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Minority Children and Academic Resilience in the Nordic Welfare States.  

 
Abstract  

Purpose 

– The purpose of this paper is to summarize and analyse empirical research on protective factors that 
promote academic resilience in ethnic minority children mainly aged between 13 –18 years attending 
schools in the Nordic countries.         

Design/methodology/approach 

- This paper was opted for a literature review of 23 peer-reviewed quantitative articles published 
between 1999 and 2014. The analysis entailed protective factors at both the personal and 
environmental levels in ethnic minority children. 

Findings 

– Some minority children`s school performance may be just as good if not better than majority children 
when having similar or even lower socioeconomic status than majority children. Protective factors at the 
personal level included working hard, having a positive attitude towards school, and having high 
educational aspirations. Protective factors at the environmental level included supportive school 
systems, supportive schools, and supportive networks including parental qualities and support. The 
findings are comparable to findings outside the Nordic countries with one exception; minority children in 
the Nordic countries performed better than expected despite socio-economic disadvantages.  

Research implications 

- Protective factors affecting academic resilience need further attention in a time with an increased 
global migration. Research implications may be related to how schools and policy makers develop 
supportive school systems, supportive schools and supportive networks to contribute to making a 
difference for minority children’s educational opportunities in the Nordic countries.   

Originality/value 

- Academic resilience is a relatively new research field in Nordic countries. This review is the first review 
which has summarized and analysed existing findings on academic resilience in Nordic countries in 
minority children.  

Keywords Welfare state, Academic resilience, Ethnic minority children, Nordic countries, School 
success  

Paper type Literature review 
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Introduction 

The rapid increase in immigration to the Nordic countries (Berggren, 2013, Jackson et al., 2012, Djuve 

and Grodem, 2014) highlights the need for research on education for ethnic minority children. The large 

numbers of people immigrating to the Nordic countries adds a new dimension to academic and political 

discussions related to educational opportunities for ethnic minorities (Jackson et al., 2012). Specifically, 

migration brings unique challenges to the welfare system, which depends on participation in working life 

and a relatively equal income distribution that maintains the generous and universal welfare state 

(Norwegian Ministry of Children Equality and Social Inclusion, 2011a). In the Nordic countries, welfare 

models are characterised by a high degree of state responsibility in securing welfare for its citizens. For 

example, school systems are an integral part of the welfare state system in Nordic countries (Telhaug et 

al., 2006, Arnesen and Lundahl, 2006). Children from ethnic minority backgrounds are overrepresented 

among those with lower socioeconomic status (SES) in the Nordic countries (Statistics Norway, 2015a), 

which may affect children’s school achievement (Bradley and Corwyn, 2002, McLoyd, 1998). However, 

education may counteract or equalize inequalities between minority and majority groups (Olsen, 2012). 

Education serves an important function regarding the development of a sense of mastery in the present 

as well as the promotion of future and educational opportunities (Stefansen, 2004). Education also 

contributes to integration because it promotes knowledge of and a sense of belonging to the 

surrounding society (Fekjaer, 2006). Research that compares academic achievement between minority 

and majority children outside the Nordic countries has found mixed results. Several studies show that 

minority children struggle academically compared to majority children (Azzolini et al., 2012; Clauss and 

Nauck, 2010; Colding et al., 2009; Kao and Tienda, 1995). As such, research has shown that majority 

students outperform minority students by more than 40 points in most OECD countries (OECD, 2012a). 

Having a primary language different from the majority students is a well-established risk factor (Perez et 

al. 2009). Having a minority status may cause stress and is another risk factor (van Geel and Vedder, 
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2011). However, resilience research has examined persistence and academic success despite stressful 

events and conditions during childhood and adolescence (Alva, 1991, Wang et al., 1994).  

 

Academic resilience 

The last decade, research on resilience has grown rapidly (Kumpfer, 2002). Recently, some researchers 

have considered resilience as a domain specific concept (Novotny, 2011, Jowkar et. al, 2014). One of 

these concepts is academic resilience, which is defined as the heightened likelihood of educational 

success despite personal vulnerabilities and adversities brought about by environmental conditions and 

experiences (Wang et al., 1994). This definition highlights how success in school may be protective 

factors which counteract or eliminate risk factors that are faced by ethnic minority children in the school 

system compared to majority children. However, educational success related to academic resilience 

does not include ‘everyday adversities’ such as challenges, pressure and isolated poor grades which is 

a part of a more regular academic life (Martin and March, 2009). According to Masten et al. (2006), 

success in school in this matter means that students should be performing consistent with 

developmental task expectations, including performing similar to or better than majority children as well 

as not dropping out of school. In addition, success in school includes receiving grades that are 

comparable to majority children to ease future adaptation into the receiving society (Motti-Stefanidi et 

al., 2012, Motti-Stefanidi and Masten, 2013).  

Academic resilience among children from minority families has been examined in many 

countries; however, most of these studies have been published in the United States (Cappella and 

Weinstein, 2001; Perez et al., 2009; Kao and Tienda, 1998; Kao, 2004) and the United Kingdom (see, 

e.g. Ghuman, 2002; Verma and Ashworth, 1986; Strand and Winston, 2008). In the Nordic countries, 

academic resilience is a relatively new research field. Although academic resilience is of clear 

importance to teachers and the government, no review has summarised existing findings on academic 

resilience in the Nordic countries.   
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The aim of the present paper is to summarise and analyse existing research on academic 

resilience among minority children, compared to majority children, who attend schools in the Nordic 

countries.  

  

The process and theory of academic resilience  

Academic resilience is not a static construct (Eccles, 2009; Pianta, 2006); rather, the process results of 

a cluster of ecological factors that predict positive human development more than individual traits 

(Ungar, 2012), which is consistent with bioecological models claiming that academic resilience involves 

mutual interactions between the person and the environment over time (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; 

Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994). Academic resilience is an indicator of concurrent and longitudinal 

positive adaption from both developmental (Eccles, 2009; Pianta, 2006) and acculturation perspectives 

(Berry et al., 2006). Research on academic resilience has highlighted risk and protective factors at the 

personal (see, e.g. Werner and Smith, 1992; Bernard, 1995) and environmental levels (see, e.g. 

Jozefowicz-Simbeni and Allen-Meares, 2002). Protective factors promoting academic resilience can be 

categorised into internal (personal) and external (the environment) (Jowkar et al., 2014). At the personal 

level, protective factors include e.g. focussing on school achievement (Johnson et al., 2011), having a 

positive attitude towards school (Hvistendahl and Roe, 2009; Hvistendahl and Roe, 2004; Epstein and 

Krasner, 2013), and having high aspirations that include engagement and educational ambitions (Kao 

and Tienda, 1998; Peng et al., 1992, Strand and Winston, 2008). At the environmental level, 

bioecological models hold that the child`s development is affected and modified by several ecological 

levels called the micro, meso, exco- and the macro-system levels (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994; Bronfenbrenner et al., 2005; Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 1998). The 

development of the child is also affected by e.g. transitions and shifts during his or her lifespan called 

the chrono-system level (Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994). 
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On a daily basis the child interacts within different microsystems. It is crucial however, that these 

different microsystems involve mutual transactions called proximal processes based on shared values 

to act as protective factors promoting academic resilience. This is called the mesosystem level (Kvello, 

2013; Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Bronfenbrenner and Ceci, 1994). Furthermore, political and economic 

conditions at the exosystem level as well as attitudes and culture shared by members of society in the 

macrosystem level affect and modify the child’s development.    

 Protective factors at the environmental level include e.g. being enrolled in effective and 

supportive schools, having a supportive immigrant peer group network both at school and in the 

community (Bernard, 1995; Verma and Ashworth, 1986), and having a supportive network including 

parental support (Maccoby, 1980; Hango, 2007; Kao, 2004). The outcomes that are related to academic 

resilience are ‘completing upper secondary education’, ‘positive educational choices’, ‘positive school 

adjustment’, and ‘better-than-expected achievement’. In sum, research has found that minority children 

utilise specific resources both at the personal and environmental levels to circumvent and to handle 

different stressors to become successful in academics (Perez et al., 2009). Our study focusses on the 

following research question: Which protective factors at the personal and the environmental levels are 

identified related to academic resilience among minority children in the Nordic countries?    

Methods 

To identify studies that have focused on academic resilience among minority children attending schools 

in the Nordic countries, we conducted a literature review between January and March 2015. We 

searched the following electronic databases: ProQuest, Web of Science (through the Core Collection), 

ERIC, Idunn, and Norart. These sources were selected because of their prominence in education and 

psychological areas at international and national levels. In the databases that had descriptors or a 

controlled vocabulary (thesaurus), thematic filters were formed with Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) 

terms and keywords. In Web of Science, we used keywords as natural words that were searched in 

specific fields marked as "topic" -title and summary-.  



7 

Four thematic filters were developed: a) Geographic (country): Scandinavia*, Nordic*, Norway, 

Sweden, Finland, Iceland, Greenland, Denmark; b) Ethnic minority children: Immigrant*, minorit*, 

ethnic*, Migrant*, ‘second generation’, ‘second-generation’, ‘2ND generation’, ‘2nd-generation’; c) 

School: School*, ‘elementary school*’, ‘compulsory school*’, ‘primary school*’, ‘secondary school*’, 

‘secondary education’, ‘vocational education’, ‘higher education’, ‘PISA’; and d) Academic Resilience: 

resilienc*, aspir*, achievement, ‘school success’, psychological*, adapt*, academic*, motivation, 

‘completing education’, ‘school satisfaction’, ‘academic attainment’, ‘academic competence.’ The search 

was conducted according to database characteristics, and the Boolean operators "AND" and "OR" were 

used to retrieve the available scientific literature. 

In our study, the term ‘children’ refers to all participants. ‘Children’ is all young people age 0 up 

to 18 years according to the UN General Assembly (1989). The target population in our study is children 

og age group 13-18 years. ‘Minority children’ refer to children from ethnic minority background, which 

involves immigrant children described as a) first-generation immigrants as well as b) second-generation 

immigrants or children of immigrants. First-generation immigrants are children born outside the country 

of assessment and whose parents were also born in a different country, while second-generation 

immigrants are children who themselves are born in the country of assessment but whose parents were 

born in a different country, i.e. children who are following/have followed all their pre-school/schooling in 

the country of assessment (OECD, 2009, p. 5).       

 Protective factors associated with academic resilience in our study on the personal level were 

operationalized with key terms such as ‘aspirations’ and ‘positive attitude’, while on the environmental 

level key terms were e.g. ‘supportive network’, and ‘supportive schools.’ For information on inclusion 

criteria, see Table 1.  

Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

 (Insert Table 1 about here) 
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The identification and screening of article titles and abstracts was conducted by one researcher 

(A.J.). Selected full text articles were independently screened to assess eligibility. The analysis entailed 

protective factors at both the personal and environmental levels. First, we categorised themes into main 

headings based on similarities. At the personal level, we created the following heading: (I) children’s 

own efforts affecting school success. Subcategories were created in the main headings in which they 

crystallised. Second, we categorized factors at the environmental level into the following main heading: 

(II) support from networks and other environmental factors affecting children’s school success. The main 

heading was divided into subcategories at the environmental level using the same principles as the 

personal level. Next, we analysed the articles that contained protective factors at the personal level, 

beginning with what the studies investigated, e.g., ‘attitudes toward school,’ specifying how each study 

measured the factors e.g., by self-reports, and the findings. We conducted the same analysis on 

protective factors at the environmental level. We identified a total of 946 studies. After removing 

duplicates, studies not meeting the inclusion criteria and all studies that were not related to our aim, 141 

studies in full-text were assessed for eligibility. A total of 23 records were included in the final analysis 

(see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Flow diagram for study selection 

 (Insert Figure 1 about here) 

Results                

The present review resulted in 23 articles on academic resilience from Nordic countries for analysis. All 

studies that were included in the literature review had been published between 1999 and 2014. In total, 

15 studies had a cross-sectional design, while eight studies had a longitudinal or cohort design. Most 

included studies had large sample sizes that ranged from n = 218 to > 100,000, with high response 

rates. Nine Norwegian, two Danish, five Swedish, and four Finnish studies were included in the literature 

review. In addition, 3 studies were collaboration studies that included countries outside the Nordic 
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countries. We included these studies while the results from the Nordic countries were clearly separated 

from the results from the countries outside the Nordic countries. These studies contained findings from 

Norway (two), Sweden (two), and Finland (one).  

 Nine studies contained protective factors at the personal level. These studies investigated the 

influence of working hard, having a positive attitude and having high aspirations, which included 

engagement and ambition. Two studies contained protective factors at both the personal and 

environmental levels (Hvistendahl and Roe, 2004; Jackson et al., 2012).  

I. Children’s own efforts affecting school success 

We categorised this main heading into three subcategories: ‘working hard’, ‘positive attitude’, and ‘high 

aspirations, including engagement and educational ambition’.  

Working hard                

Two studies reported how working hard at the personal level affected academic resilience (Lauglo, 

1999; Borg, 2013). Lauglo’s (1999) study investigated how attitudes affected hard working among 

minority compared to majority children, measured by questionnaires on attitudes towards school and 

hours spent with homework. The results suggested that minority children had a more positive attitude 

towards school and spend more time with homework than majority children. Controlling for social class, 

the findings showed that minority children performed at the same level as the majority, except in 

Norwegian language. Borg’s (2013) study investigated working hard, as measured by time spent on 

homework, with a primary focus on gender differences in relation to school effort for minority compared 

to majority children. Both studies showed that, in general, minority children worked harder, as they spent 

more hours on homework, than majority children. Borg’s study suggested that minority girls made the 

strongest effort on homework; however, majority girls had better outcomes as measured by time spent 

on homework per day combined with self-reported reflections on how often students did not do their 

homework and their attitudes and behaviours towards work in school. Minority girls had increased 
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school achievement compared to both majority and minority boys, which was only exceeded by the 

majority girls.      

Positive attitude                    

A study by Hvistendahl and Roe (2009) investigated the influence of attitudes on reading skills and how 

attitudes affect academic resilience. The results suggested that minority girls were more likely than boys 

to have a positive attitude related to reading habits and attitudes towards reading. Furthermore, their 

study indicated that girls from middle-class and ethnic minority backgrounds had the highest educational 

aspirations as measured by self-reports of positive attitudes towards reading and the amount of time 

spent each day on reading. Hvistendahl and Roe (2004) investigated protective factors at the personal 

level through attitudes towards school with a focus on the effect of immigrant background and SES on 

literacy achievement. In general, minority children had higher motivation, effort, and perseverance in 

school than majority children.  

High aspirations, including engagement and educational ambitions                

Research on how educational aspirations for higher education affect academic resilience has been 

conducted by Hegna (2010). This study found that minority children had higher aspirations for education 

than majority children with similar social backgrounds. The aspirations measure was a questionnaire 

that was administered in both ninth and tenth grade about the student’s future educational plans after 

high school. This study also found that nearly half of the children with minority backgrounds had 

increases in educational aspirations. Jackson et al. (2012) investigated aspirations for educational 

success as measured by grades on public examinations in mathematics and the English language. The 

results showed that some minority groups performed extremely well. Overall, minority groups performed 

at the same level as the majority, which was defined as school success and higher aspirations than the 

majority group after controlling for ethnic origin. In a separate study, Högdin (2007) investigated 

academic resilience through the influence of engagement on completing primary school, which was 

measured with a questionnaire on how students care about and engage in their own schoolwork. This 
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study reported that minority children experienced greater engagement in school work compared to 

majority children. Regarding gender differences, minority girls were the most engaged, minority boys 

were the second most engaged and majority children were engaged the least. Støren (2011) 

investigated academic resilience through student’s choice of prestigious education programmes on 

higher educational (HE) enrolment, as measured by an accepted offer and commencement in the 

specific programme. This study found that the enrolment rate among second-generation minority 

children was higher than among majority children. These results suggest that there is a specific 

propensity for choosing the most prestigious education among second-generation immigrants compared 

to majority children who had more success in school. Jonsson and Rudolphi (2011) found similar results 

in Sweden: in general, minority children had higher transition rates that reflected school success on the 

personal level compared to majority children, as assessed by grades in grade nine and their concurrent 

choice of upper secondary programmes. Furthermore, the study found that some second-generation 

minority groups, i.e. Asian and Iranian second-generation students, performed better than the majority 

group, and especially the girls performed extremely well. 

Concerning the environmental level, fourteen studies included protective factors at the 

environmental level. Seven studies investigated the influence of family resources, such as having a 

supportive network with parental qualities, including family support and family socioeconomic status 

(SES). In addition, one study investigated the influence of cultural identity and perceived discrimination 

on school outcomes (Liebkind et al., 2004). Four additional studies investigated the influence of 

supportive schools and environments on school outcomes, including immigrant concentration and 

neighbourhood effects (Andersen and Thomsen, 2011; Brannstrom, 2008; Bygren and Szulkin, 2010; 

Jensen and Rasmussen, 2011). Two additional studies investigated the influence of political decisions, 

such as early school start (Reform 97) and the Nordic welfare state’s impact on reducing differences in 

school outcomes between minority and majority groups (Bakken, 2009; Reisel and Brekke, 2010). The 
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final study examined the influence of citizenship and how citizenship in immigrants may lead to better 

school outcomes compared to majority groups (Kilpi-Jakonen, 2014). 

II. Supportive schools and networks and other environmental factors affecting children’s school 

success.         

This main heading was divided into three subcategories; ‘school and neighbourhood effects, including 

policy decisions and citizenship’, ‘supportive networks, including parental qualities and support’, and 

‘family SES’.  

School and community effects, including policy decisions and citizenship         

One study investigated community and school effects on the environmental level on individual 

educational outcomes as measured by the student’s exit certificate (Brannstrom, 2008). The main 

findings suggest that characteristics of the school such as school practices (schools with experience in 

teaching students with immigrant background) and schoolmates have a larger influence on the 

variability in achievement than the neighbourhood or the community. Nevertheless, this study evidenced 

that being a first-generation immigrant in a school with a higher density of first-generation immigrants 

had advantages. A study by Andersen and Thomsen (2011) investigated the influence of immigrant 

concentration in schools on children’s educational outcomes as measured by grades on standardised 

written examination tests. This study did not find negative immigrant peer group effects for majority or 

minority children in Danish lower secondary schools. Thus, the findings suggested that being enrolled in 

schools that had less than 10 per cent immigrants increased educational outcomes. In addition, the 

study suggests that second-generation immigrants performed significantly better than first-generation 

immigrants. Utilizing the mechanisms connected to educational choice, Jonsson and Rudolphi (2011) 

investigated educational careers as measured by minority children’s grades. The results showed that 

school systems in which choice played a significant role affected academic resilience for most minority 

groups, specifically the high-aspiring second-generation. Another study investigated the effects of 
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immigrant concentrations in schools on the environmental level on minority and majority children's 

reading and math skills as measured by the students Programme for International Student Assessment 

(PISA) reading and math scores (Jensen and Rasmussen, 2011). The findings showed that immigrant 

concentrations in schools have a stronger effect for majority children than minority children. Although 

the result for minorities was not significant; the findings suggest that immigrant concentrations did not 

influence math scores for minority children. Regarding community effects on academic resilience, 

Bygren and Szulkin (2010) found a positive effect of neighbourhood on academic resilience, as 

measured by the highest achieved educational level. Thus, the finding was only valid for minorities who 

grew up in neighbourhoods that had educationally successful young co-ethnics. In addition, the findings 

showed that the effect of the ethnic environment was mediated by results from compulsory school. Two 

additional studies contained protective factors on the environmental level that were related to policy 

decisions that had been embodied in legislation. First, Bakken (2009) examined the influence of earlier 

and prolonged education for minority language students based on the Norwegian school reform; Reform 

97 (implying children starting school at the age of six instead of seven, ten years of schooling instead of 

nine and a new curriculum). Academic resilience was measured by children`s grades and showed that 

the gap between minority and majority children in Norwegian schools was reduced when all children 

started school as six-year-olds compared to cohorts who started one year later. Kilpi-Jakonen (2014) 

investigated the influence of Finnish citizenship on academic resilience, as measured by minority 

children’s average grades, which suggested that citizenship may reflect identity and integration. 

Furthermore, the results suggested that minority children who had citizenship had better educational 

outcomes than non-citizens. 

Supportive networks, including parental qualities and support           

Liebkind et al. (2004) found that parental support promoted school adjustment in minority children by 

enhancing their ethnic identity. Furthermore, the results showed that minority children had more success 

in school as measured through self-assessment and school adjustment through children’s personal 
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feelings towards school compared to the majority despite perceived discrimination and a disadvantaged 

SES. Fekjaer and Leirvik (2011) investigated family resources on school outcomes such as grades. This 

study examined whether family relations and parental education explained academic resilience in 

children from minority compared to majority origin. The results suggested that parental education did not 

explain high performance in minority children. However, family relations (having an open relationship 

with parents) were positively correlated with school grades for minority children. Kilpi-Jakonen (2012) 

examined achievement, measured by the average grade, of minority children in school at the end of 

compulsory education. The findings suggested that minority children tend to have lower levels of 

achievement than majority children, with the exception of one specific minority group that was very 

successful showing academic resilience by outperforming the majority.  

Family SES                                

A collaborative study by Sam and colleagues (2008) investigated the influence of the immigrant 

paradox, which refers to better adaption outcomes among particularly first-generation immigrants 

compared to their majority peers, in relation to socio-cultural adaption (school adjustment). The paradox 

was measured with a seven-item scale that focussed on how satisfied the student was with school in 

general and with his or her school achievement. This study included several European countries, 

including Nordic countries such as Finland, Norway, and Sweden. The results suggested that first-

generation minority children with low SES across countries, compared to both majority children and 

second-generation minority children, reported better school adjustment compared to the two other 

groups. However, in Norway, the results showed that second-generation immigrants had higher scores 

on school adjustment than majority children, while in Finland and Sweden, both first- and second-

generation immigrant children had better school adjustment than majority children. Berggren (2013) 

described the transitions of three birth cohorts through the educational system and into the labour 

market focusing on those in their early thirties who received a Swedish education. The results 

suggested that minority children who had academically educated parents and majority students were 



15 

more likely to complete upper secondary school (both categories were above 85 per cent). In general, 

this study suggests that children with an academic family background are two to three times more likely 

to complete two years of tertiary education compared to those from less educated backgrounds. There 

was one exception for a minority group in which the difference was only 20-35 per cent. This means that 

this particular minority group (the Asians) did not follow the pattern in which the other minority groups’ 

parental educational level was the most important factor explaining completion of 2 years of tertiary 

education compared with those with less educated backgrounds. For this particular ethnic group, lower 

educated parents seemed to be pro-education irrespective of their educational level. Furthermore, 

according to transitions into the labour market based on ethnic origin, one group of tertiary educated 

minority women from the western parts of Asia (e.g. Iran, Pakistan and the West Bank) in particular 

were more successful than their male counterparts. Kilpi-Jakonen (2011) investigated academic 

resilience measured by continuation versus dropping out and choice of upper secondary school type 

(general versus vocational) in minority children compared to majority children. Continuation was 

measured one year after completing upper secondary school. Although minority children had a higher 

probability of dropping out of school than majority children, the results suggested that minority children’s 

probability of continuing in general schools was higher than the majority after controlling for SES. 

Fekjaer (2007) investigated academic resilience by looking at educational differences between minority 

and majority groups in Norway and the extent to which these differences could be explained by SES. 

The findings indicate that a lower SES does not have the same negative impact, as measured by the 

probability of completing upper secondary school, on educational attainment for certain minority groups 

in Norway compared to majority children. Hvistendahl and Roe (2004) examined academic resilience by 

investigating family background and reading habits on literacy achievement in school with data from 

PISA 2000. This study found that minority students born in Norway performed nearly as well than 

majority students in mathematical literacy. Similar results were found in Sweden where minority 

students born in Sweden seemed to perform almost as well as the majority students in reading and 
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scientific literacy (Hvistendahl and Roe, 2004). However, in Denmark the gap between minority students 

and majority students was bigger in disfavour of the minority students. Another collaborative study 

investigated academic resilience by comparing dropout rates between majority and minority students in 

higher education in the USA and Norway (Reisel and Brekke, 2010). Both countries followed a group of 

students for eight years from their first year of post-secondary enrolment. In contrast to the results from 

the USA, in Norway, minority children did not dropout more than majority children despite being 

socioeconomic disadvantaged. As such, minorities in Norway had more success in school compared to 

minorities in the USA. Furthermore, this study suggested that the Norwegian welfare state system acts 

as an environmental protective factor that alleviates some of the disadvantages associated with low 

SES and having a minority background.                        

Discussion                  

This review found that the study of academic resilience among minority children compared to majority 

children in the Nordic countries is a relatively new research field. Most research has focused on 

disadvantaged majority children from ‘child welfare’ systems (Hansen et al., 2011; Hesjedal et al., 2015, 

Hojer and Johansson, 2013; Skilbred et al. 2017; Seeberg et al., 2013; Weyts, 2004) and not specifically 

on minority children. In contrast to studies outside the Nordic countries, no research in the present 

review uses the term ‘academic resilience,’ except one study from Finland that uses ‘educational 

resilience’ (Kilpi-Jakonen, 2011), and one Norwegian study that uses ‘resilience’ (Lauglo, 1999).  

 The primary finding on protective factors at the personal level was that minority children work 

harder in school than majority children. Several groups that have minority backgrounds work so hard 

that some of the groups outperform majority children`s school performance with similar or higher SES 

background. Working hard may be a protective factor because minority children must succeed in school 

despite adversity and overcome disadvantages, such as having a lower SES and language barriers. 

Lauglo (1999) refers to this as the ‘harder drive.’ Working hard in school is generally associated with 

positive attitudes, values, and behaviours in classrooms (Bakken, 2003; Lauglo, 2000). In addition, 
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working hard is related to the amount of homework students complete (Trautwein et al., 2006). Martin 

(2008) distinguished between adaptive behaviours and cognitions. As such, a Norwegian study based 

on in-depth interviews with 23 second-generation immigrant children found that the children worked 

hard in gratitude to their parents (Leirvik, 2010). Thus, working hard is associated with adaptive 

cognitions such as aspirations, ambitions, and engagement. High aspirations, ambitions, and 

engagement promote educational success is supported by studies outside the Nordic countries (Motti-

Stefanidi and Masten, 2013; Sewell et al., 1970; Kao and Tienda, 1998). Furthermore, engagement is 

associated with academic self-efficacy, which predicts the extent to which a child engages in learning or 

“the degree to which students are ‘connected’ to what is going on in their classes” (Steinberg et al., 

1996). Self-efficacy is a key protective factor in relation to higher academic performance (Suarez-

Orozco et al., 2009) and highlights the extent to which a student believes that his or her own actions 

may lead to the desired result (Bandura, 1997; Bandura et al., 1996; Britner and Pajares, 2006).  

 The main findings on protective factors at the environmental level in the Nordic countries related 

to academic resilience in minority children were that supportive schools and appropriate school policies 

promoted school success in minority children. Our study suggests that the security nets of the Nordic 

welfare state act as a protective factor on the environmental level in the exosystem. The Nordic welfare 

state system contains a high degree of state responsibility, as explained by Esping-Andersen (1990, 

2002). Examples are supportive schools and school systems as well as political decisions regarding 

educational policies and school reforms (cf. the Norwegian Reform 97). Furthermore, minority children 

in Norway seem to internalise their parents’ education preferences and positive attitudes towards 

education (Leirvik, 2010). Similar preferences were found in studies outside the Nordic countries (Kao, 

2004; Siantz, 1997; German et al., 2009). The empirical literature shows that there are high 

expectations and aspirations among most minority parents, including the least educated (Portes, 2012). 

As such, studies have found that there is a stronger sense of family obligation among minority children 

than majority children on positive school achievements (van Geel and Vedder, 2011; Fuligni et al., 
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1999). Minority parents may value education to a greater extent than majority parents because they 

know that access to education is worse or sometimes non-existent in their ‘home’ countries (Martin et 

al., 2012; Tevlina, 2012). Bakken (2010) claims that parental education may be the strongest predictor 

in SES and that SES have the greatest impacts on school performance in school children. However, 

other studies from the Nordic countries suggest that SES may not have the same impact on school 

performance in children with minority background than for majority children (Fekjaer, 2007; Liebkind et 

al., 2004). Despite being disadvantaged by SES, most minority children in the present study performed 

as well as the majority (Fekjaer, 2007, Sam et al., 2008, Kilpi-Jakonen, 2011). Moreover, minority 

children from the Nordic countries do not drop out of school more than majority children despite being 

SES disadvantaged, which is in contrast to findings from the USA (Reisel and Brekke, 2010). Moreover, 

the present study shows that SES disadvantages – in relation to schools and low SES (e.g. schools with 

higher density of immigrant concentration and low family SES) – apparently have a smaller negative 

effect on minority children’s school achievement in the Nordic countries compared to findings outside 

the Nordic countries. However, other Norwegian studies highlight that minority children in Nordic 

countries still struggle related to school outcomes (Lødding, 2009; Markussen et al., 2011). Similar 

findings are supported by information from public registers (Statistics Norway, 2015b) and Government 

information (NOU, 2010), which may highlight that there still are challenges and barriers related to 

academic resilience and completing school in the Nordic countries for minority children compared to 

majority. Furthermore, a thematic review on migrant education from Norway shows that a high 

proportion of children with immigrant background have a weaker rate of completing upper-secondary 

school than majority children (OECD, 2009).        

 Although the present study did not focus on gender differences in academic resilience, the 

literature suggests that minority boys struggle compared to minority girls (Berggren, 2013; Borg, 2013, 

Hvistendahl and Roe, 2009; Högdin, 2007; Norwegian Ministry of Children Equality and Social Inclusion, 

2011b; Statistics Norway, 2015b), which is consistent with studies outside the Nordic countries (OECD, 
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2012b). Furthermore, minority girls may have more parental supervision and stronger family obligations 

than boys (Sam et al., 2008; Fuligni, 1997; Steinberg et al., 1996; van Geel and Vedder, 2011) which 

may explain the gender gap that the present study found among minority children.    

 According to Bronfenbrenner (1986), individuals change and develop in a dynamic relation 

between processes on different levels. Moreover, protective factors operate across levels, and it is 

crucial to understand how individual capacity at the personal level interplays with external protective 

factors (Lee et al., 2012). However, Bronfenbrenner (2005) argued that in addition to process as a key 

concept in bioecological models, the characteristics of the individual, such as skills and abilities, could 

have a direct impact on proximal processes. As such, having high aspirations and working hard might 

be crucial personal protective factors to emphasize when promoting school success in ethnic minority 

children.            

 This study has several limitations. A central limitation of the literature, and consequently this 

review, is that some studies did not specify the country of origin for the minority groups. Following this, 

there are large differences in the educational achievement of minority groups from different countries of 

origin (Fekjaer, 2007). In addition, this study did not differ between minority children who emigrated 

themselves to the country and minority children to immigrant parents (first- and second-generation 

immigrants) due to limitations in most of the included studies. Other Nordic studies show that second-

generation immigrants perform significantly better than first generation immigrants (Lødding, 2003; 

Statistics Norway, 2015b).  

Third, this study did not contain information about the students` backgrounds such as 

differences among language minority students compared to minority students from a refugee 

background. The latter group may face challenges related to pre- and post-migration experiences 

causing mental health problems and poorer well-being, which may have an impact on the development 

of academic resilience. Another limitation is that some studies included Nordic countries in the minority 

groups. However, the Nordic minority groups were small compared to minority groups from countries 
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outside the Nordic countries. Therefore, we do not believe that those studies affected the results of the 

present review. Furthermore, two studies included children in the minority group with only one parent 

born abroad, categorized as ‘mixed’ in addition to two parents born abroad (Jonsson and Rudolphi, 

2011; Kilpi-Jakonen, 2012). This constitutes 5,1 per cent of the minorities (n= 30437) in the first study 

and 15,6 per cent of the minorities in the second study (n= 3597). 

Concluding Remarks                        

Academic resilience is in sum conceptualised of continuous interaction between the individual and the 

environment, which through interventions enhance children's learning, develop their competencies and 

talents, and buffer them against environmental adversities (Wang et al., 1997). To a large extent, the 

same protective factors in the Nordic countries have been identified in countries outside the Nordic 

countries. One exception in the Nordic studies, however, is that minority children perform better than 

expected and some minority groups perform even better than majority children despite SES 

disadvantages. Our study suggests that the security nets of the Nordic welfare states act as a protective 

factor. This may explain why SES disadvantages do not influence school success to the same extent 

that was found in studies outside the Nordic countries. Protective factors affecting academic resilience 

thus needs further attention in a time with an increased global migration. In this matter, minority 

children`s educational opportunities and how they achieve at school compared to majority children 

represents an important issue. Research implications may be related to how schools and policy makers 

can contribute to making a difference for minority children’s educational opportunities in the Nordic 

countries and how they achieve at school by developing supportive school systems, supportive schools 

and supportive networks. In this matter schools also may contribute by improving school-home 

collaboration and parents` involvement, as well as providing assistance with homework. In addition, 

schools should both support and encourage students who struggle, emphasizing that hard work and 

steady efforts at school may lead to academic success despite language barriers and disadvantaged 
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social and economic backgrounds. Furthermore, personal factors such as the particular challenges 

refugee students face, may guide future studies.  
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Figure 1: Flow diagram for study selection  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           

 

 

 

          

            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    937 studies identified through 
 database searches 
 

        9 additional studies identified 
 through other sources 
 

946 identified studies in total 
 

   923 studies screened based on title 
 and abstracts only 

23 studies included in the analysis  

23 duplicate studies 
 

782 studies excluded: 
 
- Other formats such as reviews,  
  conference papers, among others 
  (20) 
- Studies not comparing minority 
  and majority (7) 
- Not primary studies (2) 
- Qualitative studies (5) 
- Studies not available online (4) 
- Studies related to other topics   
  such as behavior problems,  
  disabilities, mental health,   
  special education and linguistic  
  studies (744) 
 

 

 

141 Full-text studies assessed for 
eligibility  

118 studies excluded: 
 
- Inadequate/unclear reporting 
  on school achievement (82) 
- Not focussed on academic 
   resilience (29) 
- Not in the target population (7) 

 



 

 

 

 Included Excluded 

Databases ERIC, ISI Web of Science, ProQuest, Norart and Idunn All other databases 

Time frame Prior to March 2015 Articles not available before 2001 in the Nordic database Idunn, or before 
2004 in Norart (between 2004 and 2009, peer-revived articles were limited 
in a small numbers of journals from Norart) 

Publication types Peer-reviewed original articles available online in full-text Articles not available online in full text. 
Books and book chapters, conference proceedings, short papers, editorials 
Grey literature (e.g., reports, notes, preprints, master`s theses and 
newsletters)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Types of studies   Studies that included the predefined search terms (MeSH 
and key words) from one of the stated databases 
Other peer-reviewed studies from reference list or 
recommended by experts 

Studies that did not include any of the predefined search terms 
Studies that had unclear findings/inadequate reporting, including findings 
that did not distinguish between minority and majority children 

Focus Studies focussed on academic resilience in ethnic 
minority children compared to majority children in the 
Nordic countries 
Studies that compared minority children with majority 
children across countries (worldwide) when at least one 
country included was from a Nordic country 

Studies that focussed on other outcomes, such as poor educational 
outcomes, psychopathology, behaviour problems, disabilities and linguistic 
studies  
Studies that only consisted of children from non-Nordic countries  
Studies that did not compare minority and majority students 

Study method Quantitative studies Qualitative studies 
Language English, Norwegian, Swedish, and Danish All other languages 

Target population Age group between 13 and 18 years (cross-sectional 
studies) or studies where the target population was 
between 6 and 18 years at the beginning of the study 
(only including cohort and longitudinal designs)  

Studies that only included special education, disabilities, or linguistic 
research 
Studies where the target population was < 7 years or >19 years at the 
beginning of the study 

Target school level Elementary, secondary, upper secondary and vocational 
schools  

Kindergarten, pre-school, University/higher education and adult school 
(when not retrospectively reporting in studies with cohort or longitudinal 
designs) 


