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Abstract. This exploratory case study investigates the role of school environments in fostering
resilience among students in a disadvantaged region of Nepal. Specifically, it examines the
experiences of volunteer teachers who taught at Tapobhumi School, a rural school in Kathmandu,
where students face significant socio-economic and infrastructural challenges. Through thematic
analysis of interviews with three volunteer teachers, the study explores how physical, relational, and
institutional aspects of the school environment contribute to or hinder student resilience. The findings
reveal that while the inadequate infrastructure, including poor sanitation facilities, negatively impacts
student well-being, positive relationships within the school community and limited resources such as
the playground and activity rooms provide crucial support. The study highlights the importance of
school environments in shaping resilience and offers practical suggestions for improving
infrastructure and expanding volunteer programs.
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1. Introduction

The research site is Tapobhumi School, which is located in Kathmandu in Nepal. There are 167
students in this school from Grades 1 to 10. Despite being situated in the nation’s capital, the teaching
resources in this school is severely insufficient. Most students come from low-income families and
are exempted from tuition fees. In addition, the funding for this school is quite limited. Thus, the
school has inadequate infrastructure and has very few learning materials. Main subjects taught in this
school are English and mathematics. Some students in this school may eventually leave school at a
young age to support their families.

Considering the severe economic situation after COVID 19, Southwest Weiyu Secondary School
initiated a volunteer program, in which 10 student volunteers and 3 teacher volunteers went to
Tapobhumi school and taught grade 6 students different subjects. This program aimed to raise the
literacy rate of the students here and expose them to a broader world. Subjects taught include science,
art, music, and activities. During the program, volunteers have sent a series of photos of the
environments and class performances of students, as well as the interactions between students and
teachers. These photos engaged me, which is the solid foundation of my interest in discovering the
situations faced by the students in Nepal. I noticed that although the students there have received
funding, they may receive very limited psychological care. Therefore, I want to discover how the
school environment, including interactions with teachers and educational resources, influences the
students’ resilience.

An exploratory case study approach was adopted. Three volunteer teachers (two professional
teachers and one student volunteer) were interviewed about their experiences and perceptions of
teaching at Tapobhumi School. Their responses were analyzed thematically to identify patterns
related to environmental factors and student resilience.

This study is an exploratory case study, specifically interviewing three volunteer teachers (one
student and two teachers) about their experiences and feelings when teaching in Nepal. Thematic
analysis is used, interpreting and separating volunteers’ answers into groups to draw conclusions
about the relationship between the school environment and students’ resilience. The main research
question was “how do volunteer teachers in Nepal describe how the school environment can help the
development of their Grade 6 students’ resilience?”” The sub-questions were (a) How do volunteer
teachers understand the concept of resilience in their students? (b) What aspects of the school
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environment (physical, relational, institutional) are seen to foster resilience? (c) What challenges or
hindrances within the school environment reduce resilience?

2. Literature Review

2.1 Defining Resilience

Researchers have studied the concept of resilience using different ways. Some researchers defined
resilience in a constrained way. According to Cicchetti [1], resilience is defined as "a dynamic
developmental process encompassing the attainment of positive adaptation despite exposure to
significant threat, severe adversity, or trauma". That is, resilience is the capacity of individuals to
alleviate the effects and adapt positively from accidental trauma and severe adversities. Braverman
[2] emphasized individual performance. According to him, resilience includes one’s exposure to
stressors and one’s capacity to recover from severe adversity and achieve successful adaptation.
These two definitions pay less attention on societal factors and focus on individuals’ abilities.

Other researchers put resilience in a broader context. Ungar [3] defined resilience as the ability for
a system to predict, adapt, and rearrange itself under severe conditions so that it ensures the
sustainable development and stable functioning. Similarly, resilience is the measures taken by a
system to sustain and recover from the significant threat and severe adversity [4].

The above ways of defining resilience may both be restricted. Merely focusing on individual’s
performance neglects cultural and social factors. Also, focusing on the change of the system itself is
likely to overlook the dynamic impact on individuals. Therefore, in this study, both individuals’
ability and societal factors will be considered when discussing students’ resilience. It aligns with
Folke’s [5] view that resilience is a process that people persist, adapt, and transform when facing
changing situations based on the complex and adaptive social-ecological system. According to SS
Luthar [6], "the concept of resilience could be divided into three main factors: attributes of the
children themselves, aspects of their families, and characteristics of their wider social environments".
The following discussion builds on this framework, with particular attention to the school
environment as a critical social context shaping students’ resilience.

2.2 Individual Factor

In DG Hegney et al.’s [7] study, researchers have found that among residents of rural communities,
individual factors contribute to the resilience of people. Individuals’ cognitive features and and
competencies are related to their resilience. Also, Carlton BS et al. [8] discovered that in the Hawaiian
context, physical fitness among adolescents should be considered an important resilience factor. They
found that physical activities could be beneficial to the mental health in adolescence.

2.3 Family Factor

Different educational methods and family relationships could create various living conditions for
children. In rural regions where parents usually lack time and efforts dealing with children’s
development, their measures towards children’s misbehaviors are different. Research by Indra Mani
Rai et al. [9] found that instead of punishing children physically, a majority of parents (53.3%) tend
to scold their children occasionally. They aim to guide their children in a positive direction Scolding
could be a corrective measure for squatter children to enhance their positive behaviors and establish
a correct value system. Aside from education methods, family relationships are also important.
Maternal employment, divorced or separated families, these negative relationships may contribute to
the low capacity for children to cope with adversities, thus developing low resilience [10]. In Nepal,
most women are treated as assistants in the family and they are paid with lower wages [11]. This may
explain why children in these families tend to be neglected and mentally unhealthy.

Socioeconomic and gender inequalities within families also influence resilience. In Nepal, women
often occupy subordinate roles and receive lower wages [12], which can limit maternal involvement
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and emotional availability for children. Such constraints may contribute to lower psychological well-
being among children from disadvantaged households.

2.4 School and Social Environmental Factors

Beyond individual and family factors, the social environment plays a pivotal role in shaping
children’s resilience. Children spend most of their time in school. They interact with peers and
teachers and learn skills and knowledge. In Nepal, where poverty and limited resources often create
barriers to development, schools have the potential to be key resilience-building spaces. However,
their specific influence remains under-explored.

Research highlights several ways schools impact resilience. Resource availability should be a great
component. Children are able to build skills and confidence if they are provided with adequate study
materials, professional teachers and extracurricular courses and activities [ 13]. In India, private school
students tend to have higher resilience than students in public schools with low fundings [14]. In
Nepal, where many families prioritize private education despite costs, this resource gap may similarly
affect resilience levels, with students in better-resourced schools gaining more tools to cope with
adversity. Positive teacher-student relationships are another powerful protective factor: Masten et al.
[15] emphasize that teachers who listen, encourage, and provide guidance could alleviate students’
stress level and develop a sense of belonging. For children in impoverished areas, a teacher who
recognizes their potential may be the first adult to validate their capabilities, boosting self-esteem and
motivation.

The above three factors are the key elements that influence students’ resilience. As suggested
before, resource is distributed unevenly to different regions in Nepal. Both the infrastructure and the
interpersonal relation could be an important element in forming students’ resilience. Therefore, in
this study, I will focus on the role of social factor plays in students’ resilience. The school
environment will be the centre of discussion.

3. Methodology

This study adopted an exploratory case study approach. This approach uses in-depth analysis to
investigate each volunteer teacher’s different perspectives on resilience. Through this case study, I
sought to unveil their understanding of the relationship between resilience and the school
environment.

Purposive sampling was used to select participants [16]. The criteria is that 1) all participants are
from Southwest Weiyu Secondary School and have participated in the volunteer program and 2) they
have been to Nepal to teach the students in Tapobhumi School. Also, different gender were included
and teachers taught various subjects. Eventually, a male volunteer teacher, a female volunteer teacher,
and a student volunteer teacher were recruited. All of them have stayed with the students and taught
them classes for about three weeks. These volunteer teachers were responsible for different courses
including science, music, and art.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted. This approach is designed to investigate the genuine
thoughts of participants and understand their views from follow-up questions [17]. Interview
questions were divided into three parts: understanding the context and background information from
the school; discovering the resilience ability of students; and figuring out the relationship between
the school environment and students’ resilience ability. Open questions were used to engage volunteer
teachers, enabling them to recall more memories about these students and share more insights
regarding the questions.

The recorded interviews were transcribed. I read the transcripts for the interviews to identify
themes. Thematic analysis is used to collect and reflect on the result from the interview [19]. To
ensure the credibility of the thematic analysis, each teacher was provided with a summary of the
themes derived from their interviews and asked to confirm accuracy. All the teachers agreed that the
themes aligned with their original intentions.
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4. Results

Theme 1: Severe Social and Economic Conditions

All participants described Tapobhumi School’s setting as extremely poor, which may affect their
resilience negatively. As the female volunteer and student volunteer commented, “The location of the
school was extremely remote, and it was just next to the slum area!” Also, the female volunteer also
related the poor studying condition to the students’ level of resilience, as she said, “The houses were
dilapidated. Children were unable to grow up in a safe and stable environment.”

Furthermore, students often faced financial hardship severe enough to interrupt their education.
“They were so poor that they even cannot bring food to school,” recollected by the student volunteer,
“they could only receive the supporting food like bread from school!” Students seemed to have no
choice but to work to support their family. Also, shared by male volunteer and student volunteer,
there was a boy who studied extremely hard and aspired to become a doctor in this school. However,
he was brought away by his mother because his father accidentally got hurt, which means that this
little boy had to take the responsibility to earn a living. Some of the other students also have formed
a negative attitude towards study due to the stress from financial conditions. Shared by the male
volunteer, there was a boy always expressing pessimistically, “I’m just going to go out and work
anyway, so what’s the point of studying?” Therefore, the students seemed to know and foresee their
future, which could be a factor of their passive emotion.

In addition to the financial burdens, students also lacked the companionship and support from their
parents. “Her parents are always in a conflict... I feel like that’s why she is so emotional,” according
to the female volunteer.

Theme 2: Negative Impact of Inadequate Infrastructure

All volunteers identified the school’s physical conditions as a major obstacle to students’ well-
being and resilience. Despite having two small buildings, the school lacked essential facilities such
as a cafeteria, library, and proper toilets.

The female and student volunteers strongly criticized the sanitation facilities. “For our girls, we
don’t have any space to change our sanitary pads! We don’t even know where to throw them away.
It’s really embarrassing for us!” Both the two females expressed their concerns and embarrassment
towards the toilet. They claimed the lacking functions of the toilet, especially for girls, could hinder
students’ development of resilience.

Additionally, students had to eat on the ground in small groups because the school lacked a lunch
area. The absence of a library further limited access to books and learning materials. The male
volunteer observed that “the classrooms were so crowded that students had to squeeze together on
benches.” All participants agreed that poor facilities negatively affected students’ motivation and
emotional stability.

Theme 3: Positive Functions of Limited Facilities

Despite the inadequacies, teachers identified that some of the infrastructure, such as the playground
and activity room, can provide comfort for students. Participants all agreed that the activity room,
although made of simple concrete and wood, could be the access for students to meet up with friends,
enjoy their leisure time, thus relieve their pressure. “Sometimes they may argue with each other, and
they will go to the activity room and play together. Then, they become friends soon.” The female
teacher commented. Playground was another place for students to play freely and burn off energy,
similar to the function of the activity room.

Theme 4: Relationships Within the School Community

The relation among students could be a great way to support their mental health. As observed by
the female volunteer, sometimes some students would comfort and hang out with each other. Also,
support from peers could help them recover from some pressure originating from their families. “That
poor boy just lost his father, but he was better now because his friends were always consoling him,
which really encouraged him!” according to the student volunteer.

However, there still existed some conflicts and problems among these students. “I feel like they
are still learning how to get along and support each other.” As stated by the male volunteer. Therefore,
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although these students acted as each others’ spiritual supports, they were still not mature enough to
avoid conflicts.

In addition to the relation among students, the relation between students and teachers can also
improve resilience. “They really loved and enjoyed our classes! We could see and feel from their
eyes,” said by the female volunteer. Volunteer teachers have prepared for various games to alleviate
students’ pressure and engage them in acquiring knowledge. Moreover, volunteers have searched
some interesting scientific experiments that revealed basic phenomenons such as the imitation of
volcanic eruptions. They also focused on preparing some psychological movies to regulate the
emotions of students and release their pressure. Beyond the efforts made by teachers, these students
tend to turn to their teachers for support instinctively. “They just flocked around us and talked at once,
introducing themselves,” recalled by the male volunteer. The student volunteer held a similar feeling,
“I was really shocked by their enthusiasm when we first met in that school!”

Theme 5: Emotional Patterns and Resilience Levels

Students performed well towards traumatic events, however, they were not emotionally stable
to recover from frustration. They sometimes suffered from a lot of emotional ups and downs: even a
criticism or a piece of negative advice may hurt their self-esteem and become frustrated. “This may
be due to their unstable environment when growing up. I feel like they are always careful with their
behaviors and language,” according to the female volunteer.

However, the student volunteer held an opposite view. She mentioned that students tended to form
a positive attitude towards their sufferings. Instead of indulging in the emotion of failure and
frustration, they will encourage each other and recover quickly from negative emotions. “They're
highly emotional, but generally optimistic. Their bad moods blow over just as fast as they appear,”
the student volunteer told me.

5. Discussion

5.1 The Influence of the School Environment

As mentioned before, the school environment influences students’ resilience both positively and
negatively. Supported by the analysis done, both the infrastructure and interpersonal relations could
have affected the mental stability of students. As defined by Folke (2016), resilience is a process in
which people persist, adapt, and transform back to the normal one when facing changing traumatic
events based on the complicated social-ecological system. This definition put an emphasis on the
factors related to the “social-ecological system”, which aligned with the research context. This
context included the severe financial situation, lacking parental care, and a shortage of stable and
long-term teachers suffered by students. Also, the definition focused on the traumatic events.
Admittedly, what the children felt stressed or learned helplessness from might not be as severe as
extremely traumatic ones. Thus, it could not be concluded that the environment could cause the
change in students’ resilience ability. Meanwhile, though some of the students showed signs of
missing their parents or feeling hopelessness about their future, the cases are not sufficient enough to
be generalized to all of the students. Thus, it should be reexamined about whether or not environment
could have a great effect on students’ resilience ability.

5.2 Different Perspectives of Interviewees

In the interview towards three volunteer teachers, the conclusion from previous researches were
similar to the opinions held by the two teacher volunteers that bad environments could result in a lack
of resilience. However, the student volunteer described that although they may experience ups and
downs in their emotions, they generally held a positive attitude towards life instead of being hopeless.
In addition, students tended to encourage and support each other when facing difficulties. This
disparity may be resulted from the following three factors:

(1)Limited time to get along with students
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Since the three teachers have stayed in Tapobhumi school for just about three weeks, all of them
were unable to get a comprehensive picture of how the environment affects the students’ resilience
ability and how the students’ resilience ability have developed.

(2)Different teaching experiences

The two adult volunteers work as teachers in middle school and have sufficient teaching
experiences. Compared with them, the student volunteer has blank teaching experience. Thus, the
two adult volunteers were easier to capture the change in mentality or emotion of students. Therefore,
the student’s lacking teaching experience may be one of the factors that resulted in her different
observation.

(3)Different perspective when viewing students

Compared with the teacher volunteers, the student volunteer herself was a student, she tended to
treat those students in Tapobhumi school more like her friends and peers instead of students. Thus,
they may have different attitudes and mentalities towards those students.

5.3 Positive Effects of the Infrastructure

Although undesirable infrastructures harm students’ resilience, some infrastructures, especially
the playground and activity room, tend to affect students positively. This conforms with previous
researches that psychological, psychosocial and social health domains are positively associated with
sport participation [20].

5.4 Practical Suggestions

As mentioned by the two female volunteers in the interview, the toilet was lacking the function for
girls to change their sanitary pads. This has caused those girls feel ashamed and even quit school
because of this. Consequently, the school should be aware of the essence of hygienic problems. Also,
the donations could put more focus on the functions of some basic yet imperative infrastructures like
the toilet.

Moreover, longer volunteer programs may establish a more stable teaching presence, which could
strengthen students’ sense of security and belonging. As emphasized by all of the volunteers, the role
of teachers should be an important part that could improve mental health for students. Volunteers
programs which have longer time durations may help students establish resilience better.

5.5 Limitations

Several limitations must be acknowledged. First, each volunteer taught at Tapobhumi School for
only three weeks, limiting their ability to observe long-term changes in students’ resilience.
Consequently, their insights should be viewed as short-term observations rather than longitudinal
evidence. Second, the small sample size of three participants restricts the generalizability of the
findings. The results, therefore, reflect individual interpretations rather than universal conclusions.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, the environment influences students’ resilience both positively and negatively. On
the one hand, students may be emotionally unstable enough to overcome the sufferings and emergent
events, such as failure in exams and criticisms from teachers. On the other hand, facilities including
activity room and playground help students recover from difficulties and undesirable emotions. It
should be noted that the degree of these effects should be reexamined, as the difficulties of the
students identified in this research may not be traumatic. Overall, this research explores the students’
resilience in a disadvantaged area from a psychological level. As found in the research, the dearth of
well-constructed and functionally comprehensive infrastructure, such as the toilet, canteen, and the
library, are related to the students’ resilience. This suggests that the future donations on schools in
poor regions could put more emphasis on the basic infrastructures.
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