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ARTICLE

Adjusting to and thriving in a new school: Role of students’ expectations, 
educational attitudes, and resilience during secondary school transition
Diana Kwarikunda a,b, Nakalema Gladysa, Charles Magoba Muwongea, Joseph Ssenyongaa,c, 
and Ulrich Schiefeleb

aDepartment of Educational Foundations and Psychology, Mbarara University of Science and Technology, Mbarara, Uganda; bDepartment of 
Educational Psychology, Univesität Potsdam, Potsdam, Germany; cDepartment of Psychology, Universität Konstanz, Konstanz, Germany

ABSTRACT
For some students, the transition from primary to secondary school is a difficult and stressful event 
that can have potential negative effects on their psychological wellbeing, social adaptability, and 
academic achievement. Although several individual, environmental, and family protective factors 
have been investigated, direct and indirect contributions of expectations and educational attitudes 
on resilience have not yet been fully explored. In the present study, using a sample of 744 (8 
schools, Study 1) and 39 (3 schools, Study 2) 8th grade (day or boarding) secondary school students 
in Uganda, we initially explored: (1) gender and residence status differences in transitioning 
students’ resilience and educational attitudes, (2) predictive effects of educational attitudes, gender 
and residence status on resilience, (3) the direct and indirect effects of educational attitudes and 
expectations on resilience, and (4) the students’ perspectives about the transition process. In study 
1, data were collected using self-report questionnaires whilst in study 2 data were collected from 
focus group discussions. Quantitative results indicate that (i) girls reported to have received more 
physical care for better adjustment than boys, whilst day and male students reported to have 
received more psychological care during school adjustment than their counterparts, (ii), residence 
status was a stronger predictor of resilience than were gender and educational attitudes, and (iii) 
student’s expectations had direct and indirect effects on resilience through educational attitudes. 
Results of the thematic analyses show that transitioning students have unrealistic expectations and 
mixed feelings during adjustment. To foster resilience of transitioning students, schools could 
cultivate a culture of high realistic expectations, peer connectedness, and positive educational 
attitudes, as well as organize several transitional strategies and activities that involve parents 
throughout the first year of lower secondary school.
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Introduction

At the commencement of each school year, thou-
sands of students across the world make the transi-
tion from primary school to secondary school level 
(Elfers, 2011). In the months leading up to this time, 
these students are filled with a mixture of emotions 
and expectations of their next academic year as well 
as their social life (Akos & Galassi, 2014). Whilst 
some students are overly excited, other students are 
worried about the series of challenges (academic, 
social, emotional) waiting to be overcome (Aikins 
et al., 2005). Additionally, the timing of the transi-
tion from primary to secondary school usually coin-
cides with the onset of adolescence that presents 
a lot of social, physical, emotional, and psychologi-
cal changes (Langenkamp, 2010) that the students 
need to cope with. The change in nature of second-
ary schools compared with primary schools can be 

overwhelming and challenging for students (Towns,  
2010).

Specifically, for students coming from small rural 
schools, this impending change can be further compli-
cated by fears of being lost, worries over new peer rela-
tions, anxiety over coping with increased workload, and 
the change in school culture/climate. As such, the move 
from primary school to the secondary school is one of 
the most challenging and stressful events young adoles-
cents experience (Langenkamp, 2010), usually asso-
ciated with numerous effects on the psychological, 
social, intellectual, and emotional well-being of students 
(Coelho & Romão, 2016).This can put students at risk of 
failure to cope, increased frustrations, interruption in 
academic growth, drop-out, and other psychological 
disorders such as anxiety (Akos et al., 2015). To navigate 
through such a stressful event, students’ resilience plays 
a vital role in how students adjust and thrive. There are 
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several individual protective factors (e.g., students’ 
expectations and sense of belonging) that are vital for 
promoting resilience. In the present study, we examine 
mediating effects of students’ educational attitudes on 
the relationship between expectations and resilience 
during school transition.

Why is a positive start important for 8th grade 
students?

Given the various effects of school transitions on the 
wellbeing of the students, Samel et al. (2011) report that 
a positive start at such a time yields to positive school 
outcomes (i.e., academic, social and wellbeing). Failure 
to successfully adjust to a new school in the first months 
could result into academic vulnerability (Langenkamp,  
2010), a decline in peer relations, a decline in emotional 
wellbeing (Akos et al., 2015), and a lack social compe-
tence, which are likely to continue throughout high 
school (Duncan et al., 2000). If not helped, such students 
develop maladaptive and health compromising beha-
viors (Pellegrini, 2002) and drop out of school 
(Ekstrom et al., 1986; Mwingirwa, 2016). Most of these 
negative school outcomes consistently become more 
salient within the first and second year of secondary 
school (Pereira & Pooley, 2017).

Resilience framework in educational contexts

The concept of resilience focuses on the factors in an 
individual’s development that promote wellbeing and 
strength (Rutter, 1990). Masten et al. (1990) define resi-
lience as the process of, capacity for, or outcome of 
successful adaptation despite challenging or threatening 
circumstances. Similarly, McGrath and Nobel (2011) 
define resilience as the capacity to respond adaptively 
to difficult circumstances and still thrive. Resilience 
involves the interplay between internal strengths of the 
individual and external supporting factors in the indivi-
dual’s social environment (Rutter, 1990). Kumpfer 
(1999) states that one internal resiliency factor alone 
does not lead to resilience but different transactional 
processes and factors in conjunction with one another 
can strengthen resilience. These factors can be stressors, 
environmental factors, and individual factors. When the 
resilience process is activated by incoming stimuli, the 
homeostasis in the individual is impaired. This can be 
perceived as a stressor or as a challenge. According to 
Kumpfer, the essence of resilience is perceiving the 
incoming stimulus as a challenge. On the other hand, 
environmental factors can be “protective” or “risk” 

factors. These factors can buffer the negative effects of 
acute and chronic stress (Rutter, 2006).

Given that resilience varies over the course of 
a lifetime, it must be understood as a capacity which is 
influenced by context (Rutter, 2006). For school chil-
dren, stressors can include dealing with a difficult aca-
demic task (Cem & Gul, 2018), resolving a conflict with 
a friend, moving to a new school or home, feeling 
anxious to tackle a typical school challenge among 
others (McGrath & Nobel, 2011; Nobel & McGrath,  
2015). To successfully manage such everyday challenges, 
protective (i.e., individual, school and family) factors are 
vital. External protective factors such as high school and 
home expectations, school caring relations, peer caring 
relations, and parent caring relations, predict resilience 
(Cem & Gul, 2018; Rutter, 1990). These relations supply 
social support which can promote well-being, and 
a sense of acceptance, belonging, inclusion, confirma-
tion, and appreciation that promote resilience.

Individual factors such as hope for the future, self- 
feelings, internal locus of control, lofty expectations, and 
academic abilities have been positively linked to aca-
demic resilience (Cem & Gul, 2018). For transitioning 
students, being resilient means effective coping through, 
and management of stressors associated with transition, 
without compromising their social life, academic goals 
and values, and emotional and psychological wellbeing. 
In the next section, we discuss further the role of educa-
tional attitudes and expectations on students’ resilience 
during school transitions.

Expectations and educational attitudes

To fully adjust to and thrive in a new school, which can 
be challenging and disconcerting, protective factors such 
as supportive relationships, sense of belonging, and 
positive expectations, are vital for the development of 
resilience (Pereira & Pooley, 2017; Samel et al., 2011). 
Students’ expectations that are positive and realistic 
buffer transitioning students against the adverse effects 
of stress (Pereire & Pooley, 2017) and figure out their 
level of (emotional) engagement in school activities 
(Langenkamp, 2010). Also, students’ expectations affect 
transitioning students’ personal goals in education, 
which appears to be one of the most powerful predictors 
of academic achievement (Downey et al., 2009), aca-
demic persistence (Langenkamp, 2010), and resilience 
(Henderson, 2007).

However, transitioning students do not come solely 
with expectations; they also form different educational 
attitudes toward their current and future educational 
pathways (Eccles, 1983; Greenman, 2013). Educational 
attitudes are students’ evaluations and expressions of 
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their affection and judgments (favorable or unfavorable) 
of the school, school experiences and importance that 
students attach to education for their personal lives or 
careers (Downey et al., 2009; Mickelson, 1990). Studies 
(e.g., Greenman, 2013; Kwarikunda et al., 2021; Tinto,  
1993) show that these educational attitudes are related to 
students’ perceptions, competences, interest, learning 
schema, and motivation beliefs. Moreover, Mickelson 
(1990) reports that educational attitudes are better pre-
dictors of educational attainment, especially in “at risk” 
children. If students report high aspirations and positive 
feelings toward their education, they are more likely to 
enjoy school (Schiefele, 1991), be more persistent 
(Langenkamp, 2010), and succeed in school with mini-
mum difficulty (Akos et al., 2015). However, little is 
known of the indirect and direct contributions of stu-
dents’ expectations and educational attitudes on resili-
ence, especially in developing countries.

Present study

Developing countries (e.g., Uganda) struggle with high 
dropout rates and poor academic achievement, espe-
cially in the first and second year (8th and 9th grade) 
of secondary school, with the highest dropout rates 
being recorded during the primary to secondary tran-
sition (Barber, & Barber & Olsen, 2004; Mwingirwa,  
2016; Okot, 2001). As noted by UNESCO (2019), 
recruiting students in secondary school is easy, but 
keeping them during the first three years is quite 
challenging, especially in developing countries. For 
example, in 2017, the dropout rate during the second-
ary school transition in Uganda was high, with an 
improvement from 44.5% in 2016 to 38.95% 
(Kayongo et al., 2019). Further, reports show that the 
performance of 8th grade students within their first 
and second term of secondary school is poor, with 
58% falling below average pass mark (50%) in most 
subjects offered (see Kayongo et al., 2019; UNESCO,  
2019). Also, of the 209,432 8th grade day students 
enrolled in 2017, 32% dropped out with in the first 
two terms of 8th grade (Ministry of Education Report,  
2019). Attempts to understand such dropout rates and 
poor academic achievement in transitioning students 
has been mostly directed to economic and cultural 
factors such as household poverty, gender- related 
cultural issues, and child labor, among others (e.g., 
Kayongo et al., 2019; Okot, 2001). However, there 
have been limited attempts to explore psychological 
factors such as students’ expectations, their educa-
tional attitudes, and resilience during school transition 
in Uganda to understand the high dropout rate.

For successful transitions, several studies have high-
lighted helpful roles of distinct factors in the adjustment 
process among students. Such factors include: the edu-
cational attitudes with which students enter a new host 
institution (Hausmann et al., 2007), the transition cul-
ture of the new school (McInnis, 2001), students’ expec-
tations (Towns, 2010), and their resilience (Akos et al.,  
2015; Rutter, 2006), among others. Several studies have 
highlighted these educational attitudes are intrinsically 
related to other constructs, such as students’ feelings and 
interest about learning (Tinto, 1993), their competence 
as result of academic achievement and motivation (Akos 
et al., 2015), school expectations (Towns, 2010), and 
school engagement and persistence in school 
(Greenman, 2013). Akos and Galassi (2014) noted that 
students’ educational attitudes influence their decision 
to drop out or stay in school, perhaps, in turn, their 
resilience. Students who reported low and negative atti-
tudes to school were more likely to drop out of school 
with poorer grades compared to their counterparts with 
high positive attitudes.

Also, the few existing resilience studies in educational 
settings have highlighted that resilience is a vital force for 
students’ school perseverance and motivation (Henderson,  
2007), especially on stressful and difficult events in school 
that usually trigger feelings of hopelessness, resulting in 
dropout. Since transitioning students have various educa-
tional attitudes and expectations of the new community, 
whilst facing educational adversity, the way students will 
adjust and thrive in this pristine environment both in social 
and academic terms depends on their expectations (Tinto,  
1993). Students’ expectations are beneficial for their resi-
lience (see Henderson, 2007; Towns, 2010). However, it is 
unclear of the interplay between transitioning students’ 
educational attitudes in the relationship between their 
expectations and resilience. Also, regardless of the vast 
amount of research on resilience, relations between educa-
tion attitudes and resilience in transitioning secondary 
school students have not been explored.

More so, existing studies that explored gender differ-
ences in secondary school students’ attitudes, focused on 
students’ subject-specific attitudes such as general science 
(e.g., Potvin & Hasni, 2014), and Physics (e.g., Kwarikunda 
et al., 2021). To the best of our knowledge, no research 
study has focused on gender and residence-status differ-
ences in students’ educational attitudes and resilience, in 
developing countries, even though notable gender effects 
on coping strategies (Hampel & Peterman, 2005), social 
support seeking (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1993) and various 
resilience factors during stressful events have been high-
lighted in developed countries. Gender and residence status 
differences in resilience and educational attitudes could 
show emergence of gender-specific and residence status- 
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specific behavioral characteristics at early secondary school 
age (Sun & Stewart, 2007), upon which supportive inter-
ventions could be designed. Additionally, students’ qualita-
tive feelings of the transition and adjustment process are 
also not known as most of the few studies conducted are 
quantitative in nature.

For well-informed, effectively designed educational 
interventions, aimed at ensuring positive adjustment 
and in turn high retention rate of students in second-
ary school in developing countries, there is a need to 
understand students’ educational attitudes and their 
effects on students’ resilience in transitioning to sec-
ondary school. Thus, to extend earlier resilience 
research in educational settings, whilst grounded in 
resilience theory (Masten, 2014; Obradovi ́c et al.,  
2012), we sought to explore the predictive and med-
iating relationship among students’ expectations, edu-
cational attitudes, and resilience. Also, gender and 
residence-status differences in students’ educational 
attitudes and resilience were explored. Students’ qua-
litative feelings of the transition and adjustment pro-
cess were also sought. We hypothesized that: H1: 
Gender differences exist in students’ educational atti-
tudes and resilience in favor of boys and that day 
students (who travel to and from school daily) are 
more resilient than boarding students (who reside at 
school); H2: Gender strongly predicts students’ resili-
ence; H3: Expectations have a strong indirect (posi-
tive) effect on students’ resilience through educational 
attitudes (Figure 1).

Study one

Participants and procedures
The sample comprised 744 8 th grade students (373 
females, 371 males) with a mean age of 13.7 years 
(SD = 1.82, range = 13–16, skewness = 0.42) from eight 
randomly selected secondary schools from Masaka dis-
trict, Uganda. Most of the students lived at school (n =  
394, 53%). Of the day scholars, 76% (266 students) tra-
veled a distance less than 10 kilometers between school 
and home every day. To ensure anonymity, each student 
was assigned a 6-digit code during the two data collection 
points. In addition to permission from the school admin-
istration, participants supplied written assent after the 
information session to confirm their voluntary participa-
tion in the study. The study received ethical approval 
(No. 13/03–17) from Mbarara University Research 
Ethics Committee prior to data collection.

Measures

Expectations
During the students’ first day at school (Time 1), tran-
sitioning students’ expectations were assessed using 
a modified version of Towns’ (2010) early secondary 
school questionnaire. The 18-items measure assessed 
students’ social expectations during the primary to sec-
ondary school transition, their academic expectations 
(e.g., “having different teachers for different subjects 
will be good”), expectations of the extent of their par-
ental influence, and expectations of how their new 
school would be organized. For each item, students 
rated their expectations on a 5-point Likert scale 
anchored at 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
We changed some words of the items to adapt the tool to 
the Ugandan context (e.g., “grade 7” to “primary 7”), 
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) with full maxi-
mum likelihood indicated that the 4-factor model fitted 
well (see Table 1). Reliability coefficients indexed by 
Cronbach’s alpha were satisfactory (see Table 2).

Educational attitudes
Later that year (7 months after Time 1 survey), students’ 
educational attitudes and resilience were assessed. 
Students’ attitudes toward the new school were assessed 
using a 25- item questionnaire adapted from Greenman 
(2013). Five items (e.g., “I am reluctant to participate in 
classes”) were modified (“I am reluctant to participate in 
orientation activities”) to assess students’ attitudes to 
transition activities. All items were anchored on 
a 5-point Likert scale at 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). CFA confirmed items loaded on the 

PRE 

ATT 

PSE

PCE 

ORE 

ATS 

RES 

AE 

Figure 1. Hypothesized structural model indicating the different 
direct and indirect contributions of expectations and educational 
attitudes on resilience. Note: ATS, Attitudes towards school; ATT, 
Attitudes towards transition activities; ORE, organisation expec-
tations; AE, academic expectations; PCE, expectations for 
Parental care; PSE, Personal skills expectations; PRE, peer sup-
port; RES, Resilience.
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two factors (i.e., attitudes toward school and attitudes 
toward transition programs). Reliability coefficients 
indexed by Cronbach’s alpha were 0.92 and 0.94, 
respectively.

Resilience
Also, at Time 2, students’ resilience was assessed using 
28 items adopted from Liebenberg et al. (2013) Youth 
version of the Child and Youth Resilience measure 
(YCYRM). Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale 
anchored at 1 (not at all) to 5 (a lot). Students rated (1) 
their social and personal capabilities, (2) physical and 
psychological (e.g., “I feel safe when I am with my 
family”) relations with their primary caregiver, and (3) 
educational and school cultural factors that eased their 
sense of belonging. CFA and reliability coefficients (see 
Tables 1 and 2 respectively) were satisfactory.

Analyses

Initially, data were screened for missing values, normal-
ity, sampling adequacy, and sphericity. Full-Information 
-Maximum likelihood estimator was used to manage the 
0.5% missing values due to its efficiency compared to 
other methods (Wang & Wang, 2012). Using the 
Shapiro-Wilk test for normality distribution, data 
passed the normality test with a nonsignificant value 
(p = 0.78). Also, data passed the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
measure of sampling adequacy (KMO = 0.93). To assess 

for sphericity, Bartlett’s test was conducted. A significant 
Chi square value (χ 2 = 2789.65, p <0 .05) was obtained, 
showing adequate quality of the correlation matrix of 
the items. Additionally, the zero-order correlations 
between the different items for each variable were 
all<0.85, showing the absence of multicollinearity in 
the variables.

Following the above tests, validity and reliability tests 
of the instrument sections were conducted. Firstly, we 
conducted a CFA on each section of the instrument, to 
confirm whether data fit the hypothesized measurement 
model (i.e., items used to measure the different variables 
contributed significantly to doing so). Hu and Bentler’s 
(1999) model fit criteria (Comparative Fit Index (CFI), 
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) ≥ 0.90, Standardized Root 
Mean Square Residual (SRMSR) ≤ 0.08, and Root Mean 
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) ≤ 0.06) were 
followed. Data were a good fit (see Table 1). Secondly, 
Cronbach’s alphas, as an index of internal reliability, were 
also examined for each section of the instrument. Values 
obtained were in an acceptable range (see Table 2).

To evaluate for residence status and gender variations 
across educational attitudes and resilience (hypoth-
esis 1), independent t tests were conducted. Following 
Cohen’s recommendations (Cohen, 1988), the d effect 
sizes for significant t values were calculated. The d effect 
sizes were interpreted as small (d ≥ 0.20), medium (d ≥  
0.50) and large (d ≥ 0.80). For prediction (hypothesis 2), 
we formed two models following Keith’ recommenda-
tions (Keith, 2015). In model one, resilience was 

Table 1. Fit indices on each section of the instrument used.
Scale χ2/df CFI TLI SMRMR RMSEA

Expectations 1.83 0.93 0.92 0.054 0.065
Educational attitudes 1.76 0.94 0.94 0.055 0.064
Resilience 1.82 0.93 0.94 0.054 0.064

Table 2. Descriptive statistics, correlations and reliability coefficients for scales of the study variables.
Variable M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Attitudes
1.ATS 4.23 (0.17) 0.92
2.ATT 4.52 (1.09) 0.43* 0.94
Expectations
3.OE 3.86 (0.86) 0.18* 0.17* 0.82
4.AE 4.12 (1.45) 0.14* 0.59 .026* 0.91
5.PCE 3.61 (0.93) 0.11 0.28* 0.42* 0.32 0.82
6.PSE 4.22 (0.77) 0.28b 0.25b 0.38* 0.54* 0.57* 0.74
7.PRE 4.57 (1.06) 0.13 0.02 0.28* 0.14b 0.21b 0.26* 0.83
Resilience
8.SO 3.76 (0.91) 0.50* 0.03 0.11b 0.17 0.61* 0.38* 0.19* 0.71
9.PCA 4.48 (1.05) 0.17* 0.06 0.09 0.13b 0.67* 0.31* 0.28* 0.27* 0.76
10.PSG 4.38 (1.01) 0.18* 0.44* 0.05 0.37* 0.49* 0.48* 0.18* 0.19* 0.31* .081
11.EC 4.12 (0.71) 0.21 0.06 0.02 0.45 0.61* 0.25* 0.27* 0.34* 0.45* 0.31* 0.83
12.CE 3.17 (1.01) 0.11b 0.08 0.02 0.90 0.64* 0.26* 0.37* 0.28* 0.41* 0.25* 0.28* 0.81

Note. ATS, Attitudes toward school; ATT, Attitudes toward transition activities; OE, organization expectations; AE, academic expectations; PCE, expectations for 
Parental care; PSE, Personal skills expectations; PRE peer support; PCA, Physical care; SO, Social skills; PSG, Psychological care; EC, Educational context; CE, 
Cultural context. bsignificant p < .01, *significant p < .05, boldfaced are Cronbach’s alphas.
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regressed on students’ gender (using bivariate regres-
sions). The R-square value was noted. In Model 2, all 
three independent variables were included in the regres-
sion equation at the same time. The R2 value was also 
noted. Given that there was substantial improvement in 
the R2 value, model two was considered a better fit and 
thus used for further interpretations (Cohen, 1988; 
Keith, 2015).

To examine the direct and indirect effects of expecta-
tions and educational attitudes on resilience (H3), we 
conducted path analyses using Mplus 8 (Muthén & 
Muthén, 2017). Initially the hypothesized measurement 
model (Figure 2) was assessed to determine data fit 
(Wang & Wang, 2012). In the next steps, partial and 
full mediation models were evaluated for the signifi-
cance of indirect paths and direct paths from expecta-
tions through educational attitudes to resilience. 
Improvements in the model after adding direct paths 
were assessed using a chi-square difference test, until 
a non-significant value was obtained (Shreiber et al.,  
2006). Following recommendations by Hu and 
Bentler’s (1999), the model was deemed fit if χ 2 was 
not significant (p > 0.05); χ 2/df < 5; CFI and TLI were 
≥0.90; RMSEA ≤0.06, and SRMR ≤0.08.

Results

Table 1 presents results of a CFA. Results of the CFA 
indicate measurement model fit data even after some 
sections of the instrument wordings were changed to fit 
the study context. The correlations presented in Table 2 
indicate positive relations between expectations, educa-
tional attitudes, and resilience of transitioning secondary 
school students. Moderate associations were noted 
between students’ expectations of increased parental 
care and resilience (r values range from 0.49 to 0.67, p <  
0.05), students’ attitudes toward school and their expecta-
tions for social skills development (r = 0.28, p < 0.01), and 
students’ attitudes toward transition activities and the 
psychological care they received (r = 0.44, p < 0.05).

Differences in educational attitudes and resilience 
according to gender and residence status

Table 3, differences were noted in students’ resilience and 
educational attitudes with respect to their gender and resi-
dence status. In terms of their educational attitudes, sig-
nificant differences were noted in their attitudes toward 
transitional activities in favor of female (t = 8.46, t = 0.01, 

OR 

PRE 

ATT 

PSE 

PCE 

ATS 

RES 

0.36* 

0.32* 

0.42* 

0.29* 

0.54* 

0.35* 

0.49* 

0.38* 

0.39* 

R2 = 34.6%  

R2 = 37.1% 

R2 = 36.2%  

0.38* 

0.57* 

0.26* 

0.14b

ORE 

AE 

0.26* 

0.42* 

0.32* 

Figure 2. Results of the Path analysis indicating coefficients of determination and significant standardized beta correlation coefficients. 
Note: ATS, Attitudes towards school; ATT, Attitudes towards transition activities; OE, organisation expectations; AE, academic 
expectations; PCE, expectations for Parental care; PSE, Personal skills expectations; PRE, peer support; RES, Resilience. bsignificant at 
p < 0.01, *significant at p < 0.05
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d = 0.52) and day students (t = 3.49, t = 0.03, d = 0.72). No 
significant gender differences existed in their attitudes 
toward school activities.

Regarding students’ resilience, notable significant dif-
ferences existed in their physical and psychological care 
received. Although female students reported to have 
received physical care more than the male students 
(t = 2.23, t = 0.02, 0.03, d = 0.52), it was the reverse for 
psychological care. Male students reported receiving 
more psychological care than their female counterparts 
(t = 2.65, t =0 .01, d = 0.52). Whilst no significant differ-
ences were noted in physical care received among day 
and boarding students, significant differences in psycho-
logical care received were noted in favor of day students 
(t = 3.02, t = 0.02, d = 0.72).

Gender, residence status, and educational attitudes 
as predictors of resilience

Both regression models were significant. From Table 4, 
results indicate that gender accounted for 21.5% of var-
iance in transitioning students’ resilience. However, 
when all three predictors were included altogether in 
model two, the R 2 value increased by 43.6%. 
Specifically, students’ residence status (β = 0.34, 
p < 0.001) has slightly more powerful influence on their 
resilience than their gender (β = 0.21, p < 0.001) and 
educational attitudes (β = 0.20, p < 0.001).

Direct and indirect effects of expectations on 
resilience through educational attitudes

Initially, we assessed the fit of the measurement model 
with our data. Fit indices from CFA indicated acceptable 

fit for the 8-factor model (χ 2/df < 1.46, CI = 0.025–0.036 
at 90%; CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.94; RMSEA = 0.05, and 
SRMR = 0.04). On assessing the full- and partial- 
mediation structural models, a χ 2 difference test with 
MLMV estimator indicated that the partial mediation 
model was a better fit (Δχ 2 = 19.53, p <0 .05).

Significant indirect effects of expectations on resili-
ence through educational attitudes were noted. 
Specifically, the relation between expectations of peer 
support and resilience was mediated by students’ atti-
tudes toward transitioning activities (β = 0.29, p < 0.001, 
SE = 0.044) and attitudes toward school (β = 0.18, 
p < 0 .001, SE = 0.054), with the former demonstrating 
stronger Total indirect effects of peer support expecta-
tions were significant (β = 0.47, p < 0.001, SE = 0.057).

On evaluating the direct path coefficients of expecta-
tions and educational attitudes on Resilience (see 
Figure 2), unlike students’ expectations on how their 
new school would be organized (β = 0.32, p = .06, SE =  
0.037) students’ academic expectations (β = 0. 37, 
p < 0.05, SE = 0.025), expectations of the extent of their 
parents’ influence (β = 0. 54, p < 0.001, SE = 0.043), 
expectations of support from their peers (β = 0.39, p <  
0.05, SE = 0.027) and expectations of personal skills 
growth (β = 0.38, p <0  .05, SE = 0.037) directly contrib-
uted to their resilience. Compared to students’ expecta-
tions of how their new school would be organized (β =  
0.29, p < 0.05, SE = 0.028), their expectations of support 
from fellow peers (β = 0.35, p < 0.05, SE = 0.035) had 
high contributions on their attitudes toward transition 
activities. On the other hand, students’ academic expec-
tations (β = 0.36, p < 0.05, SE = 0.026) had higher con-
tributions on their attitudes toward school than their 
expectations of peer support (β = 0.30, p < 0.05, SE =  

Table 3. Descriptive statistics and t – statistics for Gender and residence status differences in Educational attitudes and Resilience.
Gender Residence status

Male 
M (SD)

Female 
M (SD) t p

Day 
M (SD)

Boarding 
M (SD) t p

PCA 3.76(1.22) 4.03(1.05) −2.23 0.027 3.45(1.21) 3.51(0.87) 3.02 0.06
SO 3.12(0.99) 3.31(1.02) 3.01 0.056 3.88(1.16) 3.43(0.91) 2.87 0.014
PSG 4.22(0.77) 3.84(1.08) 2.65 0.012 4.13(1.09) 3.82(0.83) 3.02 0.023
CE 3.02(0.75) 3.17(0.73) 2.87 0.61 4.22(1.64) 4.39(0.82) 2.78 0.16
EC 4.52(0.71) 4.48(0.94) 2.93 0.12 4.10(1.08) 4.47(0.77) −3.66 <0.001
ATS 4.18(0.48) 4.10(0.38) 8.01 0.59 4.34(0.32) 4.24(0.63) 3.01 0.67
ATT 4.06(0.63) 4.75(0.61) −8.46 0.01 3.99(0.62) 3.24(0.45) 3.49 0.03

Note. PCA, Physical care given; SO, Social skills; PSG, Psychological care given; CE, Cultural context; EC, Educational context; ATS, Attitudes toward school; ATT, 
Attitudes toward transition activities.

Table 4. Results of multiple regressions of gender, residence status and educational attitudes on 
resilience.

Model 1 Model 2

β t p β t p

Gender .24 2.85 <0.001 0.21 2.45 <0.001
Residence status 0.34 3.93 <0.001
Educational attitudes 0.20 2.47 <0.001
R2 0.215 0.651

Note: ** significant, P < .001.
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0.035). Regarding students’ educational attitudes, their 
attitudes toward transition programs and activities (β =  
0.32, p < 0.001, SE = 0.035) had higher contributions on 
their resilience than their attitudes toward school (β =  
0.49, p < 0.001, SE = 0.038). The model explained 34.6% 
of variation in students’ attitudes toward school, 36.2% 
of variation in students’ attitudes toward transition pro-
grams and activities, and 37.1% of variation in students’ 
resilience.

Study two

Between Time 1 and Time 2, qualitative data were col-
lected using Focus Group Discussions (FGD). For equal 
representation, schools were clustered into three groups 
that is: (i) Universal Secondary Education (USE) 
schools, which are government aided schools that pro-
vide free secondary school education, (ii) Non-USE 
schools, which are government aided schools in which 
each student must pay termly school fees to access 
education services and (iii) Private schools which are 
privately owned schools that do not receive any financial 
aid from the government. In private schools, students 
pay high termly fees to access educational services.

Participants and procedures

Participants were 39 8th grade students (20 male) 
from three secondary schools. From each school clus-
ter, one school was selected. Thirteen participants 
were randomly selected from each school to take 
part in a 40-minute FGD. It should be noted that the 
schools and students selected for study 2 took part in 
study 1. To minimize pre-exposure, we ensured that 
neutral open-ended questions were used during the 
FGDs. Prior to the FGD, the selected students were 
informed of the study details including the purpose of 
the FGD and ethical procedures. Then, students 
assented voluntarily before they took part in the 
study. To prevent participants from calling each 
other by name, each student was given a tag with 
a code that was used during the FGD. The FGDs 
were moderated by the first author (DK) with aid 
from CMM. Recordings from the FGDs were labeled 
A, B, C in respect to the school cluster for anonymity. 
All members of the team are qualified in qualitative 
data collection and analyses (see author biographies).

Measures

Following critical analyses of literature and the word 
choice in the instruments used to assess students’ expec-
tations and educational attitudes, students were asked to 

narrate more about their (i) expectations and realities 
about secondary school (FGD question: “what did you 
expect to find in secondary school, that was different for 
you in primary school?”), (ii) feelings and perspectives 
about their teachers, friends, and classes (“how do you 
feel about your new school, teachers and friends?”), and 
(iii) activities that they find helping during the adjust-
ment process (“How are you adjusting to the new school 
and in which transition activities do you engage in?”). 
The discussions were held in English, which is the offi-
cial language in school.

Analyses

Analyses were guided by Braun and Clarke (2006) 6-step 
approach to thematic analysis. Their framework not 
only supplies explicit sequential guidelines for qualita-
tive research but also offers specific strategies for over-
seeing the analytic phases of the collected data 
(Charmaz, 2019). Initially, each member of the research 
team listened to a randomly recorded file of one of the 
FDGs to familiarize themselves with the data. Then, the 
research team met and listened to the audio recording 
(labeled A) together and each person jotted down rough 
notes independently of their early impressions of the 
data for first analytic observations. The team then com-
pared the notes they had developed with a transcribed 
version of the recording. This was done to find any 
errors in question interpretation by the student.

After ascertaining that the notes made by the research 
team matched the transcript of recording A, codes were 
then identified in the second step. We used open coding 
since we did not have any preset codes. Each member of 
was given transcript A and tasked to code it separately 
by highlighting any segment of the data that was relevant 
to the research topic. This was by hand working through 
every page of the hardcopies of the transcripts using 
pens and highlighters of assorted colors. After, we met 
to compare, discuss, and modify the codes.

Upon agreement on the codes generated in transcript 
A, a list of codes to be used for the two remaining 
transcripts of FGD recording B and C was generated. 
The codes were developed and modified throughout the 
whole coding process. Copies of the transcription and 
generated list of codes were given to each research team 
member for coding. Any new potential codes identified 
that were absent (or missed) in the first trial transcription 
were usually discussed and included on the list of codes 
upon agreement by majority of the research team mem-
bers. The research team met to compare individual coded 
transcripts to ascertain similarity in linked codes and 
search for themes in the third step. As Braun and Clarke 
(2006) explain, a theme is characterized by is significance 
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to the research topic or question. We critically examined 
the codes to find their similarity. Codes that clearly fitted 
together were put under the same theme.

In the fourth step, the themes were reviewed, changed. 
Data relevant to each theme were put together in tables 
using Microsoft excel. Each theme was color-coded simi-
larly like the codes in it. Then the themes were defined 
and confirmed based on majority agreement of the 
research team members. Once the themes were developed 
and agreed upon by the research team, KD cross checked 
the transcriptions to organize quotes and narrations for 
each theme in the last step. The research team held regular 
meeting to harmonize and discuss interpretations of the 
data (especially quotes and narratives).

Findings

Theme 1: enthusiastic for a fresh start
Students viewed secondary school as a new opportunity 
to start a fresh academic and social life. They expressed 
how excited they were to move from their earlier schools 
to a new school. Cheerfully, students expressed enjoying 
every bit of their fresh start away from the prying eyes of 
their parents and former teachers.

Student B illustrates this feeling in quote

Am enjoying secondary school . . . .so far, it is an amazing 
experience. No one knows me here which is good. It is 
a fresh start for me . . . My parents and the new teachers 
treat me differently . . . My parents do not “baby” me 
anymore but give me more chances to. . . . . I feel fantastic 
that my teachers are less controlling. I am not always 
under their watch . . . .

Similarly, Student D said:

This is a chance for me to a new life . . .. . . Am a changed 
person . . .. . . . No more craziness . . . . only serious busi-
ness. It is another opportunity to show my parents that 
I can be better . . . . I can be mature and focused . . .. I am 
going to do better for myself this time around.

Most Students were enthusiastic about the new school 
and classroom activities. They described how interesting 
the new subjects were. To the students, the classroom 
settings were pleasant, tidy, and organized. One student 
A was quoted,

Compared to primary school, secondary school is remark-
ably interesting. I am eager to start . . . . We are learning 
new subjects . . . . I have visited the laboratory many times 
so far and saw many new laboratory instruments. The 
classrooms are spacious . . . I like my new school . . . .

Other students used word like “eager to attend new 
classes . . . .,” “ . . . super excited . . . .” “I am Curious . . . ” 
and “ . . . . Interested . . . .,” to narrate how driven they 
were.

Theme 2: transition (orientation) activities
Whilst some students (mostly in private schools) reported 
the presence of orientation activities at their new school, 
most students reported that such activities were entirely 
absent in their schools. Where transition activities were 
provided, students reported that these activities lasted for 
only a brief period within the first week of school. Any 
student that reported late due to difficulties in securing 
finances missed such activities. Also, students narrated 
that during these activities much emphasis was put on the 
introduction of school administrators, and school rules 
and regulations. Unfortunately, little focus was drawn to 
address students’ difficulties in adjustment, expectations, 
attitudes, and other psychological issues associated with 
transition. Several students narrated: 

The orientation program was held four days after our 
reporting day . . .. . . . I remember much focus was on 
introducing school administrators . . .. . . teachers were 
also introduced . . .. . . . Most of the time was spent 
explaining the consequences of breaking each of the 
school rules . . . . No information was given to us on 
how we survive in secondary school . . . . I was extremely 
disappointed . . . (Student F)

I reported late . . . . What do orientation programs mean? 
What did you folks do? . . .. . . I have no idea . . .. . . I had to 
learn and get around school on my own . . . (Student G).

Ha! We did not have such activities at school. For us it 
was just a short talk on the assembly and then off we went 
to class . . .. . . . I had no idea where my class was, who the 
head teacher was . . .. . . up to now, we are just there 
trying to survive around (Student J)

I was looking forward to the orientation dance . . .. . . . 
I had planned everything . . . . the dress, shoes . . .. . . 
thought it could be a fun time to get to know my class-
mates . . .. . . but this school is different . . . . Such orienta-
tion activities are absent . . . . We started off with 
classes . . . . It is hard to get around . . . . No introductions 
were made . . . . We just dived right into academic stuff . . . 
(Student D in a government school)

Theme 3: mixed feelings
Although most of the students were excited about the 
new educational level, some expressed feelings of dislike 
and sadness. They expressed their worry of being insig-
nificant and unnoticed in the larger population at their 
new school. The transitioning students move from being 
the oldest (and sometimes most respected students) to 
the youngest and unfamiliar students in the new school. 
Dealing with such a change arouses mixed feelings in 
students since they are unsure of when and how they will 
be significant and recognizable in the new school. 
Several students with concern narrated:
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At the moment, I am there (50–50) . . . . there are many 
older students everywhere . . .. . . . . . . I do not know if my 
teachers notice how talented I am . . . I am never 
noticed . . . (Student E)

I am worried my teachers do not notice my talents 
because everyone is good . . . . It is for my own benefit 
that I am not noticed . . .. . . do you notice that we are the 
youngest and lowest . . .. . . . although it is good for now, it 
bothers me . . . . (Student G).

Although some students expressed excitement, the 
same students expressed fears of not fitting in (common 
among those that perceived themselves as older than 
their peers). To these students, their attitudes toward 
their body changes and new school settings were nar-
rated using mixed statements. Student A and Student G, 
who reported that they were 16 and 5 years respectively, 
narrated how generally school is fun although they are 
worried that they do not fit in well with their peers in 
class. Student G said:

I am only 5 years old . . . . I have bigger breasts and 
appear taller and curious . . . . My classmates call me 
mama (meaning mother) . . . . It is not fun in class . . . 
I do not like it that I do not fit in well in my class . . . but 
when I am with other students from other classes, I feel at 
ease . . .. . . happy to fit in with them . . . .

Theme 4: unrealistic expectations
Students gave different narrations of their expectations in 
secondary school. Although most students agreed that 
what they expected is what is happening in secondary 
school, a group of students reported that some of their 
expectations were quite different from the realities in sec-
ondary school. Mostly, this related to the amount of free-
dom students expected to have. Many students expected to 
be more free, autonomous, and independent. However, to 
their dismay, the status quo remained. Instead, parents and 
teachers were perceived to be overly controlling and cau-
tious of the students’ behavior. One student, Student D was 
quoted, 

It is no different. My mother watches all my moves . . . . 
She checks everything. . . .. . . . from my arrival time at 
home to my departure time at school . . . I am under more 
scrutiny from my teachers too. I never expected this much 
control and “babying” . . . . Teachers are too controlling 
and demanding . . . .

To such a student, the reality was marred quite differ-
ently from their expectations.

Other students (P, U and Z respectively) used state-
ments like “I had this beautiful picture of secondary 
school in my mind, but the reality is quite different . . . 
.,” “what I expected is completely different from . . . .” and 
“it’s like waking up to a completely different scene . . . .” to 

narrate how the expectations of their perceived freedom 
and independence were unreal.

Discussion

Results of the present study show that transitioning 8th 
grade students have lofty expectations and educational 
attitudes, are enthusiastic and excited, enter their new 
school with mixed feelings, and are resilient. This con-
trasts with other h other studies that reported most 
students being less enthusiastic, liking school less 
(Barber & Olsen, 2004), having low expectations of the 
quality of school life (Akos & Galassi, 2014), and a low 
sense of school belonging and connectedness 
(O’brennan & Furlong, 2010; Pereira & Pooley, 2017). 
However, as expected, not all students were adjusting 
well to the new school. A group of students reported 
having difficulty finding their way around the school, 
had unrealistic expectations, were emotionally dis-
tressed, had mixed feelings, were not receiving support 
from their peers, parents, and teachers, were bullied, and 
body shamed. Given that social relations are important 
for resilience (Pereira & Pooley, 2017) and dealing with 
psychological distress (Samel et al., 2011; Suldo et al.,  
2015), these students are at a greater risk of dropping out 
of school if not given prompt attention. Due to mini-
mum attention given to psychological wellbeing of stu-
dents as showed by lack of a school psychologist in 
Ugandan schools, it is these students that account for 
the high dropout rate on transition. As we discuss the 
study findings, we also highlight the possible educational 
implications of the study findings and give recommen-
dations for the development of resilience in transition-
ing students.

No statistically significant gender or residence status 
differences were noted in students’ attitudes toward 
school. Similar findings were noted by Greenman 
(2013). Significant differences were noted in students’ 
resilience and attitudes to transition activities about 
their gender and residence status. Notably, are the dif-
ferences in physical and psychological care received 
according to gender and residence status. In line with 
Sun and Stewart (2007), our findings further highlight 
the effects of gender on fostering resilience through 
various protective factors. Whilst female and boarding 
students reported receiving a lot of physical care to 
foster their resilience, their male and day schooling 
counterparts reported to have received more psycholo-
gical support. A plausible explanation for such findings 
is the influence of cultural factors. As noted in Berry 
et al. (2011), cultural factors often decide how people 
express their distress, help seeking behaviors, and socia-
lization practices. Gender influences intentions to seek 
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help, desire for social support, and desire to express need 
for physical care (Rueger et al., 2008).

Whilst women show more favorable intentions to 
seek psychological and physical care than men, these 
intentions are always negatively influenced by the social- 
cultural interpretations attached to outward expression 
of distress (Berry et al., 2011). For example, African 
males are more likely to manage personal physical and 
psychological problems on their own, share with their 
friends if they cannot solve them on their own before 
contacting their family as compared to western or Asian 
men (De Choudhury et al., 2017). Probably, that is why 
male students presume to need less physical care as 
compared to females. Furthermore, the findings high-
light the cultural narrative in Uganda which stresses the 
importance of supplying basic physical needs, especially 
for adolescent girls and boarding students, to prevent 
them from being distracted from classwork and feeling 
needy that could increase their vulnerability. On the 
other hand, a Ugandan male student is culturally viewed 
as a person who can survive with minimal requirements. 
Given that day students come from very low-income 
families, physical needs are usually inadequate. Akos 
and Galassi (2014) state that students from low socio- 
economic groups are more likely to be resilient than 
their counterparts.

As much as providing physical care is important, 
psychological care by primary care givers is equally 
important, given that students who experience strong 
bonds with adults or their caregivers are less likely to be 
depressed, disengaged from school, and more likely to 
take part and persist in school (Banatao, 2011). 
Langenkamp (2010) noted that students with high feel-
ings of family support have more academic values and 
feel more satisfied with school. When students do not 
have a nurturing home-like life, they become more vul-
nerable. Thus, teachers and other caretakers of students 
in boarding schools should be more caring, compassio-
nate, and open to conversations in which students can 
talk about other challenges of transition outside class-
work. Also, parents of female and boarding students 
should create some time, and a safe place to address 
their children’s psychological needs. A positive home 
climate can help children’s psychological wellbeing 
(Akos & Galassi, 2014).

In the present study, gender, residence status and 
education attitudes predicted students’ resilience. 
Whilst in other studies gender was the best predictor 
of resilience (e.g., Arnold & Doctoroff, 2003; Fergusso 
et al., 2003), findings in the present study revealed that 
residence status was the best predictor of resilience. In 
Uganda, the residence status of the student is deter-
mined by the caretakers’ financial status rather than 

gender or the distance between school and home. 
Students from lower income families mostly reside at 
home regardless of how far the school is from home. As 
suggested by Rutter (2006) our findings also support 
that student who come from lower-income families are 
more likely to prove significant resilient characteristics. 
It is possible that walking with their peers from school to 
home every day provides a safe space and platform to 
improve how they relate and communicate with each 
other, increasing their sense of togetherness and the 
feeling of belongingness, and thus improve their peer 
support systems.

Additionally, our findings are consistent with resili-
ence theory, given that positive associations between 
students’ expectations, their educational attitudes and 
resilience existed. Elevated expectations in schools 
encourage and remind students that they can achieve 
beyond their own belief (Towns, 2010). Consistent with 
Unger’s (2005) suggestion that the ethos of lofty expec-
tations serves as a protective factor for resilient students, 
we have proved that students’ educational attitudes are 
equally important protective factors. Specifically, educa-
tional attitudes partially mediate the relationship 
between expectations and resilience. Students’ expecta-
tions of support from their peers have strong positive 
contributions to their resilience through educational 
attitudes. Positive educational attitudes influence stu-
dents’ engagement in and likeness of school activities, 
their persistence and academic motivation (Banatao,  
2011). Thus, quality positive relationships between 
peers enhance students’ educational attitudes. If stu-
dents experience positive peer relationships at school, 
they are more likely to have positive attitudes toward 
school, engage in cooperative learning, educational 
games, and thus achieve academic success.

Educational implications

Considering our study findings, attitudes toward school 
and transitional activities are crucial for promoting resi-
lience. Thus, secondary schools should not only create 
a culture of high realistic expectations but also foster the 
development and maintenance of high educational atti-
tudes for all students to keep students and experience 
greater rates of academic success (Pereire & Pooley,  
2017). Clear instructions on a school’s culture can be 
provided to students during transition activities. As 
reported by students, such transition programs should 
not run for only a few days (such as a week or less) but 
rather, we recommend that these programs should run 
through the whole first academic year of secondary 
school. Also, within these programs, activities should 
incorporate aspects that nurture a high sense of 
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belongingness, self-awareness, autonomy, and teacher 
rapport outside of classwork (Shortt et al., 2006). Also, 
during these programs, students should be given 
a platform to discuss their expectations so that any 
unrealistic expectations are noticed as early as possible. 
Teachers should take note of students’ unrealistic expec-
tations and help resolve them as early as possible. If not 
resolved, feelings of frustrations and disappointment 
may arise that could in turn inform students’ choice to 
drop out (Ekstrom et al., 1986). However, we caution the 
use of coercion to direct students toward involvement in 
such school transition activities since coercion makes 
students fearful and anxious, which might undermine 
students’ educational attitudes and expectations of 
autonomy (Banatao, 2011).

As earlier mentioned, some students reported being 
body shamed, teased, and bullied which has a negative 
impact on their self-esteem, emotional engagement and 
need to connect with peers. To help students with peer 
problems, teachers can take an initiative-taking 
approach in promoting positive peer relationships 
(Ming-Tak, 2008). Such approaches may include teach-
ing social-emotional skills, conflict-resolution skills, and 
critical thinking skills (Kemple & Hartle, 1997). 
Additionally, teachers can encourage cooperative learn-
ing by getting students to learn in randomized groups. 
Through cooperative learning, students can know more 
about each other, improve their relations, feelings, atti-
tudes, and achievement (Kemple & Hartle, 1997; Kyndt 
et al., 2013). Activities that foster peer acceptance should 
also be incorporated in the transition programs to 
reduce risks of peer victimization. In such activities, 
students should be guided into conversations that enable 
them to appreciate individual differences not only in 
body structure and shape but also in other aspects and 
that these differences are normal. By encouraging them 
to be empathetic to the bullied peers, the students can 
take responsibility to intervene whenever bullying, teas-
ing and body shaming occur (Whitson, 2013). Enforcing 
school norms and policies against bullying of any form is 
highly recommended.

There are students who reported having issues con-
necting with their peers but not with other senior stu-
dents, probably because they do not feel comfortable 
relating with their agemates but their seniors. 
Although classroom groupwork seems to enhance con-
nection between students and thus their ease to relate 
(Kyndt et al., 2013; Ming-Tak, 2008), such students 
would not benefit much from such a program. Thus, 
we would recommend incorporation of peer connection 
supportive program (Kemple & Hartle, 1997). In this 
program, senior students can support incoming fresh-
men through leadership outreach programs that nurture 

a conducive environment through inspiring each other, 
sharing their experiences, and working together to find 
solutions to some challenges they face during transition. 
Peer connection programs have been reported to 
improve graduating rates of participating students and 
cut by half the number of students who would otherwise 
drop out (Ross, 2022).

Further, in the present study, expectations for paren-
tal care strongly contribute to students’ resilience. As 
much as students reported a need for increased auton-
omy and independence, they still need physical and 
psychological care from their parents. Thus, parents 
should be equally encouraged to actively be involved in 
students’ transition activities. Not only should they sup-
ply physical care, but also psychological care to students, 
especially female and boarding students. During some 
transition activities, parents should be invited to school 
and actively take part in activities that promote open 
communication between them and their children.

Also, we strongly recommend the establishment and 
recruitment of a school psychologist for Ugandan 
schools, a position that is currently lacking, so that 
most of the psychological issues, especially in transition-
ing boarding students, are addressed earlier. Whilst 
using several positive educational approaches that pro-
mote positive psychology in school (Seligman et al.,  
2009), the school psychologist could support schools to 
put more focus on students’ strengths, their positive 
experiences, competency building, and on what is 
going well rather than focus on pathology, difficulties, 
deficits, and what is not working. Special attention 
should be given to students with greater needs than 
their peers such as students who appear alone, have 
few quality friends, tend to avoid school, have low 
esteem, are emotionally distressed, and show aggressive 
behaviors. These behaviors are indicators that these 
students are having difficulty adjusting to the new 
school, are being body shamed, and or being bullied by 
their peers.

Limitations and future directions

Our study was cross sectional – a design that does not 
imply causal inferences. A longitudinal study could be 
designed in this regard. Moreover, research can be done 
to explore the interplay of these factors during inter-school 
transitions of secondary school students in other grades. 
Additionally, an extension of this current study can be 
done to explore the role of school leaders’ and teachers’ 
attitudes, goal orientations, and expectations on students’ 
adjustment process, given that teachers and school leaders 
are key stakeholders in students’ day-to-day planning and 
coping.
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Conclusions

Firstly, students differed significantly in their resilience 
and educational attitudes with respect to gender and 
residence status. Secondly, gender, residence -status 
and educational attitudes were strong predictors of stu-
dents’ resilience. Thirdly, educational attitudes partially 
mediated the relationship between student’s expecta-
tions and resilience in transitioning secondary school 
students. Finally, some transitioning students have 
unrealistic expectations, experience bullying and body 
shaming, and mixed feelings during adjustment. To 
foster resilience of transitioning students, schools could 
cultivate a culture of high realistic expectations and 
positive educational attitudes, as well as organize several 
transitional strategies and activities that involve parents 
throughout the first year of lower secondary school.
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