity puts UASC students at 

greater risk of lower educational attainment outcomes. In Sweden, UASC students are often more 
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likely to be in education at later ages than non-UASC students and Swedish students due to 

financial limitations (Çelikaksoy & Wadensjö, 2019). Financial restraints often contributed to 

negative educational experiences as well. In the USA, Sudanese UASCs and their foster caregivers 

explained how financial uncertainty forced UASCs, particularly young mothers, to reduce their 

school attendance and eventually disenroll (Luster et al., 2010; Rana et al., 2011). In Ireland, 

social workers named financial restrictions as a leading cause for UASCs having inconsistent 

school attendance, dropping out of school, or having never enrolled in school in the first place 

(Abunimah & Blower, 2010). In Norway, one Kenyan UASC explained that she was compelled to 

pursue part-time employment due to not having the financial resources to pay rent and being 

unable to receive financial help from her parents (Pastoor, 2017).  

Financial Support Access as a Resilience Factor. Access to financial support often 

contributes to positive educational experiences. In the USA, several Sudanese UASCs and their 

foster caregivers noted how access to financial grants from the local foster care agency enabled 

UASCs to enroll in higher education (Luster et al., 2010; Rana et al., 2011). In the Netherlands, 

one UASC revealed that financial aid from a local non-governmental organization enabled him to 

enroll in higher education while his asylum application was pending (Ghaeminia et al., 2017). In 

Italy, several UASCs receiving educational support from a community center noted in their 

feedback to the center that more work grants were needed to support their professional 

development (Rania et al., 2014).  

Employment Status. Employment insecurity was found to be a risk factor for the 

education of UASCs, while employment support access was found to be a resilience factor for the 

education of UASCs. 

Employment Insecurity as a Risk Factor. Having career and employment 

insecurity often contributes to negative educational experiences. At a reception center in Spain, 

several Arab and African UASCs saw education as distracting them from employment, thereby 

reducing their attendance in the center’s educational programming activities (Auger-Voyer et al., 
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2014). In Switzerland, one Eritrean girl skipped school to get to work and planned to disenroll to 

find employment instead (Bitzi & Landolt, 2017). In the USA, several Sudanese UASCs explained 

that working long hours to financially support relatives in Sudan took time away from their 

education (Luster et al., 2010).  

Employment Support Access as a Resilience Factor. In pursuit of economic 

stability, it is quite common for UASC students to work and study at the same time. In Sweden, 

UASC students are more likely to combine their studies and work when compared to non-UASC 

students and their Swedish peers (Çelikaksoy & Wadensjö, 2019). Career development for youth 

often contributes to positive educational experiences as well. At a community center in Italy, 

several UASCs reported that more personalized professional training, internships, or ways to find 

jobs or plan their careers could play a positive role in their educational development (Rania et al., 

2014). In the UK, several Afghan UASCs valued completing school because it would give them 

vocational qualifications in areas such as nursing and mechanics (Doggett, 2012). In Norway, one 

Kenyan UASC pursued part-time employment to improve her Norwegian language skills and 

become a nurse (Pastoor, 2017). In the USA, several Sudanese UASCs saw employment as an 

indicator of success, inspiring them to graduate from school (Luster et al., 2010). In the 

Netherlands, several UASCs attributed their educational attainment to their ambition for a stable 

professional future (Ghaeminia et al., 2017). 

3.5.4 Macrosystem 

 At the macro-level, the eligible studies reported evidence on four risk and resilience factors 

for the education of UASC students, covering three domains: immigration policy, racism and 

discrimination, and community resources. 

Immigration Policy. Harmful immigration policies were found to be a risk factor for 

the education of UASCs. 

Harmful Asylum Policies as a Risk Factor. Negative asylum outcomes are 

predictors of lower educational attainment outcomes. In the USA, UASCs who had obtained legal 
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permanency (Green Card, USA Citizenship) were significantly more likely to exit foster care with 

a high school diploma than those who had not (Crea et al., 2018). Negative asylum outcomes are 

often the result of harmful asylum policies, such as immigration detention. UASC students who 

experienced immigration detention are often at greater risk of lower educational attainment and 

attendance outcomes. In one high school district in the USA, Central American UASCs who had 

been detained once recorded a smaller year-on-year increase in GPA and a higher year-on-year 

increase in mean days absent (Macciomei, 2017). UASC students with pending immigration status 

report negative educational experiences as well. In the USA, several UASCs were compelled to 

postpone schooling due to their pending immigration status (J. S. Lee, 2012). In the Netherlands, 

several UASCs without a residence permit had their school trajectory abruptly halted at the age of 

18. UASCs who had had their schooling disrupted often referred to those years spent out of 

education as their ‘lost years’ (Ghaeminia et al., 2017). In Ireland, social workers noted how 

UASCs waiting for their asylum application outcome often attended school less (Abunimah & 

Blower, 2010).  

Racism and Discrimination. Racism and discrimination were found to be risk factors 

for the education of UASCs. 

Racism and Discrimination as a Risk Factor. Irrespective of context, experiences 

of racism and discrimination at school often contribute to negative educational experiences. This 

was evident in the perspectives of UASC students, foster caregivers, and social workers. In the 

USA, several Sudanese UASCs frequently experienced bullying from their American peers due to 

their darker skin tone (Rana et al., 2011). It did not matter whether they were in a majority white 

American school or in majority African American schools – they still experienced color-based 

discrimination. Foster caregivers similarly noted that Sudanese UASCs experienced harassment 

regularly. As their guardians, they employed several strategies to help the UASCs sustain their 

educational progress and deal with discrimination and peer harassment at school. These 

strategies included serving on school boards to act as their advocates, maintaining regular 
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communication with teachers, and providing them with continued emotional support. In the 

Netherlands, UASCs often felt othered out at their schools due to their skin color or poor language 

skills (Ghaeminia et al., 2017). In Norway, several UASCs craved the opportunity to be active in 

their schools, make friends, and improve their Norwegian language skills (Pastoor, 2017). 

However, UASCs often found it difficult to socialize with their Norwegian peers, even reporting 

that they avoided sitting next to them and ignored their questions. In the UK, foster caregivers 

and social workers explained how schools themselves can act as barriers to the UASCs’ 

educational trajectories (Farmbrough, 2014). They stated how some teachers and schools neither 

facilitated UASCs’ integration nor protected them from racist bullying that, in extreme 

circumstances, resulted in violence and harm being inflicted on them. 

Community Resources. Refugee and migrant support access and community 

engagement opportunities were found to be resilience factors for the education of UASCs. 

Refugee and Migrant Support Access as a Resilience Factor. The presence of 

refugee and migrant support services often contributes to positive educational experiences. At a 

community center in Sweden, several UASCs appreciated the homework tutoring services they 

received, which enabled them to meet school expectations (Aytar & Brunnberg, 2016). At a 

community center in Italy, UASCs spoke positively of the educational support resources they 

received, such as professional training activities, indoor sports activities, and work grants (Rania 

et al., 2014). The adolescents also spoke highly of the educators and the fact that the community 

environment was supportive and caring. In the USA, Sudanese UASC students and their foster 

caregivers named the refugee resettlement agency as the most important source of social support 

thanks to resources such as caseworkers who served as cultural brokers helping the UASCs adjust 

to their new life, financial support until the age of 21, financial aid grants for college tuition until 

the age of 23, independent living skills classes such as cooking and financial literacy, regular 

tutoring services, and training for foster caregivers (Luster et al., 2010; Rana et al., 2011). One 

UASC in the Netherlands explained how support from a dedicated foundation for refugee students 
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had allowed them to continue their studies and move on to higher education, despite the fact that 

their asylum application was still pending (Ghaeminia et al., 2017).  

Community Engagement Opportunities as a Resilience Factor. Community 

engagement and volunteering often contribute to positive educational experiences. In the 

Netherlands, several UASCs attributed completing secondary or higher education to having their 

sense of belonging reaffirmed through participating in activities such as volunteering work, giving 

back to the community, or acting as a role model for other youth (Ghaeminia et al., 2017). In 

Norway, several UASCs attributed improvements in their Norwegian language skills to their 

participation in volunteering and youth organizations (Pastoor, 2017). At a reception center in 

Spain, several Arab and African UASCs felt they had improved their Spanish language skills 

through voluntarily tutoring other youth (Auger-Voyer et al., 2014). Several UASC students frame 

education as a means of supporting their home communities. In the USA, Sudanese UASC 

students noted that one of the primary objectives they set for themselves upon resettling in the 

USA was giving back and rebuilding Sudan (Luster et al., 2010). In another study, Sudanese UASC 

students in the USA attributed their educational attainment to their ambition to contribute to 

rebuilding their communities in Sudan (J. S. Lee, 2012). 

3.6 Discussion and Conclusion 

The review reported important findings about the risk and resilience factors that support 

the education of UASCs in high-income countries. At the child level, the eligible studies examined 

evidence on six risk and resilience factors for the education of UASC students, covering four 

domains: age, gender, educational status, and health status. The review found higher age at 

admission to care, higher age at admission to school, early motherhood, limited or no prior 

education, and poor physical and mental health as child-level risk factors. The review also found 

prior quality education to be the sole child-level resilience factor. At the micro-level and meso-

level, the eligible studies reported evidence on twelve risk and resilience factors for the education 

of UASC students, covering eight domains: parents, foster caregivers, residential accommodation, 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

99 

 

friends and community peers, school placement, teachers and school staff, class placement, and 

classmates or school peers. The review found poor residential care, unsupportive teachers, poor 

class placement, and disruptive classmates as micro- and meso-level risk factors. The review also 

found supportive parents, quality foster care, supportive foster caregivers, quality residential care, 

supportive friends and community peers, strong school placement, supportive teachers, and 

supportive classmates and school peers as the micro-level and meso-level resilience factors. At 

the exo-level, the eligible studies reported evidence on four risk and resilience factors for the 

education of UASC students, covering two domains: financial status and employment status. The 

review found financial insecurity and employment insecurity as exo-level risk factors. The review 

also found financial support access and employment support access as exo-level resilience factors. 

At the macro-level, the eligible studies reported evidence on four risk and resilience factors for 

the education of UASC students, covering three domains: immigration policy, racism and 

discrimination, and community resources. The review found harmful asylum policies and racism 

and discrimination as macro-level risk factors. The review also found refugee and migrant support 

and community engagement as macro-level resilience factors. In short, these findings contribute 

to knowledge about the educational resilience of UASCs because they provide evidence on the 

important role that microsystemic (representing the complex relationships and physical settings 

experienced by the child) and mesosystemic (representing the interrelations between the 

microsystems) factors play in the educational resilience of UASCs (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986). 

The study displayed several methodological strengths that enabled it to contribute to 

knowledge about the educational resilience of UASCs in high-income countries. The review’s 

strengths lie in its rigorous methodology, applicability across contexts, and actionable framework 

for supporting resilience. The review provides a comprehensive synthesis of the current state of 

knowledge regarding the educational resilience of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children. By 

adopting a socio-ecological lens, it highlights the multidimensional and complex nature of 

building educational resilience in UASCs and other children with refugee and forced migrant 
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backgrounds. Gaining a socio-ecological understanding of what enables educational resilience 

provides practitioners with a helpful conceptual framework to effectively deliver educational and 

social care services to UASC students. Knowledge about UASCs’ individual, home, school, and 

community contexts is necessary for understanding the ideal environment for enabling youth to 

academically thrive. The design of a sensitive search strategy allowed for the synthesis and 

interpretation of evidence from heterogeneous methodologies, contexts, and findings. The 

insights gained can inform policy and practice to better support the education and well-being of 

this vulnerable population. As evident from the search strategy and eligible studies, evidence on 

the effectiveness of educational interventions for UASC students is mixed, echoing the 

heterogeneous findings observed in prior reviews (Fazel et al., 2012; Höhne et al., 2020; 

O’Higgins et al., 2018). Moreover, factors such as race, ethnicity, or pre-migration language 

acquisition skills were not studied. Further research is needed to address key gaps, including the 

role of individual factors like race, ethnicity, and language, as well as testing targeted 

interventions. Strengthening the evidence base on risk and resilience factors in education is 

necessary to build better educational interventions. The specifically educational findings from this 

review build on the results of previous reviews on risk and resilience factors for UASC students 

(Fazel et al., 2012; Höhne et al., 2020; O’Higgins et al., 2018) and are intended to contribute to 

future studies. While scope remains for deeper investigation, it meaningfully advances knowledge 

in an understudied area with major humanitarian significance. By elucidating educational 

resilience processes, it provides practitioners and policymakers with vital insights to uplift UASCs 

seeking safety and opportunity through migration. 

The review reports some methodological limitations that should be carefully considered. 

First, the generalizability of the findings is limited by the small number of countries represented 

in the eligible studies, with the majority coming from the USA. It is also relevant to note that the 

USA is not a party to the Refugee Convention, unlike the other countries represented. The specific 

context, policies, and support systems in high-income countries may differ significantly from 
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those in low- and middle-income countries. Therefore, the transferability of findings to different 

settings should be approached with caution. Future systematic reviews could explore risk and 

resilience factors for education for UASC students resettled in middle- and low-income studies to 

supplement and broaden the findings of this review. Conducting systematic reviews focused 

specifically on middle- and low-income host countries could reveal how different contexts 

influence educational resilience. Second, despite the search terms being designed and piloted to 

maximize search sensitivity and literature saturation, it remains likely that the review did not 

identify all relevant studies. For example, the search strategy may have filtered out studies that 

did not meet the eligibility criteria but could have still reported relevant quantitative or qualitative 

findings related to the education of UASC students. While the search strategy was comprehensive, 

supplementary searches may uncover additional relevant studies. Consulting non-peer-reviewed 

sources could help address publication bias concerns. Third, systematic reviews involving 

quantitative studies may be susceptible to publication bias (Ayorinde et al., 2020). Studies with 

positive or significant findings are more likely to be published, while those with null or non-

significant results may be overlooked. This bias can distort the overall understanding of risk and 

resilience factors, potentially leading to an overestimation of positive outcomes or protective 

factors. Addressing these limitations will require dedicated funding and research infrastructure 

explicitly focused on UASCs and other children with refugee and forced migrant backgrounds. 

Lastly, and most importantly, although the review was able to identify risk and resilience factors 

of education for UASCs in high-income countries, it was not able to examine how these risk and 

resilience factors interact. Studying interactions between factors and across socio-ecological levels 

would enable a better understanding of the processes through which educational resilience occurs 

for UASCs. All in all, realizing the full potential of research on the educational resilience of UASCs 

will depend on the political will to invest in children with refugee and forced migrant backgrounds’ 

futures.  
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The review carries significant research implications both for the study of the educational 

trajectories of UASCs and for the broader field of resilience research. First, little is known about 

the long-term educational development of UASC students after resettlement in high-income 

countries. As such, there is a need for longitudinal studies on the link between UASC students’ 

educational outcomes and various non-educational outcomes (such as physical health, mental 

health, immigration, and employment) to assess in aggregate their level of risk and resilience 

(Feinstein et al., 2021). Second, it is unclear from the eligible studies whether their findings are 

particular to the condition of being UASC students or just a condition of being refugees. 

Methodological approaches such as quantitative experimental and quasi-experimental designs, 

qualitative comparative analysis, and case-selective designs that examine the educational 

trajectories of UASC and non-UASC students could address this issue. Third, the review 

emphasizes the important role of the microsystem and mesosystem for UASC students. Future 

research can explore microsystem and mesosystem contexts more deeply and how they affect the 

educational experiences and outcomes of UASC students. Lastly, there are opportunities for 

future meta-analyses to investigate the relationship between one resilience or risk factor and one 

or more educational outcomes and for future meta-syntheses exploring how particular socio-

ecological domains can affect the educational experiences of UASC students. To address the gaps 

in knowledge about the educational resilience of UASCs, a comprehensive approach is needed. 

This involves combining research, policy, and practice to understand the various factors and 

processes that influence the educational resilience of UASCs. With concerted effort, the gaps can 

be filled to create an inclusive evidence base that informs responsive and ethical policies, ensuring 

that the educational rights of children with refugee and forced migrant backgrounds worldwide 

are upheld. More research is needed to gain a complete understanding of the challenges faced by 

UASCs when trying to access education. Providing holistic support services can help mitigate risks 

and encourage resilience. 
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The review has important implications for educational and social care policy and practice 

for UASCs. The review reveals with very high confidence that harmful asylum policies are linked 

to negative educational experiences and outcomes. As such, the review makes various 

recommendations for immigration policies impacting UASC students. First, the review highlights 

that it is important to ensure educational access for UASC students whose asylum applications 

are pending. The evidence revealed that having access to education in the host country forcibly 

disrupted while their immigration status was still pending could strongly impact their self-esteem 

and motivation for education. Such institutional responses to UASC students can impact their 

reengagement with their continued learning (Hunt, 2021). Second, the review reaffirms that 

avoidance of immigration detention is necessary for ensuring that educational experiences do not 

become negative, echoing findings from other reviews revealing how detention can negatively 

impact mental health outcomes (Mitra & Hodes, 2019). Third, the review emphasizes that it is 

important to prioritize family reunification policies for refugees and migrants. The review 

reported extensive evidence on the importance of both the physical and psychological presence of 

parents in the lives of UASC students, echoing findings and policy implications reported by other 

reviews (Fazel et al., 2012). The review findings also have various implications for practitioners 

supporting the education of UASC students. First, the findings report evidence on the unique 

vulnerability of sub-groups of UASC students; namely, young mothers, minors who experienced 

immigration detention, and minors whose immigration statuses are unknown or pending. Such 

evidence calls for the development and elaboration of specialized interventions and programs for 

these subgroups that address their unique needs and circumstances and support them in their 

educational trajectories. Second, the findings identified several quantitative studies that found 

positive associations between effective delivery of various children and youth services (such as 

foster care, social work, teaching and instruction, and refugee and migrant services) and UASC 

students’ educational outcomes. Finally, the review identified cross-contextual qualitative 

evidence on what is perceived to be quality foster care, quality residential care, and quality 
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teaching from the perspective of UASC students, their foster caregivers, their social workers, and 

their teachers. Such evidence reaffirms the importance of considering the voice of UASC students 

in understanding what it means to be educationally resilient (Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006). 
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Chapter 4. Study II – Examining socio-ecological factors contributing to the 

promotion and protection of education for unaccompanied and separated children 

in Jordan 

 

Summary. OBJECTIVES: Limited research exists on the underlying processes through which 

socio-ecological factors contribute to the educational resilience of unaccompanied and separated 

children (UASCs). This can be attributed to a lack of quantitative reporting on the educational 

outcomes of UASCs. The study examined the relationship between UASC status and educational 

achievement among Palestinian refugees in Jordan using the PISA 2009 dataset. It identified 

socio-ecological factors at the student-level, teacher-level, and school-level that are associated 

with the promotion and protection of education for this vulnerable group. METHODS AND 

ANALYSIS: The sample comprised 410 Palestinian refugee students in Jordan, of whom 91 were 

identified as UASCs. Correlational analysis examined the relationship between UASC status and 

educational achievement. Hierarchical regression analysis then identified socio-ecological factors 

impacting educational achievement after controlling for student, teacher, and school variables. 

The main effects and interaction effects in the regression models revealed key promotive and 

protective processes. FINDINGS: Findings showed that UASC status was negatively correlated 

with achievement across all subjects. However, female gender, higher educational, social, and 

cultural status, a positive class disciplinary climate, positive teacher-student relations, and higher 

school use of ability grouping provided promotive effects on achievement for UASCs. Higher 

teacher use of structuring and scaffolding strategies provided a protective-enhancing effect on 

reading achievement for UASCs. Higher school use of ability grouping provided a protective-

stabilizing effect on both reading achievement and scientific achievement for UASCs. In contrast, 

high school academic selectivity provided a vulnerable-reactive effect on scientific achievement 

for UASCs. NOVELTY AND IMPROVEMENT: The study highlights the importance of adopting a 

socio-ecological and socio-interactional framework with robust quantitative approaches to gain 
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an in-depth understanding of UASCs' educational resilience. The identification of microsystemic 

and mesosystemic factors (those at teacher-level and school-level) as critical promotive and 

protective assets provides vital insights to inform research, policy, and practice aimed at 

supporting UASCs' ability to thrive academically despite the risks associated with being UASC. 
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4.1 Introduction 

4.1.1 Rationale 

Jordan is home to over 3 million refugees and forced migrants as of 2022 (UNHCR, 2024; 

UNRWA, 2024). This amounts to 3% of the population of refugees and forced migrants 

worldwide. The vast majority of refugees in Jordan (over 2.5 million) are UNRWA refugees, all of 

whom are Palestinian, while a noticeable minority (over 744,000) are UNHCR refugees, with nine 

out of ten UNHCR refugees being Syrian. Of the refugees and forced migrants in Jordan, a small 

group are unaccompanied and separated children (UASCs). Palestinian UASCs registered under 

the UNRWA mandate often enroll in the UNRWA school system (Irfan, 2019), while Syrian 

UASCs registered under the UNHCR mandate often enroll in Jordanian public schools (Krafft et 

al., 2022). Despite the cumulative risks associated with being UASC (Derluyn et al., 2009; Fazel 

et al., 2012; Hodes et al., 2008; Oberg & Sharma, 2023), recent studies have uncovered various 

socio-ecological factors that contribute positively to the educational resilience of UASCs, thereby 

enabling them to achieve positive educational outcomes (Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022; O’Higgins et al., 

2018; Ott & O’Higgins, 2019). Currently, there exists a significant knowledge gap regarding how 

socio-ecological factors contribute to the promotion and protection of education for 

unaccompanied and separated children in Jordan. This called for the need to understand the 

underlying interactional processes through which socio-ecological factors contribute to positive 

educational achievement. However, very little research has been done that focuses on the 

educational outcomes and resilience of UASCs in Jordan. This can be attributed to a lack of 

quantitative reporting on the educational outcomes of UASCs (Khan et al., 2019). Only the PISA 

2009 dataset was found to contain a sub-sample of Palestinian UASCs in UNRWA schools. Using 

the PISA 2009 dataset, this study examines the educational achievement outcomes of Palestinian 

UASCs in UNRWA schools in order to understand how socio-ecological factors contribute to the 

promotion and protection of education for UASCs in Jordan. 
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4.1.2 Objectives 

The main research question of this study was to understand how socio-ecological factors 

contributed to the promotion and protection of education for UASCs in Jordan. The study 

combined correlational and hierarchical regression analyses, as well as main effects plots and 

interaction plots, to understand the processes by which certain socio-ecological factors enabled 

(resilience factors) or hindered (risk factors) the educational trajectories of UASCs in Jordan. The 

study attempted to address this research question through four objectives: First, the study 

examined whether there was a statistically significant relationship between UASC status and 

educational achievement among Palestinian students in UNRWA schools in Jordan. The objective 

of this question was to establish whether UASC status truly functioned as a risk factor with a study 

sample of refugee students. Second, the study examined whether the relationship between UASC 

status and educational achievement among Palestinian students in UNRWA schools in Jordan 

varied when controlling variables at the student-level, teacher-level, and school-level. The 

objective of this question was to identify which socio-ecological factors functioned as resilience 

factors that positively impacted the educational achievement of refugee students, regardless of 

UASC status. Third, the study examined whether there was a statistically significant relationship 

between educational achievement and the interactions between UASC status and variables at the 

student-level, teacher-level, and school-level among Palestinian students in UNRWA schools in 

Jordan. The objective of this question was to understand how UASC status as a risk factor and 

socio-ecological factors that acted as resilience factors interacted. Fourth, the study explored what 

student-level variables, teacher-level variables, and school-level variables functioned as 

promotive factors for positive educational outcomes for UASC students. The objective of this 

question was to examine how these risk factors and resilience factors interacted to better 

understand the resilience-building promotive processes for UASCs in Jordan. Lastly, the study 

explored what student-level variables, teacher-level variables, and school-level variables 

functioned as protective factors for positive educational outcomes for UASC students. The 
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objective of this question was to examine how these risk factors and resilience factors interacted 

to better understand the resilience-building protective processes for UASCs in Jordan. Findings 

from this study were then synthesized and discussed with regard to their research implications 

for both the study of the education of UASCs and the broader field of resilience research. 

Implications for educational and social care policy and practice for UASCs in Jordan and other 

countries with significant populations of children with refugee and forced migrant backgrounds 

were also discussed. 

4.2 Literature Review 

 This literature review section explores research on the educational outcomes and 

resilience of UASCs in Jordan, focusing on Palestinian UASCs in particular. It first provides 

background on the context of Palestinian UASC in Jordan enrolled in UNRWA schools. Next, it 

establishes a conceptualization of educational resilience as positive educational outcomes despite 

exposure to adversity (Masten, 2014; Rutter, 2012), shaped through interaction between the child 

and their environment (Luthar et al., 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Ungar, 2008). The review 

then adopts a socio-ecological approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986) and a socio-interactional 

approach (Vygotsky, 1967, 1978) to consider how factors at the individual, home, school, and 

community levels influence the educational resilience of UASCs. Furthermore, it discusses how 

these factors may interact to support promotive and protective processes in UASCs in Jordan, 

outlining statistical approaches to identify them. Lastly, the review argues for combining variable-

focused analysis (Tudor & Spray, 2017) to pinpoint factors associated with UASCs’ educational 

outcomes and process-driven approaches (Rudd et al., 2021) to understand how interactions 

between factors facilitate educational resilience. 

4.2.1 Unaccompanied and Separated Children in Jordan 

Estimating the number of UASCs in Jordan is difficult, as quantitative reporting on the 

size of the UASC population is irregular and scarce. For UASCs protected under the UNHCR 

mandate, UNHCR reported 1,913 registered UASCs in Jordan as of 2022 (UNHCR, 2022). As for 
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UASCs protected under the UNRWA mandate, the most recent data dates back to 2010, which 

indicated 553 Palestinian refugee orphans registered with UNRWA in Jordan (UNRWA, 2011). It 

is also likely that several UASCs in Jordan are not registered with either UNHCR or UNRWA, 

rendering them undocumented and making them hard to quantify as well. Access to education for 

UASCs also varies. Physical integration in school alone does not necessarily translate to social or 

educational integration (Ager & Strang, 2008; McIntyre & Abrams, 2021). On the one hand, 

studies on Syrian UASCs in Jordan revealed that UASCs are exposed to several pre-migration 

challenges stemming from being separated from their family (Chandler et al., 2020) as well as 

post-migration challenges, such as statelessness, poverty, malnutrition, poor educational access, 

poor health, high levels of child labor and child marriage, and societal stigma due to perceived 

loss of kinship identity (AlMakhamreh & Hutchinson, 2018). Such challenges prevented them 

from feeling fully integrated in education. On the other hand, little is known about the educational 

trajectories of Palestinian UASCs. 

In response to the ethnic cleansing of Palestinians in what is termed as the Nakba,  النكبة (In 

Arabic: ‘catastrophe’) (Bashir & Goldberg, 2018; Khalidi, 2020; Pappé, 2007; Sa’di & Abu-

Lughod, 2007), UNRWA was created in 1949 as a relief and human development agency to 

provide direct relief and works programs for Palestinian refugees in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and 

the Palestinian territories (East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and Gaza Strip) (Irfan, 2019). 

Education is a core function of UNRWA. In Jordan alone, UNRWA operated 161 schools serving 

113,485 Palestinian refugee students (UNRWA, 2023). Despite major disruptions throughout its 

history (e.g., the Arab-Israeli Wars, the Lebanese Civil War, the First and Second Intifadas, the 

Syrian Civil War, and the blockade and military campaigns against the Gaza Strip), the UNRWA 

education program continued to display resilient functioning, with Palestinian refugee students 

displaying good educational outcomes, making it integral to Palestinian child development and 

learning (Irfan, 2019). A World Bank study (Abdul-Hamid et al., 2016) found that UNRWA 

students in 2007 outperformed their peers at public schools in Jordan by the equivalent of one 
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year’s worth of learning, despite their socioeconomic disadvantages. However, not all Palestinian 

refugee children in Jordan enroll in UNRWA schools due to socio-economic conditions, such as 

financial barriers, domestic duties, and a lack of school engagement (UNICEF, 2020; UNRWA, 

2012). Additionally, many Palestinian refugee families integrated into Jordanian society over time 

and received Jordanian citizenship, enabling the parents to enroll their children in public or 

private schools in Jordan (Irfan, 2019; UNRWA, 2012). Despite the existence of evidence on the 

educational resilience of Palestinian refugee students (Abdul-Hamid et al., 2016; Irfan, 2019), 

such evidence does not usually capture the educational resilience of Palestinian UASCs. 

4.2.2 Conceptualizing Educational Resilience for UASCs in Jordan 

UASC status has often been identified as a risk factor in various studies on refugees’ mental 

health outcomes. Both unaccompanied children (Hodes et al., 2008) and separated children 

(Derluyn et al., 2009) were found to have experienced a higher number of adverse events when 

compared to non-UASCs, such as separation from family members (Geltman et al., 2005; Hjern 

et al., 1998). However, in education, some UASCs still overcame those odds by reporting positive 

educational outcomes or displaying positive educational experiences (Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022). In 

investigating the educational achievement outcomes of UASCs in Jordan, this study hoped to 

understand both the socio-ecological factors and the promotive and protective processes that are 

associated with UASCs improving educationally. There is consensus in the literature that 

concludes that resilience should neither be viewed as an internal trait nor as a personal 

characteristic of the individual. Instead, the literature recognizes that the display of resilience 

concerns an interaction of the individual with the wider system (Aleghfeli, 2021; Cicchetti, 2010; 

Feinstein et al., 2021; Luthar et al., 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Masten, 2001). Rutter (2012) 

exemplifies this perspective when he defines resilience as: 

Reduced vulnerability to environmental risk experiences, the overcoming of a stress or 

adversity, or a relatively good outcome despite risk experiences … it is an interactive 

concept in which the presence of resilience has to be inferred from individual variations 
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in outcome among individuals who have experienced significant major stress or adversity 

(p. 336). 

Since resilience is not a trait of the child, Rutter (1979, 1987) emphasizes the need to focus 

on the processes underlying individual differences in disadvantage, such as promotive processes, 

which enhance a child’s development and well-being, regardless of the presence of adversity or 

stressors, and protective processes, which mitigate the negative impact of adverse experiences or 

stressors on a child’s development and well-being. As such, understanding UASCs’ educational 

resilience would necessitate investigating their education outcomes in comparison to their non-

UASC counterparts and identifying what individual characteristics and environmental factors are 

associated with ameliorating risk and achieving positive educational outcomes. Taking this 

conceptualization into consideration, this study defines educational resilience as the presence of 

positive educational outcomes despite exposure to significant risk or severe adversity (Masten, 

2014; Rutter, 2012). Educational resilience is also the result of a dynamic engagement between 

the child and their immediate environment (Luthar et al., 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000) and is 

specific to the socio-ecological and socio-interactional context of the child (Ungar, 2008). 

4.2.3 Socio-ecological Factors and Educational Resilience 

This study utilized the socio-ecological theory of development (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 

1986) to consider the role that various factors existing at the student-level, teacher-level, and 

school-level play in improving educational outcomes for UASCs. In a systematic review of risk and 

resilience factors in education for UASCs in high-income countries, Aleghfeli and Hunt (2022) 

identified socio-ecological factors existing at the student-level, teacher-level, and school-level that 

enable positive educational trajectories for UASCs in high-income countries. At the individual 

level, they recognized that some personal characteristics, such as prior quality education, 

contributed to UASCs' educational resilience. However, they found that most of the influential 

factors in education for UASCs were found externally in their immediate environment. 
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Such microsystemic and mesosystemic factors were found to have enabled UASCs to 

overcome adversity, adapt to new environments, and persist in their educational pursuits. In 

particular, Aleghfeli and Hunt (2022) found that teacher-level factors and school-level factors, 

including access to quality education and supportive learning environments, inclusive schools, 

well-trained teachers, and appropriate resources, were crucial for UASCs' educational resilience. 

In conclusion, a socio-ecological approach to understanding educational resilience among UASCs 

recognized the interplay of student-level, teacher-level, and school-level factors. It provided a 

comprehensive framework to explore the multiple systems influencing educational resilience and 

promoted a holistic understanding of UASCs' educational experiences. By adopting this approach, 

the study was able to also communicate findings in a manner that can inform future researchers, 

practitioners, and policymakers; elaborate existing educational programming; and create 

supportive class and school environments that foster the educational resilience of UASCs. 

4.2.4 Promotive and Protective Processes behind Educational Resilience 

Resilience processes can be further illustrated through the identification of how resilience 

factors function as promotive and protective factors in the presence of UASC status as a risk factor. 

This study followed a socio-interactional approach (Vygotsky, 1967, 1978) that considered how 

the interactions between risk and resilience factors occurred and explained how they contributed 

to educational resilience-building processes for UASCs in Jordan. Prior conceptual work 

extensively discussed and reported on how risk and resilience factors can be observed statistically 

based on the direction and function of a statistical effect (Luthar et al., 2000; Rutter, 1979, 1987; 

Sameroff, 2006). On the one hand, risk factors are often understood to be factors associated with 

a lower likelihood of positive outcomes and a higher likelihood of negative or socially undesirable 

outcomes. In statistical terms, risk factors function as any observed negative effect. For the 

purposes of this study, the key risk factor investigated is UASC status, which prior studies have 

identified as a risk factor for refugee students (Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022; Derluyn et al., 2009; Fazel 

et al., 2012; Hodes et al., 2008). 
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On the other hand, resilience factors are often understood to be factors associated with a 

higher likelihood of positive outcomes and a lower likelihood of negative or socially undesirable 

outcomes (Aleghfeli, 2021; Feinstein et al., 2021). They can be observed in two ways (Luthar et 

al., 2000; Rutter, 1979, 1987; Sameroff, 2006). The first way is as a promotive factor, whose 

positive effects are the same regardless of whether the level of risk is high or non-existent. In 

statistical terms, they function as a main effect. The second way is as a protective factor, whose 

positive effects are stronger when the level of risk is high than when the level of risk is low. In 

statistical terms, they function as an interaction effect. It’s important to note that protective and 

promotive factors function differently according to the socio-ecological and socio-interactional 

context of the child (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986; Vygotsky, 1967, 1978). As such, protective and 

promotive factors identified by this study must be seen as multidimensional, socially constructed, 

and contextually specific, as defined by the child and their immediate context (Luthar et al., 2000; 

Rutter, 1979, 1987; Sameroff, 2006). As such, this study’s investigation of protective factors and 

promotive factors allows for exploring how a child’s contextual factors contribute to educational 

resilience-building through their interaction with UASC status as a risk factor. 

4.2.5 Operationalizing Educational Resilience for Analysis 

Variable-focused analyses and process-driven approaches offered complementary 

perspectives that were valuable for operationalizing educational resilience among UASCs for 

quantitative investigation. These statistical approaches offered nuanced insights into the socio-

ecological factors and socio-interactional processes that contribute to UASCs’ educational 

resilience. One way to gain an understanding of how educational resilience in UASCs occurs is 

through variable-focused analyses (Tudor & Spray, 2017). These analyses helped identify specific 

variables that are linked to positive educational outcomes in UASCs. In this study, variable-

focused analyses required examining variables existing at the student-level, teacher-level, and 

school-level that played a role in the educational achievement of UASCs. Such analyses also 
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facilitated comparisons between UASCs and other groups, providing insights into specific risk 

factors and resilience factors that uniquely impacted UASCs' educational trajectories. 

On the other hand, process-driven approaches (Rudd et al., 2021) offered a deeper 

understanding of the dynamic and contextually embedded processes that contributed to 

educational resilience among UASCs. This study used process-driven approaches to examine the 

main effects and the interaction effects of variables at the student-level, teacher-level, and school-

level on the educational outcomes of UASCs. The goal was to understand the process by which 

these factors shape their educational resilience. By examining the effects of these variables on 

educational outcomes, the study was able to identify the promotive and protective role that 

various socio-ecological factors have in facilitating educational resilience. All in all, by combining 

variable-focused analyses and process-driven approaches, the study identified socio-ecological 

factors and socio-interactional processes that could clarify the educational resilience among 

UASCs. Gaining such a comprehensive understanding will be especially crucial for the 

development and elaboration of evidence-based educational programs and policies that support 

UASCs in overcoming challenges and achieving positive educational outcomes. 

4.3 Methods 

 This methods section explains how the cross-sectional study utilized data from the PISA 

2009 that was sampled and analyzed. PISA is an international large-scale assessment by the 

OECD that assesses the extent to which students have acquired, near the end of their compulsory 

education, key knowledge and skills that are essential for full participation in modern society 

(OECD, 2024). The dataset contained educational achievement data alongside contextual 

variables for 410 Palestinian refugee students of which 91 were UASC, enrolled in 13 UNRWA 

schools (OECD, 2010, 2012). Outcome variables were reading, mathematics, and science 

achievement. The main predictor was UASC status, with additional student-level, teacher-level, 

and school-level variables included. The study used correlation analyses to assess the relationship 

between UASC status and achievement. Additionally, hierarchical regression analyses were 
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conducted to examine variations in this relationship when controlling for different variables. The 

goal was to identify factors enabling educational resilience. The estimation procedures used in 

this study took into account PISA’s complex survey design by incorporating the recommended 

steps and survey weights for analyzing pooled plausible values (OECD, 2012; Rubin, 1987). 

Missing data patterns were assessed and determined to be missing completely at random (D. B. 

Rubin, 1976). 

4.3.1 Dataset 

Reliable data on the real number of UASCs or the educational outcomes of UASCs is often 

unavailable or limited (Khan et al., 2019). After reviewing various international large-scale 

assessments, only the PISA 2009 dataset was found to contain a sub-sample of UASCs. Two 

datasets were then obtained from the PISA 2009 cycle and merged to be used in the study: 

• The PISA 2009 Jordan Student Database (henceforth known as the student dataset) 

contains assessment results from 6,486 15-year-old students and their responses to the 

student information questionnaire. 

• The PISA 2009 Jordan School Database (henceforth known as the student dataset) 

contains responses from principals of 210 schools to the school information questionnaire. 

PISA measures the scholastic performance of 15-year-old students in reading, mathematics, and 

science (OECD, 2024). PISA 2009 was administered in 65 countries over a 42-day testing period 

between 1 March 2009 and 31 August 2009 (OECD, 2010, 2012). The assessments were also 

supplemented by detailed student-level and school-level questionnaires that were filled out by 

students and school principals, respectively. Jordan’s school types in PISA 2009 were represented 

by four different strata: Public, Private, UNRWA, and Discovery schools, the latter being schools 

managed through public-private partnerships. Data on UNRWA students and UNRWA schools 

were taken from the student dataset and the school dataset, respectively, and then merged by 

linking the 5-digit school identification number (SCHOOLID). The selection of the PISA 2009 

cycle over other cycles of PISA was mainly due to the fact that it was the last cycle where Jordan 
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allowed for the calculation of results by school type. From the PISA 2012 cycle onwards, Jordan 

opted to not disclose the calculation of results by school type, replacing the school type indicators 

with ‘Undisclosed Stratum’ in the PISA dataset. 

4.3.2 Sample 

The final dataset comprises 410 students, including 91 with UASC status, identified by 

their student identification number, and enrolled in 13 UNRWA schools in Jordan, identified by 

their school identification number. The final dataset also contains 680 variables, including PISA 

assessment results, student information, and school information. The PISA 2009 tests were 

conducted using a nationally representative, two-stage stratified sample, where Level 1 are schools 

that were randomly sampled, and Level 2 are students that were randomly sampled within these 

schools (OECD, 2010, 2012). The OECD determined the sample size using systematic probability 

proportional to size sampling, where the number and distribution of PISA-eligible students were 

set in order to be representative of the total number of enrolled 15-year-old students in Jordan in 

2009 (107,254) and their distribution in the four different strata in Jordan: Public schools 

(54.46%), Discovery schools (32.3%), Private schools (6.92%), and UNRWA schools (6.32%). 

Accordingly, 410 students from 13 UNRWA schools were deemed PISA-eligible and selected to 

undergo the PISA assessments. These 410 students were selected from the PISA 2009 dataset (91 

of whom have UASC status). The 410 students represent 26.68% of the cumulative student 

population of the 13 UNRWA schools. However, since it was only possible to identify UASCs who 

are refugees under the UNRWA mandate from the dataset, the study only examines the 

educational outcomes of Palestinian UASCs. This means that UASCs who are refugees under the 

UNHCR mandate, such as Syrian UASCs and Iraqi UASCs, were not examined in this study. 

In an attempt to understand this sample of 410 students in relation to the population of 

1,537 students, the study used their proportion sizes to approximate the margin of error with a 

confidence interval set at 95% using Cochran’s formula (Cochran, 1977), which is written as: 
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𝑒 = 𝑍 √

𝑝(1 − 𝑝)

(𝑁 − 1)(
𝑛

𝑁 − 𝑛)
 (1) 

Equation (1) shows 𝑒 as the margin of error that expresses the sampling error in the measurement, 

𝑍  as the Z-score for a confidence interval of 95%, which is 1.96, 𝑁  as the cumulative student 

population of the 13 schools included in the PISA student dataset, which is 1,537 students, and 𝑛 

as the final sample of students included in the PISA student dataset, which is 410 students. The 

equation produced a margin of error is 3.67%, meaning that, given that this sample was collected 

at random, there is a 95% chance that the true parameter for the cumulative student population 

of the 13 schools is within ±3.67% of the sample estimate. However, it should be recognized that, 

given that the design of this study is correlational and does not intend to establish causal 

inference, this margin of error should only be taken as a guide when reading through the results. 

4.3.3 Variables 

For this study, the outcome variables were the three educational achievement means from 

the student database. The UASC status variable was generated from the student database using 

existing conceptualizations by the Committee on the Rights of the Child of unaccompanied 

children and separated children (United Nations, 2005). The student, teacher, and school 

variables were selected based on socio-ecological factors that were previously found to impact the 

education of UASCs (Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022). The study used Little’s MCAR (Missing Completely 

at Random) test on SPSS (Little, 1988) to identify whether the missing data is missing at random 

or not (D. B. Rubin, 1976). The data was determined to be MCAR as per Little’s MCAR test, 

𝑋2(29761) = 2631, 𝑝 = 1. Given that the data is MCAR, the study uses pairwise deletion to deal 

with missingness, which omits cases with missing values in one or more variables in analyses that 

examine those variables (Allison, 2002). 

Outcome Variables. Three domains were assessed in PISA 2009: reading achievement, 

mathematical achievement, and scientific achievement. Reading achievement is defined as “an 

individual’s capacity to understand, use, reflect on and engage with written texts, in order to 
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achieve one’s goals, to develop one’s knowledge and potential, and to participate in society” 

(OECD, 2010, p. 14). Mathematical achievement is defined as “an individual student’s capacity to 

identify and understand the role that mathematics plays in the world, to make well-founded 

judgements and to use and engage with mathematics in ways that meet the needs of that 

individual’s life as a constructive, concerned and reflective citizen” (OECD, 2010, p. 14). Scientific 

achievement is defined as “an individual’s scientific knowledge and use of that knowledge to 

identify questions, to acquire new knowledge, to explain scientific phenomena, and to draw 

evidence-based conclusions about science-related issues, understanding of the characteristic 

features of science as a form of human knowledge and enquiry, awareness of how science and 

technology shape our material, intellectual, and cultural environments, and willingness to engage 

in science-related issues, and with the ideas of science, as a reflective citizen” (OECD, 2010, p. 14). 

Positive scores achieved in each outcome indicated higher skills in each domain. Additionally, the 

OECD (2012) reported each variable as demonstrating good internal consistency for Jordan, with 

Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .91  (reading achievement), 𝛼 = .88  (mathematical achievement), and 𝛼 = .86 

(scientific achievement). 

To generate student achievement estimates, OECD utilized the plausible value method 

(Mislevy, 1991; Mislevy et al., 1992; OECD, 2012). The plausible value methods used all available 

information for each student to impute missing achievement estimates, thereby generating 

several plausible values for each student. In PISA, each outcome was represented by five plausible 

values and scaled on 0-600 points (e.g., for reading achievement: PV1READ ~ PV5READ). It is 

important to note, however, that the use of plausible values meant that these achievement items 

were not actual student test scores and cannot be used to report individual achievement. Instead, 

these items are only suitable for reporting population achievement or sub-population 

achievement (Rutkowski & Rutkowski, 2010). Additionally, the OECD (2012) states that survey 

weights must be applied to an averaging of the plausible values to generate valid parameter 

estimates and calculate appropriate standard errors. As such, the study uses the same sampling 
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weights recommended by the OECD to ensure that the study’s analytical strategy calculated 

appropriate final estimates and standard errors. Steps to generate those final estimates and 

standard errors are explained in the estimation procedures section. 

UASC Status Variable. The predictor variable of interest and risk factor of the study is 

UASC status. Identifying UASC status in the student dataset relied on information regarding 

student enrollment in UNRWA schools. Students who were enrolled in UNRWA schools were 

determined to have refugee status, as UNRWA schools only enroll Palestinian refugees under the 

UNRWA mandate (Irfan, 2019). The conceptualization of UASC status used in this study was 

rooted in international legal frameworks around what defines an unaccompanied child and a 

separated child. On being unaccompanied, the Committee on the Rights of the Child (United 

Nations, 2005) defined unaccompanied status as having been “separated from both parents and 

other relatives and are not being cared for by an adult who, by law or custom, is responsible for 

doing so” (CRC/GC/2005/6, para. 7). On being separated, the Committee on the Rights of the 

Child (United Nations, 2005) defined separated status as having been “separated from both 

parents, or from their previous legal or customary primary caregiver, but not necessarily from 

other relatives. These may, therefore, include children accompanied by other adult family 

members” (CRC/GC/2005/6, para. 8). As such, UASC status was determined based on students’ 

responses to the item question, ‘ST08: Who usually lives at <home> with you?’. Students who 

answered ‘no’ to the item question’s options for ‘Mother’ and ‘Father’ were determined to have 

UASC status. 

Student Variables. The student database contained student-reported demographic 

information and information on home environment (OECD, 2012). The demographic information 

taken from the student database is age and gender. Age is a continuous variable that was 

calculated from the difference between the year and month of the testing and the year and month 

of a student’s birth, while gender is a categorical dichotomous variable, where 1 is female and 2 is 

male. The home environment taken from the student database is economic, social, and cultural 
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status, a scale index constructed from three items: home possessions (wealth, cultural, and 

educational; books at home); higher parental occupation; and higher parental education, with 

positive scores in the scale index indicating a higher economic, social, and cultural status. The 

OECD (2012) reports the scale as demonstrating acceptable internal consistency for Jordan with 

a Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .72. 

Teacher Variables. The teacher dataset contained student-reported information on the 

class environment (OECD, 2012). It included information on four continuous variables: class 

disciplinary climate, teacher-student relations, teacher simulation of reading engagement, and 

teacher use of structuring and scaffolding strategies. Positive scores in these variables indicated 

positive student perceptions of these four domains. The OECD (2012) reported each variable as 

having good internal consistency for Jordan, with Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .81 (class disciplinary climate), 

𝛼 = .81 (teacher-student relations), 𝛼 = .83 (teacher simulation of reading engagement), and 𝛼 =

.87 (teacher use of structuring and scaffolding strategies). 

School Variables. The school dataset contained school principal-reported information 

on the school environment (OECD, 2012). For school policy, principals reported information on 

school academic selectivity and school use of ability grouping. School academic selectivity is a 

categorical dichotomous variable referring to the academic selectivity of the school for 

admittance, which is based on the student's prior academic record (including placement tests) 

and the recommendation of the student's previous school. For this variable, 1 indicated that the 

school was academically selective and 0 indicated that the school was not. School use of ability 

grouping is a categorical dichotomous variable referring to the school’s ability to organize 

instruction and group classrooms differently for students with different abilities. For this variable, 

1 indicated that the school did at least some ability grouping and 0 indicated that the school did 

not. For school culture, principals reported information on student behavior at school and teacher 

behavior at school. Positive scores for both variables indicate positive behavior as perceived by 

the school principals. The OECD (2012) reported each variable as having acceptable internal 
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consistency for Jordan, with Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .84 (student behavior at school) and 𝛼 = .89 (teacher 

behavior at school). 

 Descriptive Statistics. In reading achievement, UASC students (𝑀 = 396.48, 𝑆𝐷 =

81.89) scored lower on reading achievement than non-UASC students (𝑀 = 420.24, 𝑆𝐷 = 87.53). 

In mathematical achievement, UASC students (𝑀 = 389.37, 𝑆𝐷 = 67.78)  scored lower on 

mathematical achievement than non-UASC students (𝑀 = 409.16, 𝑆𝐷 = 75.14) . In scientific 

achievement, UASC students (𝑀 = 413.14, 𝑆𝐷 = 74.68)  scored lower on scientific achievement 

than non-UASC students (𝑀 = 441.20, 𝑆𝐷 = 80.27). In terms of student variables, the mean age 

of UASC students (𝑀 = 15.88, 𝑆𝐷 = 0.27)  is close to the mean age of non-UASC students 

(𝑀 = 409.16, 𝑆𝐷 = 75.14), and the ratio of girls to boys among UASC students (47% to 53%) is 

close to the ratio of girls to boys among non-UASC students (46% to 54%) , whereas UASC 

students reported somewhat lower economic, social, and cultural status (𝑀 = −0.88, 𝑆𝐷 = 0.97) 

than non-UASC students (𝑀 = −0.81, 𝑆𝐷 = 0.92). In terms of teacher variables, UASC students 

reported lower class disciplinary climate (𝑀 = 0.36, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.01)  than non-UASC students (𝑀 =

0.53, 𝑆𝐷 = 0.91), lower teacher-student relations (𝑀 = 0.38, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.15) than non-UASC students 

(𝑀 = 0.61, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.08) , lower teacher stimulation of reading engagement (𝑀 = 0.42, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.22) 

than non-UASC student (𝑀 = 0.59, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.19) , and lower teacher use of structuring and 

scaffolding strategies (𝑀 = 0. 19, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.3)  than non-UASC student (𝑀 = 0.37, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.19) . In 

terms of school variables, the ratio of UASC students who were in academically selective schools 

to UASC students who were not in academically selective schools (65.5% to 34.5%) was smaller 

than the ratio of non-UASC students who were in academically selective schools to non-UASC 

students who were not in academically selective schools (68.5% to 31.5%). Conversely, the ratio 

of UASC students in schools with ability grouping to UASC students in schools without ability 

grouping (93% to 7%)  was larger than the ratio of non-UASC students in schools with ability 

grouping to non-UASC students in schools without ability grouping (91% to 9%). Lastly, UASCs 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

123 

 

students were more likely to be in schools that report positive student behavior (𝑀 = 0. 13, 𝑆𝐷 =

1.13) than non-UASC students (𝑀 = −0. 15, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.23), but less likely to be in schools that report 

negative teacher behavior (𝑀 = −0. 54, 𝑆𝐷 = 1.14)  than non-UASC students (𝑀 = −0. 87, 𝑆𝐷 =

1.04). Table 8 shows the descriptive statistics of the study variables. 

Table 8. Descriptive statistics of study variables among Palestinian students (Study 2) 

 UASC (N = 91) Non-UASC (N = 319) Total (N = 410) 

Outcome variables       

Reading achievement (Mean, SD) 396.48 81.89 420.24 87.53 414.94 86.91 

Mathematical achievement (Mean, SD) 389.37 67.78 409.16 75.14 404.74 74.04 

Scientific achievement (Mean, SD) 413.14 74.68 441.20 80.27 434.93 79.95 

Student variables       

Age (Mean, SD) 15.88 0.27 15.83 0.28 15.84 0.28 

Gender: girls (n, %) 43 46.8 150 45.59 193 45.86 

Gender: boys (n, %) 48 53.2 169 54.41 217 54.14 

Economic, social, and cultural status (Mean, SD) -0.88 0.97 -0.81 0.92 -0.82 0.93 

Teacher variables       

Class disciplinary climate (Mean, SD) 0.36 1.01 0.53 0.91 0.49 0.94 

Teacher-student relations (Mean, SD) 0.38 1.15 0.61 1.08 0.56 1.1 

Stimulation of reading engagement (Mean, SD) 0.42 1.22 0.59 1.19 0.55 1.2 

Use of structuring and scaffolding strategies (Mean, SD) 0.19 1.3 0.37 1.19 0.33 1.22 

School variables       

Academic selective school: Yes (n, %) 59 65.51 220 68.5 279 67.83 

Academic selective school: No (n, %) 32 34.49 99 31.5 131 32.17 

School with ability grouping: Yes (n, %) 85 93.1 291 90.74 376 91.26 

School without ability grouping: No (n, %) 6 6.9 28 9.26 34 8.74 

Student behavior at school (Mean, SD) 0.13 1.13 -0.15 1.23 -0.08 1.22 

Teacher behavior at school (Mean, SD) -0.54 1.14 -0.87 1.04 -0.8 1.07 

 

4.3.4 Analytical Strategy 

 The study pursues an analytical strategy composed of various descriptive, correlational, 

and regression analyses to address the research questions. First, the study employed correlational 

analyses to examine if there was a statistically significant relationship between UASC status and 

educational achievement outcomes. Second, the study employed hierarchical regression analyses 

to examine if the statistically significant relationship between UASC status and educational 

achievement outcomes varied when controlling for variables at the student-level, teacher-level, 

and school-level. Third, the study employed hierarchical regression analyses with interactions to 
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examine if there was a statistically significant relationship between educational achievement 

outcomes and interactions between UASC status and variables at the student-level, teacher-level, 

and school-level. The effects identified from the interaction analyses were then examined, with 

variables having main effects on educational achievement determined as being promotive factors 

and variables having interaction effects on educational achievement determined as being 

protective factors (Luthar et al., 2000; Rutter, 1979, 1987; Sameroff, 2006). Figure 8 illustrates 

the conceptual model for educational resilience of UASCs used to analyze the data. 

Figure 8. Conceptual model for identifying promotive and protective processes (Study 2) 

 

Correlational Analyses. The first research question examined whether there was a 

statistically significant relationship between UASC status and educational achievement outcomes 

among Palestinian students in UNRWA schools in Jordan. This question concerned whether 

UASC status functions as a risk factor within this sample of refugee students. To address this 

research question, the study employed correlational analysis to examine the interrelationships 
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among the variables of study to determine if changes in one variable are associated with changes 

in another variable (Cohen et al., 2002). Accordingly, the study calculated Pearson’s correlation 

coefficient (1900) to measure the strength and direction of the linear relationship between two 

variables. A positive correlation coefficient indicated a direct or positive relationship, while a 

negative correlation coefficient indicated an inverse or negative relationship. The study also 

calculated p-values for each correlation coefficient, with the significance level for the correlation 

analysis set at 𝛼 = .05, meaning that if the calculated p-value is less than 0.05, the correlation 

coefficient is considered statistically significant, indicating evidence of a relationship between the 

variables. All correlations in the study were then illustrated through a correlation matrix. 

Correlational analyses were done on R (Wickham et al., 2023) using the cor.sdf 

command, which is part of the EdSurvey package (Bailey et al., 2020; M. Lee et al., 2022). 

Estimating the means and standard deviations for the descriptive data was done using the 

pisa.mean.pv and the pisa.mean commands, both of which are part of the intsvy package 

(Caro & Biecek, 2017). Procedures to pool the plausible values to generate correlation results were 

based on Rubin’s rules (1987). Survey weights have also been applied, as recommended by the 

OECD (2012). A post-hoc power analysis was conducted using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007) for 

power estimation of the correlation analysis. Using a significance criterion of 𝛼 = .05, the sample 

size of the study (N = 410) was sufficiently powered to find a large effect size (𝜌 = 0.8, 1 − 𝛽 = 1), 

a medium effect size (𝜌 = 0.5, 1 − 𝛽 = 1), and a small effect size (𝜌 = 0.2, 1 − 𝛽 = 0.98) in a given 

correlation analysis. Thus, the obtained sample size of N = 410 was found to be more than 

adequate to test the study hypothesis. 

Hierarchical Regression Analyses. The second research question examined if the 

statistically significant relationship between UASC status and educational achievement outcomes 

varied when controlling for variables at the student-level, teacher-level, and school-level among 

Palestinian students in UNRWA schools in Jordan. This question is intended to identify which 

socio-ecological factors function as resilience factors that impact the educational achievements of 
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refugee students regardless of UASC status. To address this research question, the study 

constructed and analyzed models to examine variations in the relationship between UASC status 

and educational achievement. Cronbach (1949) and Campbell (1963) emphasized the importance 

of systematically adding sets of control variables in a hierarchical way based on their theoretical 

relevance. In the case of UASCs, various socio-ecological factors present at the student-level, 

teacher-level, and school-level were found to influence the education of UASCs (Aleghfeli & Hunt, 

2022). Thus, it was determined to be theoretically relevant to pursue a hierarchical approach 

where the effect of UASC status on educational achievement was examined, followed by adding 

student variables, then teacher variables, then school variables. 

Procedures to pool the plausible values to estimate regression coefficients and standard 

errors of the regression models are based on Rubin’s rules (1987). Survey weights have also been 

applied as recommended by the OECD (2012). A post-hoc power analysis was conducted using 

G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007) for power estimation of the regression analysis. Using a 

significance criterion of 𝛼 = .05, the sample size of the study (N = 410) was sufficiently powered 

to find a large effect size (𝑓2 = 0.8, 1 − 𝛽 = 1), a medium effect size (𝑓2 = 0.5, 1 − 𝛽 = 1), and a 

small effect size (𝑓2 = 0.2, 1 − 𝛽 = 1) in a given regression analysis. Thus, the obtained sample 

size of N = 410 was found to be more than adequate to test the study hypothesis. 

Alongside the regression estimates, the study calculated standard errors and p-values, 

with the significance level for the regression analysis set at 𝛼 = .05, meaning that if the calculated 

p-value is less than 0.05, the relationship between UASC status and educational achievement is 

statistically significant. The study also calculated a coefficient of determination (𝑅2) to measure 

the proportion of the variance in the educational achievement outcomes that can be explained by 

the model (Pearson et al., 1930). A higher 𝑅2 indicated a better fit of the regression model to the 

data. The study also conducted Wald’s test (1943) to assess the statistical significance of individual 

coefficients in each model to determine whether they have a significant impact on the educational 

achievement outcome variables. The significance level for Wald’s test was set at 𝛼 = .05, meaning 
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that if the calculated p-value is less than 0.05, the variables within the regression model are 

considered to have a statistically significant impact on the educational achievement outcome 

variable. 

Model 0: The Unconditional Model. Given that the dataset was the result of the 

merger of two datasets, one student and one school, it was important to determine whether adding 

a multi-level structure to the regression was needed or not. Appendix C1 illustrates the 

distribution of UASC students and non-UASC students in the sample by school. The sample being 

composed of 410 students distributed across 13 schools implied that there may be some between-

school variability. In such circumstances, Hox and colleagues (2017) suggested constructing an 

unconditional model to inspect the distribution of variance at the student-level and the school-

level and determine whether there is a need for multilevel analyses. As part of the unconditional 

model, the study calculated the interclass correlation coefficient (ICC) (Fisher, 1925) to inspect 

the proportion of total variance in the outcome variables that is attributed to between-school 

variability. If the ICC was found to be close to zero, between-school variability was minimal, 

indicating that there was no need for multilevel analyses and that single-level regression analyses 

may be sufficient (Hox et al., 2017). The unconditional model for this study was written as:  

𝑦𝑖𝑗 = 𝛽0𝑗 + 𝑢0𝑗 + 𝜀𝑖𝑗 (2) 

𝑢0𝑗~𝑁(0, 𝜎𝑢0
2 ) (3) 

𝜀𝑖𝑗~𝑁(0, 𝜎𝜀
2) (4) 

Equation (2) shows 𝑦𝑖𝑗, which is the average mean score on the educational achievement outcome 

variable for refugee student 𝑖 within UNRWA school 𝑗 in Jordan. Fixed effects are denoted by 𝛽0, 

where 𝛽0𝑗  is the intercept for school 𝑗 . Random effects are denoted by 𝜇0𝑗  and 𝜀𝑖𝑗 , where 𝜇0𝑗 

represents the school-level random intercepts and 𝜀𝑖𝑗  represents the student-level residuals. 

Equations (3) and (4) refer to the conditions that the random effects are normally distributed with 

a mean of zero and a common variance. 𝜎𝑢0
2  is the school-level random intercept variance, and 𝜎𝜀

2 
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is the student-level residual variance. The equation used to calculate the ICC from the 

unconditional model was written as: 

𝐼𝐶𝐶 =  
𝜎𝑢0

2

𝜎𝑢0
2 +  𝜎𝜀

2 (5) 

Equation (5) shows the ICC, which is calculated using both the school-level random intercept 

variance and the student-level residual variance. Building the unconditional model, including 

generating the ICC, was done on R (Wickham et al., 2023) using the mixed.sdf command, which 

is part of the EdSurvey package (Bailey et al., 2020; M. Lee et al., 2022). 

Model 1: Adding UASC Status. The aim of this model was to examine the effect of 

UASC status on each educational outcome with no control variables. Thus, the equation to regress 

each educational achievement outcome on UASC status was written as: 

𝑦𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑈𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖 (6) 

𝜀𝑖~𝑁(0, 𝜎𝜀
2) (7) 

Accordingly, equation (6) additionally includes 𝛽1𝑈𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖, which is the effect of UASC 

status on the average mean score of the outcome variable for refugee student 𝑖 , and 𝜀𝑖 , which 

represents the student-level residuals. Equation (7) refers to the condition that the student-level 

residuals are normally distributed with a mean of zero and a common variance. Building Model 

1, including generating the 𝑅2, was done on R (Wickham et al., 2023) using the lm.sdf command, 

while the Wald’s test statistic is estimated using the waldTest command, both of which are part 

of the EdSurvey package (Bailey et al., 2020; M. Lee et al., 2022). 

Model 2: Adding Student Variables. The aim of this model was to examine the effect 

of UASC status on each educational outcome upon adding student variables as control variables. 

Thus, the extended model is written as: 

𝑦𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑈𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑋𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖  (8) 

𝜀𝑖~𝑁(0, 𝜎𝜀
2) (9) 
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Accordingly, equation (8) additionally includes 𝛽2𝑋𝑖, which is the effect of a student variable on 

the outcome variable for Refugee student 𝑖. Equation (9) refers to the condition that the residuals 

are normally distributed with a mean of zero and a common variance. Building Model 2, including 

generating the 𝑅2, were done on R (Wickham et al., 2023) using the lm.sdf command, while the 

Wald’s test statistic is estimated using the waldTest command, both of which are part of the 

EdSurvey package (Bailey et al., 2020; M. Lee et al., 2022). 

Model 3: Adding Teacher Variables. The aim of this model was to examine the effect 

of UASC status on each educational outcome upon adding student variables and teacher variables 

as control variables. Thus, the extended model is written as: 

𝑦𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑈𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑋𝑖 + 𝛽3𝑍𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖 (10) 

𝜀𝑖~𝑁(0, 𝜎𝜀
2) (11) 

Accordingly, equation (10) additionally includes 𝛽3𝑍𝑖, which is the effect of a teacher variable on 

the outcome variable for Refugee student 𝑖. Equation (11) refers to the condition that the residuals 

are normally distributed with a mean of zero and a common variance. Building Model 3, including 

generating the 𝑅2, was done on R (Wickham et al., 2023) using the lm.sdf command, while the 

Wald’s test statistic is estimated using the waldTest command, both of which are part of the 

EdSurvey package (Bailey et al., 2020; M. Lee et al., 2022). 

Model 4: Adding School Variables. The aim of this model was to examine the effect 

of UASC status on each educational outcome upon adding student variables, teacher variables, 

and school variables as control variables. Thus, the extended model is written as: 

𝑦𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑈𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑋𝑖 + 𝛽3𝑍𝑖 + 𝛽4𝑊𝑖 +  𝜀𝑖  (12) 

𝜀𝑖~𝑁(0, 𝜎𝜀
2) (13) 

Accordingly, equation (12) additionally includes 𝛽4𝑊𝑖, which is the effect of a school variable on 

the outcome variable for Refugee student 𝑖. Equation (13) refers to the condition that the residuals 

are normally distributed with a mean of zero and a common variance. Building Model 3, including 
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generating the 𝑅2, was done on R (Wickham et al., 2023) using the lm.sdf command, while the 

Wald’s test statistic is estimated using the waldTest command, both of which are part of the 

EdSurvey package (Bailey et al., 2020; M. Lee et al., 2022). 

Hierarchical Regression Analyses with Interactions. The third research question 

examined whether there was a statistically significant relationship between educational 

achievement outcomes and interactions between UASC status and variables at the student-level, 

teacher-level, and school-level among Palestinian students in UNRWA schools in Jordan. This 

question was intended to identify which socio-ecological factors enable promotive and protective 

processes that are associated with positive educational achievement outcomes for UASC students. 

To address this research question, the study added interaction terms to the hierarchical regression 

model. Interaction terms are useful because they help uncover whether the impact of UASC status 

on the educational achievement outcome variables depends on the presence or absence of another 

variable, leading to a more nuanced interpretation of the data (Yule, 1900). Thus, the extended 

model (henceforth referred to as Model 5) was written as: 

𝑦𝑖𝑗 = 𝛽0𝑗 + 𝛽1𝑈𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑋𝑖 + 𝛽3𝑍𝑖 + 𝛽4𝑊𝑖 + 𝛽5 𝑈𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑋𝑖

+ 𝛽6𝑈𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑍𝑖 + 𝛽7𝑈𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑊𝑖 +  𝜀𝑖 

(14) 

𝜀𝑖~𝑁(0, 𝜎𝜀
2) (15) 

Accordingly, equation (14) additionally includes the following: 𝛽5 𝑈𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑋𝑖, which is the 

effect of an interaction between UASC status and a student variable on the outcome variable for 

Refugee student 𝑖 ; 𝛽5 𝑈𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑋𝑖 , which is the effect of an interaction between UASC 

status and a teacher variable on the outcome variable for Refugee student 𝑖 ; and 

𝛽5 𝑈𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑝𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑊𝑖, which is the effect of an interaction between UASC status and a school 

variable on the outcome variable for Refugee student 𝑖. Equation (15) refers to the condition that 

the residuals are normally distributed with a mean of zero and a common variance. Building 

Model 5, including generating the 𝑅2, was done on R (Wickham et al., 2023) using the lm.sdf 
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command, while the Wald’s test statistic is estimated using the waldTest command, both of 

which are part of the EdSurvey package (Bailey et al., 2020; M. Lee et al., 2022). 

4.3.5 Missing Data 

Secondary data analysis is known to be susceptible to measurement error as a result of 

missingness, where the rate of missing data in variables can result in biased estimates of 

parameters (Peugh & Enders, 2004). Appendix C2 illustrates those missing data patterns in the 

entire UNRWA database and among the variables of the study. The rate of missingness in the 

entire database is only 6.6%, which is low considering that a rate of missingness of 15% to 20% is 

common in educational and psychological studies (Enders, 2003). However, when examining 

only the variables of the study, the rate of missingness dropped to 0.1%. Appendix C3 illustrates 

the distribution of missing data among the variables of the study that have been identified to have 

missing data. Among students who are not UASC, missing values in economic, social, and cultural 

status, class disciplinary climate, teacher-student relations, teacher simulation of reading 

engagement, and teacher use of structuring and scaffolding strategies were present in only a few 

cases of students. Among students who are UASC, only one case reported a missing value in 

structuring and scaffolding strategies. As such, it seemed that the rate of missingness barely 

affected the sample of study. 

Consequently, the study used Little’s MCAR test (Little, 1988) to identify whether the 

missing data is missing at random or not (D. B. Rubin, 1976). Little’s test is a Chi-square test that 

is particularly useful for testing the assumption of missing completely at random (MCAR) for 

multivariate, partially observed quantitative data. The null hypothesis of the test was that the data 

is MCAR, while the alternative hypothesis was that the data is not MCAR. The significance level 

of the test was set at 𝛼 = .05. If data was found to be MCAR, this meant that the rate of missingness 

is ignorable for the purposes of this study. Additionally, the expectation–maximization algorithm 

for Little’s MCAR test to estimate the means and covariances (Enders, 2003). The result was that 
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the study failed to reject the null hypothesis that the data is MCAR, 𝑋2(29761) = 2631, 𝑝 = 1 , 

suggesting that the missing data are consistent with being MCAR.  

This test result is understandable given the complex design of PISA. Given that the 

booklets with the test questions are randomly assigned, each student will be missing some test 

question responses by design to generate plausible values. As such, it is reasonable to conclude 

that the data is MCAR (Rutkowski et al., 2013). Since the rate of missingness in the data is low 

and the data was found to be MCAR, the study used pairwise deletion to deal with missingness. 

Unlike listwise deletion, which removes cases with missing values from the database entirely, 

pairwise deletion only omits cases with missing values in one or more variables in analyses that 

examine those variables (Allison, 2002). Given that pairwise deletion omitted cases on a case-by-

case basis, this allowed for the study to retain and examine all cases in the sample, thereby 

minimizing the loss that would otherwise occur in listwise deletion. Regardless, when describing 

the study findings, the study shall also report the N sample that was accounted for in each analysis 

after pairwise deletion was performed for the sake of accountability and transparency. 

4.3.6 Estimation Procedures 

Given the structure of the dataset containing educational achievement outcome variables 

made up of a set of plausible values that are multiply imputed, several estimation steps were taken 

that incorporated PISA’s survey weights (OECD, 2012). This was done by following the pooling 

procedures outlined by Rubin (1987), otherwise known as Rubin’s Rules. First, the analysis was 

run five times, once per plausible value, to generate five parameter estimates and five sampling 

errors. Second, the five parameter estimates and the five sampling errors were averaged to 

produce the final parameter estimate and final sampling error, respectively. Third, the magnitude 

of the imputation error was estimated. Lastly, the final standard error was calculated by 

combining the sampling error and imputation error. The estimation procedures used in this study 

also incorporated analytical steps followed by Caro and Biecek (2017), Bailey and colleagues 

(2020), and Lee and colleagues (2022). The section outlines in further detail how Rubin’s rules 
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were applied to estimate the weighted means and standard deviations for the descriptive analysis, 

the weighted correlation coefficient for the correlation analysis, and the weighted regression 

coefficients and the weighted 𝑅2 using the PISA survey weights. Appendix C4 shares the R syntax 

that was built to perform the analytical and estimation procedures of the study. 

Weighted Mean, Standard Deviation, and Frequency Estimation. The 

procedure for estimating weighted means, standard deviations, and frequencies for the 

descriptive statistics is summarized in the following steps. The weighted mean estimate (𝜇𝑃) was 

averaged across the plausible values, as shown by Equation (16): 

 

𝜇𝑃 =
1

𝑛𝑝
∑

∑ 𝑤𝑖𝑥𝑖𝑝
𝑛
𝑖=1

∑ 𝑤𝑖
𝑛
𝑖=1

𝑛𝑝

𝑝=1

 (16) 

Equation (16) shows the outcome of the 𝑖th unit of the 𝑝th set of plausible values (𝑥𝑖𝑝), the weight 

of the 𝑖th unit (𝑤𝑖), the number of plausible values (𝑛𝑝), which is five in this study, and the total 

number of units in the sample (𝑛𝑝). The weighted mean was then used to estimate the weighted 

standard deviation, as shown by Equation (17): 

 

𝜎𝑃 = √
∑ 𝑤𝑖(𝑥𝑖 − 𝜇𝑃)𝑛

𝑖=1

∑ 𝑤𝑖
𝑛
𝑖=1

 (17) 

Weighted frequencies were then estimated once for each of the plausible values, as shown by 

Equation (18): 

 

𝐹𝑟𝑒𝑞 = 100 ×
1

𝑛𝑝
∑

∑ 𝑤𝑖𝑖∈𝐴𝑝

∑ 𝑤𝑖𝑖∈𝑈𝑝

𝑛𝑝

𝑝=1

 (18) 

Equation (18) shows the sample size of the population of interest (e.g., UASCs) in the 𝑝th set of 

plausible values (𝐴𝑝) and the sample size of the population containing the population of interest 

(e.g., refugee students) in the 𝑝th set of plausible values (𝑈𝑝). 
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Weighted Correlation Coefficient Estimation. The procedure for estimating 

weighted Pearson correlation coefficients is summarized in the following steps. The weighted 

Pearson correlation coefficient (𝑟) is calculated according to the following equation: 

 𝑟 =
∑ [𝑤𝑖(𝑥𝑖 − 𝑥̅)(𝑦𝑖 − 𝑦)]𝑛

𝑖=1

√∑ (𝑤𝑖(𝑥𝑖 − 𝑥̅)2)𝑛
𝑖=1 ∑ (𝑤𝑖(𝑦𝑖 − 𝑦)2)𝑛

𝑖=1

 (19) 

Equation (19) shows the weighted mean of the dependent variable (𝑦), the weighted mean for the 

independent variable (𝑥̅), and the number of elements in each variable (𝑛). Equations (20) and 

(21) show the calculations used for the two earlier weighted means: 

 
𝑦 =

1

∑ 𝑤𝑖
𝑛
𝑖=1

∑ 𝑤𝑖𝑦𝑖

𝑛

𝑖=1

 (20) 

 
𝑥̅ =

1

∑ 𝑤𝑖
𝑛
𝑖=1

∑ 𝑤𝑖𝑥𝑖

𝑛

𝑖=1

 (21) 

Weighted Regression Coefficient and Variance Estimation. The procedure for 

estimating weighted regression coefficients and variances is summarized in the following steps. 

First, the study estimated the regression coefficient (𝛽𝑝) of the 𝑝th set of plausible values, then 

averaged the regression coefficients of each plausible value to calculate the final coefficient 

estimate (𝛽𝑃), as shown by Equation (22): 

 

𝛽𝑃 =
1

𝑛𝑝
∑ 𝛽𝑝

𝑛𝑝

𝑝=1

 (22) 

Second, the study estimated the variance of the regression coefficient of the 𝑝th set of plausible 

values using the Jackknife Repeated Replication (𝜎𝑗𝑟𝑟,𝑝
2 ), as shown by Equation (23):  

 

𝜎𝑗𝑟𝑟,𝑝
2 = 𝛾 ∑(𝛽𝑗𝑝 − 𝛽0𝑝)

2

𝐽

𝑗=1

 (23) 

Equation (23) shows the regression coefficient of the 𝑝th set of plausible values estimated with 

the 𝑗 th jackknife replicate weights (𝛽𝑗𝑝) , the regression coefficient of the 𝑝 th plausible value 
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estimated with the sample weights (𝛽0𝑝), the total number of jackknife replicate weights (𝐽), and 

a constant equal to 1 for the Jackknife Repeated Replication method (𝛾 ). The variance of the 

regression coefficients of each plausible value were then averaged to produce the sampling 

variance (𝜎𝑗𝑟𝑟,𝑃
2 ), as shown by Equation (24): 

 

𝜎𝑗𝑟𝑟,𝑃
2 =

1

𝑛𝑝
∑ 𝜎𝑗𝑟𝑟,𝑝

2

𝑛𝑝

𝑖=1

 (24) 

At the same time, the imputation variance (𝛿𝑃) was estimated, as shown by Equation (25): 

 

𝛿𝑃 =
𝑛𝑝 + 1

𝑛𝑝(𝑛𝑝 − 1)
∑(𝛽𝑝 − 𝛽𝑃)

2

𝑛𝑝

𝑝=1

 (25) 

Third, the variance of the estimated regression coefficient (𝜎𝐽𝑃
2 ) was then estimated from the sum 

of the sampling variance (𝜎𝑗𝑟𝑟,𝑃
2 ) and the imputation variance (𝛿𝑃), as shown by Equation (26): 

 𝜎𝐽𝑃
2 = 𝛿𝑃 + 𝜎𝑗𝑟𝑟,𝑃

2  (26) 

Finally, a t-statistic was estimate based on the final estimated regression coefficient (𝛽𝑃) and the 

square root of the variance of that estimate (𝜎𝐽𝑃
2 ), as shown by Equation (27): 

 
𝑡 =

𝛽𝑃

√𝜎𝐽𝑃
2

 
(27) 

From the t-statistic, weighted standard errors and p-values were further estimated and reported 

in the study.  

Coefficient of Determination Estimation. To establish parsimony and goodness-of-

fit, as mentioned earlier, the study estimated an 𝑅2 for each model to identify the total variance 

in the outcome variable explained by the model overall (Pearson et al., 1930). The 𝑅2  was 

estimated in the same manner as the weighted regression coefficients, as shown by Equation (28): 

 

𝑅𝑃
2 =

1

𝑛𝑝
∑ 𝑅𝑝

2

𝑛𝑝

𝑝=1

 (28) 
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Equation (28) shows the R-squared value of the regression analysis of the 𝑝th set of plausible 

values.  

4.3.7 Ethical Approval 

The research involved previously collected, anonymized, and de-identified data by PISA 

(OECD, 2012). Therefore, ethical approval was not required. Moreover, reporting of the results 

below was done in the aggregate in order to avoid any direct or indirect identification of 

participants. All data on PISA can be accessed here: https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/. 

4.4 Results 

Below are the results of the correlational and hierarchical regression analyses conducted 

in this study. The results were then synthesized in the discussion section using the study’s 

operationalization of risk, promotive, and protective factors to better understand the processes of 

educational resilience in UASCs in Jordan. It is important at this stage to recall the definition of 

each in statistical terms: risk factors are factors that exhibit a negative effect on educational 

outcomes; promotive factors are factors that exhibit a positive main effect; and protective factors 

are factors that exhibit a positive interaction effect (Feinstein et al., 2021; Luthar et al., 2006; 

Sameroff, 2006). 

4.4.1 Relationship between UASC status and Educational Achievement  

The first research question examined whether there was a statistically significant 

relationship between UASC status and educational achievement outcomes among Palestinian 

students in UNRWA schools in Jordan. This section reports the results of the correlation analyses 

that were conducted to answer that question. Table 9 shows the correlation matrix for the study 

variables that resulted from the correlation analyses and reports the coefficients and 

corresponding p-values. 

  

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/
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Table 9. Correlation matrix of study variables among Palestinian students (Study 2) 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1. UASC status -               

2. 
Reading 
achievement 

-.13** -              

3. 
Mathematical 
achievement 

-.11* .74*** -             

4. 
Scientific 
achievement 

-.15** .80*** .82*** -            

5. Age .07 -.03 -.02 .03 -           

6. Gender .01 .32*** .03 .15** -.02 -          

7. 
Economic, social, and 
cultural status 

-.03 .21*** .25*** .24*** -.06 .09 -         

8. 
Class Disciplinary 
Climate 

-.08 .21*** .18*** .19*** .05 .05 .03 -        

9. 
Teacher-student 
relations 

-.09 .30*** .30*** .27*** -.04 .08 .08 .25*** -       

10. 
Stimulation of reading 
engagement 

-.06 .21*** .15** .17*** -.02 .13* .00 .15** .44*** -      

11. 
Use of structuring and 
scaffolding strategies 

-.06 .20*** .12* .16*** -.03 .15** .05 .15** .32*** .68*** -     

12. 
School academic 
selectivity 

-.03 -.06 .06 .03 .02 -.10* -.03 .05 -.03 .00 .02 -    

13. 
School use of ability 
grouping 

.03 -.12* .14** .02 .00 -.34*** -.02 -.03 -.05 -.04 -.09 .45*** -   

14. 
Student behavior at 
school 

.10 .14** -.14** .02 -.03 .19*** -.12* .07 .01 -.03 .01 -.08 -.11* -  

15. 
Teacher behavior at 
school 

.13** .12* -.15** -.03 -.01 .22*** -.11* .03 .01 -.02 .02 -.30*** -.15** .91*** - 

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

When examining the relationship between the educational achievement outcome 

variables and UASC status, several statistically significant associations were identified that were 

weakly and negatively correlated. First, the study found that the relationship between reading 

achievement and UASC status was weakly and negatively correlated, 𝑟(410) = −.13, 𝑃 < .01. In 

other words, on average, UASC students (𝑀 = 396.48, 𝑆𝐷 = 81.89)  scored lower   on reading 

achievement than non-UASC students (𝑀 = 420.24, 𝑆𝐷 = 87.53). Second, the study found that 

the relationship between mathematical achievement and UASC status was weakly and negatively 

correlated, 𝑟(410) = −.11, 𝑃 < .05. In other words, on average, UASC students (𝑀 = 389.37, 𝑆𝐷 =

67.78) scored lower on mathematical achievement than non-UASC students (𝑀 = 409.16, 𝑆𝐷 =



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

138 

 

75.14). Third, the study found that the relationship between scientific achievement and UASC 

status was weakly and negatively correlated, 𝑟(410) = −.15, 𝑃 < .01. In other words, on average, 

UASC students (𝑀 = 413.14, 𝑆𝐷 = 74.68) scored lower on scientific achievement than non-UASC 

students (𝑀 = 441.20, 𝑆𝐷 = 80.27). When examining the relationship between UASC status and 

student, teacher, and school variables, the study found only UASC status and teacher behavior at 

school to be weakly and positively correlated, 𝑟(410) = .13, 𝑃 < .01. 

4.4.2 Variance in Relationship between UASC and Educational Achievement 

The second research question examined if the statistically significant relationship between 

UASC status and educational achievement outcomes varied when controlling for variables at the 

student-level, teacher-level, and school-level among Palestinian students in UNRWA schools in 

Jordan. This section reports the results of the hierarchical regression analyses that were 

conducted to answer that question. 

Model 0 – Unconditional Model. Table 10 presents the results of the hierarchical 

regression analyses for reading achievement, mathematical achievement, and scientific 

achievement prior to adding any variable. As mentioned earlier, an unconditional model was 

necessary to establish whether conducting multilevel regression analyses is necessary or if 

conducting hierarchical regression analyses would suffice (Hox et al., 2017). 

Table 10. Results of Model 0, the Unconditional Model (Study 2) 

 Reading 
achievement 

Mathematical 
achievement 

Scientific 
achievement 

 β se β se β se 

Fixed effects       

Intercept 422.15 9.77 412.59 12.54 441.89 10.82 

Random effects       

School-level random intercept variance 150.9 309.53 631.51 515.83 522.36 484.04 

Student-level residual variance 5524.09 387.27 4777.75 310.42 5731.1 356.1 

Goodness of Fit       

ICC 0.03  0.12  0.08  

Student N 410  410  410  

School N 13  13  13  

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 
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Reading achievement. The unconditional model revealed that the ICC value for 

reading achievement was 0.03, suggesting that the total variance in reading achievement 

attributable to differences between schools was 3%. With such a low ICC value, adding a multilevel 

structure to the hierarchical regression analyses was found to be not necessary for reading 

achievement. 

Mathematical achievement. The unconditional model revealed that the ICC value for 

mathematical achievement was 0.12, suggesting that the total variance in mathematical 

achievement attributable to differences between schools was 12%. With such a low ICC value, 

adding a multilevel structure to the hierarchical regression analyses was found to be not necessary 

for mathematical achievement. 

Scientific achievement. The unconditional model revealed that the ICC value for 

scientific achievement was 0.08, suggesting that the total variance in scientific achievement 

attributable to differences between schools was 8%. With such a low ICC value, adding a multilevel 

structure to the hierarchical regression analyses was found to be not necessary for scientific 

achievement. 

Model 1 – Adding UASC Status. Table 11 presents the results of the hierarchical 

regression analyses for reading achievement, mathematical achievement, and scientific 

achievement after adding UASC status as a predictor variable.  

Table 11. Results of Model 1, after adding unaccompanied and separated status (Study 2) 

 Reading 
achievement 

Mathematical 
achievement 

Scientific 
achievement 

 β se β se β se 

Intercept 422.53*** 10.15 409.16*** 14.99 441.2*** 13.46 

UASC status -24.66*** 7.28 -19.79* 9.11 -28.06* 11.08 

Goodness of Fit       

R2 0.02  0.01  0.02  

X2 11.47***  4.72*  6.41*  

N 410  410  410  

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

Reading achievement. Adding UASC status to the model revealed that UASC students 

scored lower than non-UASC students in reading achievement (𝛽 = −24.66, 𝑡(105) = −3.39, 𝑝 <
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.001). Adding UASC status contributed significantly to the model for reading achievement (𝑅2 =

0.02, 𝑋2(1, 𝑁 = 410) = 11.47, 𝑝 < .001). 

Mathematical achievement. Adding UASC status to the model revealed that UASC 

students scored lower than non-UASC students in mathematical achievement (𝛽 =

−19.79, 𝑡(98) = −2.17, 𝑝 < .05). Adding UASC status contributed significantly to the model for 

mathematical achievement (𝑅2 = 0.01, 𝑋2(1, 𝑁 = 410) = 4.72, 𝑝 < .05). 

Scientific achievement. Adding UASC status to the model revealed that UASC 

students scored lower than non-UASC students in scientific achievement (𝛽 = −28.06, 𝑡(97) =

−2.53, 𝑝 < .05) . Adding UASC status contributed significantly to the model for scientific 

achievement (𝑅2 = 0.02, 𝑋2(1, 𝑁 = 410) = 6.41, 𝑝 < .05).  

Model 2 – Adding Student Variables. Table 12 presents the results of the hierarchical 

regression analyses for reading achievement, mathematical achievement, and scientific 

achievement after adding the student variables as control variables. 

Table 12. Results of Model 2, after adding student variables (Study 2) 

 Reading 
achievement 

Mathematical 
achievement 

Scientific 
achievement 

 β se β se β se 

Intercept 470.06** 164.48 436.41** 134.14 236.55 208.84 

UASC status       

Student variables -24.68** 8.25 -18.75* 7.86 -28.41** 10.85 

Age -3.56 10.29 -0.73 8.57 13.39 13.13 

Gender (girls) 46.15** 15.67 0.96 25.81 20 22.97 

Economic, social, and cultural status 14.39* 5.51 19.58*** 4.32 19.27** 6.24 

Goodness of Fit       

R2 0.15  0.08  0.10  

X2 22.71***  20.8***  14.43**  

N 409  409  409  

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

Reading achievement. Adding the student variables to the model revealed that UASC 

students scored lower than non-UASC students in reading achievement (𝛽 = −24.68, 𝑡(104) =

−2.99, 𝑝 < .01). When inspecting the student variables, the results showed that girls scored higher 

than boys (𝛽 = 46.15, 𝑡(112) = 2.95, 𝑝 < .01) . Moreover, higher economic, social, and cultural 
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status was associated with higher scores in reading achievement (𝛽 = 14.39, 𝑡(96) = 2.61, 𝑝 <

.05). Adding the student variables contributed significantly to the model for reading achievement 

(𝑅2 = 0.15, 𝑋2(3, 𝑁 = 409) = 22.71, 𝑝 < .001). 

Mathematical achievement. Adding the student variables to the model revealed that 

UASC students scored lower than non-UASC students in mathematical achievement (𝛽 =

−18.75, 𝑡(106) = −2.39, 𝑝 < .05). When inspecting the student variables, the results showed that 

higher economic, social, and cultural status was associated with higher scores in mathematical 

achievement (𝛽 = 19.58, 𝑡(104) = 4.53, 𝑝 < .001) . Adding the student variables contributed 

significantly to the model for mathematical achievement (𝑅2 = 0.08, 𝑋2(3, 𝑁 = 409) = 20.8, 𝑝 <

.001). 

Scientific achievement. Adding the student variables to the model revealed that UASC 

students scored lower than non-UASC students in scientific achievement (𝛽 = −28.41, 𝑡(123) =

−2.62, 𝑝 < .01). When inspecting the student variables, the results showed that higher economic, 

social, and cultural status was associated with higher scores in scientific achievement (𝛽 =

19.27, 𝑡(103) = 3.09, 𝑝 < .01). Adding the student variables contributed significantly to the model 

for scientific achievement (𝑅2 = 0.1, 𝑋2(3, 𝑁 = 409) = 14.43, 𝑝 < .01).  

Model 3 – Adding Teacher Variables. Table 13 presents the results of the hierarchical 

regression analyses for reading achievement, mathematical achievement, and scientific 

achievement after adding the teacher variables as control variables. 

Table 13. Results of Model 3, after adding teacher variables (Study 2) 

 Reading 
achievement 

Mathematical 
achievement 

Scientific 
achievement 

 β se β se β se 

Intercept 498.2** 157.61 465.83** 152.63 266.71 195.05 

UASC status       

Student variables -20.92* 7.96 -14.7 7.81 -24.38* 10.38 

Age -6.07 10.15 -3.26 10.02 10.82 12.86 

Gender (girls) 39.29** 14.55 -5.78 25.25 12.93 21.99 

Economic, social, and cultural status 13.51* 6.01 17.69*** 4.28 18.3** 6.54 

Teacher variables       
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Class disciplinary climate 10.4 5.55 8.6* 4.14 9.75* 4.66 

Teacher-student relations 12.38*** 3.13 13.35*** 2.55 11.62*** 2.5 

Stimulation of reading engagement 3.55 6.49 3.87 5.53 3.37 5.51 

Use of structuring and scaffolding strategies 1.33 4.2 -2.07 4.12 1.03 4.71 

Goodness of Fit       

R2 0.22  0.15  0.16  

X2 36.72***  46.84***  39.18***  

N 401  401  401  

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

Reading achievement. Adding the teacher variables to the model revealed that UASC 

students scored lower than non-UASC students in reading achievement (𝛽 = −20.92, 𝑡(93) =

−2.63, 𝑝 < .05). When inspecting the student variables, the results showed that girls scored higher 

than boys (𝛽 = 39.29, 𝑡(103) = 2.7, 𝑝 < .01) . Moreover, higher economic, social, and cultural 

status was associated with higher scores in reading achievement (𝛽 = 13.51, 𝑡(102) = 2.25, 𝑝 <

.05). When inspecting the teacher variables, the results showed that more positive teacher-student 

relations (𝛽 = 12.38, 𝑡(84) = 3.96, 𝑝 < .001)  was associated with higher scores in reading 

achievement. Adding the teacher variables contributed significantly to the model for reading 

achievement (𝑅2 = 0.22, 𝑋2(4, 𝑁 = 401) = 36.72, 𝑝 < .001). 

Mathematical achievement. Adding the teacher variables to the model revealed that 

UASC students scored lower than non-UASC students in mathematical achievement, but this was 

found to be not statistically significant (𝛽 = −14.7, 𝑡(111) = −1.88, 𝑝 = .06). When inspecting the 

student variables, the results showed that higher economic, social, and cultural status was 

associated with higher scores in mathematical achievement (𝛽 = 17.69, 𝑡(108) = 4.13, 𝑝 < .001). 

When inspecting the teacher variables, the results showed that more positive class disciplinary 

climate (𝛽 = 8.6, 𝑡(91) = 2.08, 𝑝 < .05)  and more positive teacher-student relations (𝛽 =

13.35, 𝑡(118) = 5.23, 𝑝 < .001)  were each associated with higher scores in mathematical 

achievement. Adding the teacher variables contributed significantly to the model for 

mathematical achievement (𝑅2 = 0.15, 𝑋2(4, 𝑁 = 401) = 46.84, 𝑝 < .001). 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

143 

 

Scientific achievement. Adding the teacher variables to the model revealed that UASC 

students scored lower than non-UASC students in scientific achievement (𝛽 = −24.38, 𝑡(129) =

−2.35, 𝑝 < .05). When inspecting the student variables, the results showed that higher economic, 

social, and cultural status was associated with higher scores in scientific achievement (𝛽 =

18.3, 𝑡(105) = 2.8, 𝑝 < .01). When inspecting the teacher variables, the results showed that more 

positive class disciplinary climate (𝛽 = 9.75, 𝑡(98) = 2.09, 𝑝 < .05)  and more positive teacher-

student relations (𝛽 = 11.62, 𝑡(113) = 4.64, 𝑝 < .001) were each associated with higher scores in 

scientific achievement. Adding the teacher variables contributed significantly to the model for 

scientific achievement (𝑅2 = 0.16, 𝑋2(4, 𝑁 = 401) = 39.18, 𝑝 < .001). 

Model 4 – Adding School Variables. Table 14 presents the results of the hierarchical 

regression analyses for reading achievement, mathematical achievement, and scientific 

achievement after adding the school variables as control variables. 

Table 14. Results of Model 4, after adding school variables (Study 2) 

 Reading 
achievement 

Mathematical 
achievement 

Scientific 
achievement 

 β se β se β se 

Intercept 459.48** 164.18 402.86* 184.2 184.9 204.58 

Student variables       

UASC status -21.77* 8.91 -12.78 8.25 -22.69* 10.98 

Age -3.95 9.9 -3.02 10.66 13.16 12.86 

Gender (girls) 37.55** 12.41 8.08 23.06 20.11 18.71 

Economic, social, and cultural status 14.59* 6.18 15.94*** 3.87 18.24** 6.74 

Teacher variables       

Class disciplinary climate 9.42 5.4 9.03* 4.23 8.64 5.26 

Teacher-student relations 12.01*** 3.32 13.76*** 2.7 11.54*** 2.76 

Stimulation of reading engagement 3.71 6.46 2.18 5.35 2.47 5.45 

Use of structuring and scaffolding strategies 1.91 4.11 -0.46 3.5 2.6 4.29 

School variables       

Academically selective school -11.94 15.1 -9.92 15.01 -14.99 19.16 

School with ability grouping 6.07 10.28 50.25*** 14.67 30.57* 14.6 

Student behavior at school 17.95 17.01 4.78 33.87 27.57 31.59 

Teacher behavior at school -14.47 21.49 -15.16 39.84 -33.15 37.36 

Goodness of Fit       

R2 0.24  0.20  0.19  

X2 6.53  14.46**  7.01  

N 401  401  401  

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
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Reading achievement. Adding the school variables to the model revealed that UASC 

students scored lower than non-UASC students in reading achievement (𝛽 = −21.77, 𝑡(82) =

−2.44, 𝑝 < .05). When inspecting the student variables, the results showed that girls scored higher 

than boys (𝛽 = 37.55, 𝑡(99) = −3.02, 𝑝 < .01) . Moreover, higher economic, social, and cultural 

status was associated with higher scores in reading achievement (𝛽 = 14.59, 𝑡(100) = 2.36, 𝑝 <

.05). When inspecting the teacher variables, the results showed that more positive teacher-student 

relations (𝛽 = 14.59, 𝑡(100) = 2.36, 𝑝 < .05)  was associated with higher scores in reading 

achievement. Adding the school variables did not contribute significantly to the model for reading 

achievement (𝑅2 = 0.24, 𝑋^2(4, 𝑁 = 401) = 6.53, 𝑝 = .16). 

Mathematical achievement. Adding the school variables to the model revealed that 

UASC students scored lower than non-UASC students in mathematical achievement, but this was 

found to be not statistically significant (𝛽 = −12.78, 𝑡(97) = −1.55, 𝑝 = .12). When inspecting the 

student variables, the results showed that higher economic, social, and cultural status was 

associated with higher scores in mathematical achievement (𝛽 = 15.94, 𝑡(110) = 4.12, 𝑝 < .001). 

When inspecting the teacher variables, the results showed that more positive class disciplinary 

climate (𝛽 = 9.03, 𝑡(94) = 2.14, 𝑝 < .05)  and more positive teacher-student relations (𝛽 =

13.76, 𝑡(105) = 5.1, 𝑝 < .001)  were each associated with higher scores in mathematical 

achievement. When inspecting the school variables, the results showed that students in schools 

with ability grouping performed better than students in schools with no ability grouping 

(𝛽 = 50.25, 𝑡(84) = 3.43, 𝑝 < .001). Adding the school variables contributed significantly to the 

model for mathematical achievement (𝑅2 = 0.2, 𝑋2(4, 𝑁 = 401) = 14.46, 𝑝 < .01). 

Scientific achievement. Adding the school variables to the model revealed that UASC 

students scored lower than non-UASC students in scientific achievement (𝛽 = −22.69, 𝑡(97) =

−2.07, 𝑝 < .05). When inspecting the student variables, the results showed that higher economic, 

social, and cultural status was associated with higher scores in scientific achievement (𝛽 =
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18.24, 𝑡(101) = 2.71, 𝑝 < .01) . When inspecting the teacher variables, the results showed that 

more positive teacher-student relations (𝛽 = 11.54, 𝑡(102) = 4.18, 𝑝 < .001) was associated with 

higher scores in scientific achievement. When inspecting the school variables, the results showed 

that students in schools with ability grouping performed better than students in schools with no 

ability grouping (𝛽 = 30.57, 𝑡(70) = 2.09, 𝑝 < .05). Adding the school variables did not contribute 

significantly to the model for scientific achievement (𝑅2 = 0.19, 𝑋2(4, 𝑁 = 401) = 7.01, 𝑝 = .14). 

4.4.3 Relationship between Educational Achievement and UASC with Interactions  

 The third research question examined whether there was a statistically significant 

relationship between educational achievement outcomes and interactions between UASC status 

and variables at the student-level, teacher-level, and school-level among Palestinian students in 

UNRWA schools in Jordan. This section reports the results of the hierarchical regression analyses 

with interactions that were conducted to answer that question. 

Model 5 – Adding Interaction Terms. Table 15 presents the results of the hierarchical 

regression analyses for reading achievement, mathematical achievement, and scientific 

achievement after adding the interaction terms as control variables. 

Table 15. Results of Model 5, after adding interaction terms (Study 2) 

 Reading 
achievement 

Mathematical 
achievement 

Scientific 
achievement 

 β se β se β se 

Intercept 510.86** 181.52 422.11 217.92 238.8 226.92 

UASC status       

Student variables -451.6 374.77 -26.49 384.25 -301.42 550.14 

Age -6.71 11.14 -4.35 13.05 10.22 14.36 

Gender (girls) 36.6** 11.21 7.18 23.13 15.9 19.05 

Economic, social, and cultural status 13.88* 6.33 14.07** 4.39 19.18* 7.35 

Teacher variables       

Class disciplinary climate 8.78 5.27 8.98* 4.38 7.16 5.74 

Teacher-student relations 14.76** 5.21 14.64*** 3.76 13.35** 4 

Stimulation of reading engagement 2.45 7.45 1.63 6.07 0.98 6.58 

Use of structuring and scaffolding strategies -0.57 3.32 -1.49 3.26 1.06 4.56 

School variables       

Academically selective school -4.3 15.7 -2.2 14.89 -3.49 18.06 

School with ability grouping -8.33 9.85 43.31** 13.95 18.87 13.58 

Student behavior at school 18.18 16.8 6.47 33.12 26.95 30.59 
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Teacher behavior at school -14.89 21.3 -17.61 40.02 -32.14 37.18 

Interaction terms       

UASC x Age 23.57 22.96 0.91 24.6 13.95 33.12 

UASC x Gender (male) 9.14 18.61 8.89 19.39 27.16 22.15 

UASC x Economic, social, and cultural status 3.07 9.18 8.12 6.03 -4.03 6.56 

UASC x Class disciplinary climate -0.88 7.04 -3.22 7.13 1.2 9.2 

UASC x Teacher-student relations -10.65 10.46 -2.3 5.94 -7.79 9.53 

UASC x Stimulation of reading engagement 2.39 10.34 -0.27 7.94 7.01 8.16 

UASC x Use of structuring and scaffolding strategies 12.15* 5.43 7.14 7.92 5.7 6.71 

UASC x Academically selective school -39.23 21.22 -35.64 22.4 -69.04* 27.44 

UASC x School with ability grouping 76.61** 22.82 28.62 21.1 64.74* 31.7 

UASC x Student behavior at school 17.02 22.48 4.02 27.79 37.56 33.41 

UASC x Teacher behavior at school -14.46 22.3 0.65 27.64 -36.55 34.2 

Goodness of Fit       

R2 0.26  0.21  0.22  

X2 69.45***  45.52***  34.9***  

N 401  401  401  

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

Reading achievement. Adding the interaction terms to the model revealed that UASC 

students scored lower than non-UASC students in reading achievement, but this was found to be 

not statistically significant (𝛽 = −451.6, 𝑡(100) = −1.2, 𝑝 = .23) . When inspecting the student 

variables, the results showed that girls scored higher than boys (𝛽 = 36.6, 𝑡(106) = 3.27, 𝑝 < .01). 

Moreover, higher economic, social, and cultural status was associated with higher scores in 

reading achievement (𝛽 = 13.88, 𝑡(131) = 2.19, 𝑝 < .05). When inspecting the teacher variables, 

the results showed that more positive teacher-student relations (𝛽 = 14.76, 𝑡(88) = 2.83, 𝑝 < .01) 

was associated with higher scores in reading achievement. Among the interaction terms, UASC 

students with more positive teacher use of structuring and scaffolding performed better than 

UASC students with less positive teacher use of structuring and scaffolding in reading 

achievement (𝛽 = 12.15, 𝑡(88) = 2.24, 𝑝 < .05). Moreover, UASC students in schools with ability 

grouping performed better than UASC students in schools with no ability grouping in reading 

achievement (𝛽 = 76.61, 𝑡(103) = 3.36, 𝑝 < .01) . Adding the interaction terms contributed 

significantly to the model for reading achievement (𝑅2 = 0.26, 𝑋2(11, 𝑁 = 401) = 69.45, 𝑝 <

.001). 
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Mathematical achievement. Adding the interaction terms to the model revealed that 

UASC students scored lower than non-UASC students in mathematical achievement, but this was 

found to be not statistically significant (𝛽 = −26.49, 𝑡(91) = −0.07, 𝑝 = .95). When inspecting the 

student variables, the results showed that higher economic, social, and cultural status was 

associated with higher scores in mathematical achievement (𝛽 = 14.07, 𝑡(124) = 3.2, 𝑝 < .01) . 

When inspecting the teacher variables, the results showed that more positive class disciplinary 

climate (𝛽 = 8.98, 𝑡(94) = 2.05, 𝑝 < .05)  and more positive teacher-student relations (𝛽 =

14.64, 𝑡(86) = 3.89, 𝑝 < .001)  were each associated with higher scores in mathematical 

achievement. When inspecting the school variables, the results showed that students in schools 

with ability grouping performed better than students in schools with no ability grouping 

(𝛽 = 43.31, 𝑡(77) = 3.11, 𝑝 < .01). Adding the interaction terms contributed significantly to the 

model for mathematical achievement (𝑅2 = 0.21, 𝑋2(11, 𝑁 = 401) = 45.52, 𝑝 < .001). 

Scientific achievement. Adding the interaction terms to the model revealed that UASC 

students scored lower than non-UASC students in scientific achievement (𝛽 = −301.42, 𝑡(104) =

−0.55, 𝑝 = .58). When inspecting the student variables, the results showed that higher economic, 

social, and cultural status was associated with higher scores in scientific achievement (𝛽 =

19.18, 𝑡(101) = 2.61, 𝑝 < .05) . When inspecting the teacher variables, the results showed that 

more positive teacher-student relations (𝛽 = 13.35, 𝑡(75) = 3.34, 𝑝 < .01)  was associated with 

higher scores in scientific achievement. Among the interaction terms, UASC students in schools 

that are academically selective performed worse than UASC students in schools that are not 

academically selective (𝛽 = −69.04, 𝑡(97) = −2.52, 𝑝 < .05) . Conversely, UASC students in 

schools with ability grouping performed better than UASC students in schools with no ability 

grouping (𝛽 = 64.74, 𝑡(103) = 2.04, 𝑝 < .05) . Adding the interaction terms contributed 

significantly to the model for scientific achievement (𝑅2 = 0.22, 𝑋2(11, 𝑁 = 401) = 34.9, 𝑝 <

.001). 
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4.4.4 Promotive Factors in Education for UASCs 

The final set of models found several factors that have main (i.e., promotive) effects on the 

educational achievement outcomes for UASC students. As mentioned earlier, promotive factors 

are variables whose positive effects are the same regardless of whether the level of risk is high or 

non-existent (Luthar et al., 2000; Rutter, 1979, 1987; Sameroff, 2006). In statistical terms, they 

function as a main effect. As revealed by the hierarchical regression analysis results of Model 5, 

female gender, higher economic, social, and cultural status, and positive teacher-student relations 

were found to be significantly associated with higher scores in reading achievement. As such, 

female gender, higher economic, social, and cultural status, and positive teacher-student relations 

were determined to potentially function as promotive factors for reading achievement for UASC 

students. Moreover, higher economic, social, and cultural status, positive class disciplinary 

climate, positive teacher-student relations, and being in a school with ability grouping were 

revealed to be significantly associated with higher scores in mathematical achievement. As such, 

higher economic, social, and cultural status, positive class disciplinary climate, positive teacher-

student relations, and being in a school with ability grouping were determined to potentially 

function as promotive factors for mathematical achievement for UASC students. Lastly, higher 

economic, social, and cultural status and positive teacher-student relations were found to be 

significantly associated with higher scores in scientific achievement. As such, higher economic, 

social, and cultural status and positive teacher-student relations were determined to potentially 

function as promotive factors for scientific achievement for UASC students. Figure 9 displays the 

main effects plots of the statistically significant relationship between educational achievement (y-

axis) and socio-ecological factors (x-axis) by UASC status. 
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Figure 9. Main effects plots of promotive factors (Study 2) 

 

Upon inspecting the plots and observing the nearly parallel patterns and trends for both 

UASC and non-UASC students, the slopes of most of the factors that were identified as promotive 

factors displayed the same magnitude and positive direction for both groups, with a few 

exceptions. Figures 9c and 9i show that the slopes of teacher-student relations for UASC students 

were relatively smaller slope than the slopes of teacher-student relations for non-UASC students 

in reading achievement and science achievement, respectively. This indicates the potential 

presence of a protective effect of positive teacher-student relations for non-UASC students in 

reading achievement and scientific achievement. Moreover, Figure 9d shows that the slope of 

economic, social, and cultural status for UASC students was a relatively smaller slope than the 
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slope of economic, social, and cultural status for non-UASC students in mathematical 

achievement. This indicates the potential presence of a protective effect of higher economic, 

social, and cultural status for UASC students in mathematical achievement. 

4.4.5 Protective Factors in Education for UASCs 

The final set of models also found several factors that have interactive (i.e., protective) 

effects on the educational achievement outcomes for UASC students. As mentioned earlier, 

protective factors are variables whose positive effects are stronger when the level of risk is high 

than when the level of risk is low (Luthar et al., 2000; Rutter, 1979, 1987; Sameroff, 2006). In 

statistical terms, they function as an interaction effect. As revealed by the hierarchical regression 

analysis results of Model 5, higher teacher use of structuring and scaffolding strategies interacting 

with UASC status and higher school use of ability grouping interacting with UASC status were 

found to be significantly associated with higher scores in reading achievement. As such, higher 

teacher use of structuring and scaffolding strategies and higher school use of ability grouping were 

determined to potentially function as protective factors for UASC students in reading 

achievement. Additionally, higher school use of ability grouping interacting with UASC status was 

found to be significantly associated with higher scores in scientific achievement, whereas higher 

school academic selectivity interacting with UASC status was found to be significantly associated 

with lower scores in scientific achievement. In other words, lower school academic selectivity and 

higher school use of ability grouping were determined to potentially function as protective factors 

for UASC students in scientific achievement. Figure 10 displays the interaction effects plots of the 

statistically significant relationship between educational achievement (y-axis) and socio-

ecological factors (x-axis) by UASC status. 
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Figure 10. Interaction effects plots of protective factors (Study 2) 

 

To examine and explain the interaction effects further, the study uses Luthar and 

colleagues (2000) conceptual study to classify and graphically represent the interaction effects 

into different types of protective processes. First, Figure 10a indicates that positive teacher use of 

structuring and scaffolding strategies may have a protective-enhancing effect on reading 

achievement for UASC students, because positive teacher use of structuring and scaffolding 

strategies was associated with a positive effect for UASC students, more so than for non-UASC 

students. Luthar and colleagues (2000) defined protective-enhancing effects as occurring when 

an attribute allows children to engage with stress such that their competence is augmented with 

increasing risk. Second, Figure 10b and Figure 10d indicate that high school use of ability 
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grouping may have a protective-stabilizing effect on reading achievement and scientific 

achievement, respectively, because, visually speaking, the high school use of ability grouping 

conferred stability for UASC students, albeit less so than for non-UASC students. Luthar and 

colleagues (2000) defined protective-stabilizing effects as occurring when an attribute confers 

stability in competence despite increasing risk. Finally, Figure 10c indicates that high school 

academic selectivity may have a vulnerable-reactive effect on scientific achievement because, 

visually speaking, the overall disadvantage associated with high school academic selectivity was 

particularly heightened for UASC students. Luthar and colleagues (2000) defined vulnerable-

reactive effects as occurring when the disadvantage linked with the attribute was heightened with 

increasing levels of stress. 

4.5 Discussion and Conclusion 

The study reported important findings about the socio-ecological factors that contribute 

to the promotion and protection of education for UASCs in Jordan. First, by examining the main 

effects in the relationship between UASC status and educational achievement, the study was able 

to identify socio-ecological factors that were associated with promotive effects on the educational 

achievement of UASC students. These promotive factors are female gender and higher economic, 

social, and cultural status; positive class disciplinary climate; positive teacher-student relations; 

and being in a school with ability grouping. Second, by examining the interaction effects in the 

relationship between UASC status and educational achievement, the study was able to identify 

socio-ecological factors that were associated with protective effects on the educational 

achievement of UASC students. Specifically, higher teacher use of structuring and scaffolding 

strategies was found to have a protective-enhancing effect on reading achievement. School 

academic selectivity was found to have a vulnerable-reactive effect on scientific achievement. 

Lastly, school use of ability grouping was found to have a protective-stabilizing effect on both 

reading achievement and scientific achievement. Whereas student-level factors were found to 

have only promotive effects on educational achievement for UASCs, teacher-level factors and 
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school-level factors were found to have both promotive and protective effects on educational 

achievement for UASCs. These findings contribute to knowledge because they provide empirical 

evidence about the significant role that microsystemic factors (representing the complex 

relationships and physical settings experienced by the child) and mesosystemic factors 

(representing the interrelations between the microsystems) play in the educational resilience of 

UASCs. The findings also contribute to knowledge through not only the identification of the 

interactional relationships between risk and resilience factors but also through understanding 

how these interactions shape promotive and protective processes of education for UASCs. 

The study displayed several methodological strengths that enabled it to contribute to 

knowledge about the educational resilience of UASCs in Jordan. First, a key strength of the study 

was that it exclusively investigated an entirely refugee sample, allowing for comparing UASC 

students with other non-UASC refugees. This is unlike prior quantitative studies that often 

compared UASC students with other non-refugee students (Çelikaksoy & Wadensjö, 2019; 

O’Higgins, 2018). Second, by adopting a socio-ecological and socio-interactional framework, this 

study underscored the importance of considering multiple levels of influence in understanding 

educational resilience among UASCs, such as student, teacher, and school factors. This is in line 

with prior calls for adopting more multilevel perspectives in studying resilience (Cicchetti, 2010). 

Such a multilevel approach allowed for a holistic exploration of the various socio-ecological 

factors that displayed promotive and protective processes associated with positive educational 

achievement in UASC students. Third, the combined use of variable-focused analyses and 

process-driven approaches with correlational and hierarchical regression analyses allowed for a 

more robust examination of variables and the nature of their contribution to positive educational 

achievement outcomes (Rudd et al., 2021; Tudor & Spray, 2017). Such an analytical strategy 

enabled the study to gain valuable insights into not only the socio-ecological factors impacting 

educational resilience for UASCs but also the underlying socio-interactional processes that define 

these impacts. Finally, the study’s focus on UASCs in Jordan provided context-specific and 
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transferable insights that contribute to understanding the unique challenges faced by Palestinian 

UASC students in the Jordanian educational system, as well as providing a framework for 

comprehending the educational resilience of UASCs in other similar contexts. In summary, the 

study’s integration of a socio-ecological and socio-interactional framework with variable-focused 

analyses and process-driven approaches strengthened its ability to uncover critical insights into 

the educational resilience of UASCs, including the identification of factors that enact promotive 

and protective processes that impact educational resilience. 

The study reports some methodological limitations that should be carefully considered. 

First, the use of a cross-sectional design for secondary data analysis prevented the establishment 

of causality. This is often the challenge with secondary data analyses because they involve the use 

of existing quantitative data to find answers to a research question that is different from the 

original work (Smith, 2008). For example, the PISA dataset was not designed with UASC students 

in mind due to it originating from Western models of education (Hopfenbeck et al., 2018). But 

given the scarcity of quantitative data on the educational outcomes of UASCs (Khan et al., 2019) 

and only a review of international large-scale assessments for this study was necessary, it was 

determined that the PISA 2009 dataset contained the most complete and up-to-date quantitative 

data on the education of UASCs. It’s also important to recognize that many refugee students in 

Jordan, including UASCs, face socio-economic conditions such as financial barriers, domestic 

duties, and a lack of school engagement, leading many students to not remain in school long 

enough to be PISA-eligible students (UNICEF & Jordan Ministry of Education, 2020). 

Accordingly, future research should consider longitudinal studies that capture quantifiable 

educational data on UASCs to allow for a more robust quantitative examination of which 

resilience factors (such as those identified in this study) are salient in predicting change in 

educational outcomes. Another limitation of the study is that it relied on student-reported and 

principal-reported responses for the variables. The use of self-reported responses may introduce 

social desirability bias, which refers to when the child responds to survey questions in a manner 
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that is socially acceptable by others (Krumpal, 2013), or recall bias, which refers to when the child 

is unable to remember past events or experiences accurately (Bell et al., 2019). Regardless, the 

study delivered its best efforts to produce accurate parameter estimates by committing to a strict 

estimation approach as outlined by the OECD (2012). While the study provides valuable insights, 

its limitations, including the cross-sectional design and reliance on the PISA dataset, should be 

considered when interpreting the findings.  

The study carries significant research implications both for the study of the educational 

outcomes of UASCs and for the broader field of resilience research. With regards to the study of 

UASCs’ education, resilience factors and processes provide valuable insights into the potential 

determinants that contribute to positive educational outcomes in the face of risk and adversity 

associated with being UASC. Future research can build upon the study’s findings to further 

explore additional variables (e.g., at the home-level or at the community-level) that may influence 

UASCs’ educational outcomes and investigate the promotive and protective processes through 

which these factors operate. With regards to the field of resilience research, the identification of 

promotive and protective factors in the educational context of UASCs adds to the growing body of 

knowledge on resilience processes (Aleghfeli, 2021; Feinstein et al., 2021; Luthar et al., 2006; 

Sameroff, 2006). By examining how various socio-ecological factors interact and influence 

UASCs’ educational achievement, researchers can shed light on the socio-interactional processes 

that foster resilience in children of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds. Researchers can also 

highlight the importance of contextual factors, adaptive strategies, and social support systems for 

UASCs’ educational journeys through qualitative and ethnographic studies in line with calls for 

further research centering voices and perspectives of UASCs (Taha & Anabtawi, 2024). Lastly, but 

equally important, the study reaffirmed the benefits arising from making available and open-

access data that furthers understanding of the needs and circumstances of UASCs and other 

children with refugee and forced migrant backgrounds. Researchers, as well as practitioners and 

policymakers, can respond to prior calls to action by UNICEF, UNHCR, IOM, Eurostat, and OECD 
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(2018) that call for addressing alarming holes in the availability, reliability, timeliness, and 

accessibility of data and evidence on children with refugee and forced migrant backgrounds by 

investing in data systems and quantitative research that center the rights and protection of 

children on the move. Generating accurate and comprehensive data and making it available for 

open access will enhance understanding of the needs and circumstances of children with refugee 

and forced migrant backgrounds and contribute to safeguarding their access to rights and 

protection.  

The study has important implications for educational and social care policy and practice, 

not only in Jordan but also in other countries with significant populations of UASCs. 

Understanding the promotive and protective processes that underlie socio-ecological factors’ 

support of UASCs’ educational resilience offers policymakers and practitioners needed 

information to develop targeted interventions and support systems and elaborate existing ones. 

However, when trying to exact practice and policy implications, the mere identification of 

promotive and protective processes is not enough. It is also important to distinguish whether a 

socio-ecological factor functions as a fixed marker or a variable factor. A fixed marker is a factor 

that precedes the educational outcome and remains fixed regardless of intervention, while a 

variable factor is a factor that precedes the educational outcome but may be changed or 

manipulated to affect the outcome (Kraemer et al., 1997). In applying this distinction to the study, 

student-level factors such as gender and economic, social, and cultural status can be 

characteristics that precede the educational outcome and may require substantial structural input 

to change. Conversely, teacher-level factors, such as class disciplinary climate, teacher-student 

relations, and teacher use of structuring and scaffolding strategies, and school-level factors, such 

as school use of ability grouping and school academic selectivity, are variable factors that can be 

improved on to potentially affect the educational outcome of UASCs. In the context of Jordan, 

practitioners can use knowledge about variable factors to inform the design of new educational 

and school-based interventions and programming targeting UASCs. For example, teachers can 
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employ instructional strategies that improve class disciplinary climate, teacher-student relations, 

and teacher use of structuring and scaffolding strategies, while school leaders such as principals 

can improve school use of ability grouping and school academic selectivity. In contexts beyond 

Jordan, countries that have equally large populations of refugees and forced migrants can draw 

upon these findings to elaborate on their existing educational and school-based interventions and 

programming that target UASCs. By gaining this understanding of resilience factors and 

incorporating it into educational and social care policies, policymakers can create inclusive 

environments that foster UASCs’ educational resilience and ensure a resilient and responsive 

education system in Jordan (UNESCO & Jordan Ministry of Education, 2023).  

4.5.1 Note on Recent Events 

Since the publication of this study on Palestinian UASCs (Aleghfeli, 2023), the Israeli 

began an excessive military assault on the Gaza Strip, Palestine in response to attacks by 

Palestinian militant groups on 7 October 2023. This resulted in over 1200 Israeli deaths, including 

at least 33 children, and lead to an estimated 120 hostages according to the United Nations Office 

for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA, 2024). However, by December 2024, the 

Israeli military assault on Gaza since 7 October resulted in over 45,000 Palestinian deaths, nearly 

half of whom are children and women (OCHA, 2024), with more than 10,000 reported missing 

and the death toll estimated to rise to well over 100,000 (Khatib et al., 2024; Stamatopoulou-

Robbins, 2024). Alarmingly, it is estimated that over 50,000 Palestinian children in Gaza could 

be living without parent (International Rescue Committee, 2024), an unimaginable increase in 

the number of Palestinian UASCs since the completion of this dissertation. The war also destroyed 

or seriously damaged at least 88% of school buildings and left approximately 628,000 students 

with no access to education (OCHA, 2024). Such actions led the ICJ (International Court of 

Justice, 2024) to declare in the case brought about by South Africa against Israel: 

In the Court’s view, the facts and circumstances mentioned above are sufficient to 

conclude that at least some of the rights claimed by South Africa and for which it is seeking 
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protection are plausible. This is the case with respect to the right of the Palestinians in 

Gaza to be protected from acts of genocide and related prohibited acts identified in Article 

III, and the right of South Africa to seek Israel’s compliance with the latter’s obligations 

under the Convention. (para. 54) 

In addition to the ICJ stating that genocide charges are plausible, experts such as the Special 

Rapporteur on the occupied Palestinian territories (United Nations, 2024a, 2024b), Amnesty 

International (2024), and Human Rights Watch (2024) have since referred to the actions by the 

Israeli military as genocide. In light of these genocidal acts and the systematic destruction of 

Palestinian education, continued scholarship on education for Palestinian students is needed to 

support the educational efforts in situations of humanitarian crises and sustaining Palestinian 

education, and hope that this dissertation contributes to that effort. I have since expressed this 

call in another paper that focused on making education inclusive for Palestinian children 

(Aleghfeli, 2024).  
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Chapter 5. Study III – Exploring socio-ecological factors contributing to the 

navigation and negotiation of education by unaccompanied and separated children 

in Greece 

 

Summary. OBJECTIVES: Greece is home to large numbers of unaccompanied and separated 

children (UASCs) who have been forcibly displaced and had their education disrupted. Despite 

UASC status being associated with high adversity and risk, there is growing research attesting to 

the educational resilience of UASCs. Recent studies have identified socio-ecological factors that 

enable UASCs to achieve positive educational outcomes. However, limited research exists on the 

underlying processes through which these factors contribute to positive educational experiences. 

The objective of this study was to explore how UASCs in Greece navigate or negotiate situations 

of risk in their new environment to gain educational resilience in comparison to non-UASCs. 

METHODS AND ANALYSIS: The study used a qualitatively driven mixed-methods approach 

using the CYRM-R questionnaire and semi-structured interviews collected in Greece from a 

sample entirely of children of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds (n=25) composed of 

UASCs and non-UASCs. Qualitatively, reflexive thematic analysis and open, axial, and selective 

coding were used to identify resilience factors shared between UASCs and non-UASCs and factors 

unique to each. Quantitatively, Fisher’s exact test and Welch’s two-sample t-test were used to 

examine group differences in participants’ responses to the CYRM-R questionnaire. FINDINGS: 

Quantitative analyses revealed UASCs’ personal sense of resilience to be tied to the immediate 

socio-ecological support system around them, while qualitative analyses revealed supportive 

social workers and financial support access as resilience factors unique to UASCs, and supportive 

next of kin, supportive principals and other school staff, and supportive teaching staff at 

community NGOs as factors unique to non-UASCs. NOVELTY AND IMPROVEMENT: By 

integrating quantitative and qualitative techniques, the study provides empirical evidence on how 

the socio-ecological context of UASCs shapes their ability to navigate and negotiate risk situations 
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to gain positive educational experiences. It identifies the socio-interactional relationship between 

risk and resilience factors and how they contribute to educational resilience processes. 
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5.1 Introduction 

5.1.1 Rationale 

 Greece is home to over 190,000 refugees and other forced migrants, according to the 

UNHCR (2024). This amounts to nearly 2% of Greece’s total population in 2022 (UNHCR, 2024; 

World Bank, 2024). A large portion of Greece’s population of refugees and other forced migrants 

are UASCs, with over 19,000 claiming asylum since 2015 (EUROSTAT, 2024). Many children of 

refugee and forced migrant backgrounds arrived in Greece without parents or got separated 

during the journey. Ensuring access to education is a major challenge, as they faced barriers like 

encampment, waiting periods, and administrative obstacles (Derluyn et al., 2009; Geltman et al., 

2005; Hjern et al., 1998; Hodes et al., 2008; Hunt, 2021). Even when offered non-formal 

education, the quality is often lacking (Hunt, 2021; Vakali, 2020). To improve outcomes, various 

refugee rights advocates and refugee services call for language programs, specialized teachers, 

sensitivity training, tailored instruction, and mental health services (Arvanitis, 2020; Gkaintartzi 

et al., 2020; Hunt, 2021; Papapostolou, 2020; Vakali, 2020). The large number of refugees and 

forcibly displaced persons that Greece receives can be explained by its geographic location as 

Europe’s eastern gateway, with many refugees simply transiting to end up in more affluent 

Western European states (UNHCR, 2024; World Bank, 2024). With such a large number arriving 

in Greece, many UASCs seeking asylum and protection are also entering into an educational 

system foreign to them, which they must navigate and negotiate with to achieve their educational 

goals. Coupled with the recent COVID-19 pandemic, many were faced with adverse challenges 

relating to educational access and continuity. Despite this and the double layers of risk associated 

with being a refugee and being UASC (Fazel et al., 2012), recent studies have uncovered various 

resilience factors that empower UASCs to achieve positive educational experiences and outcomes 

(Aleghfeli, 2023; Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022). As Greece continues to be a major entry point for 

refugees and UASCs, more research is still needed to further understand the educational 

resilience of UASCs in the Greek context. Their voices and experiences should be amplified to 
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inform policies and practices that can better support their educational access, participation, and 

achievement; hence, the need to understand what socio-ecological factors contribute to the 

navigation and negotiation of education by UASCs. 

5.1.2 Objectives 

The main research question of this study was to understand how socio-ecological factors 

support UASCs in Greece to navigate or negotiate situations of risk in their new environment to 

gain positive educational experience in comparison to non-UASCs. This research question was 

necessary for identifying resilience and risk factors of educational success for UASCs in Greece 

and exploring how these resilience and risk factors interact to identify the resilience-building 

processes for UASCs in Greece. The study used a qualitatively driven mixed-methods approach 

(Hesse-Biber et al., 2015) to understand the processes by which certain socio-ecological factors 

enable (resilience factors) or hinder (risk factors) the educational trajectories of UASCs in Greece. 

This qualitatively driven mixed-methods design involved in-depth semi-structured interviews 

(IDIs), focus group discussions (FGDs), and the CYRM-R questionnaire. The study attempted to 

address the main research question through four objectives. First, the study examined whether 

there is a statistically significant difference between UASCs and non-UASCs in their CYRM-R 

scores. Second, the study examined whether there is a statistically significant difference between 

UASCs and non-UASCs in their responses to the CYRM-R items. The objectives of both of these 

questions were to construct profiles of educational resilience for UASCs and non-UASCs. Third, 

the study explored what risk factors and resilience factors are shared between UASCs and non-

UASCs in Greece. Fourth, the study explored what risk factors and resilience factors are unique 

to UASCs and what factors are unique to non-UASCs in Greece. The objectives of both of these 

questions were to capture the voices of UASCs and non-UASCs with regard to what helps them 

navigate and negotiate situations of risk. Lastly, the study explored how UASCs and non-UASCs 

navigate and negotiate situations of risk differently from non-UASCs in their new environment to 

achieve positive educational experiences. Findings from this study were then synthesized and 
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discussed with regard to their research implications for both the study of the education of UASCs 

and the broader field of resilience research. Implications for educational and social care policy 

and practice for UASCs in Greece and other countries with significant populations of children of 

refugee and forced migrant backgrounds were also discussed. 

5.2 Literature Review 

 This literature review section explores research on the educational outcomes and 

resilience of UASCs in Greece. It first provides background on the challenges that UASCs face in 

accessing quality education in Greece. Next, it establishes a conceptualization of educational 

resilience as positive educational experiences despite exposure to adversity (Masten, 2014; 

Rutter, 2012), shaped through interaction between the child and their environment (Luthar et al., 

2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Ungar, 2008). The review then adopts a socio-ecological 

approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986) and a socio-interactional approach (Vygotsky, 1967, 

1978) to consider how factors at the student, teacher, and school levels influence the educational 

resilience of UASCs. Furthermore, it discusses how these factors may contribute to supporting 

UASCs in their navigation and negotiation processes with the educational system in Greece. 

5.2.1 Unaccompanied and Separated Children in Greece 

Greece has become a major entry point for refugees and forced migrants arriving in 

Europe over the past decade. Many of these refugees and forced migrants are children who arrive 

in Greece without parents or adult caregivers, known as unaccompanied children (United 

Nations, 2005). Others arrive with family members but become separated during the journey and 

are considered separated children (United Nations, 2005). By April 2020, the United Nations 

Children’s Fund (UNICEF) estimated that 45,300 children of refugee and forced migrant 

backgrounds were in Greece, of which 4,756 were UASC, with the vast majority originating from 

Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq, and other countries experiencing conflict, persecution, or poverty 

(UNICEF, 2020). Ensuring access to formal schooling is a major challenge for UASCs and other 

children of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds in Greece. Hunt (2021) revealed that young 
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refugees seeking education are faced with three key institutional bordering practices in Greece: 

the bordering of space (via encampment), time (via enforced waiting), and public services (via 

administrative barriers). Such practices often cause the dreams of children of refugee and forced 

migrant backgrounds seeking education to be diverted or downgraded. 

Even with the offer of non-formal educational opportunities by the NGO and voluntary 

sectors, the quality of education received is often subpar. In a professional narrative about 

teaching in the non-formal educational sector in Greece, Vakali (2020) reports that teachers often 

confront the challenges of students dropping out, especially female teenage students, high 

illiteracy levels, PTSD symptoms, a lack of books and teaching materials, and a lack of training in 

managing age-diverse and culturally-diverse classrooms. To improve the educational outcomes 

of UASCs and other students of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds, advocates call for 

increased funding for Greek and English language acquisition programs, hiring teachers 

specialized in refugee education, sensitivity training to reduce discrimination, tailored instruction 

for children who have missed years of school, and youth mental health services to support trauma 

recovery (Arvanitis, 2020; Gkaintartzi et al., 2020; Hunt, 2021; Papapostolou, 2020; Vakali, 

2020). Education is a crucial part of establishing security and opportunity for UASCs and other 

students of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds after a perilous migration journey. Enabling 

their access to supportive, inclusive, and high-quality educational experiences is imperative for 

their personal development and future prospects. Although this study focuses specifically on 

UASC students in Jordan, it makes contributions for future studies examining the educational 

resilience of UASCs in other educational contexts. 

5.2.2 Refugee Learning across Educational Settings 

The study acknowledges that refugee education occurs in various systems and educational 

settings. The dissertation also recognizes that non-formal learning and informal learning are 

equally important educational contexts as more formal learning settings, such as schools and 

universities. As such, the dissertation captured educational trajectories across the following 
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educational systems and settings: formal education, non-formal education, and informal 

education (Werquin & OECD, 2010). 

Formal education refers to a systematic approach to learning that occurs within 

designated educational settings, including schools, colleges, universities, and vocational training 

centers. It adheres to a predetermined curriculum or set of learning goals and is facilitated by 

qualified educators or instructors. Formal learning is often characterized by the use of 

standardized assessment methods and the awarding of certificates or diplomas upon completion. 

Non-formal education refers to any intentional and structured learning activity that takes 

place outside of formal educational settings, such as community centers, youth organizations, 

sports clubs, cultural associations, and vocational training centers. Unlike formal learning, non-

formal learning is not necessarily linked to a prescribed curriculum or learning objectives, and it 

is often based on the needs and interests of the learner. Examples of non-formal learning activities 

include language courses, computer training, music lessons, and leadership training programs.  

Informal education refers to learning that occurs naturally and spontaneously as a part of 

everyday life, without any formal structure or learning objectives. It can take place in a variety of 

settings, including at home, in the workplace, during leisure activities, and in social interactions. 

Examples of informal learning include learning from experience, observing others, reading, 

watching documentaries, listening to podcasts, and participating in online discussions. Informal 

learning is often unstructured and not recognized as a formal achievement, but it can contribute 

significantly to knowledge and skill development, critical thinking, problem-solving, and personal 

and professional growth. 

5.2.3 Conceptualizing Educational Resilience for UASCs in Greece 

UASC status has often been identified as a risk factor in various studies on refugees’ mental 

health outcomes. Both unaccompanied children (Hodes et al., 2008) and separated children 

(Derluyn et al., 2009) were found to have experienced a higher number of adverse events when 

compared to non-UASCs. Several studies also attributed being UASC to being a risk factor due to 
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separation from family members (Geltman et al., 2005; Hjern et al., 1998). However, in education, 

UASCs still overcame those odds by reporting positive educational outcomes or displaying 

positive educational experiences (Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022). In investigating the educational 

experiences of UASCs in Greece, this study is set to understand how they navigate or negotiate 

situations of risk in their new environment to achieve educational resilience when compared to 

non-UASCs. Ungar (2008) exemplifies this approach within resilience research, where he defines 

resilience as: 

In the context of exposure to significant adversity, resilience is both the capacity of 

individuals to navigate their way to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical 

resources that sustain their well-being, and their capacity individually and collectively to 

negotiate for these resources to be provided in culturally meaningful ways (p. 225). 

Ungar (2004) noted that children’s own perspective on their culturally embedded 

pathways to resilience is often silent in resilience research and that resilience research often 

emphasizes western-focused outcomes and factors typical of western populations and their 

definitions of resilience. As such, it is important to incorporate qualitative and socio-interactional 

approaches to better study the personal agency of the child in seeking educational or social care 

support (navigation processes) and in seeking the provision of educational and social care 

resources in ways that are meaningful to the child (negotiation processes) (Ungar, 2008). There 

is also consensus in the literature that resilience should not be viewed as an internal trait or 

characteristic of the individual but rather as an interaction of the individual with a wider system 

(Cicchetti, 2010; Luthar et al., 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Masten, 2001). As such, 

understanding UASCs’ educational resilience would necessitate investigating both the process of 

UASCs navigating towards educational resources and the capacity of UASCs to negotiate for these 

educational resources on their own terms. Taking from these conceptualizations, this study 

defines educational resilience as the presence of positive educational experiences despite 

exposure to significant risk or severe adversity (Masten, 2014; Rutter, 2012). Educational 
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resilience is also the result of a dynamic engagement between the child and their immediate 

environment (Luthar et al., 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000) and is specific to the socio-ecological 

and socio-interactional context of the child (Ungar, 2008). 

5.2.4 Educational Resilience Factors and Processes 

Pursuing a socio-ecological approach to understanding educational resilience among 

UASCs is of paramount importance as it recognizes the interplay between various ecological 

systems that shape children’s educational experiences. The study utilized a socio-ecological 

systems approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986) to consider the role that various factors existing 

at the individual-level, ‘home’-level, school-level, and community-level play in improving 

educational outcomes for UASCs. The study also followed a social interaction approach (Vygotsky, 

1967, 1978) in order to consider how the interactions between risk and resilience factors occur 

and explain how they contribute to resilience-building processes for UASCs in Greece. In a 

systematic review of risk and resilience factors for the education of UASCs in high-income 

countries, Aleghfeli and Hunt (2022) identified socio-ecological factors existing at the student-

level, teacher-level, and school-level that are associated with positive educational trajectories for 

UASCs. At the individual level, they recognized that some personal characteristics, such as prior 

quality education, contributed to UASCs’ educational resilience. However, they found that most 

of the influential factors in education for UASCs were found externally in their immediate 

environment. 

Such microsystemic and mesosystemic factors were found to have enabled UASCs to 

overcome adversity, adapt to new environments, and persist in their educational pursuits. In 

particular, Aleghfeli and Hunt (2022) found that teacher-level factors and school-level factors, 

including access to quality education and supportive learning environments, inclusive schools, 

well-trained teachers, and appropriate resources, were found to be crucial for UASCs’ educational 

resilience. In conclusion, incorporating a socio-ecological approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986) 

and a socio-interactional approach (Vygotsky, 1967, 1978) provides a comprehensive framework 
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to explore the multiple systems influencing educational resilience and promotes a holistic 

understanding of UASCs’ educational experiences. By adopting this approach, the study is also 

able to communicate findings in a manner that can inform future researchers, practitioners, and 

policymakers on how to elaborate existing educational programming and create supportive class 

and school environments that foster educational resilience and improve the educational 

experiences of UASCs. 

5.2.5 Operationalizing Educational Resilience for Analysis 

Although primarily used for quantitative investigation, person-centered analyses and 

process-driven approaches offered complementary perspectives that were valuable for 

operationalizing educational resilience among UASCs for mixed-methods investigation. These 

approaches offered nuanced insights into the socio-ecological factors and navigation and 

negotiation processes that contribute to their educational resilience (Ungar, 2008). On the one 

hand, person-centered analyses (Tudor & Spray, 2017) allowed for the comparison of a higher-

risk group (UASCs, given their adverse experience of family separation) and a lower-risk group 

(non-UASCs), thereby gaining an understanding of how the educational resilience of UASCs 

occurred differently from non-UASCs. In this study, person-centered analyses involved both the 

quantitative examination of group differences and the qualitative exploration of shared and 

unique experiences of educational resilience. 

On the other hand, process-driven approaches (Rudd et al., 2021) offered a deeper 

understanding of the dynamic and contextually embedded processes that contributed to 

educational resilience among UASCs. This study used process-driven approaches to explore the 

navigation and negotiation processes that characterized the impact of socio-ecological factors on 

the educational experiences of UASCs. The goal was to understand the process by which these 

factors shape their educational resilience. All in all, by integrating person-focused analyses and 

process-driven approaches, the study was able to obtain a comprehensive understanding of the 

socio-ecological factors and of the navigation and negotiation processes that influenced 
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educational resilience among UASCs. Gaining such a comprehensive understanding will be 

especially crucial for the development and elaboration of evidence-based educational programs 

and policies that support UASCs in overcoming challenges and achieving positive educational 

experiences. 

5.3 Methods 

This mixed-methods study examined the educational resilience of refugee youth in Greece, 

including both UASCs and non-UASCs. The sample comprised 25 refugee youth aged 16–23 and 

six education stakeholders. Data collection involved focus groups with stakeholders, semi-

structured interviews with the refugee youth participants, and the CYRM-R questionnaire. 

Quantitative data was analyzed using descriptive statistics and statistical tests to compare UASC 

and non-UASC. Qualitative data was analyzed through reflexive thematic analysis to identify risk 

and resilience factors, as well as navigation and negotiation processes. Findings were synthesized 

to understand how the interaction between risk and resilience factors enables navigation and 

negotiation processes that can facilitate educational resilience. Ethical considerations for this 

study included informed consent procedures and ethics approval. 

The main source of data in this study is the voice and perspective of UASCs and non-

UASCs, which is why it is necessary to pursue an approach that prioritizes this qualitative 

information. As such, this study uses a qualitatively driven mixed-methods approach that 

privileges qualitative data as the core with quantitative methods taking a secondary role (Hesse-

Biber et al., 2015). In such mixed-method designs, the qualitative component forms the basis for 

exploring the research questions, while the quantitative component assists in elaboration or 

clarification. In this study, the quantitative data is only intended to provide descriptive and 

correlational information on the personal and relational resilience of the youth participants in 

order to assist in better contextualizing the interpretation of the qualitative data. 
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5.3.1 Sample  

Using a socio-ecological approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986) and a socio-interactional 

approach (Vygotsky, 1967, 1978), the study aimed to uncover individual factors, ‘home’ factors, 

school factors, and community factors that enable (resilience factors) or hinder (risk factors) the 

educational outcomes or trajectories of the youth. There are two groups of participants in the 

study: youth participants and adult participants. The first group (N = 25) were youth participants 

made up of refugee youth, both UASC (N = 15) and non-UASC (N = 10), who arrived in Greece 

seeking asylum as minors. Data was collected from the first group through questionnaires and 

semi-structured interviews during the fieldwork data collection phase in Greece. The second 

group (N = 6) were adult participants made up of education stakeholders who are experts on the 

educational resilience of UASCs in Greece. Two were directors of separate NGOs, two were 

teachers, one was a social worker, and one was a gender rights activist. Data was collected from 

the adult group through focus groups during the pilot data collection phase prior to the fieldwork. 

Cumulatively, the number of participants in this study was N = 31. 

Inclusion Criteria. For the youth participants, the inclusion criteria were: 1) The 

participant is a current or former refugee youth, both UASC and non-UASC, aged 16–23 years 

old; 2) The participant has attained at least one year of educational provisioning, including both 

formal and non-formal, in Greece; 3) The participant has provided consent to participate in the 

study; and 4) The availability of a competent interpreter and transcriptionist. For the adult 

participants, the inclusion criteria were: 1) The participant is an expert professional on the topic 

of the educational resilience of UASCs in Greece (e.g., could be a legal guardian, social worker, 

cultural mediator, teacher, refugee education coordinator); and 2) The participant has provided 

consent to participate in the study. 

Recruitment. For the adult participants, the education stakeholders were recruited 

through snowball sampling. An informational email was sent to each stakeholder inviting them 

to participate in the study, where the project, its aims, methods, and proposed outputs were 
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explained. Upon obtaining informed consent, focus group sessions were scheduled with the 

educational stakeholders online. For the youth participants, the refugee youth, both UASC and 

non-UASC, have been recruited through snowball sampling with the help of three Athens-based 

NGO partners. Prior to me contacting them directly, the partners contacted the participants (and 

their legal guardian if aged 16–17) to get initial consent to participate. Once the partners 

confirmed the participants’ interest, an informational email was sent to each potential youth 

participant (and their legal guardian if aged 16–17) inviting them to participate in the study. Upon 

obtaining informed consent, the semi-structured interview and questionnaire sessions were 

scheduled with the refugee youth at either the office of the local NGO partners or online, based on 

the preference of the participant. 

5.3.2 Data Collection  

The first phase was the pilot study, which was completed from November 2021 to January 

2022 and involved online focus groups with adult participants. The pilot study was a small-scale 

trial run of the semi-structured interviews and the CYRM-R questionnaire prior to use in the field 

(Krueger & Casey, 2015). The purpose was to detect weaknesses in the study design and allow 

revision of the procedures. The second phase was the fieldwork study, which was completed from 

February to May 2022 and involved conducting semi-structured interviews with refugee youth 

participants and collecting their responses to the CYRM-R questionnaire. Fieldwork involves 

gathering information, data, and impressions by means of observation, documentation analysis, 

interviewing, and developing a reflective record in field notes of what has been learned during the 

process (H. J. Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The purpose of the fieldwork was to acquire a degree of 

inside understanding through exposure to and involvement in the study setting. 

Focus Group Discussions. During the pilot data collection phase of the study, focus 

groups were employed to explore education stakeholders’ perceptions on the resilience factors 

and risk factors affecting UASCs in education, their perceptions on how youth navigate situations 

of risk to achieve educational resilience, gain their valuable input on how to contextualize the 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

172 

 

CYRM-R questionnaire and the semi-structured interview schedule, and ensure how they can be 

culturally sensitive to the topic of the educational resilience of UASCs in Greece. Focus groups are 

a carefully planned series of discussions designed to obtain perceptions in a defined area of 

interest in a permissive, nonthreatening environment (Krueger & Casey, 2015). In total, six 

educational stakeholders were invited to participate in three focus groups. Each focus group was 

audio-recorded after receiving permission from each participant. Written observational notes 

were also taken whenever appropriate and, if not too distracting, to capture agreements and 

disagreements between the focus group participants. The focus group took, on average, 1.5 hours. 

Appendix D1 shows the focus group schedule used with the stakeholders. 

The Child & Youth Resilience Measure. The first research instrument administered 

to the youth participants is the CYRM-R questionnaire, which is a self-reported measure of the 

youth’s socio-ecological resilience (Jefferies et al., 2019; Resilience Research Centre, 2018). The 

CYRM-R overall resilience score (henceforth referred to as the resilience score) is made up of 17 

items and provides an overall score of resilience. In addition to the overall resilience score, two 

sub-scales are also derived from the questionnaire: the CYRM-R personal resilience score and 

CYRM-R relational resilience score. The CYRM-R personal resilience score (henceforth referred 

to as the personal resilience score) is made up of 10 items and relates to intrapersonal and 

interpersonal manifestations of resilience, while the CYRM-R relational resilience score 

(henceforth referred to as the relational resilience score) is made up of 7 items and relates to 

characteristics associated with important relationships shared with caregivers. The version of the 

questionnaire used in the study is the simplified language version, which uses the 3-point scoring 

system to avoid the possibility that some respondents may have literacy or comprehension issues 

or that they may potentially struggle to differentiate between response options on the less 

simplified version. Although given the option to skip an item if they preferred, none of the youth 

participants skipped any item, resulting in no missing data. Participants took an average of 10–



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

173 

 

15 minutes to complete the questionnaire. Appendix D2 shows the CYRM-R questionnaire used 

with the youth participants in the study. 

Semi-structured Interviews. After completing the CYRM-R questionnaires, in-depth, 

open-ended and semi-structured interviews were conducted to allow each youth participant to 

become comfortable by first introducing themselves in their own words, then speaking about their 

educational pathways in Greece, including the challenges they faced, the various internal and 

external factors that enabled or hindered their educational experiences, and their future 

educational outlook. Semi-structured interviews involve open-ended questions guided by a loose 

interview protocol to allow for in-depth exploration of research topics while maintaining 

flexibility in the conversation (H. J. Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The same semi-structured interview 

schedule was used for both UASC and non-UASC refugee youth to identify salient and specific 

themes between both groups. Each interview was further contextualized for each individual UASC 

and non-UASC. Moreover, each interview was audio-recorded after receiving permission from 

each participant and then transcribed into interview transcripts for analysis. Written field notes 

were also taken during the semi-structured interview process whenever appropriate and, if not 

too distracting, to capture moments where the participants felt anxious and moments where they 

exhibited motivation towards education or aspiration towards future goals (Phillippi & 

Lauderdale, 2018). However, the intention behind taking written field notes was not to analyze 

them alongside the interview transcripts but simply to capture more subtle aspects of the 

interview, such as emotions, non-verbal cues, and the researcher’s reflections. Participants took 

an average of 30–45 minutes to complete the semi-structured interview. Appendix D3 shows the 

semi-structured interview schedule used with the youth participants in the study. 

Demographic Information. During fieldwork, further demographic information was 

also collected from the youth participants prior to conducting the CYRM-R questionnaire. These 

were: 
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• UASC status, a categorical variable denoting whether the refugee youth is UASC or 

accompanied. 

• Current age, a continuous ordinal variable. 

• Age at arrival to Greece, a continuous ordinal variable. 

• Gender, a categorical variable denoting the gender identity of the refugee youth. 

• Country of origin, a categorical variable denoting which country the refugee youth 

originated from. 

• Highest educational level, a categorical variable denoting the current or latest educational 

status of the refugee youth. 

• ‘Home’, a categorical variable denoting the home environment of the refugee youth. This 

study recognizes ‘Home’ as being a stable and supportive environment where the physical, 

emotional, and psychological needs of refugee youth, including UASCs, are met, and where 

they can experience safety, belonging, and care, whether it’s with family, or in a residential, 

semi-independent, or independent accommodation setting. 

• Employment status, a categorical variable denoting the home environment of the refugee 

youth. 

• Asylum status, a categorical variable denoting whether the refugee youth is currently an 

asylum-seeker or a recognized refugee in Greece. 

5.3.3 Analysis  

Quantitative data collected from the CYRM-R questionnaire and from demographic 

information will be analyzed using descriptive and correlational statistical methods, whereas 

qualitative data collected from the semi-structured interviews and focus groups will be analyzed 

using thematic content analysis. 

Quantitative Data Analysis. Descriptive statistics were used to compare the 

demographic information and questionnaire responses between the UASCs and non-UASCs, 
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while correlational analyses were run to determine whether the differences in the CYRM-R 

questionnaire between the UASCs and non-UASCs are statistically significant or not. Given the 

small sample size of the youth participants, the study used Fisher’s exact test (1935) to examine 

differences between UASCs and non-UASCs on the CYRM-R items and Welch’s two-sample t-test 

(1938) to examine differences between UASCs and non-UASCs on the CYRM-R scores. Fisher’s 

exact test and Welch’s two-sample t-test are both valuable statistical tests when working with 

small sample sizes. 

Fisher’s exact test (1935) is a statistical test used to determine the significance of the 

association between two categorical variables in a 2x2 contingency table. It is particularly useful 

in situations where the sample size is small and the assumptions required for other tests, such as 

the chi-square test, are not met. It also provides an exact calculation of p-values without relying 

on asymptotic approximations, making it suitable for analyzing categorical data with sparse cell 

frequencies. In cases where the categorical variables are in contingency tables that are larger than 

2x2, Freeman and Halton’s extension (1951) of the Fisher’s exact test is applied by using Monte 

Carlo simulation methods to estimate the p-value.  

Welch’s two-sample t-test (1938) is a statistical test commonly used to compare means 

between two groups or conditions for continuous variables. It is advantageous for small sample 

sizes when the assumption of equal variances is violated (Satterthwaite, 1941). It also offers a 

robust alternative to the traditional t-test by accommodating unequal variances, allowing for more 

accurate inference even with limited data. 

An a priori power analysis was conducted using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007) for sample 

size estimation based on census figures from UNICEF (2020). Using a significance criterion of 

𝛼 = .05 and power = .95, the minimum sample size needed is N = 18 for a Fisher’s exact test and 

N = 24 for a two-tailed t-test. Thus, the study obtained a sample size of N = 25 to test the study 

hypothesis. The significance level is set at 𝛼 = .05. The Welch’s two-sample t-test is calculated 
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using the T.test command while the Fisher’s exact test is estimated using the fisher.test 

command, both part of the stats package in R (Wickham et al., 2023). 

Qualitative Data Analysis. Reflexivity is a critical component of qualitative research 

that requires researchers to reflect on their experiences, perspectives, and biases that might 

influence their study (Attia & Edge, 2017). To incorporate a reflexive approach to the data analysis, 

the study employs a combination of open, axial, and selective coding techniques (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967) and reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) using a six-step procedure. This 

approach emphasizes researcher reflexivity and promotes a rigorous and comprehensive analysis 

of qualitative data. 

First, the two coders – the first author (with research expertise in refugee education) and 

another independent coder (a master’s student and former schoolteacher recruited as a research 

assistant) – familiarized themselves with the interview transcripts through the open coding of the 

first three interview transcripts. The purpose of the open coding was to identify any risk and 

resilience process from the interview transcript. Once coding of the first three interview 

transcripts was completed, the two coders then discussed and agreed on the final open codes 

together. 

Second, after the two coders agreed on the final open codes, the primary coder used a 

socio-ecological framing of the educational resilience of UASCs (Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022) to 

organize the open codes into an initial codebook and to develop axial codes and selective codes. 

The purpose of the axial codes was to name the domains in which the risk or resilience processes 

occur. The purpose of the selective codes was to name the socio-ecological system that contains 

the domains where the risk or resilience processes occur. Once an initial codebook was developed, 

the two coders met to discuss and enhance it based on the secondary coder’s feedback and agree 

on the final codebook together. 

Third, with the final codebook developed, a more directed coding of the first three 

interview transcripts was done, then discussed between the two coders to agree on the final codes 
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together. After coding each transcript, the two coders discussed and agreed on the final codes 

together, and the primary coder iteratively improved the codebook based on discussions with the 

secondary coder. 

Fourth, once the directed coding of the first three interview transcripts was finalized, the 

two coders applied the same process to the rest of the interview transcripts. The two coders 

continued to discuss and agree on the final codes together after each transcript, and the primary 

coder iteratively improved the codebook accordingly. The final codebook can be found in 

Appendix D4. 

Fifth, once all transcripts were coded, the primary coder cross-tabulated the codes on 

NVivo to illustrate and examine the frequency of the codes between UASCs and non-UASCs. The 

aim of this cross-tabulation analysis was to identify which open codes were specific to UASCs and 

which were shared between UASCs and non-UASCs. Results of the cross-tabulation analysis can 

be found in Appendix D5. 

Sixth, based on the results of the cross-tabulation analysis, the primary coder wrote 

analytical memos on the open codes that were specific to UASCs and those shared between UASCs 

and non-UASCs. The purpose of the analytical memos was to identify how navigation of existing 

educational resources and negotiation for new resources occurred. The primary coder then edited 

the analytical memos to write the findings. 

This reflexive process was done entirely on NVivo (Jackson & Bazeley, 2019) and was 

governed by checks of intercoder reliability (MacPhail et al., 2016), where two independent coders 

follow the same coding scheme and meet for regular discussion sessions to resolve discrepancies 

and agree on the final codes. Intercoder reliability is valuable in qualitative data analysis because 

it ensures consistency, enhances credibility, promotes validity, facilitates methodological 

transparency, and enables collaboration. While the regular conversations involved measuring 

agreement between the two coders and keeping check of individual biases in order to sustain the 

reliability of the findings and remain truly reflexive, the meetings also fostered integration of 
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diverse perspectives, potentially enriching the analysis and leading to more comprehensive 

insights. 

5.3.4 Synthesis  

The analyzed data was then triangulated and synthesized to identify and achieve two 

purposes. The first purpose was to identify resilience and risk factors for positive educational 

experiences for UASCs in Greece. The second purpose was to examine how these resilience and 

risk factors interact to identify the resilience-building processes for UASCs in Greece. As a 

theoretical framework, the study employed Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological theory of 

development (1977, 1986) as a guiding framework to understand the mechanisms in which these 

risk and resilience factors, respectively, inhibit or enable UASCs throughout their educational 

trajectories in Greece. In particular, the study was interested in learning how teachers, social 

workers, and other adult figures in the lives of UASCs in Greece engage with UASCs through 

scaffolding, or the process by which UASCs are trained to accomplish a given task of their 

educational goals without adult assistance (Wood et al., 1976). These tasks include age-salient 

developmental tasks, acculturative tasks, or their own self-determined goals (Masten, 2001, 2014; 

Motti-Stefanidi, 2018). Findings from this study will have implications for informing school-

based and community-based interventions that aim to enhance the educational outcomes of 

UASCs in Greece. 

5.3.5 Ethical Considerations  

Due to their status of being ‘UASC youth’ and their status of being ‘refugees’, the youth 

participants are also vulnerable as determined by the UN conventions on children’s rights and on 

refugees (United Nations, 2005, 1951, 1967, 1989). As such, the study has taken several important 

steps to account for important ethical considerations and to prioritize a commitment and duty to 

care throughout the fieldwork. 

Informed Consent. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, oral consent was determined to be 

the most ideal approach for obtaining consent for the safety of both the research participants and 
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the researchers themselves. For the youth participants, if they were aged 16–17 years old, 

informed youth assent was obtained from the youth, while informed guardian consent was 

obtained from their legal guardian prior to scheduling the sessions. If they were aged 18–23 years 

old, informed youth consent was obtained from the youth prior to scheduling the sessions. For 

the adult participants, informed stakeholder consent was obtained from them prior to scheduling 

the focus group sessions. Renewal of consent was also undertaken at every stage of the study, 

including at the beginning and at the conclusion of the study session. The researcher stressed to 

all participants that they can refuse to participate and, if they choose to participate, to withdraw 

at any stage of the research without giving a reason and with no consequences to the youth’s 

educational opportunities, the services they receive from the NGO, or their status in Greece. 

Ethical Approval. The study has been approved by the University of Oxford’s Social 

Sciences and Humanities Interdivisional Research Ethics Committee (Research Ethics Reference: 

R77223/RE001) on 21 September 2021. An amendment to the project was also approved on 5 

April 2022 (Research Ethics Reference: R77223/RE001). The research ethics approval and 

amendment approval can be found in Appendix D6. 

5.4 Educational Resilience Profiles of Refugee Youth 

 This study used UASC and non-UASC responses to the CYRM-R questionnaire in order to 

construct profiles of educational resilience for UASCs and non-UASCs. First, when examining the 

statistically significant differences between UASCs and non-UASCs in their CYRM-R scores, the 

study found that UASCs had a significantly lower score on average than non-UASCs on the overall 

resilience score and on the relational resilience score. Second, when examining the statistically 

significant differences between UASCs and non-UASCs in their CYRM-R items, the study found 

that UASCs agreed significantly more than non-UASCs that they get along with people around 

them, whereas they agreed significantly less than non-UASCs that their caregiver or guardian 

really looks out for them, that their caregiver or guardian knows a lot about them, that they feel 

safe when they are with their caregiver or guardian, and that they like the way their caregiver or 
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guardian celebrates things about them, such as holidays or learning about their culture. Both 

findings illustrate how UASCs’ personal sense of resilience is tied to the immediate socio-

ecological support system around them, despite experiencing family separation. 

5.4.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Table 16 gives a summary of the demographic details of the youth participants in the study 

for both UASC and non-UASC youth. In terms of age, UASCs were on average older (M = 18.47, 

SD = 1.96) than non-UASCs (M = 17.5, SD = 2.72) at the age of interview. Moreover, UASCs were 

also on average older (M = 15.73, SD = 0.7) than non-UASCs (M = 12.4, SD = 3.2) at the age of 

arrival in Greece. In terms of gender, 11 of the UASC youth were boys (73.33%) and 4 of the UASC 

youth were girls (26.67%), while 5 of the non-UASC youth were boys (50%) and 5 of the non-

UASC youth were girls (50%). In terms of country of origin, 14 youth were from Afghanistan (10 

UASCs, 4 non-UASCs), 3 youth were from DR Congo (all UASCs), 3 youth were from Pakistan (all 

non-UASCs), 2 youth were from Iran (both non-UASC), and 1 youth each was from Cameroon 

(UASC), Guinea (UASC), and Lebanon (non-UASC). 

Table 16. Descriptive statistics of demographic variables among youth participants (Study 3) 

 UASC (N = 15) Non-UASC (N = 10) Total (N = 25) 

Age       

Age at interview (Mean/SD) 18.47 1.96 17.7 2.54 18.08 2.29 

Age at arrival (Mean/SD) 15.73 0.7 12.4 3.2 14.4 2.63 

Gender       

Girls (n, %) 4 26.67 5 50 9 36 

Boys (n, %) 11 73.33 5 50 16 64 

Country       

Afghanistan (n, %) 10 66.67 4 40 14 56 

Cameroon (n, %) 1 6.67 0 0 1 4 

DR Congo (n, %) 3 20 0 0 3 12 

Guinea (n, %) 1 6.67 0 0 1 4 

Iran (n, %) 0 0 2 20 2 8 

Lebanon (n, %) 0 0 1 10 1 4 

Pakistan (n, %) 0 0 3 30 3 12 

Formal education status at interview       



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

181 

 

Enrolled (n, %) 8 53.33 9 90 17 68 

Not enrolled (n, %) 7 46.67 1 10 8 32 

Highest educational attainment at interview       

Lower secondary (n, %) 6 40 6 60 12 48 

Upper secondary (n, %) 6 40 4 40 10 40 

Tertiary (n, %) 3 20 0 0 3 12 

‘Home’ at interview       

Family (n, %) 0 0 10 100 10 40 

Residential (n, %) 6 40 0 0 6 24 

Semi-Independent (n, %) 6 40 0 0 6 24 

Independent (n, %) 3 20 0 0 3 12 

Employment status at interview       

Employed (n, %) 4 26.67 0 0 4 16 

Unemployed (n, %) 11 73.33 10 100 21 84 

Immigration status at interview       

Asylum status (n, %) 9 60 9 90 18 72 

Refugee status (n, %) 6 40 1 10 7 28 

 
In terms of formal education status at the time of the interview, 8 of the UASC youth were 

enrolled in formal education at the time of interview (53.33%), 7 were not (46.67%). Conversely, 

9 of the non-UASC youth were enrolled in formal education at the time of the interview (90%), 

while only 1 was not (10%). In terms of highest educational attainment at the time of the interview, 

12 youth had attained or were currently in lower secondary education (6 UASCs, 6 non-UASCs), 

10 youth had attained or were currently in upper secondary education (6 UASCs, 4 non-UASCs), 

and 3 youth had attained or were currently in tertiary education (all UASC). In terms of 

accommodation at the time of the interview, of the UASCs, 6 youth were in residential 

accommodation, 6 youth were in semi-independent accommodation, and 3 youth were in 

independent accommodation. As for non-UASCs, all were living with their families at the time of 

the interview. In terms of employment status at the time of the interview, 4 of the UASC youth 

were employed (26.67%) and 11 were not (73.33%), while none of the non-UASC youth were 

employed (100%). Lastly, in terms of immigration status at the time of interview, for UASCs, 6 of 

the youth had received refugee status (40%), while 9 were still asylum seekers waiting on the 
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decision on their asylum applications (60%). As for non-UASCs, only 1 of the youth had received 

refugee status (10%), while 9 were still waiting on the decision on their asylum applications (90%). 

5.4.2 Youth responses to the CYRM-R 

 Table 17 gives a summary of the youth participants’ responses to the CYRM-R 

questionnaire for both UASC and non-UASC youth. UASC youth scored lower (M = 38.8, SD = 

5.91) than non-UASC youth (M = 43.2, SD = 3.58) on the overall resilience score. As mentioned 

earlier, the overall resilience score is derived from 17 items and contains two subscale scores: the 

personal resilience score and the relational resilience score. On the personal resilience score, 

UASC youth scored slightly higher (M = 25.4, SD = 3.16) than non-UASC youth (M = 24.9, SD = 

1.97). On the relational resilience score, UASC youth scored lower (M = 13.4, SD = 3.6) than non-

UASC youth (M = 18.3, SD = 2.26). 

Table 17. Summary of youth participants’ responses to the CYRM-R questionnaire (Study 3) 

  UASC (N = 15) Non-UASC (N = 10) Total (N = 25) 

Overall resilience score (Mean/SD) 38.8 5.91 43.2 3.58 40.56 5.48 

Personal resilience subscale score (Mean/SD) 25.4 3.16 24.9 1.97 25.2 2.71 

Q: I get along with people around me 

Yes (n, %) 10 66.67 0 0 10 40 

Sometimes (n, %) 4 26.67 10 100 14 56 

No (n, %) 1 6.67 0 0 1 4 

Q: Getting an education is important to me 

No (n, %) 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Yes (n, %) 15 100 9 90 24 96 

Sometimes (n, %) 0 0 1 10 1 4 

Q: I know how to behave/act in different situations (such as school, home, and work) 

Yes (n, %) 12 80 9 90 21 84 

Sometimes (n, %) 2 13.33 1 10 3 12 

No (n, %) 1 6.67 0 0 1 4 

Q: People like to spend time with me 

Yes (n, %) 6 40 5 50 11 44 

Sometimes (n, %) 7 46.67 4 40 11 44 

No (n, %) 2 13.33 1 10 3 12 

Q: I feel supported by my friends 

Yes (n, %) 10 66.67 5 50 15 60 

Sometimes (n, %) 3 20 4 40 7 28 

No (n, %) 2 13.33 1 10 3 12 
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Q: I feel that I belong/belonged at my school 

Yes (n, %) 9 60 6 60 15 60 

Sometimes (n, %) 4 26.67 2 20 6 24 

No (n, %) 2 13.33 2 20 4 16 

Q: My friends care about me when times are hard (for example if I am sick or have done something wrong) 

Yes (n, %) 8 53.33 3 30 11 44 

Sometimes (n, %) 6 40 5 50 11 44 

No (n, %) 1 6.67 2 20 3 12 

Q: I am treated fairly in my community 

Yes (n, %) 6 40 4 40 10 40 

Sometimes (n, %) 7 46.67 4 40 11 44 

No (n, %) 2 13.33 2 20 4 16 

Q: I have chances to show others that I am growing up and that I can do things by myself 

Yes (n, %) 12 80 8 80 20 80 

Sometimes (n, %) 0 0 2 20 2 8 

No (n, %) 3 20 0 0 3 12 

Q: I have chances to learn things that will be useful when I am older (like cooking, working, and helping others) 

Yes (n, %) 10 66.67 8 80 18 72 

Sometimes (n, %) 2 13.33 2 20 4 16 

No (n, %) 3 20 0 0 3 12 

Relational resilience subscale score (Mean/SD) 13.4 3.6 18.3 2.26 15.36 3.94 

Q: My caregiver/guardian(s) really look out for me 

Yes (n, %) 4 26.67 9 90 13 52 

Sometimes (n, %) 6 40 1 10 7 28 

No (n, %) 5 33.33 0 0 5 20 

Q: My caregiver/guardian(s) know a lot about me (for example, who my friends are, what I like to do) 

Yes (n, %) 2 13.33 6 60 8 32 

Sometimes (n, %) 5 33.33 4 40 9 36 

No (n, %) 8 53.33 0 0 8 32 

Q: If I am hungry, there is enough to eat 

Yes (n, %) 5 33.33 5 50 10 40 

Sometimes (n, %) 7 46.67 5 50 12 48 

No (n, %) 3 20 0 0 3 12 

Q: I talk to my caregiver/guardian(s) about how I feel (for example when I am hurt or sad) 

Yes (n, %) 4 26.67 3 30 7 28 

Sometimes (n, %) 5 33.33 3 30 8 32 

No (n, %) 6 40 4 40 10 40 

Q: My caregiver/guardian(s) care about me when times are hard (for example if I am sick or have done something wrong) 

Yes (n, %) 7 46.67 8 80 15 60 

Sometimes (n, %) 3 20 2 20 5 20 

No (n, %) 5 33.33 0 0 5 20 

Q: I feel safe when I am with my caregiver/guardian(s) 

Yes (n, %) 5 33.33 9 90 14 56 

Sometimes (n, %) 4 26.67 1 10 5 20 
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No (n, %) 6 40 0 0 6 24 

Q: I like the way my caregiver/guardian(s) celebrates things (like holidays or learning about my culture) 

Yes (n, %) 4 26.67 8 80 12 48 

Sometimes (n, %) 4 26.67 1 10 5 20 

No (n, %) 7 46.67 1 10 8 32 

Note. With regards to ‘caregiver/guardian’, UASCs referred to their social worker or residential care worker as their guardian.  

The personal resilience score was derived from a direct summation of the 10 following 

items: 1) When asked if they agree with the statement ‘I get along with people around me’, most 

UASC youth responded ‘Yes’ (10 out of 15), while most non-UASC youth responded ‘Sometimes’ 

(10 out of 15), 2) When asked if they agree with the statement ‘Getting an education is important 

to me’, most UASC youth (15 out of 15) and most non-UASC youth (9 out of 15) responded ‘Yes’, 

3) When asked if they agree with the statement ‘I know how to behave/act in different situations’, 

most UASC youth (12 out of 15) and most non-UASC youth (9 out of 15) responded ‘Yes’, 4) When 

asked if they agree with the statement ‘People like to spend time with me’, most UASC youth 

responded ‘Sometimes’ (7 out of 15), while most non-UASC youth responded ‘Yes’ (5 out of 15), 5) 

When asked if they agree with the statement ‘I feel supported by my friends’, most UASC youth 

(10 out of 15) and most non-UASC youth (5 out of 15) responded ‘Yes’, 6) When asked if they agree 

with the statement ‘I feel that I belong/belonged at my school’, most UASC youth (9 out of 15) 

and most non-UASC youth (6 out of 15) responded ‘Yes’, 7) When asked if they agree with the 

statement ‘My friends care about me when times are hard’, most UASC youth responded ‘Yes’ (8 

out of 15), while most non-UASC youth responded ‘Sometimes’ (5 out of 15), 8) When asked if 

they agree with the statement ‘I am treated fairly in my community’, most UASC youth 

responded ‘Sometimes’ (7 out of 15), while an equal number of non-UASC youth responded ‘Yes’ 

(4 out of 15) and sometimes ‘Sometimes’ (4 out of 15), 9) When asked if they agree with the 

statement ‘I have chances to show others that I am growing up and that I can do things by 

myself’, most UASC youth (12 out of 15) and most non-UASC youth (8 out of 15) responded ‘Yes’, 

and 10) When asked if they agree with the statement ‘I have chances to learn things that will be 
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useful when I am older’, most UASC youth (10 out of 15) and most non-UASC youth (8 out of 15) 

responded ‘Yes’.  

The relational resilience score was derived from a direct summation of the seven following 

items: 1) When asked if they agree with the statement ‘My caregiver/guardian(s) really look out 

for me’, most UASC youth responded ‘Sometimes’ (6 out of 15), while most non-UASC youth 

responded ‘Yes’ (9 out of 15), 2) When asked if they agree with the statement ‘My 

caregiver/guardian(s) know a lot about me’, most UASC youth responded ‘No’ (8 out of 15), 

while most non-UASC youth responded ‘Yes’ (6 out of 15), 3) When asked if they agree with the 

statement ‘If I am hungry, there is enough to eat’, most UASC youth responded ‘Sometimes’ (7 

out of 15), while an equal number of non-UASC youth responded ‘Yes’ (5 out of 15) and ‘ 

Sometimes ‘ (5 out of 15), 4) When asked if they agree with the statement ‘I talk to my 

caregiver/guardian(s) about how I feel’, most UASC youth (6 out of 15) and most non-UASC 

youth (4 out of 15) responded ‘No’, 5) When asked if they agree with the statement ‘My 

caregiver/guardian(s) care about me when times are hard’, most UASC youth (7 out of 15) and 

most non-UASC youth (8 out of 15) responded ‘Yes’, 6) When asked if they agree with the 

statement ‘I feel safe when I am with my caregiver/guardian(s)’, most UASC youth responded 

‘No’ (6 out of 15), while most non-UASC youth responded ‘Yes’ (9 out of 15), and 7) When asked 

if they agree with the statement 'I like the way my caregiver/guardian(s) celebrates things’, most 

UASC youth responded ‘No’ (7 out of 15), while most non-UASC youth responded ‘Yes’ (8 out of 

15). 

5.4.3 Differences in CYRM-R Scores between UASCs and non-UASCs 

 On the overall resilience score, there was a statistically significant difference between 

UASCs and non-UASCs (t(22.88)  =  2.32, p <  0.05) , meaning that UASCs had a significantly 

lower score on average (M = 38.8, SD = 5.91) than non-UASCs (M = 43.2, SD = 3.58). On the 

relational resilience score, there was a statistically significant difference between UASCs and non-

UASCs (t(22.96)  =  4.18, p <  0.001) , meaning that UASCs had a significantly lower score on 
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average (M = 13.4, SD = 3.6) than non-UASCs (M = 18.3, SD = 2.26). On the personal resilience 

score, no statistically significant difference was found between UASCs and non-UASCs. Table 18 

presents the results of Welch’s t-tests of the CYRM-R scores. 

Table 18. Results of Welch’s T-tests of CYRM-R scores (Study 3) 

 UASC (N = 15) Non-UASC (N = 10)  
 

 Mean SD Mean SD t df 

Overall resilience score 38.8 5.91 43.2 3.58 2.32* 22.88 

Personal resilience subscale score 25.4 3.16 24.9 1.97 -0.49 22.95 

Relational resilience score 13.4 3.6 18.3 2.26 4.18*** 22.96 

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

5.4.4 Differences in CYRM-R Items between UASCs and non-UASC 

 First, there was a statistically significant association between being UASC and the question 

‘I get along with people around me’ (p <  0.001). Given that most UASC youth responded ‘Yes’ 

(10 out of 15) to the question, while most non-UASC youth responded ‘Sometimes’ (10 out of 15) 

to the question, UASCs agree more than non-UASCs that they get along with people around them. 

Second, there was a statistically significant association between being UASC and the question, 

‘My caregiver/guardian(s) really looks out for me’ (p <  0.01) . Given that most UASC youth 

responded ‘Sometimes’ (6 out of 15) to the question, while most non-UASC youth responded ‘Yes’ 

(9 out of 15), UASCs agree less than non-UASCs that their caregiver or guardian really looks out 

for them. Third, there was a statistically significant association between being UASC and the 

question, ‘My caregiver/guardian(s) know a lot about me’ (p <  0.05). Given that most UASC 

youth responded ‘No’ (8 out of 15) to the question, while most non-UASC youth responded ‘Yes’ 

(6 out of 15), UASCs agree less than non-UASCs that their caregiver or guardian knows a lot about 

them. Fourth, there was a statistically significant association between being UASC and the 

question, ‘I feel safe when I am with my caregiver/guardian(s)’ (p <  0.01). Given that most 

UASC youth responded ‘No’ (6 out of 15) to the question, while most non-UASC youth responded 

‘Yes’ (9 out of 15), UASCs agree less than non-UASCs that they feel safe when they are with their 

caregiver or guardian. Lastly, there was a statistically significant association between being UASC 
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and the question, ‘I like the way my caregiver/guardian(s) celebrates things’ (p <  0.05). Given 

that most UASC youth responded ‘No’ (7 out of 15) to the question, while most non-UASC youth 

responded ‘Yes’ (8 out of 15), UASCs agree less than non-UASCs that they like the way their 

caregiver or guardian celebrates things like holidays or learning about their culture. Table 19 

presents the results of Fisher’s exact tests of the CYRM-R items. 

Table 19. Results of Fisher’s Exact Tests of CYRM-R items (Study 3) 

CYRM-R items P-values 

Q01: I get along with people around me 0.0005*** 

Q02: Getting an education is important to me 0.3883 

Q03: I know how to behave/act in different situations (such as school, home, and work) 1 

Q04: My caregiver/guardian(s) really looks out for me 0.008** 

Q05: My caregiver/guardian(s) know a lot about me (for example, who my friends are, what I like to do) 0.0115* 

Q06: If I am hungry, there is enough to eat 0.4858 

Q07: People like to spend time with me 1 

Q08: I talk to my caregiver/guardian(s) about how I feel (for example when I am hurt or sad) 1 

Q09: I feel supported by my friends 0.7141 

Q10: I feel that I belong/belonged at my school 1 

Q11: My caregiver/guardian(s) care about me when times are hard (for example if I am sick or have done something wrong) 0.1449 

Q12: My friends care about me when times are hard (for example if I am sick or have done something wrong) 0.6107 

Q13: I am treated fairly in my community 1 

Q14: I have chances to show others that I am growing up and that I can do things by myself 0.1204 

Q15: I feel safe when I am with my caregiver/guardian(s) 0.0095** 

Q16: I have chances to learn things that will be useful when I am older (like cooking, working, and helping others) 0.4488 

Q17: I like the way my caregiver/guardian(s) celebrates things (like holidays or learning about my culture) 0.032* 

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
Note. With regards to ‘caregiver/guardian’, UASCs referred to their social worker or residential care worker as their guardian. 

5.5 Educational Resilience Voices of Refugee Youth 

 This study used semi-structured interviews in order to capture the voices of UASCs and 

non-UASCs with regards to how they navigated and negotiated situations of risk. First, when 

exploring what risk factors and resilience factors are shared between UASCs and non-UASCs in 

Greece, the study identified supportive teachers at school, supportive classmates and school 

peers, digital learning support, supportive friends and community peers, and NGO support as 

resilience factors shared by both UASCs and non-UASCs. Second, when exploring what risk 
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factors and resilience factors are unique to UASCs and what factors are unique to non-UASCs in 

Greece, the study identified supportive social workers and financial support access as resilience 

factors unique to UASCs and supportive next of kin, supportive principals and other school staff, 

and supportive teaching staff at community NGOs as resilience factors unique to non-UASCs. 

Lastly, by exploring how these risk and resilience factors interact, this study was able to identify 

how UASCs navigate and negotiate situations of risk differently from non-UASCs in their new 

environment to achieve positive educational experiences. Additionally, this section captures the 

voices of UASCs and non-UASCs to understand their educational goals as well as the advice they 

give other refugee youth on how to adapt to the educational system in Greece. This study reaffirms 

the importance of considering the voice of UASCs in understanding what it means to be 

educationally resilient (Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006). Table 20 gives a summary table of the risk and 

resilience factors identified in the study. 

Table 20. Resilience and risk factors among youth participants by group (Study 3) 

 Resilience Factors Risk Factors 

Unique to UASCs 
Supportive social workers 
Financial support access 

Unsupportive social workers 
Digital learning challenges 
Crisis-related challenges 

Shared by both 

Supportive teachers at school 
Supportive classmates and school peers 

Digital learning support 
Supportive friends and community peers 

NGO support 

 

Unique to non-UASC 
Supportive next of kin 

Supportive principals and other school staff 
Supportive teaching staff at NGOs 

Unsupportive classmates and school peers 

 

5.5.1 Goals of refugee youth 

The youth were asked: What are your future educational goals and the next steps in your 

educational journey? The youth reported various responses that were shared between UASCs and 

non-UASCs. Both groups shared that they wanted to continue with education, obtain a higher 

education degree, and use that degree to start a professional career. However, similarities and 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

189 

 

differences between the UASCs and non-UASCs were found with regard to the motivations for 

why and how they would continue an educational trajectory. First, more UASCs (7 out of 15) than 

non-UASCs (2 out of 10) indicated that they do not see an educational or professional future in 

Greece and are either intending to leave Greece for another western country to pursue their goals 

or are in the process of preparing to leave Greece for another European country. For example, one 

20-year-old girl from Cameroon who is also a mother and who arrived in Greece as a UASC and 

is in the process of being resettled to another European country showcased this, saying: 

This is the reason why I accepted to be transferred to [another country], because in Greece, 

I don’t have this future of being what I want. Even with the workshop and everything. I 

don’t know, it’s personal. I’d love to be called a professor or a doctor or something … If I 

had that chance, because I know that in [another country], it would be much better, even 

the caregiving that I would have for my son can permit me to stop working and go to school 

properly and have my degree so that I can find something good. (IDI 06) 

Second, both UASCs (5 out of 15) and non-UASCs (4 out of 10) indicated that they would like to 

prioritize language education to help them with their education, with some pointing to not only 

Greek but also either English or German. For example, one 21-year-old girl from Afghanistan who 

was not enrolled in school in time when she arrived in Greece as a minor explained how she needs 

to learn a language that they value first before seeking higher educational opportunities: 

I decided really to improve my English, improve my German language, in order to reach 

my goal in somehow. I make a plan to study first, for example, here to improve both 

language as much as I can … As I go one step forward, I improve again to find a way to 

improve as much as I should, to prepare myself for university. And to have the major and 

other things, step-by-step. (IDI 22) 

Lastly, it is important to note that some UASCs (3 of 15), unlike non-UASCs (0 out of 10), reflect 

on their own prior challenges to explain that what motivates them to continue to pursue higher 
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education is to help others overcome those same challenges. For example, one 18-year-old boy 

from Afghanistan explained why he wanted to be a lawyer in order to help other youth, saying: 

I want to be the person, to be a good person for the society. I hope I can help the other 

person who has the same situation here like me, because I have a lot of experience in 

Greece, when you go to a government office, you need something and they don’t care about 

you … I want to be a lawyer to help other people, because today, if we have a problem in 

Greece, we cannot have gone to the police to complain about these things. So, I want to be 

the person who can help other people who have problems but can't go to the police. (IDI 

15) 

Another 17-year-old boy from Afghanistan goes even further explaining how he would like to go 

back to Iran, where he was born as a refugee, in order to help the refugee community there: 

Yes. In the future, I want to go back to Iran and open an English school that is free for 

migrants and refugees. You know? Many refugees here from Afghanistan don’t know any 

English, and they at least need English to survive. Being a volunteer teacher made me 

realize that. They need to know English if they want to have better jobs wherever they go. 

That’s why, once I get my papers, I plan to open a free English school in Iran. (IDI 04) 

All in all, higher education, followed by future professional prospects, is a key goal for the youth 

who participated in this study. More UASCs than non-UASCs see those goals manifesting more in 

western countries other than Greece. Both UASCs and non-UASCs equally prioritize language 

education as a goal. Nevertheless, some UASCs were driven by their prior challenges to want to 

help others overcome their challenges. 

5.5.2 Advice by refugee youth for other youth 

 The youth were asked: What advice would you give another youth about adapting to 

education in Greece? The youth reported various responses that were shared between the UASCs 

and non-UASCs. The most common advice that both UASCs (7 out of 15) and non-UASCs (6 out 

of 10) gave was to learn the Greek language, as they viewed language as necessary for acculturation 
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in the Greek context. For example, one 22-year-old boy from Guinea who completed high school 

education as a former UASC and is one of the few to pursue higher education explains:  

Do some effort to learn, because if you learn the language of the country and you do some 

effort and you can communicate in the same language as the teacher in front of you, he 

will be more willing to come closer to you, and he will be willing to help you because he 

sees that you are trying to speak the same language as him, so he would feel connected to 

you. So for me it’s really important to do some effort to learn the language, because 

unfortunately many people don’t try because they say the language is hard and stuff. But 

it's one of the keys of integration into society. (IDI 11). 

The second most common advice that both UASCs (7 out of 15) and some non-UASCs (4 out of 

10) gave was to enroll in formal schooling and not give up, as they viewed school as an important 

source for learning about themselves and about society. For example, one 18-year-old boy from 

Afghanistan who was in his last year of high school explained why going to school is important, 

saying: 

OK, until they’re in their accommodation facilities, let’s say, in the shelters anywhere, they 

have, until they’re unaccompanied minors, until they are not 18, they have some 

opportunities. So I would advise them to use every single opportunity they have. Because 

if they get 18, maybe they won’t have. So that they are ready enough that if, after six 

months, they are 18, if after one years, they’re 18, they are in a level to get independent, as 

there is not any support for them when they’re 18. So I would have advised them to at least 

learn the Greek and English, or at least one of these two languages well. (IDI 01). 

The third most common piece of advice that some UASCs (5 out of 15) and some non-UASCs (3 

out of 10) gave was to become sociable and build connections to better integrate into society. For 

example, one 17-year-old boy from DR Congo explained why having good character and good 

manners matters for adaptation to society in general, saying: 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

192 

 

You have to be sociable and with good character and good manners with people with whom 

you live. Get adapted to the characters that you find, and the other minors that you find. 

You have to get updated to different personalities, to different people, to different 

manners. Have a lot of patience and soft manners with the society in general. And pray a 

lot. (IDI 07) 

In summary, the most important advice was to learn the language, which was given by both UASCs 

and non-UASCs, followed by going to school, which was given by UASCs and some non-UASCs, 

followed by being sociable, which was given by some UASCs and some non-UASCs. 

5.5.3 Risk factors 

 The study identified three risk factors that were specific to UASCs but not reported by non-

UASCs: unsupportive social workers, digital learning challenges, and crisis-related challenges. 

The study also identified one risk factor that was specific to non-UASCs but not reported by 

UASCs: unsupportive classmates and school peers. 

Unsupportive social workers. More UASCs (8 out of 15) in comparison to non-UASCs 

(2 out of 10) reported unsupportive social workers as hindering their navigation and negotiation 

of education. For example, UASCs felt that their social workers were inadequately trained or 

resourced to help them access educational resources. For example, one 19-year-old boy from 

Afghanistan who arrived in Greece as a minor explained how, even from his perspective, social 

workers have had to deal with a large number of cases preventing them from adequately 

supporting education, saying: 

Look, we have social workers, legally, we have them, but because there are so many people 

in the camp, they cannot help everybody. You have to go to them from the morning until 

9. You have to be in the line and go inside and say your problems about your papers, not 

your school or something like, about your documents. They have help us just for these 

documents, not the school or other stuff. (IDI 05) 
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It is also not uncommon for UASCs to feel personally hurt by their social worker, who is often the 

main adult they must rely on for guidance, for their unwillingness to help them navigate 

educational resources or negotiate access to educational opportunities on their behalf. For 

example, one 20-year-old girl from Cameroon explained why she gave up asking for educational 

support from her social worker, saying: 

Yes, for example, with my social workers. If I ask for help, something like one thing or two 

things, and they don’t do anything, I will never ask anything again. So, I will not keep 

insisting and complaining, because it’s something already that I’m used to and something 

that hurts my feelings. So, I prefer not to ask them to sit and to listen. It’s personal. (IDI 

06) 

All in all, social workers can act as a hindrance to the education of students of refugee and forced 

migrant backgrounds if they are overworked, inadequately trained to support education, or lack 

the will to support education. 

Unsupportive classmates and school peers. Less UASCs (5 out of 15) in comparison 

to non-UASCs (5 out of 10) reported unsupportive classmates and school peers as hindering their 

navigation and negotiation of education. Some non-UASCs shared how they experienced bullying 

from their classmates and school peers that disrupted their education. For example, one 16-year-

old boy from Afghanistan who was enrolled in formal schooling in Greece explained how some of 

his fellow students of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds often discouraged him from 

education due to their own challenges as students, saying: 

Half of them was Afghani, from my friends. They stopped to go to the school. I was like, 

“Why you don’t go school?” They was like, “We are living from Greece. We don’t need the 

Greek language.” And some of them, because it was the first year, some of them was the 

kids of the school. They was making us so we doesn’t like the class, if we was asking a 

question. He was like, “Why you’re asking all the time, a question?” And we couldn’t talk 
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in Greek. So they was like going to the principal and saying they beat me, they didn’t like 

this. And we couldn’t explain it. It was really hard. (IDI 21) 

Other non-UASCs shared how they experienced racism and discrimination from their classmates 

and school peers that disrupted their education. For example, one 22-year-old girl from Pakistan 

who completed formal schooling in Greece explained how some of her Greek students at school 

often didn’t like her due to her being different from them, saying: 

No, there is nothing different really, but sometimes like some children, they don’t like us, 

like kind of racist. [And why do you think those children were like that?] I don’t know. 

Maybe like we are from Pakistan, because they knew that we are from another country and 

maybe because of our skin tone. (IDI 26) 

All in all, classmates and school peers still disrupt the education of their fellow students of refugee 

and forced migrant backgrounds if they engage in bullying or display racist or discriminatory 

attitudes towards them. 

Digital learning challenges. More UASCs (9 out of 15) in comparison to non-UASCs 

(3 out of 10) reported digital learning challenges as hindering their navigation and negotiation of 

education. This was especially pronounced in the context of a more universal crisis, such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic. For example, one common type of challenge that UASCs faced was related 

to access to digital learning. For example, one 18-year-old boy from Afghanistan explained how, 

in the accommodation where he was, he had neither an internet connection to continue digital 

learning nor the finances to access digital learning opportunities, saying: 

In the shelter I was in, we didn’t have WiFi, and we didn’t have enough money to join the 

online classes. And then the teacher once told me, you were not present, so you cannot 

continue in class. I explained everything to the teacher and why I couldn’t join. They told 

me, next year, you can come, so I studied again from the beginning. (IDI 15) 

Even with access, another common type of challenge that UASCs faced was the poor quality of 

existing digital learning opportunities. For example, one 22-year-old boy from Guinea who 
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arrived in Greece as a minor explained both the connection issues and noise issues he faced at his 

crowded shelter, saying: 

For us, as an unaccompanied minor, I didn’t have really good connection sometimes at 

home, and it was noisy where I was living, because, I didn’t have my own room, so I had 

to share that with more than three people. So it really affected me and that’s sad, and also, 

it was my second year in [school], so I needed to be at school to be able to learn more about 

the system, about how to be more integrated. (IDI 11) 

All in all, compared to non-UASCs, UASCs were found to be particularly vulnerable to digital 

learning challenges due to their living circumstances, with those challenges mainly being access-

related issues and quality-related issues.  

Crisis-related challenges. Before fieldwork, Greece had just ended their COVID-19 

lockdown. As such, more UASCs (14 out of 15) in comparison to non-UASCs (3 out of 10) reported 

crisis-related challenges as hindering their navigation and negotiation of education. This hints at 

increased vulnerability to more universal factors and worldwide crises. For UASCs who were 

enrolled in formal schooling, they were at a greater risk of being quarantined or missing school 

due to living in crowded shelters and experiencing educational technology-related challenges. For 

example, one 19-year-old boy from Afghanistan explained why he often had to miss classes at 

school, saying: 

We were in class, but then we couldn’t go to school for many days. We used to live 40 boys 

in a shelter. If one of us get corona, none of us will go to school. [What about online 

education?] Because we were refugees, we didn’t have online education. The Greeks, they 

had. We didn’t because we didn’t have a laptop or tablet to do online education. That’s why 

we got couldn’t make it. (IDI 05) 

For UASCs, whose only source of education is non-formal education opportunities through NGOs, 

their learning was disrupted by NGO closures. For example, one 20-year-old boy from DR Congo 
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who arrived in Greece as UASC explained how his language learning and other important support 

services were disrupted due to NGO closures as a result of the pandemic, saying: 

Due to that, many organizations had to close from where I was getting lessons and clothes 

and they had to change the program. Maybe I would have a better level of language now, 

because it lost us a lot of time, and the organizations that had to close, it made me stop my 

lessons, and it was for a very long time. Maybe I would have had now a better level. [And 

how long did the organizations close for you?] I don’t remember, maybe more than two 

years before. For example, one organization was for the beginners, and they closed, 

definitively closed, until now. (IDI 09) 

All in all, UASCs were found to be at increased vulnerability to more universal factors and 

worldwide crises. This was especially evidenced by the COVID-19 pandemic, when many UASCs 

experienced increased absences due to quarantine rules or lost complete access altogether to 

formal schooling or non-formal educational opportunities. 

5.5.4 Resilience factors shared by UASCs and non-UASCs 

The study identified five resilience factors that were shared by both UASCs and non-

UASCs: supportive teachers at school; supportive classmates and school peers; digital learning 

support; supportive friends and community peers; and NGO support. 

Supportive teachers at school. Most UASCs (9 out of 15) and non-UASCs (7 out of 10) 

reported supportive teachers at school as enabling their navigation and negotiation of education. 

UASCs attribute this support to various instructional practices. For example, one instructional 

practice that some teachers employed was preparing support material and lesson plans catered to 

UASCs. For example, one 16-year-old boy from Afghanistan who was receiving formal schooling 

in Greece explained how his teachers prepared coursework summaries and lesson plans that took 

into account his Greek language difficulties, which helped him navigate his studies, saying: 

My teachers sometimes prepare a summary of all the courses and all the things that we 

learned at the end of the class during the class. This is usually for all the students, but they 
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would prepare it for me specifically in the English language because I don’t know the Greek 

language. (IDI 08) 

Another instructional practice that some teachers embodied was patience. For example, one 22-

year-old boy from Afghanistan who arrived in Greece as a minor and enrolled in formal schooling 

explained how patient his teachers were with his learning challenges, saying: 

I would say, in the beginning, they helped me because they just accepted the fact that I 

didn’t know everything – I mean, the language part. So they had to explain, maybe for 

many times the same things that was very easy and understandable for everyone else. So 

the fact that some of the teacher were patient enough to explain to me, again and again, or 

to answer to my stupid questions, like just for a word, ‘what does it mean?’ and stuff. So 

that was helpful for me. (IDI 14) 

Non-UASCs also reported various instructional practices that their teachers employed that 

supported them in their educational trajectories. For example, one instructional practice that the 

teachers at schools employed was clarity in teaching. For example, one 16-year-old girl from Iran 

enrolled in formal schooling in Greece compared two teachers to underscore how one teacher 

helped her more in her education than the other teacher because the former was clearer in her 

explanations of the course material, especially when aspects of the course material were 

confusing, saying: 

All the teachers – no actually, they didn’t support me, they didn’t help me. But there is 

biology teacher. She understand that it’s difficult for me to understand. She’s trying to 

explain to me in an easy way and slowly, slowly … but for example, other teacher, for 

example, mathematics, I went to her and I said that I didn’t understand. She didn’t try her 

– I mean, she just repeat it. She said she just repeat it in the same way that she said, and 

then I 197ealized that, no, there is no different way with her. So I cannot get help from 

different way, so I went to my Greek classmates to explain to me and to get support. (IDI 

24) 
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Another instructional practice that the teachers at schools employed was bilingual teaching. For 

example, one 22-year-old girl from Pakistan who arrived in Greece as a minor enrolled in formal 

schooling in Greece and is now able to speak fluently in Greek, explaining how bilingual teachers 

helped her the most in her education, saying: 

The teacher, they did help, because the first year there was all the children, they are all like 

me. So [the teacher] was there especially for us then. They teach us Greek, like from basic 

things … Like some of them, they used to speak English, so they used to translate for us, 

like they would tell us in English and after in Greek, so we would understand. Some of 

them were really good, so they used to help us if we don’t know anything like about next 

week programme. (IDI 26) 

In conclusion, supportive teachers at school are most often teachers who students of refugee and 

forced migrant backgrounds view as being patient and clear in their teaching, can prepare 

coursework summaries and lesson plans that aid them with their learning challenges, and who 

happen to be bilingually trained in a language that is relevant to students. 

Supportive classmates and school peers. Most UASCs (9 out of 15) and non-UASCs 

(8 out of 10) reported supportive classmates and school peers as enabling their navigation and 

negotiation of education. For UASCs, classmates and other school peers represented another 

important resource in helping them navigate school. For example, classmates played an important 

role in helping UASCs overcome language barriers. For example, one 18-year-old boy from 

Afghanistan enrolled in a multicultural urban Greek public school illustrated how his classmates 

helped him overcome his language-related challenges, saying: 

Wow. Lots of friends from different countries like Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, Bangladesh. They helped me a lot like when I didn’t know how to speak Greek 

well. They helped me with my homework, with my lessons, about what we have tomorrow 

and what to do, do we have an exam or not. They did a good job … they have helped me a 

lot in different ways, like when I didn’t know Greek. They helped me to know what we have 
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tomorrow. What we need to do. If we have an exam or not. Which pages do I need to study. 

They were talking to me and giving me a good view of school, like ‘We are here. We are at 

school. Don’t get bored. Don’t get upset. When you are alone, we’re all here’. Yeah, they’re 

fun. They love what I do and like the skills I have, they really love. When I do a new thing, 

they say, ‘Oh! Good job! We are so happy for you!’. They keep me inspired. (IDI 01) 

Alongside language barriers, classmates and school peers played an important role as cultural 

advocates for UASCs, helping them navigate the unfamiliar aspects of the Greek school system. 

For example, one 22-year-old boy from Guinea who arrived in Greece as a minor and had 

completed private school there showcased this clearly, saying: 

If I had some issue because they have always been in [private schools] and they knew the 

[private school] system, and it was my first time to be at a [private school], so it was a 

totally different educational system. So I would ask them help with the methodology and 

they would easily give me help. So these were for me really important things that helped 

me. (IDI 11) 

Non-UASC learners also relied on their classmates and school peers to overcome language-related 

challenges in their formal schooling. When asked who helped her the most in her education in 

Greece, one 16-year-old girl from Iran mentioned her Greek classmate, saying: 

Regarding the study and education, there was my classmate at the school. For example, 

one of them was really try her best to help me. [And how did she help you?] For example, 

she try her best to explain to me in a different way. For example, if there was a word, or 

for example, in mathematics, she try to explain to me in a Greek way. When I don’t 

understand, she try to say it in English. When she explain to me in English and I didn’t get 

the meaning of text, she try her best to explain to me in Greek. So she tried to find a way 

in any other classes, courses. For example, in mathematics, in physics and biology, other 

text, she was trying her best in order to give me a different definition in a different way. 

(IDI 24) 
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Classmates and school peers also played an important role for non-UASC learners in navigating 

the Greek school system. For example, one 17-year-old from Iran explained how his Greek 

classmates helped him understand a school administrative form, saying: 

They tried to support me, they tried to explain to me. For example, I had the paper in order 

to fill for the school. It was a request for the next year, in order which school and which 

section I want to study. So they try to explain in a more detailed, easy way that I can 

understand. And they try to fill the paper with me. Yes, I mean the way they are very nice, 

they are respected, so they try to help. But for the study, for some needs, I need 

explanation. They are going to explain to him what I do. (IDI 23) 

In conclusion, supportive classmates and school peers are most often those who can help them 

navigate formal schooling, such as through overcoming language-related barriers and homework 

support, or those who can help them negotiate access to educational support, such as through 

acting as cultural advocates for students of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds who do not 

understand the Greek school system. 

Digital learning support. Most UASCs (11 out of 15) and non-UASCs (7 out of 10) 

reported digital learning support as enabling their navigation and negotiation of education. 

UASCs who felt they were not enrolled in schools in Greece and relied more on non-formal or 

informal learning for their educational trajectories often relied primarily on educational 

technology. Some UASCs resorted to digital learning opportunities for more informal day-to-day 

learning, such as communicating in Greek or English. For example, one 20-year-old from DR 

Congo showcased this approach when asked what she uses to learn languages, saying: 

I downloaded an application where I can learn how to say ‘Good Morning’, or how to say 

little words, important words. Because here [in this NGO], I did only the verbs and it was 

very complicated for me because I didn’t have the basics. [And which application to be 

download?]. So, it’s a free application that translates to English, because I speak 

Portuguese alongside French, so it translates into Portuguese and English. (IDI 10) 
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Other UASCs felt that digital learning opportunities were offering them a more quality learning 

experience than any non-formal educational programming that they were receiving outside of 

school. For example, one 17-year-old boy from Afghanistan who was not able to get enrolled in 

school and receive formal schooling in Greece was asked who he thinks helped him the most in 

education, saying: 

OK, first, I wanted to mention myself ... Also, YouTube. [How did YouTube help you?] 

Greek, I studied it online on YouTube through my cell phone. [How did your teachers help 

you in Greece?] To be honest, I used to live in a shelter. I had a teacher, but they didn't 

teach me the way that I wanted. That's why I mentioned my cell phone. (IDI 04) 

Additionally, non-UASCs explained how they incorporated digital learning into their educational 

trajectories. For example, one 16-year-old girl from Lebanon explained how she navigated digital 

learning resources in her educational trajectory to become a fashion designer, saying: 

I use my iPad and download some apps that they help me to learn fashion design and about 

like how they sew and some stuffs. And the friend of my mother helped me, because she 

have a laptop, so help me more with these things and she know about them. In the 

summer, I will start going to private classes here in the school. So I will study fashion 

design there – art for the fashion. Other stuffs, yes. So I think I will go for two month, and 

then let’s see. (IDI 28) 

Similarly, one 16-year-old boy from Afghanistan who arrived in Greece accompanied by his family 

explained how he navigated digital learning resources to help with his homework and formal 

schooling, saying:  

If sometimes I doesn’t understand what we should do, I ask my students. They have a 

group in Instagram, so they talk about the test of tomorrow or what homeworks we have. 

So they say so, ‘did someone understand this question? If he can explain it to me’. I ask 

them all in the group or in the class. After the class, I ask in the break, ‘what should we be 

doing in this one?’ and they try to explain to me what we have to do. (IDI 21) 
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In conclusion, digital learning offered students of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds in 

Greece various educational supports, helping them navigate formal schooling, non-formal 

educational opportunities, and informal day-to-day learning in Greece through activities such as 

homework support and language learning. 

Supportive friends and community peers. Most UASCs (12 out of 15) and non-

UASCs (7 out of 10) reported supportive friends and community peers as enabling their navigation 

and negotiation of education. Individual UASCs often relied on the support of other UASC friends 

and community peers in navigating educational resources and challenges in Greece. For example, 

one 18-year-old boy from Afghanistan showcased this by mentioning how he is a member of a 

UASC friends’ group that often offers each other advice and gives each other affirmation about 

their educational trajectories and future ambitions, saying: 

When we have a problem, we speak with each other, usually Saturdays and Sundays, 

because that's we have the time to meet. We always speak with each other and meet each 

other, and always I ask my friend, 'if I do this, what do you think? Will it be wrong, or no? 

Will it be good for my future, or no?'. And then, they say yes or no. Sometimes I have a 

suggestion for them, sometimes they have a suggestion for me, always we do that. I have 

one friend; we are so close to each other. (IDI 15) 

Some UASC friends and community peer groups were so strong that they continued to function 

as a support network even when they had become transnational. For example, one 18-year-old 

boy from Afghanistan continued to retain his group of friends despite the fact that they had all 

moved out of Greece and relocated to other parts of Europe, saying: 

Yeah. I don't have friends as friend [in Greece]. I do have only two, one of them live in UK 

and one of them in Switzerland. They're quite fun. When I have problem, I will definitely 

talk to them. I love them, they're like my brothers, even though we are not real blood 

brothers. Yeah, they are my best friends, we have each other's sides. (IDI 01) 
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When it came to non-UASC learners, they often had to rely on other refugee friends and 

community peers to navigate non-formal educational opportunities. For example, one 16-year-

old boy from Afghanistan explained how his fellow participants in an NGO educational program 

helped him overcome his age-related and language-related challenges to obtain a positive 

educational trajectory, saying: 

Another one was the [NGO]’s class where it was like 20 person. But they were all like non-

Greek people. They were from all countries, but also Greece. There I had like many friends 

who were helping me. I was the smallest person like in class … That was like kind of hard, 

not to know English properly and being like a smallest person in the class. But people there 

was really helping me. (IDI 30) 

Friends and community peers were also important for encouraging non-UASC learners to attend 

and participate in after-school non-formal educational opportunities. Another 16-year-old girl 

from Iran explained how her friends encouraged her to participate in numerous non-formal 

educational opportunities in the community, saying: 

After school, I have lots of friends ... This group of girls encourage me to go to after school 

programes – let’s go to the music class. Let’s go to the English course. Let’s go into this 

and that. And some of them are above 18. Some of them are younger, so the same age as 

me, so they encourage me. (IDI 24) 

In conclusion, supportive friends and community peers are most often those who can help them 

navigate non-formal educational opportunities, such as through overcoming language-related 

barriers and encouraging participation in existing opportunities, or those who continue to be an 

important support system and give a sense of community regardless of where they end up. 

NGO support. Most UASCs (14 out of 15) and non-UASCs (9 out of 10) reported NGO 

support as enabling their navigation and negotiation of education. NGOs often play an important 

role in helping UASCs navigate existing educational opportunities, including formal ones. For 

example, one 18-year-old boy from Afghanistan explained how one of the organizations he and 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

204 

 

his younger brother were a part of helped them pursue formal educational opportunities and 

helped cover some of their expenses, saying: 

[There] is an organization that is supporting minors, and which is supporting my brother 

because it he is still a minor. While we were both minors, they said that there is a program 

which you can get the degree if you try hard, and we attended, and I’ve got the degree. 

That’s it. [The organization] had the classes and had the financial support of paying for 

the exam. (IDI 03) 

NGOs can also work to advocate for UASC, negotiating access for them to the resources they need 

to pursue education. For example, one 16-year-old boy from Afghanistan shares how NGOs 

continued to offer him support and express willingness to advocate on his behalf, saying: 

The first moment I arrived to Greece, I went to an NGO for youth, and they introduced me 

to shelter. Sometimes, the NGO would still call me asking, 'Are you OK? Did you find a 

school? Is your situation good?'. At another time, I went to another organization, and they 

helped me with food and clothing and stuff like that. (IDI 08) 

For non-UASCs, the non-formal educational opportunities offered by NGOs can fill the gaps in 

learning that were caused by not being able to attend formal schooling. This allows students of 

refugee and forced migrant backgrounds to reach a level that would still enable them to enroll in 

formal schooling. For example, one 22-year-old girl from Pakistan who arrived in Greece as a 

minor explained how taking non-formal education opportunities at NGOs enabled her to pursue 

language learning until she reached a level allowing her to enroll and then complete her formal 

schooling in Greece, saying: 

So when I came to Greece, like the first year, I couldn’t go to schools because like they start 

in September. It was too late for me, so I waited for the next year. Because also I had to 

learn Greek to go to school, so I ran to [an NGO] to learn Greek and also English and other 

things. And after, I started at middle school, and there I studied two years there and after 
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in high school three years, and now I’ve finished my high school. So now I will go to 

[university in Greece]. (IDI 26) 

Once enrolled in formal schooling, NGOs can offer a variety of supports that help students of 

refugee and forced migrant backgrounds navigate formal schooling, such as continued homework 

support and language support. For example, one 16-year-old girl from Lebanon explained that 

various NGOs helped her and other students of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds by giving 

them both homework support and language learning after school, saying: 

We had classes after the school, so for our homeworks or something. We sit together and 

we studied at our homeworks and they explain for us what’s the meaning, what’s this and 

this [How did they support you?] In Greek, also English. Sometimes they also help us with 

our homework, that we used to do [at home]. Sometimes we do them with a class. (IDI 28) 

In conclusion, NGOs can play an important role in supporting the education of students of refugee 

and forced migrant backgrounds by helping them enroll in formal schooling and offering them 

non-formal educational opportunities, such as formalized educational programs that can aid 

refugees if they have not been able to enroll in formal schooling and after-school educational 

services that can aid refugees enrolled in formal schooling in homework support and language 

learning. 

5.5.5 Resilience factors unique to UASCs and to non-UASCs 

The study identified two resilience factors that are specific to UASCs but not reported by 

non-UASCs: supportive social workers and financial support access. The study also identified 

three resilience factors that are specific to non-UASCs but not reported by UASCs: supportive next 

of kin; supportive principals and other school staff; and supportive teaching staff at community 

NGOs. 

Supportive social workers. More UASCs (12 out of 15) in comparison to non-UASCs 

(3 out of 10) reported supportive social workers as enabling their navigation and negotiation of 

education. First, social workers supported UASCs’ education by facilitating their access to formal 
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schooling and making sure they were enrolled and feeling well-integrated in schools in Greece. 

For example, one 16-year-old boy from Afghanistan explained how his social workers collaborated 

together to help him navigate the formal education system in Greece and get enrolled, saying: 

About the social worker, that person helped me so much. She never gave me a promise to 

help with education, but she tried so much to help me and find a school for me, especially 

since she knew how much I wanted that. She tried to do that for me. [What about other 

social workers?] Getting me registered in a school was the product of a mutual 

cooperation between two social workers. At first, I sent my request to my social worker in 

my shelter and told her that I need a school to get education, and she called another social 

worker in the shelter. And after four or five days, they were able to find me a school. Both 

of them. (IDI 08) 

Another way that social workers supported the education of UASCs was by facilitating their access 

to non-formal educational opportunities, such as extra-curricular education programming offered 

with the residential care center or offered at other community-based NGOs. For example, one 20-

year-old girl from Cameroon who didn’t have the opportunity to enroll in formal schooling in 

Greece shared how her social worker helped her navigate non-formal educational opportunities 

that suited her future ambitions, saying: 

When I was a minor, I had a guardian and actually she was the Guardian in the shelter and 

we kept in contact. From the interviews that I've had with her, she knew that I want to be 

a journalist, so when she found the opportunity of this workshop that I'm doing right now, 

she called me - we were still in contact all the time - she called me and she proposed to me 

to do it, because I don't have this chance of going to a normal school. So she proposed me 

to start from there, and then we will see later on. (IDI 06) 

In summary, social workers and other accommodation staff can act as important advocates for 

refugee education at the shelters by encouraging them to pursue education and navigating and 

negotiating their access to formal and non-formal educational opportunities. 
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Financial support access. Only UASCs (8 out of 15) in comparison to non-UASCs (0 

out of 10) reported financial support access as enabling their navigation and negotiation of 

education. For example, one 18-year-old boy from Afghanistan explained how both financial 

support and in-kind support he received from the NGO enabled him to pursue higher education 

in Greece, saying: 

There is an NGO which is a Greek organization. They're working to help refugees. They 

did a quite good job for me, which I really appreciate. They got me on scholarship with [a 

university]. They also gave me a laptop, a very good laptop, which I'm using right now, to 

continue my lesson. Even though it was my first time to go into their organization, it was 

quite surprising, giving me a laptop and a scholarship. Because they pay the fees of the 

university. It was quite good to get. (IDI 01) 

Some UASCs have often had to negotiate access to financial support to help them in their 

educational trajectories. For example, one 18-year-old boy from Afghanistan showcased how he 

had to negotiate access to financial support from his teacher at an NGO in order to not be 

compelled to disrupt his formal schooling, saying: 

I told my teacher. ‘I have this problem. For one month or two months, I cannot come to 

school, because I should find a job to work to find money for food otherwise. It’s my choice 

to be that person. I don’t have any other choice’. You know? There are only two ways for 

someone like me to work for me, one option is selling drugs, and another is stealing from 

someone to find my food to eat. I explained this to her and then she bought for me food. 

She also said, when you have a problem or want help with stuff with your house. Tell me, 

I will buy for me. And she bought me stuff for my house three times. (IDI 15) 

In summary, both NGOs that give direct support by offering financial or in-kind support for 

accessing education and NGOs that give indirect support by linking them to existing financial or 

in-kind support for accessing education are important facilitators of education. 
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Supportive next of kin. Less UASCs (2 out of 15) in comparison to non-UASCs (7 out 

of 10) reported supportive next of kin as enabling their navigation and negotiation of education. 

Supportive next of kin represented a key advocate at home for continuing education, specifically 

their parents. For example, one 17-year-old boy from Iran explained how his mother was his 

biggest motivation for education, saying: 

I could say that the first motivation was my mother. She always encouraged me that you 

have to study, you have to be precise. Even doesn’t matter if even we leave, if you graduated 

from any level, so you can continue after that in other countries. So try to study very hard, 

try to do your best. If we return back to Iran, if we return back to – we go forward. I 

accepted that we are staying in Greece for a while. I have to study, so I accepted and I tried 

to study. Only study. (IDI 23) 

Besides parents, siblings can also act as important advocates for education. For example, one 16-

year-old girl from Iran explained how, alongside her mother, her sister, who was in Germany, was 

a key encouragement for her to continue education, saying: 

My mother and my sister encourage me. My sister is in Germany. She’s not with me here 

for a long time. But she always encourage her. And my mother also encourage me saying, 

study very well, you will be someone – something in the future. A useful person in the 

future. (IDI 24) 

In summary, supportive next of kin, such as parents and siblings, can act as important advocates 

of education for students of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds by continuing to encourage 

them and support their educational pursuits. 

 Supportive principals and other school staff. Less UASCs (3 out of 15) in 

comparison to non-UASCs (6 out of 10) reported supportive principals and other school staff as 

enabling their navigation and negotiation of education. For example, principals were sometimes 

actively involved in helping their students become immersed in the Greek language. For example, 

one 16-year-old boy from Afghanistan who was enrolled in formal schooling in Greece explained 
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how his principal's positive engagement with him helped him improve his language abilities, 

saying: 

In the beginning, the only stories I knew it, I was like how I came from Iran and to Greece. 

This was the only long stories I knew about my life. And they was asking me and it was 

really hard to explain it, because I didn’t know the language. I was drawing with the pen, 

like if I wanted to say the borders and I couldn’t, you know. I draw it for them in the paper 

or the mountains and this. That really helped me. Like they knew it, my story, after two or 

three times I explained and they knew it, how I came. But every week, they was asking me 

one time and I was happy to explain them, because I was learning the letters from them. 

In the first I was with the paper. After, I stopped to drawing the paper, and I tell the whole 

sentence very good. (IDI 21) 

To be supportive, however, principals and other school staff need to develop a compassionate and 

empathetic view of refugees. One 21-year-old boy from Afghanistan who arrived in Greece as a 

minor and enrolled in formal schooling spoke about how his principal’s views of refugees 

gradually improved, leading her to dedicate effort to negotiating the refugee students’ access to 

further non-formal educational opportunities, saying: 

My principal, at the beginning, she was really bad with refugees, like she was shouting and 

all the staff like behaving very good. But after some times, she changed completely, she 

changed and he was helping us. She was doing everything that she could do to help us. 

Asking teachers to help us, she was asking other Greek students to help us. She was very 

good. I didn’t know, at the beginning, she had a very bad image from us, because like 

maybe the last year’s students wasn’t very good. But then she saw that it’s different and we 

want to learn something. We really care about education. She changed the behaviour and 

starts being good … So I participated into [an extracurricular program] and my principal 

were there as well. So, the last day of [the extracurricular program] was the last day that 

we were meeting each other – me and my principal. And she cried on that day, and she 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

210 

 

said that ‘you changed my image of refugees. Thank you for that’. That really touched my 

heart and my head. And after that time, I really felt amazing. (IDI 25) 

In summary, principals and other school staff can act as important advocates for education by 

showcasing empathy and compassion to their refugee students, helping them navigate the formal 

schooling system, such as by continuing to support their language development, and by 

negotiating on their behalf their access to non-formal educational opportunities. 

Supportive teachers at NGOs. More UASCs (6 out of 15) in comparison to non-UASCs 

(5 out of 10) reported supportive teachers at NGOs as enabling their navigation and negotiation 

of education. Non-UASCs reported various instructional practices that the teachers at NGOs, 

whether employed or volunteers, used that supported them in their educational trajectories. For 

example, one instructional practice that the teachers at NGOs employed was catering teaching 

planning to refugee students’ needs and circumstances. For example, one 21-year-old girl from 

Afghanistan who was not enrolled in school in time when she arrived in Greece as a minor 

explained how, despite them constantly changing, teachers at her preferred NGO were still able 

to plan their teaching around her personal needs, saying: 

Since the time here, we didn’t have stable teacher, so it’s changed the teacher every three 

months, every two months, every five months. There are some volunteer teachers, they 

change, but it’s OK. I mean, the point of the all the teachers is that they listen to you, they 

understand you. For example, I said that I’m interesting to learn about this part or 

another. I gave offer, I give something, I give something in order to continue to discuss. 

And the teacher said, “OK, we will focus on your needs.” This is very important. That is 

important to encourage me in order to follow and to continue. (IDI 22) 

Teachers at NGOs also often employed instructional strategies that were often innovative and 

uncommon for formal schooling in Greece, such as project-based instruction. For example, one 

16-year-old boy from Afghanistan explained how his English language teacher helped him learn 
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the language through project-based instruction, through which students of refugee and forced 

migrant backgrounds are given the opportunity to learn through engaging with projects, saying: 

Another would be my English teacher [at an NGO]. She helped me a lot, like she were 

doing everything that I needed to repeat and everything. She was really helping … [how 

did she help you?] How did she help me? So like first with the English, like my English 

was zero when I entered Greece. She helped me a lot to learn the language and stuff, but 

after that, I started doing like projects and getting a little bit out of the education circle 

that they made for other children and doing my own projects and so on. At that point, she 

helped me like more. She was helping with translation, information, everything. (IDI 30) 

In summary, teachers at NGOs are most often teachers who students of refugee and forced 

migrant backgrounds view as being capable of catering instructional planning to their learning 

needs and circumstances and those teachers who employ instructional strategies that were often 

innovative and uncommon for formal schooling in Greece. 

5.6 Discussion and Conclusion 

The study reported important findings about the socio-ecological factors that contribute 

to the navigation and negotiation of education by UASCs in Greece. First, Welch’s t-test of CYRM-

R scores revealed that UASCs had a significantly lower score on average than non-UASCs on the 

overall resilience score and on the relational resilience score. Second, Fisher’s exact test of CYRM-

R items revealed that UASCs agreed significantly more than non-UASCs that they get along with 

people around them. The tests also revealed that UASCs agreed significantly less than non-UASCs 

that their caregiver or guardian really looks out for them, that their caregiver or guardian knows 

a lot about them, that they feel safe when they are with their caregiver or guardian, and that they 

like the way their caregiver or guardian celebrates things about them, like holidays or learning 

about their culture. Both findings illustrate how UASCs’ personal sense of resilience is tied to the 

immediate socio-ecological support system around them, despite experiencing family separation. 

Third, the study identified five resilience factors shared by UASCs and non-UASCs: supportive 
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teachers at school; supportive classmates and school peers; digital learning support; supportive 

friends and community peers; and NGO support. Fourth, the study identified two resilience 

factors unique to UASCs: supportive social workers and financial support access. The study also 

identified three resilience factors unique to non-UASCs: supportive next of kin; supportive 

principals and other school staff; and supportive teaching staff at community NGOs. Both findings 

offer empirical evidence about the significant role that microsystemic factors (representing the 

complex relationships and physical settings experienced by the child) and mesosystemic factors 

(representing the interrelations between the microsystems) play in the educational resilience of 

UASCs. The findings also contribute to knowledge through not only the identification of resilience 

factors that are unique to UASCs and that they share with non-UASCs but also by highlighting 

through qualitative information how these factors are able to support the navigation and 

negotiation processes of education by UASCs. In summary, by exploring how these risk and 

resilience factors interact, this study was able to identify how UASCs navigate and negotiate 

situations of risk differently from non-UASCs in their new environment to achieve positive 

educational experiences.  

The study displayed several methodological strengths that enabled it to contribute to 

knowledge about the educational resilience of UASCs in Greece. First, a key contribution of the 

study is that it integrates both quantitative and qualitative data to gain a more nuanced 

understanding of the challenges and strengths that UASCs share with non-UASCs in their 

educational journeys and of the challenges and strengths that are unique to UASCs. Second, by 

adopting a socio-ecological approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986) and a socio-interactional 

approach (Vygotsky, 1967, 1978), this study underscored the importance of considering multiple 

levels of influence in understanding educational resilience among UASCs, such as individual-

level, ‘home’-level, school-level, and community-level factors. This is in line with prior calls for 

adopting more multilevel perspectives in studying resilience (Cicchetti, 2010). Such a multilevel 

approach allowed for a holistic exploration of the various socio-ecological factors that supported 
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the navigation and negotiation processes that enabled positive educational experiences for UASC 

students. Third, the use of Fisher's exact tests and Welch's two-sample t-tests on responses to the 

CYRM-R questionnaire revealed a relationship between personal sense of education resilience 

and the presence of a socio-ecological support system. This underscores the importance of 

studying both contextual and material factors for understanding the educational resilience of 

UASCs. Fourth, combining open, axial, and selective coding techniques with reflexive thematic 

analysis revealed valuable qualitative insights into the goal-setting capabilities of UASCs. It also 

revealed valuable insights into the resilience factors that may contribute to positive educational 

experiences for both UASCs and non-UASCs. Such knowledge contributes to a deeper 

understanding of the complex dynamics and systemic factors shaping educational resilience 

among refugee children. Lastly, by exploring how these risk and resilience factors interact, this 

study was able to identify how UASCs navigate and negotiate situations of risk differently from 

non-UASCs in their new environment to achieve positive educational experiences. In summary, 

integrating a socio-ecological and socio-interactional framework with a mixed-methods design 

strengthened the study's ability to uncover critical insights into the educational resilience of 

UASCs. This includes gaining an understanding of how the socio-ecological context of UASCs 

determines how they are able to navigate and negotiate situations of risk to gain positive 

educational experiences. 

The study reports some methodological limitations that should be carefully considered. 

First, the generalizability of the findings is limited by the small sample size, preventing the 

establishment of causality. Additionally, the use of snowball sampling may lead to the possibility 

of sample bias and limited diversity (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). Since the sampling method relies 

on referrals, it may not have captured the educational experiences of UASCs and non-UASCs who 

are not connected to the initial network, thereby reducing the diversity of the sample and 

compromising the generalizability of the study findings. Future educational and social care 

studies should consider recruiting a more representative number of participants using more 
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random sampling techniques to examine the educational resilience of UASCs and non-UASCs in 

Greece. Second, it is important to note the limitations of using self-reported data collected via the 

CYRM-R questionnaire. Self-reported questionnaire data is often susceptible to measurement 

error arising from potential issues of social desirability bias, meaning when the child responds to 

questionnaire questions in a manner that is socially acceptable by others (Krumpal, 2013), and 

recall bias, meaning when the child is unable to remember past events or experiences accurately 

(Bell et al., 2019). Lastly, it is important to note that data collected through qualitative techniques 

may be open to multiple interpretations. Different researchers analyzing the same data may arrive 

at different conclusions, leading to potential variations in the study's findings. Nevertheless, this 

study embraces the role of reflexivity and the researcher's role in shaping interpretations, thereby 

acknowledging the potential for multiple understandings and meanings within qualitative 

research (Attia & Edge, 2017). Moreover, in order to sustain the reliability of the findings and 

remain truly reflexive, the study used intercoder reliability as a way to both embrace researcher 

reflexivity while ensuring consistency and methodological transparency and enabling positive 

collaboration between the two coders (MacPhail et al., 2016). 

The study carries significant research implications both for the study of the educational 

experiences of UASCs and for the broader field of resilience research. First, the differences in 

CYRM-R scores and CYRM-R items between UASCs and non-UASCs highlight the specific 

challenges faced by UASCs in achieving educational resilience. For example, the differences in 

perceptions of caregiver support between UASCs and non-UASCs revealed through examining 

their CYRM-R item responses underscore the importance of understanding the caregiver-child 

relationship as a crucial aspect of educational resilience for UASCs. This aligns with prior research 

that found that the new home environment continues to play an important role in influencing the 

educational trajectories of UASCs despite family separation (Aleghfeli, 2023; Aleghfeli & Hunt, 

2022). Further large-sample qualitative or mixed-methods research is needed to explore how 

‘home’-related factors contribute to positive educational experiences of UASCs, specifically 
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investigating the dynamics of caregiver, guardian, social worker, and accommodation support in 

the lives of UASCs and how it impacts their educational experiences and outcomes. Moreover, the 

identification of shared and unique resilience factors between UASCs and non-UASCs provides 

valuable insights into the common factors that promote educational resilience among both 

groups, as well as the specific resources and support systems they each need to address their 

distinct needs. This highlights the significance of integrating a nuanced approach to resilience 

research, recognizing the diversity of factors influencing educational resilience in children of 

refugee and forced migrant backgrounds. By identifying specific resilience factors unique to 

UASCs, the study expands knowledge on how UASCs develop and exhibit resilience, shedding 

light on the navigation and negotiation processes that foster educational resilience (Ungar, 2008). 

Overall, this study advances the understanding of educational resilience among UASCs and 

highlights the importance of considering their unique experiences, needs, and circumstances. It 

also enriches the broader field of resilience research by providing valuable insights into the 

complexities of resilience among children of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds, guiding 

future research aimed at empowering vulnerable children and youth to recognize their own 

resilience potential. 

The study has important implications for educational and social care policy and practice, 

not only in Greece but also in other countries with significant populations of UASCs. The study's 

focus on UASCs in Greece provides context-specific and transferable insights, contributing to 

understanding the unique challenges faced by UASC students in the Greek educational system as 

well as providing a framework to comprehend educational resilience in UASCs in other contexts. 

By recognizing and addressing the distinct experiences, needs, and circumstances of UASCs and 

non-UASCs, policies and practices can create a supportive and nurturing environment that 

promotes their educational resilience. As mentioned earlier, the study's identification of 

differences in perceptions of caregiver support between UASCs and non-UASCs underscores the 

importance of strengthening caregiver-child relationships in promoting educational resilience 
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among UASCs. Moreover, the identification of shared and unique resilience factors between 

UASCs and non-UASCs highlights the need for comprehensive and integrated approaches to 

support the educational resilience of each group. Social workers in Greece require needed 

educational support training to enable them to act as important advocates for education for 

UASCs by encouraging them to pursue education and ensuring their access to formal schooling 

and non-formal educational opportunities. Such trainings can be grounded in a cultural 

preparedness approach of aspiration and engagement (Arulmani, 2019). Teachers in the formal 

and non-formal educational sectors in Greece must also be trained on how to deploy instructional 

practices such as preparing coursework summaries and lesson plans that can aid UASCs and other 

students of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds with their learning challenges, as well as 

encouraging positive collaboration among classmates so that UASCs and other students of refugee 

and forced migrant backgrounds are not left behind. The need for such teacher training has been 

explored extensively in other studies about refugee educators (McIntyre & Abrams, 2021; 

Prentice, 2022; Prentice & Ott, 2021). Additionally, social care policies should be improved to 

ensure that newly arrived UASCs have access to needed support services such as supportive social 

workers and financial assistance. Lastly, policymakers and practitioners should exchange 

knowledge and collaborate to design contextually appropriate interventions that build on shared 

resilience factors while addressing the unique challenges faced by UASCs and non-UASCs.



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

217 

 

Chapter 6. Discussion – Conceptualizing educational resilience for 

unaccompanied and separated children: A mixed-methods synthesis of three 

studies  

 

Summary. OBJECTIVES: In this discussion chapter, I aim to synthesize the three studies to gain 

insights about how socio-interactional processes influence the educational resilience of 

unaccompanied and separated children (UASCs). METHODS AND ANALYSIS: I use different 

triangulation techniques to integrate the results from the systematic review (Chapter 3), the 

Jordan study (Chapter 4), and the Greece study (Chapter 5). This includes data triangulation 

across different sources; methodological triangulation across quantitative, qualitative, and 

mixed-methods; theoretical triangulation using different frameworks; and investigator 

triangulation between multiple researchers. FINDINGS: By triangulating the studies, I identify 

salient socio-ecological factors and socio-interactional processes at the individual, home, school, 

and community levels that influence UASCs' educational resilience. Additionally, I reveal that 

educational resilience development among UASCs can be conceptualized as a combination of 

intermental activities (between the UASC and their environment) and intramental activities 

(within the UASC), where having supportive relationships at home, school, and community 

facilitates UASCs to transition over time from their zone of proximal resilience development to 

their level of actual resilience development. NOVELTY AND IMPROVEMENT: Through diverse 

triangulation techniques and a critical realist lens, I integrate insights gained across the 

quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods studies in my dissertation. This enables me to 

synthesize knowledge on the factors and processes shaping UASCs' educational resilience, 

methodological limitations to consider, and implications for research, policy, and practice in this 

important area. Overall, the discussion chapter aims to provide an integrated synthesis of my 

dissertation's findings and contributions using a mixed-methods triangulation approach.  
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6.1 Introduction 

The aim of this discussion chapter is to synthesize the three studies in order to answer the 

dissertation research questions: 

1) What socio-ecological factors in UASCs’ environments contribute to the educational 

resilience of UASCs? 

2) How do socio-interactional processes that arise from interactions between UASCs and 

their environment contribute to the educational resilience of UASCs? 

Alongside answering these dissertation questions, the discussion chapter also attempts to identify 

methodological considerations as well as implications for research, policy, and practice that 

emerged from three studies. The synthesis process undertaken in this discussion chapter was 

grounded in critical realism, which acknowledges the existence of an objective natural and social 

reality that is independent of human knowledge and emphasizes the development of empirically 

supported theories and hypotheses that reveal the underlying mechanisms and structures shaping 

observable phenomena (Bhaskar, 1975, 1989). It asserts that different epistemological 

approaches, such as pragmatism, post-positivism, and constructivism, can coexist and provide 

valuable insights into diverse aspects of reality. The logical inference approach is retroductive, 

involving inferring the existence of unobservable mechanisms and structures based on observable 

effects, allowing for a deeper understanding of underlying processes (Bhaskar, 1975; Blaikie, 

2007). Additionally, the methodology was a convergent parallel mixed-methods approach, 

qualitatively synthesizing insights from the quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods studies 

through triangulation (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017; Denzin, 2017). The synthesis involved 

triangulating findings from the three studies to identify converging and diverging insights about 

UASCs’ educational resilience processes, methodological strengths and limitations, and 

implications for research, policy, and practice. 
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6.2 Literature Review 

6.2.1 Conceptualizing Educational Resilience 

Resilience research had a profound impact on transforming child and youth development 

studies from a risk-based outlook to a strength-based outlook. Rutter (1987) perfectly 

encapsulates this research transformation by saying: “Not only has there been a shift of focus from 

vulnerability to resilience, but also from risk variables to the process of negotiating risk situations. 

It is in that context of risk negotiation that attention was turned to protective mechanisms” (p. 

316). At its core, resilience can be defined as the ability to adapt and achieve good outcomes in the 

face of adversity (Masten, 2014; Rutter, 2012). 

From very early on, the resilience concept had a transformative impact on research on 

children from high-stress backgrounds, changing it from a deficit-based outlook to a strengths-

based outlook. The first wave of resilience research aimed to describe and identify factors 

associated with resilience in children, often focusing on health and epidemiology (Garmezy et al., 

1984; Masten et al., 1990; Rutter, 1979, 1987; Werner & Smith, 1977, 1992), with risk factors 

classified as proximal or distal (Luthar et al., 2006; Wright et al., 2013) and resilience factors 

categorized as protective or promotive (Luthar et al., 2006; Sameroff, 2000). The second wave of 

resilience research aimed to understand how risk and resilience factors influence long-term 

outcomes, transitioning from descriptive cross-sectional studies to longitudinal examinations 

that investigate the mediating and moderating roles of these factors (Feinstein et al., 2008; Motti-

Stefanidi, 2018). Mediation involves explaining the relationship between independent and 

dependent variables, while moderation assesses how risk or resilience factors affect the strength 

or direction of this relationship (Baron & Kenny, 1986). 

The third wave of resilience research involves testing resilience concepts through 

educational interventions, engaging educators and researchers, and utilizing experimental 

designs like randomized control trials to explore the mediating and moderating roles of resilience 

factors (Cicchetti et al., 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Wang & Gordon, 1994). It was in this 
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wave that the often-cited definition of educational resilience was coined: “Educational resilience 

is the heightened likelihood of success in school and other life accomplishments despite 

environmental adversities brought about by early traits, conditions, and experiences” (Wang et 

al., 1994). Inspired by previous socio-ecological and socio-interactional research 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986; Vygotsky, 1967, 1978), the fourth wave of resilience research 

represents a more critical approach where resilience processes are understood through multiple 

levels of analysis and where a wider understanding of contextual factors is sought (Aleghfeli, 2021; 

Hart et al., 2016; Ungar, 2004, 2008). 

Inspired by the fourth wave of resilience research, this dissertation conceptualized 

educational resilience as a multidimensional, multisystemic phenomenon that emerges through 

complex interrelations between risk factors and resilience factors in educational settings within a 

child’s socio-ecological and socio-interactional context. For refugee students facing pre- and post-

migration adversities, cultivating educational resilience requires understanding risk and 

resilience factors and processes. These factors and processes influence resilience in UASCs and 

other refugee students who face cumulative pre-migration and post-migration adversities 

(Aleghfeli, 2023; Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022). Taking into consideration various conceptualizations 

of resilience, this dissertation defines educational resilience as the presence of positive 

educational outcomes or experiences despite exposure to significant risk or severe adversity 

(Masten, 2014; Rutter, 2012). Educational resilience is also the result of a dynamic engagement 

between the child and their immediate environment (Luthar et al., 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 

2000) and is specific to the socio-ecological and socio-interactional context of the child (Ungar, 

2008). 

6.2.2 Socio-Ecological Factors 

Bronfenbrenner's socio-ecological theory of development (1977, 1986) was used as a 

primary theoretical framework to identify what socio-ecological factors in UASCs’ environments 

contribute to the educational resilience of UASCs. The socio-ecological theory examines human 
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development within the context of multiple interconnected systems. It emphasizes the influence 

of various social and environmental factors, such as family, community, culture, and society, on a 

child’s learning and development. Bronfenbrenner conceptualized the child's environment as 

different nested levels of systems: the microsystem (the child's immediate relationships and 

environments), the mesosystem (interrelations between elements of the microsystem), the 

exosystem (external social structures influencing the microsystems), the macrosystem 

(sociocultural norms and ideologies), and the chronosystem (changes over time in both the child 

and their environments). 

Bronfenbrenner later developed the Process-Person-Context-Time model to emphasize 

the interrelatedness between person and context, rather than just contextual factors 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, 2007). The model had four components: proximal processes 

(the reciprocal interactions between the child and their immediate ecosystems that drive 

development), person (the child's individual characteristics that shape proximal processes; these 

include demand characteristics, e.g., age and gender, biological characteristics, e.g., cognitive 

skills and intelligence, and force characteristics, e.g., differences of temperament and motivation), 

context (the child’s socio-ecological system as defined earlier), and time (change in proximal 

processes over time). 

Despite its focus on interactions and processes and its seeming applicability to the UASC 

context, the Process-Person-Context-Time model focuses primarily on biological and cognitive 

development processes and ignores social and emotional development. As a consequence of the 

development of this model, Bronfenbrenner termed this new iteration of the ecological framework 

as a bio-ecological framework (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; 

Tudge et al., 2009). This dissertation’s conceptualization of educational resilience emphasizes the 

importance of social interactions in the development of resilience. In conclusion, only the earlier 

iteration of Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological framework (1977, 1986) is used. Figure 11 
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illustrates the socio-ecological framework of UASCs as it applies to the educational resilience of 

UASCs.  

Figure 11. Final socio-ecological model of educational resilience for unaccompanied and 

separated children 

   

6.2.3 Socio-Interactional Processes 

Vygotsky's socio-interactional theory of development (1967, 1978) was used as a secondary 

theoretical framework to identify what socio-interactional processes that arise from interactions 

between UASCs and their environment contribute to the educational resilience of UASCs. The 

socio-interactional theory proposes that learning and development in children are strongly 

influenced by meaningful interactions with their social and environmental context, thereby 

shaping their skills and capabilities and broadening their understanding of their context. It 

conceptualizes these interactions as occurring through a ‘Zone of Proximal Development’, which 

is the space between what a child can achieve independently and what they can achieve with 

guidance. ‘Most Knowledgeable Others’, or individuals with greater expertise than the child, play 

a crucial role within this zone, offering support and helping children advance. As children gain in 
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learning and development, the zone shrinks, reflecting their evolving capabilities. Development 

is also seen as a forward recursive process, moving from intermental activities (between the child 

and the environment) to intramental activities (within the child) (Vygotsky, 1978), that is 

facilitated by contextual factors such as psychological and physical tools that mediate between the 

child and environment (e.g. language, computers) (Vygotsky, 1967). 

Further additions to and applications of the socio-interactional framework broadened its 

utility, making it relevant to examine educational resilience processes in UASCs. Wood and 

colleagues (1976) introduced the term, scaffolding, to explain a process “that enables a child or 

novice to solve a task or achieve a goal that would be beyond his unassisted efforts” (p. 90). 

According to them, effective scaffolding requires the more knowledgeable other to provide the 

following supports: reinforcements (through encouragement), specific instructions, modeling 

and demonstration, regulating affect and frustration, and regulating attention and interest. 

Masten and Obradović (2008) further contextualized the socio-interactional framework to fit the 

risk and resilience processes. In the first zone, children who experienced trauma from sudden 

disasters and crises also experienced delayed mental functioning, resulting in them falling into 

what is termed as the zone of maladaptive development. In the second zone, children can either 

maintain higher mental functioning or recover from initial delayed mental functioning, thereby 

resulting in them being placed into what is termed as the zone of average development. 

Given its wider applicability and its relevance to resilience research, this dissertation 

applied the socio-interactional framework to illustrate the UASC’s educational resilience 

development as a forward recursive process, moving from the UASC’s zone of proximal resilience 

development to the UASC’s level of actual resilience development, facilitated by socio-ecological 

factors. The first form is resilience developed through adaptive factors present within the UASC, 

termed as the UASC’s level of actual resilience development. The zone of proximal resilience 

development is educational resilience developed through external factors provided by their 

immediate environment, whereas the level of actual resilience development is educational 
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resilience developed through internal factors present within the UASC. Figure 12 illustrates the 

socio-interactional framework as it applies to the educational resilience of UASCs. 

Figure 12. Final socio-interactional model of educational resilience for unaccompanied and 

separated children 

 

6.2.4 A Critical Realist Approach 

In this discussion, I used an interdisciplinary philosophy of science known as critical 

realism. Coined and developed by Ram Roy Bhaskar (1975, 1989), critical realism reaffirms the 

claim of ‘ontological realism’ (phenomena exist independently of our knowledge of them) while 

combining it with ‘epistemological relativism’ (human knowledge is socially produced, historically 

transient, and fallible) and ‘judgmental rationalism’ (there are rational grounds for preferring 

some theories and explanations over others). From this critical realist viewpoint, the central aim 

of social scientific research is not prediction or interpretation, but rather explanation (Bhaskar, 

1975). In other words, the primary objective of the social sciences is to develop empirically 
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supported theories and hypotheses about how, why, and under what conditions particular 

phenomena occur. 

Critical realism allows for the integration of different epistemological approaches, such as 

pragmatism, post-positivism, and constructivism, in order to avoid what it views as their 

individual limitations, such as the empirical reductivism of post-positivism or the conceptual 

relativism of constructivism (Bhaskar, 1989). Axiologically, critical realists believe in the inherent 

value of uncovering the underlying causal mechanisms and structures of phenomena, 

emphasizing the importance of gaining a deeper understanding of reality beyond surface 

appearances. Ontologically, they focus on recognizing the stratified nature of reality, positing 

multiple levels of existence, including the empirical, actual, and real, and emphasizing the 

existence of an objective reality that exists independently of human thought. Epistemologically, 

critical realists value the development of scientific theories and explanations that can bridge the 

gap between the empirical and the real, acknowledging the role of both empirical observation and 

theory in constructing knowledge. Methodologically, critical realists rely on a variety of research 

methods, including mixed methods, allowing for the inference of unobservable causal 

mechanisms based on observable effects and aiming to provide a comprehensive understanding 

of complex phenomena. 

Given the multidimensional nature of educational resilience among UASCs, using 

different paradigms provides unique insights that a single approach could not achieve alone. 

Study I (the systematic review) utilized a pragmatic paradigm to conceptualize educational 

resilience as a practical framework for guiding interventions and social policy. Study II (the 

Jordan study) employed a post-positivist lens to quantitatively investigate factors associated with 

UASCs’ achievement outcomes in Jordan. Study III (the Greece study) adopted a constructivist 

perspective to gain rich, subjective understandings of how UASCs in Greece navigate risks and 

negotiate educational resources. Together, these diverse paradigms have provided 

complementary views of UASCs’ educational resilience from different philosophical standpoints. 
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The pragmatic viewpoint allowed for conceptualizing educational resilience for practical 

application; the post-positivist lens allowed for objectively modeling factors correlating with 

achievement; and the constructivist perspective allowed for the privileging of UASCs’ voices and 

lived experiences. Using multiple paradigms provides comprehensive, multi-faceted knowledge 

about this complex phenomenon. Combining divergent lenses creates a deeper, more textured 

understanding compared to a single view (Greene, 2007). This critical realist approach therefore 

enabled a fuller examination of UASCs’ educational resilience across different settings. 

6.3 Methods 

The three studies were designed and implemented in order to follow a convergent parallel 

mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017), which involves the concurrent but separate 

collection and analysis of quantitative and qualitative data on the educational resilience of UASCs. 

The core premise was to obtain complementary quantitative and qualitative data to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of how educational resilience occurs for UASCs. Aspects of the 

mixed-methods timing were sequential in that Study I (the systematic review) preceded both 

Study II (the Jordan study) and Study III (the Greece study). For the most part, the latter two 

were conducted independently during the same timeframe and with equal priority. In this 

discussion chapter, I integrate the results from all three strands using triangulation processes in 

order to identify what socio-ecological factors in UASCs’ environments contribute to the 

educational resilience of UASCs and how socio-interactional processes, which arise from 

interactions between UASCs and their environments, contribute to the educational resilience of 

UASCs.  

6.3.1 Study I: A Systematic Mixed-methods Review 

Study I (henceforth referred to as the systematic review) was a systematic mixed-methods 

review of the risk and resilience factors of education for UASCs (Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022). Between 

2015 and 2022, EU and EFTA countries alone received over 300,000 asylum applications from 

UASCs who have had their education disrupted due to conflict and war (EUROSTAT, 2024). The 
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systematic review aimed to identify risk and resilience factors that influence the educational 

trajectories of UASCs in high-income countries. It explored quantitative and qualitative evidence 

on risk and resilience factors associated with UASCs' educational outcomes and experiences.  

In terms of methods and analysis pursued, a systematic mixed-methods review of peer-

reviewed journal articles and grey literature, namely doctoral theses and dissertations, published 

between 2000 and 2020 was conducted across 12 bibliographic databases, leading to eighteen 

studies meeting the inclusion criteria after screening. The study selection process involved 

deduplication of search results, title and abstract screening, and full-text screening, done in 

accordance with dual-reviewer blind screening (Gartlehner et al., 2020; Stoll et al., 2019). Data 

extraction and synthesis involved quantitative meta-integration (Frantzen & Fetters, 2016; 

Onwuegbuzie & Combs, 2010) and meta-ethnographic synthesis (Noblit & Hare, 1988; Nye et al., 

2016) respectively, done in accordance with double-blind coding procedures to reduce bias 

(MacPhail et al., 2016). Critically appraisal for risk of bias, trustworthiness, and methodological 

quality using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme checklists (2022) and confidence in discrete 

review findings using the GRADE-CERQual approach (Lewin et al., 2015, 2018) were conducted.  

As findings, twenty-six factors were identified as risk and resilience factors related to five 

socio-ecological levels: child, microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986). Young mothers, minors who experienced immigration detention, 

and minors whose immigration statuses are unknown or pending were found particularly 

vulnerable to risk factors jeopardizing their education. Microsystemic and mesosystemic factors 

played the most significant role in educational resilience for these vulnerable UASC children.  

In terms of novelty, improvement, and contribution to knowledge, the systematic review 

provides a comprehensive socio-ecological understanding of educational resilience processes for 

UASCs. Microsystemic and mesosystemic factors were found to play the most important role in 

the educational resilience of UASCs. The findings can inform research, policy, and practice to 
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better support UASCs’ education through resilience-focused interventions. Further research 

should address key evidence gaps and test targeted interventions to support resilience. 

6.3.2 Study II: A Quantitative Secondary Data Analysis Study in Jordan 

Study II (henceforth, referred to as the Jordan study) was a quantitative secondary data 

analysis study that examines the educational achievement outcomes of both UASCs and non-

UASCs in Jordan using PISA 2009 (Aleghfeli, 2023). Limited research exists on the underlying 

processes through which socio-ecological factors contribute to the educational resilience of 

UASCs in Jordan. This can be attributed to a lack of quantitative reporting on the educational 

outcomes of UASCs (Khan et al., 2019). As such, the Jordan study examined the relationship 

between UASC status and educational achievement among Palestinian refugees in Jordan using 

the PISA 2009 dataset (OECD, 2010, 2012). It identified socio-ecological factors at the student-

level, teacher-level, and school-level that contributed to the promotion and protection of 

education for this vulnerable group.  

In terms of methods and analysis pursued, the sample for the Jordan study comprised 410 

Palestinian refugee students in Jordan, of which 91 were identified as UASCs (OECD, 2010, 2012). 

Correlational analysis examined the relationship between UASC status and educational 

achievement (Cohen et al., 2002; Pearson, 1900). Hierarchical regression analysis then identified 

socio-ecological factors impacting educational achievement after controlling for student, teacher, 

and school variables (Campbell et al., 1963; Cronbach, 1949). Main effects and interaction effects 

in the regression models revealed key promotive and protective processes (Yule, 1900). It used 

these methodological and analytical steps to identify what Rutter (1979, 1987) defines as the 

processes underlying individual differences in disadvantage, such as processes that enhance a 

child’s outcomes regardless of the presence of adversity or stressors (what Rutter refers to as 

promotive processes) and processes that mitigate the negative impact of adverse experiences or 

stressors on a child’s outcomes (what Rutter refers to as protective processes). 



EDUCATIONAL RESILIENCE OF UNCCOMPANIED AND SEPARATED CHILDREN 

 

229 

 

Findings showed that UASC status negatively correlated with achievement across all 

subjects. However, female gender, higher educational, social, and cultural status, positive class 

disciplinary climate, positive teacher-student relations, and higher school ability grouping had 

significant promotive effects on achievement for UASCs. Higher teacher use of structuring and 

scaffolding strategies provided a protective-enhancing effect on reading achievement for UASCs. 

Higher school use of ability grouping provided a protective-stabilizing effect on both reading 

achievement and scientific achievement for UASCs. In contrast, high school academic selectivity 

has a vulnerable-reactive effect on scientific achievement for UASCs.  

In terms of novelty, improvement, and contribution to knowledge, the Jordan study 

highlights the importance of adopting a socio-ecological framework and robust quantitative 

approaches to gain an in-depth understanding of UASCs' educational resilience. The 

identification of microsystemic and mesosystemic factors (those at teacher-level and school-level) 

as critical promotive and protective assets provides vital insights to inform research, policy, and 

practice aimed at supporting UASCs' ability to thrive academically despite risks associated with 

being UASC. 

6.3.3 Study III: A Qualitatively Driven Mixed-methods Study in Jordan 

 Study III (henceforth, referred to as the Greece study) was a qualitatively driven mixed-

methods study that explores the educational experiences of both UASCs and non-UASCs in Greece 

using semi-structured interviews and questionnaire responses (Aleghfeli & Nag, 2024). Greece is 

host to large numbers of UASCs who have been forcibly displaced and had their education 

disrupted (EUROSTAT, 2024). Despite UASC status being associated with high adversity and risk 

(Derluyn et al., 2009; Geltman et al., 2005; Hjern et al., 1998; Hodes et al., 2008), there is growing 

research attesting to the educational resilience of UASCs. Recent studies have identified socio-

ecological factors that enable UASCs to achieve positive educational outcomes (Aleghfeli, 2023; 

Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022). However, limited research exists on the underlying processes through 

which these factors contribute to positive educational experiences. The objective of the Greece 
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study was to explore how socio-ecological factors support UASCs to navigate or negotiate 

situations of risk in their new environment in Greece to gain positive educational experiences in 

comparison to non-UASCs.  

In terms of methods and analysis pursued, the Greece study used a qualitatively driven 

mixed-methods approach (Hesse-Biber et al., 2015) using the CYRM-R questionnaire (Jefferies 

et al., 2019; Resilience Research Centre, 2018) and semi-structured interviews (H. J. Rubin & 

Rubin, 2012) collected in Greece from a sample entirely of children of refugee and forced migrant 

backgrounds (n=25) composed of UASCs and non-UASCs. Qualitatively, reflexive thematic 

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and open, axial, and selective coding (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 

were used to identify resilience factors shared between UASCs and non-UASCs and factors unique 

to each. Quantitatively, Fisher's exact test (1935) and Welch’s two-sample t-test (1938) was used 

to examine group differences in participants’ responses to the CYRM-R. It used these 

methodological and analytical steps to better study what Ungar (2008) refers to as the personal 

agency of the child in seeking educational or social care support (what Ungar refers to as 

navigation processes) and in seeking the provision of educational and social care resources in 

ways that are meaningful to the child (what Ungar refers to as negotiation processes). 

As findings, quantitative analyses revealed UASCs’ personal sense of resilience to be tied 

to the immediate socio-ecological support system around them, while qualitative analyses 

revealed supportive social workers and financial support access as resilience factors unique to 

UASCs, and supportive next of kin, supportive principals and other school staff, and supportive 

teaching staff at community NGOs as factors unique to non-UASCs.  

In terms of novelty, improvement, and contribution to knowledge, by integrating 

quantitative and qualitative techniques, the Greece study provides empirical evidence on how the 

socio-ecological context of UASCs shapes their ability to navigate and negotiate risk situations to 

gain positive educational experiences. It identifies the socio-interactional relationship between 

risk and resilience factors and how they contribute to educational resilience processes. 
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6.3.4 Triangulation 

 After completing the three studies, I used triangulation methods in order to integrate their 

respective findings. In this dissertation, I used data triangulation, methodological triangulation, 

theoretical triangulation, and investigator triangulation (Denzin, 2017). Data triangulation 

involved the use of multiple data sources in order to understand the educational resilience of 

UASCs: peer-reviewed publications and grey literature (the systematic review), the PISA 2009 

dataset (the Jordan study), and semi-structured interviews and the CYRM-R questionnaire (the 

Greece study). Methodological triangulation involved the use of multiple methods to study the 

same phenomenon: systematic mixed-methods review, quantitative secondary data analysis, and 

qualitatively driven mixed-methods. Theoretical triangulation involved the use of multiple 

theoretical perspectives to interpret and explain a single set of data: the socio-ecological theory of 

development, as outlined by Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1986), and the socio-interactional theory of 

development, as outlined by Vygotsky (1967, 1978). Lastly, investigator triangulation involved the 

use of multiple evaluators to interpret data on the same topic. Investigator triangulation was done 

in two studies. Interpreting the data in the systematic review involved myself (a doctoral student 

with research expertise in refugee and forced migrant education) and another researcher (a 

doctoral student and former schoolteacher with research expertise in refugee and forced migrant 

education recruited as a research assistant). Similarly, interpreting the data in the Greece study 

involved myself (a doctoral student with research expertise in refugee and forced migrant 

education) and another researcher (a master’s student and former schoolteacher recruited as a 

research assistant). The investigator triangulation was especially necessary for determining 

intercoder reliability (MacPhail et al., 2016). 

6.3.5 Note on Age Ranges 

It is important to note that the dissertation covered a wide age range. The systematic 

review found that studies covered ages as young as five years old and as old as 37 years old 

(Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022). Some studies attribute their choices to age determination issues with 
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UASCs, while others noted that former UASCs who completed their educational journeys were 

able to provide richer insight into the educational trajectories of UASCs. On the one hand, age 

determination is a challenge when it comes to studying UASCs and other children of refugee and 

forced migrant backgrounds, as some may not know their dates of birth, how old they are, or claim 

to be under 18 years old so that they can take advantage of the rights and privileges of being a 

child, such as shelter and schooling (Separated Children in Europe Programme, 2012). This would 

have made it difficult to limit the age range to below 18 years old, as the reported age may not 

have represented reality. On the other hand, it became evident through the systematic review that 

younger UASCs may have been unable to contribute their full perspective due to literacy or 

comprehension issues, whereas older UASCs and former UASCs were able to contribute valuable 

insight into education (Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022). Given this information, the age range for the 

Jordan and Greece studies was set at 15–23, as it included both current UASCs old enough to not 

have literacy or comprehension issues and former UASCs young enough to still have recent 

memories of their educational trajectories. 

6.4 Contribution to Knowledge 

In this section, I triangulated the three studies in order to identify new and salient insights 

about the educational resilience of UASCs. Here, I specifically explain how I attempted to answer 

the research questions of the dissertation that aimed to identify the socio-ecological factors 

existing in UASCs’ environment that contributed to their educational resilience and understand 

the socio-interactional processes through which the interaction between UASCs and their 

environment supported their educational resilience. 

6.4.1 The Systematic Review 

The systematic review reported important findings about the risk and resilience factors 

that support the education of UASCs in high-income countries. At the child level, the eligible 

studies examined evidence on six risk and resilience factors for the education of UASC students, 

covering four domains: age, gender, educational status, and health status. The review found 
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higher age at admission to care, higher age at admission to school, early motherhood, limited or 

no prior education, and poor physical and mental health as child-level risk factors. The review 

also found prior quality education to be the sole child-level resilience factor. At the micro-level 

and meso-level, the eligible studies reported evidence on twelve risk and resilience factors for the 

education of UASC students, covering eight domains: parents, foster caregivers, residential 

accommodation, friends and community peers, school placement, teachers and school staff, class 

placement, and classmates or school peers. The review found poor residential care, unsupportive 

teachers, poor class placement, and disruptive classmates as micro- and meso-level risk factors. 

The review also found supportive parents, quality foster care, supportive foster caregivers, quality 

residential care, supportive friends and community peers, strong school placement, supportive 

teachers, and supportive classmates and school peers as the micro-level and meso-level resilience 

factors. At the exo-level, the eligible studies reported evidence on four risk and resilience factors 

for the education of UASC students, covering two domains: financial status and employment 

status. The review found financial insecurity and employment insecurity as exo-level risk factors. 

The review also found financial support access and employment support access as exo-level 

resilience factors. At the macro-level, the eligible studies reported evidence on four risk and 

resilience factors for the education of UASC students, covering three domains: immigration 

policy, racism and discrimination, and community resources. The review found harmful asylum 

policies and racism and discrimination as macro-level risk factors. The review also found refugee 

and migrant support and community engagement as macro-level resilience factors. In short, these 

findings contribute to knowledge about the educational resilience of UASCs because they provide 

evidence on the important role that microsystemic (representing the complex relationships and 

physical settings experienced by the child) and mesosystemic (representing the interrelations 

between the microsystems) factors play in the educational resilience of UASCs (Bronfenbrenner, 

1977, 1986). 
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6.4.2 The Jordan Study 

The Jordan study reported important findings about the socio-ecological factors that 

contribute to the promotion and protection of education for UASCs in Jordan. First, by examining 

the main effects in the relationship between UASC status and educational achievement, the study 

was able to identify socio-ecological factors that were associated with promotive effects on the 

educational achievement of UASC students. These promotive factors are female gender and 

higher economic, social, and cultural status; positive class disciplinary climate; positive teacher-

student relations; and being in a school with ability grouping. Second, by examining the 

interaction effects in the relationship between UASC status and educational achievement, the 

study was able to identify socio-ecological factors that were associated with protective effects on 

the educational achievement of UASC students. Specifically, higher teacher use of structuring and 

scaffolding strategies was found to have a protective-enhancing effect on reading achievement. 

School academic selectivity was found to have a vulnerable-reactive effect on scientific 

achievement. Lastly, school use of ability grouping was found to have a protective-stabilizing 

effect on both reading achievement and scientific achievement. Whereas student-level factors 

were found to have only promotive effects on educational achievement for UASCs, teacher-level 

factors and school-level factors were found to have both promotive and protective effects on 

educational achievement for UASCs. These findings contribute to knowledge because they provide 

empirical evidence about the significant role that microsystemic factors (representing the 

complex relationships and physical settings experienced by the child) and mesosystemic factors 

(representing the interrelations between the microsystems) play in the educational resilience of 

UASCs. The findings also contribute to knowledge through not only the identification of the 

interactional relationships between risk and resilience factors but also through understanding 

how these interactions shape promotive and protective processes of education for UASCs. 
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6.4.3 The Greece Study 

The Greece study reported important findings about the socio-ecological factors that 

contribute to the navigation and negotiation of education by UASCs in Greece. First, Welch’s t-

test of CYRM-R scores revealed that UASCs had a significantly lower score on average than non-

UASCs on the overall resilience score and on the relational resilience score. Second, Fisher’s exact 

test of CYRM-R items revealed that UASCs agreed significantly more than non-UASCs that they 

get along with people around them. The tests also revealed that UASCs agreed significantly less 

than non-UASCs that their caregiver or guardian really looks out for them, that their caregiver or 

guardian knows a lot about them, that they feel safe when they are with their caregiver or 

guardian, and that they like the way their caregiver or guardian celebrates things about them, like 

holidays or learning about their culture. Both findings illustrate how UASCs’ personal sense of 

resilience is tied to the immediate socio-ecological support system around them, despite 

experiencing family separation. Third, the study identified five resilience factors shared by UASCs 

and non-UASCs: supportive teachers at school; supportive classmates and school peers; digital 

learning support; supportive friends and community peers; and NGO support. Fourth, the study 

identified two resilience factors unique to UASCs: supportive social workers and financial support 

access. The study also identified three resilience factors unique to non-UASCs: supportive next of 

kin; supportive principals and other school staff; and supportive teaching staff at community 

NGOs. Both findings offer empirical evidence about the significant role that microsystemic factors 

(representing the complex relationships and physical settings experienced by the child) and 

mesosystemic factors (representing the interrelations between the microsystems) play in the 

educational resilience of UASCs. The findings also contribute to knowledge through not only the 

identification of resilience factors that are unique to UASCs and that they share with non-UASCs 

but also by highlighting through qualitative information how these factors are able to support the 

navigation and negotiation processes of education by UASCs. In summary, by exploring how these 

risk and resilience factors interact, this study was able to identify how UASCs navigate and 
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negotiate situations of risk differently from non-UASCs in their new environment to achieve 

positive educational experiences. 

6.4.4 Socio-Ecological Factors of Educational Resilience  

Upon triangulating the three studies, several salient insights were made about the social-

ecological factors in UASCs’ environment that contribute to UASCs’ educational resilience. At the 

school level, teachers were revealed as important school-level factors contributing to educational 

resilience by the systematic review and the Greece study. The Jordan study further gives insight 

into the particular ways in which teachers support UASCs, such as through sustaining supportive 

and positive relationships with students, utilizing effective instructional practices such as 

structuring and scaffolding strategies, and contributing to a positive class disciplinary climate. 

Classmates and school peers were also revealed as important school-level factors contributing to 

educational resilience by the systematic review and the Greece study, whereas the Jordan study 

noted the importance of a positive class disciplinary climate, suggesting positive peer dynamics. 

At the community level, supportive friends and community peers were revealed as important 

community-level factors contributing to educational resilience by the systematic review and the 

Greece study. Friends and community peers acting as positive role models and providing social 

support in the community seem to facilitate educational adaptation. Financial support access was 

also revealed as an important community-level factor contributing to educational resilience by 

the systematic review and the Greece study. Financial assistance helps UASCs by providing them 

with the resources they need to engage in schooling, access supplies, and cover transportation 

costs. Table 21 presents a summary table of all the socio-ecological factors identified from the 

three studies that contribute to the educational resilience of UASC. 
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Table 21. Final list of socio-ecological factors of educational resilience 

Level Study I Study II Study III 

Individual Prior quality education Female gender  

‘Home’ 

Supportive parents 
Quality foster care 
Supportive foster carers 
Quality residential care 

Higher economic, social, and cultural 
status 

Supportive social workers 

School 
Supportive teachers and school staff 
Supportive classmates and school peers 
Strong school placement 

Positive class disciplinary climate 
Positive teacher-student relations 
Teacher use of structuring and 
scaffolding strategies 
School with ability grouping 

Supportive teachers at school 
Supportive classmates and school peers 
Digital learning related supports 

Community 

Supportive friends and community 
peers 
Financial support access 
Employment support access 
Refugee and migrant support access 
Community engagement opportunities 

 

Supportive friends and community 
peers 
Financial support access 
NGO-related supports 

Note. This study recognizes 'Home' as being a stable and supportive environment where the physical, emotional, and psychological 
needs of refugee youth, including UASCs, are met, and where they can experience safety, belonging, and care, whether it's with 
family, foster care, residential care, or a semi-independent or independent accommodation arrangement. 

 

6.4.5 Socio-Interactional Processes of Educational Resilience  

Several salient insights were also made about the social-interactional processes through 

which the interaction between UASCs and the socio-ecological factors in UASCs’ environments 

contributes to their educational resilience. On the one hand, female gender, higher economic, 

social, and cultural status, positive class disciplinary climate, and positive teacher-student 

relations were found to be associated with positive educational outcomes for UASCs in Jordan 

through promotive processes, alongside other children of refugee and forced migrant 

backgrounds, without necessarily protecting against the stressors of being UASC. Similarly, 

teachers at school, classmates and school peers, digital learning support, friends and community 

peers, and NGOs were found to be associated with positive educational experiences for UASCs in 

Greece, alongside other children of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds, through supporting 

them in their navigation and negotiation processes with the educational system. On the other 

hand, teacher use of structuring and scaffolding strategies and school ability grouping were found 

to be associated with positive educational outcomes for UASCs in Jordan through protective 
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processes that mitigate against the stressors of being UASC. Similarly, supportive social workers 

and financial support access were found to be associated with positive educational experiences 

for UASCs in Greece, different from other children of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds, 

through supporting them in their navigation and negotiation processes with the educational 

system. Table 22 presents a summary table of all the socio-interactional processes identified from 

the three studies that contribute to the educational resilience of UASC. 

Table 22. Final list of socio-interactional processes of educational resilience 

Process Factors QUAN + QUAL Evidence 

Promotive 
processes 
(shared with 
non-UASCs) 

Female Gender • Female gender (β=36.6, t(106)=-3.27, p<.01) significantly associated with higher scores in 
reading achievement among participants in Jordan study. 

Higher economic, 
social, and cultural 
status 

• Higher economic, social, and cultural status (β=13.88, t(131)=2.19, p<.05) significantly 
associated with higher scores in reading achievement among participants in Jordan study. 

• Higher economic, social, and cultural status (β=14.07, t(124)=3.2, p<.01) significantly 
associated with higher scores in mathematical achievement among participants in Jordan 
study. 

• Higher economic, social, and cultural status (β=19.18, t(101)=2.61, p<.05) significantly 
associated with higher scores in scientific achievement among participants in Jordan study. 

Positive class 
disciplinary climate 

• Positive class disciplinary climate (β=8.98, t(94)=2.05, p<.05) significantly associated with 
higher scores in mathematical achievement among participants in Jordan study. 

Positive teacher-
student relations 

• Higher teacher-student relations (β=14.76, t(88)=2.83, p<.01) significantly associated with 
higher scores in reading achievement among participants in Jordan study. 

• Positive teacher-student relations (β=14.64, t(86)=3.89, p<.001) significantly associated with 
higher scores in mathematical achievement among participants in Jordan study. 

• Positive teacher-student relations (β=13.35, t(75)=3.34, p<.01) significantly associated with 
higher scores in scientific achievement among participants in Jordan study. 

Protective 
processes 
(unique to 
UASCs) 

Teacher use of 
structuring and 
scaffolding 
strategies 

• Higher teacher use of structuring and scaffolding strategies interacting with UASC status 
(β=12.15, t(88)=2.24, p<.05) significantly associated with higher scores in reading 
achievement for UASC students among participants in Jordan study. Interaction effects plot 
further revealed it as have a protective-enhancing effect. 

School with ability 
grouping 

• Higher school use of ability grouping interacting with UASC status (β=76.61, t(103)=3.36, 
p<.01) significantly associated with higher scores in reading achievement for UASC students 
among participants in Jordan study. Interaction effects plot further revealed it as a 
protective-stabilizing effect. 

• Higher school use of ability grouping interacting with UASC status (β=127.4, t(130)=3.25, 
p<.01) significantly associated with higher scores in scientific achievement for UASC students 
among participants in Jordan study. Interaction effects plot further revealed it as a 
protective-stabilizing effect. 

Navigation and 
negotiation 
processes 
(shared with 
non-UASCs) 

Supportive teachers 
at school 

• “I would say, in the beginning, they helped me because they just accepted the fact that I 
didn’t know everything – I mean, the language part. So they had to explain, maybe for many 
times the same things that was very easy and understandable for everyone else. So the fact 
that some of the teacher were patient enough to explain to me, again and again, or to answer 
to my stupid questions, like just for a word, ‘what does it mean?’ and stuff. So that was 
helpful for me.” (IDI 14: UASC boy from Afghanistan in Greece) 

• “My teacher … He really wants me to learn the Greek language, so putting a lot of effort and 
also financially, sometimes when I need something, I can ask him if he can afford to do it … 
No, there is no one else except my teacher.” (IDI 07: UASC boy from DR Congo in Greece) 

Supportive 
classmates and 
school peers 

• “Wow. Lots of friends from different countries like Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh. They helped me a lot like when I didn't know how to speak Greek well. They 
helped me with my homework, with my lessons, about what we have tomorrow and what to 
do, do we have an exam or not. They did a good job … they have helped me a lot in different 
ways, like when I didn't know Greek. They helped me to know what we have tomorrow. What 

we need to do. If we have an exam or not. Which pages do I need to study. They were talking 
to me and giving me a good view of school, like 'We are here. We are at school. Don't get 
bored. Don't get upset. When you are alone, we're all here'. Yeah, they're fun. They love 
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what I do and like the skills I have, they really love. When I do a new thing, they say, 'Oh! 
Good job! We are so happy for you!'. They keep me inspired.” (IDI 01: UASC boy from 
Afghanistan in Greece) 

• “If I had some issue because they have always been in [private schools] and they knew the 
[private school] system, and it was my first time to be at a [private school], so it was a totally 
different educational system. So I would ask them help with the methodology and they would 
easily give me help. So these were for me really important things that helped me.” (IDI 11: 
UASC boy from Guinea in Greece) 

Digital learning 
support 

• “I downloaded an application where I can learn how to say 'Good Morning', or how to say 
little words, important words. Because here [in this NGO], I did only the verbs and it was very 
complicated for me because I didn't have the basics. [And which application to be 
download?]. So, it's a free application that translates to English, because I speak Portuguese 
alongside French, so it translates into Portuguese and English.” (IDI 10: UASC girl from DR 
Congo in Greece) 

• “OK, first, I wanted to mention myself ... Also, YouTube. [How did YouTube help you?] Greek, I 
studied it online on YouTube through my cell phone. [How did your teachers help you in 
Greece?] To be honest, I used to live in a shelter. I had a teacher, but they didn't teach me the 
way that I wanted. That's why I mentioned my cell phone.” (IDI 04: UASC boy from 
Afghanistan in Greece) 

Supportive friends 
and community 
peers 

• “When we have a problem, we speak with each other, usually Saturdays and Sundays, 
because that's we have the time to meet. We always speak with each other and meet each 
other, and always I ask my friend, 'if I do this, what do you think? Will it be wrong, or no? Will 
it be good for my future, or no?'. And then, they say yes or no. Sometimes I have a suggestion 
for them, sometimes they have a suggestion for me, always we do that. I have one friend; we 
are so close to each other.” 

• “So, it was just about motivation. Like we motivate ourselves to like each other because we 
were all from the African francophone community, so we were motivating each other.” (IDI 
09: UASC boy from DR Congo in Greece) 

NGO support • “Because of these NGOs, I managed to participate in many, many activities that were 
organized because, whenever we had to they an activity that it was organized by another 
NGO, they would invite us kids. So I was participating either in terms of education or artistic 
workshops or in every kind of activity, I was being involved, getting involved in these kind of 
activities that were organized by the NGOs. So this helped me, and I put them in my CV.” (IDI 
11: UASC boy from Guinea in Greece) 

• “The first moment I arrived to Greece, I went to an NGO for youth, and they introduced me to 
shelter. Sometimes, the NGO would still call me asking, 'Are you OK? Did you find a school? Is 
your situation good?'. At another time, I went to another organization, and they helped me 
with food and clothing and stuff like that.” (IDI 08: UASC boy from Afghanistan in Greece) 

Navigation and 
negotiation 
processes 
(unique to 
UASCs) 

Supportive social 
workers 

• “About the social worker, that person helped me so much. She never gave me a promise to 
help with education, but she tried so much to help me and find a school for me, especially 
since she knew how much I wanted that. She tried to do that for me. [What about other 
social workers?] Getting me registered in a school was the product of a mutual cooperation 
between two social workers. At first, I sent my request to my social worker in my shelter and 
told her that I need a school to get education, and she called another social worker in the 
shelter. And after four or five days, they were able to find me a school. Both of them.” (IDI 
08: UASC boy from Afghanistan in Greece) 

• “When I was a minor, I had a guardian and actually she was the Guardian in the shelter and 
we kept in contact. From the interviews that I've had with her, she knew that I want to be a 
journalist, so when she found the opportunity of this workshop that I'm doing right now, she 
called me - we were still in contact all the time - she called me and she proposed to me to do 
it, because I don't have this chance of going to a normal school. So she proposed me to start 
from there, and then we will see later on.” (IDI 06: UASC girl from Cameroon in Greece) 

Financial support 
access 

• “There is an NGO which is a Greek organization. They're working to help refugees. They did a 
quite good job for me, which I really appreciate. They got me on scholarship with [a 
university]. They also gave me a laptop, a very good laptop, which I'm using right now, to 
continue my lesson. Even though it was my first time to go into their organization, it was 
quite surprising, giving me a laptop and a scholarship. Because they pay the fees of the 
university. It was quite good to get.” (IDI 01: UASC boy from Afghanistan in Greece) 

• “When I came here. I was down. I didn't have the motivation. Yet, [my cousin] was always 
providing for me, for example, my expenses when I needed some money and cash and stuff 
like that. The most important thing is that he is like a symbol of success for me. And after 
that, whenever I'm down, he is the only one that I go to and get motivated and stuff like 
that.” (IDI 02: UASC boy from Afghanistan in Greece) 
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6.4.6 Synthesis 

Although the three studies identified socio-ecological factors and socio-interactional 

processes that are associated with educational resilience in UASCs, triangulating the three studies 

added further important findings that deepened understanding of the socio-interactional 

processes. This implies that educational resilience among UASCs is influenced by a combination 

of intermental and intramental activities. As mentioned earlier, Vygotsky (1967, 1978) 

conceptualizes development as a forward recursive process that is moving from intermental 

activities (between the child and the environment) to intramental activities (within the child) 

facilitated by contextual factors. Such activities can contribute to the promotion and protection of 

education for UASCs and support the navigation and negotiation of education by UASCs. In the 

case of UASCs, intermental activities occur in their zone of proximal resilience development, 

whereas intramental activities occur at their level of actual resilience development. In terms of 

intermental activities, the findings imply that they may exist at several levels. At ‘home’, they can 

involve positive relationships with social workers, guardians, and caregivers who advocate for the 

child's education and offer guidance that can inspire resilience. At school, they can involve 

supportive interactions with teachers, peers, and school staff, which encompass encouragement, 

instruction, and scaffolding strategies. In the community, they can involve having access to social 

support networks, including friends and community members, who also play a crucial role by 

providing motivation, advice, and a sense of belonging. Upon transitioning out of their zone of 

proximal resilience development, UASCs display their level of actual resilience development 

through intramental activities. These include developing the capability to self-motivate and set 

goals, strengthening their language learning and academic aptitude, and progressively 

internalizing social and cultural knowledge about the new environment. In short, it is implied that 

such intermental activities at the zone of proximal resilience development are needed for UASCs 

to engage in intramental activities that display their level of actual resilience development. 
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6.5 Methodological Strengths 

 In this section, I triangulated the three studies in order to identify the methodological 

strengths that enabled each study to contribute to knowledge about the educational resilience of 

UASCs. Knowledge of such methodological strengths is useful for conducting future research on 

the educational resilience of UASCs. 

6.5.1 The Systematic Review 

The systematic review displayed several methodological strengths that enabled it to 

contribute to knowledge about the educational resilience of UASCs in high-income countries. The 

review’s strengths lie in its rigorous methodology, applicability across contexts, and actionable 

framework for supporting resilience. The review provides a comprehensive synthesis of the 

current state of knowledge regarding the educational resilience of unaccompanied asylum-

seeking children. By adopting a socio-ecological lens, it highlights the multidimensional and 

complex nature of building educational resilience in UASCs and other children with refugee and 

forced migrant backgrounds. Gaining a socio-ecological understanding of what enables 

educational resilience provides practitioners with a helpful conceptual framework to effectively 

deliver educational and social care services to UASC students. Knowledge about UASCs’ 

individual, home, school, and community contexts is necessary for understanding the ideal 

environment for enabling youth to academically thrive. The design of a sensitive search strategy 

allowed for the synthesis and interpretation of evidence from heterogeneous methodologies, 

contexts, and findings. The insights gained can inform policy and practice to better support the 

education and well-being of this vulnerable population. As evident from the search strategy and 

eligible studies, evidence on the effectiveness of educational interventions for UASC students is 

mixed, echoing the heterogeneous findings observed in prior reviews (Fazel et al., 2012; Höhne et 

al., 2020; O’Higgins et al., 2018). Moreover, factors such as race, ethnicity, or pre-migration 

language acquisition skills were not studied. Further research is needed to address key gaps, 

including the role of individual factors like race, ethnicity, and language, as well as testing targeted 
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interventions. Strengthening the evidence base on risk and resilience factors in education is 

necessary to build better educational interventions. The specifically educational findings from this 

review build on the results of previous reviews on risk and resilience factors for UASC students 

(Fazel et al., 2012; Höhne et al., 2020; O’Higgins et al., 2018) and are intended to contribute to 

future studies. While scope remains for deeper investigation, it meaningfully advances knowledge 

in an understudied area with major humanitarian significance. By elucidating educational 

resilience processes, it provides practitioners and policymakers with vital insights to uplift UASCs 

seeking safety and opportunity through migration. 

6.5.2 The Jordan Study 

The Jordan study displayed several methodological strengths that enabled it to contribute 

to knowledge about the educational resilience of UASCs in Jordan. First, a key strength of the 

study was that it exclusively investigated an entirely refugee sample, allowing for comparing 

UASC students with other non-UASC refugees. This is unlike prior quantitative studies that often 

compared UASC students with other non-refugee students (Çelikaksoy & Wadensjö, 2019; 

O’Higgins, 2018). Second, by adopting a socio-ecological and socio-interactional framework, this 

study underscored the importance of considering multiple levels of influence in understanding 

educational resilience among UASCs, such as student, teacher, and school factors. This is in line 

with prior calls for adopting more multilevel perspectives in studying resilience (Cicchetti, 2010). 

Such a multilevel approach allowed for a holistic exploration of the various socio-ecological 

factors that displayed promotive and protective processes associated with positive educational 

achievement in UASC students. Third, the combined use of variable-focused analyses and 

process-driven approaches with correlational and hierarchical regression analyses allowed for a 

more robust examination of variables and the nature of their contribution to positive educational 

achievement outcomes (Rudd et al., 2021; Tudor & Spray, 2017). Such an analytical strategy 

enabled the study to gain valuable insights into not only the socio-ecological factors impacting 

educational resilience for UASCs but also the underlying socio-interactional processes that define 
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these impacts. Finally, the study’s focus on UASCs in Jordan provided context-specific and 

transferable insights that contribute to understanding the unique challenges faced by Palestinian 

UASC students in the Jordanian educational system, as well as providing a framework for 

comprehending the educational resilience of UASCs in other similar contexts. In summary, the 

study’s integration of a socio-ecological and socio-interactional framework with variable-focused 

analyses and process-driven approaches strengthened its ability to uncover critical insights into 

the educational resilience of UASCs, including the identification of factors that enact promotive 

and protective processes that impact educational resilience. 

6.5.3 The Greece Study 

The Greece study displayed several methodological strengths that enabled it to contribute 

to knowledge about the educational resilience of UASCs in Greece. First, a key contribution of the 

study is that it integrates both quantitative and qualitative data to gain a more nuanced 

understanding of the challenges and strengths that UASCs share with non-UASCs in their 

educational journeys and of the challenges and strengths that are unique to UASCs. Second, by 

adopting a socio-ecological approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986) and a socio-interactional 

approach (Vygotsky, 1967, 1978), this study underscored the importance of considering multiple 

levels of influence in understanding educational resilience among UASCs, such as individual-

level, ‘home’-level, school-level, and community-level factors. This is in line with prior calls for 

adopting more multilevel perspectives in studying resilience (Cicchetti, 2010). Such a multilevel 

approach allowed for a holistic exploration of the various socio-ecological factors that supported 

the navigation and negotiation processes that enabled positive educational experiences for UASC 

students. Third, the use of Fisher's exact tests and Welch's two-sample t-tests on responses to the 

CYRM-R questionnaire revealed a relationship between personal sense of education resilience 

and the presence of a socio-ecological support system. This underscores the importance of 

studying both contextual and material factors for understanding the educational resilience of 

UASCs. Fourth, combining open, axial, and selective coding techniques with reflexive thematic 
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analysis revealed valuable qualitative insights into the goal-setting capabilities of UASCs. It also 

revealed valuable insights into the resilience factors that may contribute to positive educational 

experiences for both UASCs and non-UASCs. Such knowledge contributes to a deeper 

understanding of the complex dynamics and systemic factors shaping educational resilience 

among refugee children. Lastly, by exploring how these risk and resilience factors interact, this 

study was able to identify how UASCs navigate and negotiate situations of risk differently from 

non-UASCs in their new environment to achieve positive educational experiences. In summary, 

integrating a socio-ecological and socio-interactional framework with a mixed-methods design 

strengthened the study's ability to uncover critical insights into the educational resilience of 

UASCs. This includes gaining an understanding of how the socio-ecological context of UASCs 

determines how they are able to navigate and negotiate situations of risk to gain positive 

educational experiences. 

6.5.4 Synthesis 

 Overall, the dissertation showcased several methodological strengths in its use of multiple 

triangulation methods (Denzin, 2017). First, the dissertation’s use of data triangulation allowed 

for more robust and well-rounded findings, validating results across different data sources while 

also mitigating the biases of single sources and overcoming the limitations of individual data 

collection techniques. Second, the dissertation’s use of methodological triangulation allowed for 

findings to be validated across multiple quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-method approaches 

while also mitigating the weaknesses of any single method. Third, the dissertation’s use of 

theoretical triangulation allowed for a richer and more nuanced analysis while also revealing new 

dimensions of the phenomenon of educational resilience in UASCs that may not have been 

captured by a single theory. Lastly, investigator triangulation helped reduce potential bias from a 

single researcher's perspective, allowing for intercoder reliability (MacPhail et al., 2016) as well 

as a more critically reflexive interpretation informed by multiple perspectives (Attia & Edge, 

2017). 
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Using a convergent parallel mixed-methods design and a critical realist epistemological 

lens in the dissertation also offered several methodological strengths. The convergent parallel 

mixed-methods design allowed for the integration of quantitative and qualitative data (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2017), providing a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the educational 

resilience of UASCs. By conducting studies using diverse methods, such as a systematic mixed-

methods review, a quantitative secondary data analysis study, and a qualitatively driven mixed-

methods study, I was able to gather a wide range of data that captured different aspects of the 

educational resilience in UASCs. This design also allowed for triangulation synthesis, where 

insights from the three studies converged to provide a more robust and reliable interpretation of 

the dissertation research questions. The strengths of each method also complemented each other, 

compensating for their individual limitations and enhancing the overall validity and reliability of 

the study. Additionally, employing a critical realist epistemological lens (Bhaskar, 1975, 1989) 

added depth and richness to the dissertation, enabling me to recognize the complex interplay 

between UASCs’ individual agency and the social structures around them. This allowed for an in-

depth investigation of the underlying socio-ecological factors and socio-interactional processes 

that shaped educational resilience, facilitating a more comprehensive understanding of their 

educational resilience. Furthermore, having a critical realist perspective aligned well with the 

mixed-methods design, as it emphasized the importance of both quantitative and qualitative data 

in uncovering the underlying resilience factors and processes. By combining objective measures 

and statistical analysis with qualitative insights and narratives, the dissertation was able to 

capture both the statistical trends and the lived experiences of UASCs, thereby facilitating 

triangulation, which ultimately enhanced the validity, reliability, and richness of the dissertation 

findings. 

6.6 Methodological Limitations 

 In this section, I triangulated the three studies in order to identify the methodological 

limitations that hindered each study’s ability in gaining further knowledge about the educational 
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resilience of UASCs. Knowledge of such methodological limitations is necessary and should be 

considered when conducting future research on the educational resilience of UASCs. 

6.6.1 The Systematic Review 

The systematic review reports some methodological limitations that should be carefully 

considered. First, the generalizability of the findings is limited by the small number of countries 

represented in the eligible studies, with the majority coming from the USA. It is also relevant to 

note that the USA is not a party to the Refugee Convention, unlike the other countries represented. 

The specific context, policies, and support systems in high-income countries may differ 

significantly from those in low- and middle-income countries. Therefore, the transferability of 

findings to different settings should be approached with caution. Future systematic reviews could 

explore risk and resilience factors for education for UASC students resettled in middle- and low-

income studies to supplement and broaden the findings of this review. Conducting systematic 

reviews focused specifically on middle- and low-income host countries could reveal how different 

contexts influence educational resilience. Second, despite the search terms being designed and 

piloted to maximize search sensitivity and literature saturation, it remains likely that the review 

did not identify all relevant studies. For example, the search strategy may have filtered out studies 

that did not meet the eligibility criteria but could have still reported relevant quantitative or 

qualitative findings related to the education of UASC students. While the search strategy was 

comprehensive, supplementary searches may uncover additional relevant studies. Consulting 

non-peer-reviewed sources could help address publication bias concerns. Third, systematic 

reviews involving quantitative studies may be susceptible to publication bias (Ayorinde et al., 

2020). Studies with positive or significant findings are more likely to be published, while those 

with null or non-significant results may be overlooked. This bias can distort the overall 

understanding of risk and resilience factors, potentially leading to an overestimation of positive 

outcomes or protective factors. Addressing these limitations will require dedicated funding and 

research infrastructure explicitly focused on UASCs and other children with refugee and forced 
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migrant backgrounds. Lastly, and most importantly, although the review was able to identify risk 

and resilience factors of education for UASCs in high-income countries, it was not able to examine 

how these risk and resilience factors interact. Studying interactions between factors and across 

socio-ecological levels would enable a better understanding of the processes through which 

educational resilience occurs for UASCs. All in all, realizing the full potential of research on the 

educational resilience of UASCs will depend on the political will to invest in the future of children 

with refugee and forced migrant background. 

6.6.2 The Jordan Study 

The Jordan study reports some methodological limitations that should be carefully 

considered. First, the use of a cross-sectional design for secondary data analysis prevented the 

establishment of causality. This is often the challenge with secondary data analyses because they 

involve the use of existing quantitative data to find answers to a research question that is different 

from the original work (Smith, 2008). For example, the PISA dataset was not designed with UASC 

students in mind due to it originating from Western models of education (Hopfenbeck et al., 

2018). But given the scarcity of quantitative data on the educational outcomes of UASCs (Khan et 

al., 2019) and only a review of international large-scale assessments for this study was necessary, 

it was determined that the PISA 2009 dataset contained the most complete and up-to-date 

quantitative data on the education of UASCs. It’s also important to recognize that many refugee 

students in Jordan, including UASCs, face socio-economic conditions such as financial barriers, 

domestic duties, and a lack of school engagement, leading many students to not remain in school 

long enough to be PISA-eligible students (UNICEF & Jordan Ministry of Education, 2020). 

Accordingly, future research should consider longitudinal studies that capture quantifiable 

educational data on UASCs to allow for a more robust quantitative examination of which 

resilience factors (such as those identified in this study) are salient in predicting change in 

educational outcomes. Another limitation of the study is that it relied on student-reported and 

principal-reported responses for the variables. The use of self-reported responses may introduce 
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social desirability bias, which refers to when the child responds to survey questions in a manner 

that is socially acceptable by others (Krumpal, 2013), or recall bias, which refers to when the child 

is unable to remember past events or experiences accurately (Bell et al., 2019). Regardless, the 

study delivered its best efforts to produce accurate parameter estimates by committing to a strict 

estimation approach as outlined by the OECD (2012). While the study provides valuable insights, 

its limitations, including the cross-sectional design and reliance on the PISA dataset, should be 

considered when interpreting the findings. 

6.6.3 The Greece Study 

The Greece study reports some methodological limitations that should be carefully 

considered. First, the generalizability of the findings is limited by the small sample size, 

preventing the establishment of causality. Additionally, the use of snowball sampling may lead to 

the possibility of sample bias and limited diversity (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). Since the 

sampling method relies on referrals, it may not have captured the educational experiences of 

UASCs and non-UASCs who are not connected to the initial network, thereby reducing the 

diversity of the sample and compromising the generalizability of the study findings. Future 

educational and social care studies should consider recruiting a more representative number of 

participants using more random sampling techniques to examine the educational resilience of 

UASCs and non-UASCs in Greece. Second, it is important to note the limitations of using self-

reported data collected via the CYRM-R questionnaire. Self-reported questionnaire data is often 

susceptible to measurement error arising from potential issues of social desirability bias, meaning 

when the child responds to questionnaire questions in a manner that is socially acceptable by 

others (Krumpal, 2013), and recall bias, meaning when the child is unable to remember past 

events or experiences accurately (Bell et al., 2019). Lastly, it is important to note that data 

collected through qualitative techniques may be open to multiple interpretations. Different 

researchers analyzing the same data may arrive at different conclusions, leading to potential 

variations in the study's findings. Nevertheless, this study embraces the role of reflexivity and the 
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researcher's role in shaping interpretations, thereby acknowledging the potential for multiple 

understandings and meanings within qualitative research (Attia & Edge, 2017). Moreover, in 

order to sustain the reliability of the findings and remain truly reflexive, the study used intercoder 

reliability as a way to both embrace researcher reflexivity while ensuring consistency and 

methodological transparency and enabling positive collaboration between the two coders 

(MacPhail et al., 2016). 

6.6.4 Synthesis 

My dissertation revealed important methodological considerations to take note of when 

planning to investigate the educational resilience of UASCs. A primary limitation across all three 

studies is the lack of generalizability of the findings due to small sample sizes. The systematic 

review only included a handful of high-income countries, with most studies from the USA. The 

Jordan study relied solely on secondary analysis of the PISA dataset, which was not designed for 

examining UASCs specifically, while the Greece study had a small sample of 25 participants. Such 

small sample sizes make it difficult to draw broad conclusions about the educational resilience of 

UASCs. As such, more rigorous research is needed with larger and more diverse samples across a 

wider range of contexts. Additionally, the cross-sectional design of the Jordan study and the 

Greece study prevents establishing any causality. While the Jordan study and the Greece study 

allowed for statistical analysis of relationships between certain socio-ecological factors on the one 

hand and educational outcomes and experiences on the other, causation could not be determined, 

and findings could, at best, be seen as correlations. Cross-sectional designs provide only a 

snapshot, versus tracking changes over time. As such, longitudinal studies following UASC 

students across years would better examine how various socio-ecological factors and socio-

interactional processes influence their educational resilience. In this dissertation, I attempted to 

offset the limitations of any single study by triangulating their findings. Nevertheless, the lack of 

generalizability and cross-sectional designs fundamentally constrain the conclusions that can be 
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drawn. Prioritizing more representative sampling and longitudinal research is critical to 

substantiating the factors that enable or hinder the educational resilience of UASCs globally. 

The use of a convergent parallel mixed-methods design had its methodological limitations 

as well. Conducting a convergent parallel mixed-methods study was complex and challenging due 

to the nature of implementing multiple methods concurrently. The logistics of coordinating data 

collection for three studies, managing different data sources, and ensuring consistency across 

methods required significant time, effort, and resources. These challenges were particularly 

exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, which began in the first year of this doctoral research 

project and only stabilized by the third year. Nevertheless, I was able to overcome many of these 

challenges by adopting necessary project management techniques and continuing to document 

the process throughout the doctoral research project timeline. I also occupied the lockdown time 

with needed review of the conceptual, theoretical, and epistemological literature, methodological 

training and skill development in quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods analyses, and 

building trust with stakeholders in Jordan and Greece. Despite the methodological complexities 

and challenges, including those intensified by the COVID-19 pandemic, I was able to successfully 

manage and complete a convergent parallel mixed-methods project in four years through effective 

time and project management, continued literature review, regular methodological training, and 

dedicated stakeholder engagement. 

6.7 Implications on Research 

 In this section, I triangulated the three studies in order to reveal research implications for 

the study of the educational resilience of UASCs and for the broader field of resilience research. 

6.7.1 The Systematic Review 

The systematic review carries significant research implications both for the study of the 

educational trajectories of UASCs and for the broader field of resilience research. First, little is 

known about the long-term educational development of UASC students after resettlement in high-

income countries. As such, there is a need for longitudinal studies on the link between UASC 
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students’ educational outcomes and various non-educational outcomes (such as physical health, 

mental health, immigration, and employment) to assess in aggregate their level of risk and 

resilience (Feinstein et al., 2021). Second, it is unclear from the eligible studies whether their 

findings are particular to the condition of being UASC students or just a condition of being 

refugees. Methodological approaches such as quantitative experimental and quasi-experimental 

designs, qualitative comparative analysis, and case-selective designs that examine the educational 

trajectories of UASC and non-UASC students could address this issue. Third, the review 

emphasizes the important role of the microsystem and mesosystem for UASC students. Future 

research can explore microsystem and mesosystem contexts more deeply and how they affect the 

educational experiences and outcomes of UASC students. Lastly, there are opportunities for 

future meta-analyses to investigate the relationship between one resilience or risk factor and one 

or more educational outcomes and for future meta-syntheses exploring how particular socio-

ecological domains can affect the educational experiences of UASC students. To address the gaps 

in knowledge about the educational resilience of UASCs, a comprehensive approach is needed. 

This involves combining research, policy, and practice to understand the various factors and 

processes that influence the educational resilience of UASCs. With concerted effort, the gaps can 

be filled to create an inclusive evidence base that informs responsive and ethical policies, ensuring 

that the educational rights of children with refugee and forced migrant backgrounds worldwide 

are upheld. More research is needed to gain a complete understanding of the challenges faced by 

UASCs when trying to access education. Providing holistic support services can help mitigate risks 

and encourage resilience. 

6.7.2 The Jordan Study 

The Jordan study carries significant research implications both for the study of the 

educational outcomes of UASCs and for the broader field of resilience research. With regards to 

the study of UASCs’ education, resilience factors and processes provide valuable insights into the 

potential determinants that contribute to positive educational outcomes in the face of risk and 
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adversity associated with being UASC. Future research can build upon the study’s findings to 

further explore additional variables (e.g., at the home-level or at the community-level) that may 

influence UASCs’ educational outcomes and investigate the promotive and protective processes 

through which these factors operate. With regards to the field of resilience research, the 

identification of promotive and protective factors in the educational context of UASCs adds to the 

growing body of knowledge on resilience processes (Aleghfeli, 2021; Feinstein et al., 2021; Luthar 

et al., 2006; Sameroff, 2006). By examining how various socio-ecological factors interact and 

influence UASCs’ educational achievement, researchers can shed light on the socio-interactional 

processes that foster resilience in children of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds. 

Researchers can also highlight the importance of contextual factors, adaptive strategies, and 

social support systems for UASCs’ educational journeys through qualitative and ethnographic 

studies in line with calls for further research centering voices and perspectives of UASCs (Taha & 

Anabtawi, 2024). Lastly, but equally important, the study reaffirmed the benefits arising from 

making available and open-access data that furthers understanding of the needs and 

circumstances of UASCs and other children with refugee and forced migrant backgrounds. 

Researchers, as well as practitioners and policymakers, can respond to prior calls to action by 

UNICEF, UNHCR, IOM, Eurostat, and OECD (2018) that call for addressing alarming holes in 

the availability, reliability, timeliness, and accessibility of data and evidence on children with 

refugee and forced migrant backgrounds by investing in data systems and quantitative research 

that center the rights and protection of children on the move. Generating accurate and 

comprehensive data and making it available for open access will enhance understanding of the 

needs and circumstances of children with refugee and forced migrant backgrounds and contribute 

to safeguarding their access to rights and protection. 

6.7.3 The Greece Study 

The Greece study carries significant research implications both for the study of the 

educational experiences of UASCs and for the broader field of resilience research. First, the 
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differences in CYRM-R scores and CYRM-R items between UASCs and non-UASCs highlight the 

specific challenges faced by UASCs in achieving educational resilience. For example, the 

differences in perceptions of caregiver support between UASCs and non-UASCs revealed through 

examining their CYRM-R item responses underscore the importance of understanding the 

caregiver-child relationship as a crucial aspect of educational resilience for UASCs. This aligns 

with prior research that found that the new home environment continues to play an important 

role in influencing the educational trajectories of UASCs despite family separation (Aleghfeli, 

2023; Aleghfeli & Hunt, 2022). Further large-sample qualitative or mixed-methods research is 

needed to explore how ‘home’-related factors contribute to positive educational experiences of 

UASCs, specifically investigating the dynamics of caregiver, guardian, social worker, and 

accommodation support in the lives of UASCs and how it impacts their educational experiences 

and outcomes. Moreover, the identification of shared and unique resilience factors between 

UASCs and non-UASCs provides valuable insights into the common factors that promote 

educational resilience among both groups, as well as the specific resources and support systems 

they each need to address their distinct needs. This highlights the significance of integrating a 

nuanced approach to resilience research, recognizing the diversity of factors influencing 

educational resilience in children of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds. By identifying 

specific resilience factors unique to UASCs, the study expands knowledge on how UASCs develop 

and exhibit resilience, shedding light on the navigation and negotiation processes that foster 

educational resilience (Ungar, 2008). Overall, this study advances the understanding of 

educational resilience among UASCs and highlights the importance of considering their unique 

experiences, needs, and circumstances. It also enriches the broader field of resilience research by 

providing valuable insights into the complexities of resilience among children of refugee and 

forced migrant backgrounds, guiding future research aimed at empowering vulnerable children 

and youth to recognize their own resilience potential. 
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6.7.4 Synthesis 

 The three studies highlight several important implications for future research on the 

educational experiences and outcomes of UASCs. First, all three studies emphasize the need for 

more longitudinal research to understand the long-term educational trajectories and outcomes of 

UASCs and how these relate to other non-educational factors like health, employment, and 

immigration status. Second, the studies call for research using robust methodologies like 

experimental designs or comparative case studies to elucidate whether findings relate specifically 

to the condition of being a UASC versus a refugee more broadly. Third, the studies underscore the 

need to explore microsystem and mesosystem factors more deeply to understand how they shape 

UASCs' educational journeys, including their home environment, relationships with caregivers 

and guardians, and community-level influences. Fourth, the Jordan study highlights the need for 

research on additional protective and promotive factors at various socioecological levels and their 

mechanisms in building UASCs’ educational resilience. Lastly, the Greece study emphasizes 

investigating differences in educational resilience between UASCs and non-UASCs to identify 

shared and unique factors, shedding light on UASCs' distinct experiences and resilience strategies. 

Finally, all three studies affirm the need for more large-scale mixed-methods research centered 

on UASCs’ perspectives and for open-access datasets to address gaps in knowledge and uphold 

their rights.  

Additionally, the finding that educational resilience among UASCs is influenced by a 

combination of intermental and intramental activities has significant implications for research in 

this field. First, this finding highlights the importance of considering socio-ecological factors and 

socio-interactional processes when studying educational resilience in UASCs. Understanding the 

interrelationships between these factors and processes is crucial for developing a comprehensive 

understanding of educational resilience in UASCs. Future research should adopt a holistic 

approach that examines both the socio-ecological factors and the socio-interactional processes of 

UASCs to gain a deeper understanding of how these factors interact and influence educational 
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outcomes. Second, this finding suggests the need for longitudinal and ethnographic research 

designs. Educational resilience is a dynamic process that evolves over time and is influenced by a 

range of factors that may change and interact with each other. Therefore, studying educational 

resilience among UASCs requires longitudinal and ethnographic research designs that explain the 

phenomenon of educational resilience and the complex interactions between intermental and 

intramental activities. Second, this finding emphasizes the need for interdisciplinary research 

collaborations. Understanding educational resilience among UASCs necessitates expertise from 

various disciplines, including education, social work, and refugee studies. Collaborative research 

efforts can integrate different perspectives and methodologies, leading to a more comprehensive 

understanding of the complex factors that influence educational resilience. 

In conclusion, key implications are the need for longitudinal research, comparative 

studies, exploring micro-meso system influences, protective and promotive factors and 

mechanisms, differences between UASCs and non-UASCs, mixed-methods research focused on 

UASCs’ voices, and open access datasets. A holistic, nuanced, youth-centered approach can build 

knowledge about UASCs’ educational resilience. By considering these implications, researchers 

can advance their understanding of educational resilience in UASCs and contribute to the 

development of effective interventions and policies that support their educational journeys. 

6.8 Implications on Policy and Practice 

 In this section, I triangulated the three studies in order to reveal implications for 

educational and social care policy and practice for UASCs. 

6.8.1 The Systematic Review 

The systematic review has important implications for educational and social care policy 

and practice for UASCs. The review reveals with very high confidence that harmful asylum policies 

are linked to negative educational experiences and outcomes. As such, the review makes various 

recommendations for immigration policies impacting UASC students. First, the review highlights 

that it is important to ensure educational access for UASC students whose asylum applications 
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are pending. The evidence revealed that having access to education in the host country forcibly 

disrupted while their immigration status was still pending could strongly impact their self-esteem 

and motivation for education. Such institutional responses to UASC students can impact their 

reengagement with their continued learning (Hunt, 2021). Second, the review reaffirms that 

avoidance of immigration detention is necessary for ensuring that educational experiences do not 

become negative, echoing findings from other reviews revealing how detention can negatively 

impact mental health outcomes (Mitra & Hodes, 2019). Third, the review emphasizes that it is 

important to prioritize family reunification policies for refugees and migrants. The review 

reported extensive evidence on the importance of both the physical and psychological presence of 

parents in the lives of UASC students, echoing findings and policy implications reported by other 

reviews (Fazel et al., 2012). The review findings also have various implications for practitioners 

supporting the education of UASC students. First, the findings report evidence on the unique 

vulnerability of sub-groups of UASC students; namely, young mothers, minors who experienced 

immigration detention, and minors whose immigration statuses are unknown or pending. Such 

evidence calls for the development and elaboration of specialized interventions and programs for 

these subgroups that address their unique needs and circumstances and support them in their 

educational trajectories. Second, the findings identified several quantitative studies that found 

positive associations between effective delivery of various children and youth services (such as 

foster care, social work, teaching and instruction, and refugee and migrant services) and UASC 

students’ educational outcomes. Finally, the review identified cross-contextual qualitative 

evidence on what is perceived to be quality foster care, quality residential care, and quality 

teaching from the perspective of UASC students, their foster caregivers, their social workers, and 

their teachers. Such evidence reaffirms the importance of considering the voice of UASC students 

in understanding what it means to be educationally resilient (Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006). 
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6.8.2 The Jordan Study 

The Jordan study has important implications for educational and social care policy and 

practice, not only in Jordan but also in other countries with significant populations of UASCs. 

Understanding the promotive and protective processes that underlie socio-ecological factors’ 

support of UASCs’ educational resilience offers policymakers and practitioners needed 

information to develop targeted interventions and support systems and elaborate existing ones. 

However, when trying to exact practice and policy implications, the mere identification of 

promotive and protective processes is not enough. It is also important to distinguish whether a 

socio-ecological factor functions as a fixed marker or a variable factor. A fixed marker is a factor 

that precedes the educational outcome and remains fixed regardless of intervention, while a 

variable factor is a factor that precedes the educational outcome but may be changed or 

manipulated to affect the outcome (Kraemer et al., 1997). In applying this distinction to the study, 

student-level factors such as gender and economic, social, and cultural status can be 

characteristics that precede the educational outcome and may require substantial structural input 

to change. Conversely, teacher-level factors, such as class disciplinary climate, teacher-student 

relations, and teacher use of structuring and scaffolding strategies, and school-level factors, such 

as school use of ability grouping and school academic selectivity, are variable factors that can be 

improved on to potentially affect the educational outcome of UASCs. In the context of Jordan, 

practitioners can use knowledge about variable factors to inform the design of new educational 

and school-based interventions and programming targeting UASCs. For example, teachers can 

employ instructional strategies that improve class disciplinary climate, teacher-student relations, 

and teacher use of structuring and scaffolding strategies, while school leaders such as principals 

can improve school use of ability grouping and school academic selectivity. In contexts beyond 

Jordan, countries that have equally large populations of refugees and forced migrants can draw 

upon these findings to elaborate on their existing educational and school-based interventions and 

programming that target UASCs. By gaining this understanding of resilience factors and 
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incorporating it into educational and social care policies, policymakers can create inclusive 

environments that foster UASCs’ educational resilience and ensure a resilient and responsive 

education system in Jordan (UNESCO & Jordan Ministry of Education, 2023). 

6.8.3 The Greece Study 

The Greece study has important implications for educational and social care policy and 

practice, not only in Greece but also in other countries with significant populations of UASCs. The 

study's focus on UASCs in Greece provides context-specific and transferable insights, contributing 

to understanding the unique challenges faced by UASC students in the Greek educational system 

as well as providing a framework to comprehend educational resilience in UASCs in other 

contexts. By recognizing and addressing the distinct experiences, needs, and circumstances of 

UASCs and non-UASCs, policies and practices can create a supportive and nurturing environment 

that promotes their educational resilience. As mentioned earlier, the study's identification of 

differences in perceptions of caregiver support between UASCs and non-UASCs underscores the 

importance of strengthening caregiver-child relationships in promoting educational resilience 

among UASCs. Moreover, the identification of shared and unique resilience factors between 

UASCs and non-UASCs highlights the need for comprehensive and integrated approaches to 

support the educational resilience of each group. Social workers in Greece require needed 

educational support training to enable them to act as important advocates for education for 

UASCs by encouraging them to pursue education and ensuring their access to formal schooling 

and non-formal educational opportunities. Such trainings can be grounded in a cultural 

preparedness approach of aspiration and engagement (Arulmani, 2019). Teachers in the formal 

and non-formal educational sectors in Greece must also be trained on how to deploy instructional 

practices such as preparing coursework summaries and lesson plans that can aid UASCs and other 

students of refugee and forced migrant backgrounds with their learning challenges, as well as 

encouraging positive collaboration among classmates so that UASCs and other students of refugee 

and forced migrant backgrounds are not left behind. The need for such teacher training has been 
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explored extensively in other studies about refugee educators (McIntyre & Abrams, 2021; 

Prentice, 2022; Prentice & Ott, 2021). Additionally, social care policies should be improved to 

ensure that newly arrived UASCs have access to needed support services such as supportive social 

workers and financial assistance. Lastly, policymakers and practitioners should exchange 

knowledge and collaborate to design contextually appropriate interventions that build on shared 

resilience factors while addressing the unique challenges faced by UASCs and non-UASCs. 

6.8.4 Synthesis 

 The three studies highlight several consistent and complementary implications for policy 

and practice to support the educational resilience and outcomes of UASCs. First, all three studies 

emphasize the need for immigration and asylum policies that facilitate UASCs' continued access 

to education, avoid detention, and enable family reunification. Second, the studies consistently 

indicate that quality social care and educational support services are critical for UASCs' education, 

including specialized services tailored to vulnerable subgroups of UASCs. Third, the studies 

highlight the importance of high-quality teaching, caring teacher-student relationships, and 

positive school environments for UASCs' educational resilience. While calling for inclusive, 

holistic educational policies for all refugee and migrant students, the Greece study specifically 

underscores the need to address the distinct experiences and needs of UASCs compared to other 

groups. The Jordan study provides complementary insights by delineating specific school-level 

practices (e.g., ability grouping) and teacher-level practices (e.g., scaffolding strategies) that can 

be leveraged to support UASCs. The qualitative evidence from the first study further 

contextualizes the importance of UASCs' perspectives in developing responsive, resilience-

oriented educational systems. Together, the three studies provide multifaceted implications, 

justifying the call for improved asylum and immigration policies that facilitate access to 

education, specialized and holistic social care and educational services, supportive school 

environments and teacher practices, and ongoing integration of UASCs' perspectives. Such 
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evidence reaffirms the importance of considering the voice of UASCs in understanding what it 

means to be educationally resilient (Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006). 

The finding that educational resilience among UASCs is influenced by a combination of 

intermental and intramental activities has important implications for policy and practice as well. 

This finding underscores the importance of creating supportive environments and strengthening 

social connections for UASCs. Intermental activities, such as supportive interactions at the ‘home’ 

(e.g., with guardians, social workers), at school (e.g., with classmates, teachers), and at the 

community (e.g., with friends, society at large), play a significant role in fostering educational 

resilience. Policies should prioritize initiatives that promote inclusive and supportive school 

environments where UASCs feel safe, valued, and included. This can involve providing training 

and resources for teachers and school staff to enhance their understanding of the specific needs 

and challenges faced by UASCs. Additionally, policies should promote opportunities for UASCs to 

engage in meaningful social interactions and build supportive relationships within and beyond 

the school context through mentorship programs, peer support networks, and community 

engagement initiatives. The finding also highlights the importance of promoting key intramental 

skills and qualities, such as developing their capacity to self-motivate and set goals, strengthening 

their language learning and academic aptitude, and supporting them in progressively 

internalizing social and cultural knowledge about the new environment. Access to contextual 

factors that encourage intermental activities, such as ‘home’, school, and community supports, 

can play a crucial role in enabling UASCs to gain intramental skills and qualities. Furthermore, 

policymakers and practitioners could adopt integrated approaches that consider the interplay 

between intermental and intramental activities, as well as the broader socio-ecological and socio-

interactional context. This can involve interagency collaboration, involving education, social care 

services, and immigration authorities, to ensure coordinated support for UASCs throughout their 

educational journey. By incorporating these implications into policies and practices, stakeholders 
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can better support the educational needs of UASCs, promote their educational resilience, and 

facilitate their successful educational integration. 

6.9 Conclusion 

This discussion chapter synthesized insights gained across the three studies in my 

dissertation using diverse triangulation techniques and a critical realist lens for the immediate 

objective of gaining insights about how socio-interactional processes influence the educational 

resilience of UASCs. Additionally, the larger objective of this chapter was to answer my 

dissertation research questions about the socio-ecological factors and socio-interactional 

processes contributing to the educational resilience of UASCs. By triangulating the studies, salient 

factors were identified at the individual, ‘home’, school, and community levels that influence 

UASCs’ educational resilience. The studies also highlighted how these socio-ecological factors 

interacted through promotive, protective, navigation, and negotiation processes to shape positive 

educational outcomes and experiences. Specifically, the dissertation reveals that educational 

resilience among UASCs can be conceptualized as a combination of intermental activities 

(between the UASC and their environment) and intramental activities (within the UASC), where 

having supportive relationships at home, school, and community facilitates UASCs to transition 

over time from their zone of proximal resilience development to their level of actual resilience 

development, gaining the capacity for motivation, goal-setting, language development, and 

acculturation. Key implications for future research include the need for more longitudinal and 

ethnographic studies that investigate microsystemic and mesosystemic influences on the 

educational resilience of UASCs. Policymakers and practitioners must also prioritize facilitating 

access to education through kinder and more just immigration policies, providing specialized and 

holistic social services, and creating positive school environments and teacher support. Finally, 

the findings from this dissertation reaffirm the importance of considering the voice of UASCs in 

understanding what it means to be educationally resilient (Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006).  
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