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Introduction and Overview

Margaret L. Kern and Michael L. Wehmeyer

In 2009, Professor Martin Seligman and his colleagues declared positive educa-
tion as an entity in and of itself, defined as “education for both traditional
skills and happiness” (p. 293). Like the establishment of the broader positive
psychology discipline, the ideas of positive education were nothing new to
education (Kristjdnsson, 2012), but the declaration called for a reconsidera-
tion of the purposes of education. Most young people spend the majority of
their waking hours as part of a school community. Parents expect schools
to provide their children with the capabilities needed to be successful in
life. Despite all of the societal shifts that have occurred through the early
part of the twenty-first century, along with healthcare, schools remain one of
the truly essential social institutions. But what is the purpose of those social
institutions?

Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, and Linkins (2009) noted that most
parents simply want their children to be happy. And yet many societies equate
happiness with success. Within schools, that translates as an emphasis on
academic achievement, often captured through grades, standardized exami-
nations, and other relatively objective indicators. Pedagogies focus on devel-
oping specific pieces of knowledge, disconnected from the broader context
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and purpose for learning those pieces. For some students, this works well—
they fit within the standard expectations held by schools, have the resources
and support they need, and are lauded for their successes. But others struggle.
Reports speak of high levels of student disengagement, disconnection, and
mental health issues (e.g., Kessler & Bromet, 2013; Lawrence et al., 2015).
Teachers are leaving the profession at alarming rates (e.g., den Brok, Wubbels,
& van Tartwijk 2017; Gallant & Riley, 2014). In Australia, principals report
higher levels of stress, burnout, and lower wellbeing compared to general
populations (Riley, 2019). What has gone so wrong?

The positive education movement called for a rebalancing of intentions
and for placing academic development and wellbeing as equally valued
core priorities. The earliest efforts arose from Geelong Grammar School, a
private school in Victoria, Australia. A team of positive psychology experts
spent time at the School, thinking about ways to incorporate positive
psychology concepts, interventions, and practices within the explicit and
implicit curriculum.

Over the past decade, the positive education movement has grown, with
an increasing amount of research, curricula, programs, and approaches to
supporting wellbeing. But what is meant by positive education? What does it
look like? What opportunities does it bring? What are the limitations? This
Handbook explores these questions.

What Is Positive Education?

Positive education has been defined in a number of ways, through various
articles, chapters, blog posts, and more. For instance, definitions include:

e “education for both traditional skills and for happiness” (Seligman et al.,
2009, p. 293).

e “applied positive psychology in education” (Green, Oades, & Robinson,
2011, p. 1).

e “the development of educational environments that enable the learner to
engage in established curricula in addition to knowledge and skills to
develop their own and others” wellbeing” (Oades, Robinson, Green, &
Spence, 2011, p. 432).

e “bringing together the science of positive psychology with best-practice
teaching to encourage and support schools and individuals within their
communities to flourish” (Norrish, Williams, O’Connor, & Robinson,
2013, p. 148).
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e “an umbrella term to describe empirically validated interventions and
programs from positive psychology that have an impact on student well-
being” (White, Slemp, & Murray, 2017, p. 1).

Consistent across these definitions is a focus on promoting wellbeing and
other positive states and qualities, such as happiness, flourishing, strengths,
and capabilities. The definition of and focus on wellbeing is anchored in posi-
tive psychology rather than other disciplinary perspectives and philosophies
of how to define, assess, and build wellbeing. As such, it becomes important
to understand the positive psychology perspective, how positive education
emerged from this perspective, and the implications moving forward.

Positive Psychology as a Discipline
and as a Perspective

A distinction can be made between positive psychology as a perspective—
where research and practice align with the values and intentions of the
positive psychology, regardless of identification with the field—and as a disci-
pline—research and practice that purposely situate themselves within defined
(albeit fluid) boundaries of a scientific field (Pawelski, 2016). As a perspec-
tive, positive psychology emphasizes the pursuit of what is good, virtuous,
and possible, with less emphasis on escaping what is bad, immoral, and prob-
lematic. Focus is placed on strengths over weaknesses and thriving over (or in
spite of) suffering.

As a discipline, positive psychology arose as a reaction against the overem-
phasis in psychological theory, research, and practice on pathology. As such,
the initial underlying bias of the field was to emphasize the individual person
and human agency, with only secondary focus on broader social and contex-
tual aspects that impact upon human experience (Kern et al., 2020). The field
aims to be scientific, epistemologically biased towards naturalism, such that
identifying what wellbeing is and how to build it can be reduced to simple
cause and effect relationships. Through this approach, numerous positive
psychology interventions have been developed and supported in the litera-
ture, with varying levels of effectiveness in improving individual wellbeing
(Bolier et al., 2013; Parks & Schueller, 2014; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009;
White, Uttl, & Holder, 2019).

Positive psychology as a discipline has developed and evolved consider-
ably over the past three decades, with implications for what is meant by
the positive psychology perspective. Lomas, Waters, Williams, Oades, and



4 M. L. Kern and M. L. Wehmeyer

Kern (2020) described this evolution as three distinctive waves, energy pulses
that rise up from the greater sea of theory, research, and practice. Rather
than separate stages, each wave flows into one another, with prior waves
creating the necessary conditions for the latter waves. The first wave arose
from discontent over traditional psychology. The wave focused on the positive
perspective described above. The proposition was popular, with the number
of studies focused on positive phenomena expanding rapidly across the next
two decades (Rusk & Waters, 2013), the establishment and growth of a
variety of training and certification programs, the establishment of profes-
sional bodies, and a growing number of interventions, programs, and more
being offered.

Still, discontent arose both within and beyond the field. Interventions
primarily focused on hedonic happiness—strategies for building the tempo-
rary feeling of pleasure, rather than broader elements of the life well lived. The
overemphasis on the positive seemed to negate negative human experiences.
Studies found, for instance, that the meaningful life is not necessarily a happy
one (Baumeister, Vohs, Aaker, & Garbinsky, 2013), and that some of the
greatest experiences of joy arise from times of sorrow and pain (Kashdan &
Biswas-Diener, 2014). Questions arose around what was meant by the word
“positive” (Pawelski, 2016). As such, a second wave emerged, which critically
considered the ideas of what is “positive” and “negative”, the valuing of all
of human experience, and a turn towards more eudaimonic dimensions of
wellbeing.

As the positive psychology perspective has increasingly been applied across
a growing number of contexts and populations and incorporated within other
disciplines, additional challenges and questions have emerged. Schools have
been a critical part of this evolution. Simple positive psychology interven-
tions, well tested and supported through a variety of studies, often do not
work within the complexity of the classroom setting. Some students and
teachers will find an activity helpful; others will disconnect or even experience
harmful or unintended consequences. Models of and understandings about
wellbeing and other positive phenomena arise primarily from a relatively
privileged Western perspective (Kern et al., 2020), with less clarity around
what these phenomena look like for those with diverse backgrounds (Black
& Kern, 2020). As such, Lomas et al. (2020) suggest that a third wave is
emerging, which: “goes beyond the individual and embraces greater complex-
ity” (p. 4), with a broadening of focus (beyond the individual), disciplines
(moving to an interdisciplinary perspective more broadly captured as well-
being science), populations (extending to diverse populations, including across
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cultures, socioeconomic levels, and life stages), and methodologies (drawing
on diverse ways of knowing and establishing understandings of truth).

The Emergence of Positive Education

The application of the positive psychology perspective within education simi-
larly has undergone a series of evolutions, evident in the definitions above,
with clarity around what positive education is and does and boundaries
around what should and should not be included yet to be determined.
The first wave of positive education is represented by the application of
positive psychology as a discipline within schools. The focus was primarily
on students, with teachers trained to deliver materials. Various frameworks,
approaches, and curricula were developed that aimed to create happy, engaged
learners.

This remains an appealing narrative. Indeed, the strongest rationale for
positive education is the concern that has arisen worldwide over what has
been called the mental health crisis. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, at least
one in four young people reported symptoms of mental illness (World Health
Organization, 2017). Over 50% of adolescent illnesses have a mental origin
(Allen & McKenzie, 2015). Policymakers, communities, schools, and other
organizations are increasingly identifying the need to prioritize mental health
and wellbeing. Positive education has entered into this narrative, providing
an inspiring image of happy, engaged learners, growing to their full poten-
tial within a supportive learning environment. Programs, curricula, and more
have been developed, drawing on the science of positive psychology to train
students how to feel and function well at school. Much of the early work
occurred in private schools in Australia and abroad, as such schools had more
flexibility with curricular design and more resources to draw upon. Schools
have been generous, openly sharing lessons learned, resources, frameworks,
and more to help broaden the positive education movement.

Still, unintended consequences and challenges arose. Some schools jumped
on the idea of positive education, gaining training, adding mindfulness, grat-
itude, and other interventions to the classroom, including wellbeing classes
in the timetable, etc. However, it has become clear that although focusing on
student wellbeing and happiness can be beneficial, it is insufficient. Students
are core business to schools; thus, it makes sense to focus on their wellbeing.
But if teachers are struggling, how can they authentically teach wellbeing
skills? Practices and approaches increasingly broadened beyond the students
to include teachers, non-teaching staff, and school leaders. Further, there was
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a growing recognition that the environment matters. Thus, the second wave
of positive education emphasizes moving beyond specific programs devel-
oping specific skills to the creation of learning environments that support
the wellbeing of everyone within the school community, through both the
taught and caught curriculum (White & Kern, 2018).

Still, it remains unclear what positive education truly is. Is positive educa-
tion simply a passing movement or something more? How does it fit with the
many other approaches that already exist within schools, including social and
emotional learning (SEL), positive behavioural interventions and supports
(PBIS), character education, holistic education, etc.? Slemp et al. (2017)
suggested that “positive education aims to build strengths, capabilities, well-
being and resilience in educational communities. .. it is not a single approach,
but rather provides an umbrella under which multiple theories, programs,
frameworks, and approaches reside” (p. 103). On the one hand, this defini-
tion seems to add greater confusion than clarity. What are the boundaries
of positive education? What are the intentions—is it about building well-
being, skills, and capabilities, or something else? What does it look like across
different cultures, populations, backgrounds, and interests? Who should be
involved? And who should decide?

These are the questions of third wave positive education. From this
perspective, there is no one right theory, model, approach, or perspective
to positive education, but consensus can emerge through open dialogue and
friendly debate about best practice approaches for defining, studying, and
applying positive education. This wave emphasizes positive education as a
perspective rather than as a discipline. Rather than positive psychology being
applied to education, it highlights the need to embrace the positively oriented
programs, structures, frameworks, etc. that already exist within schools, with
continued refinements towards bringing out the best of what could be. It
points to the need to emphasize not only content, but the pedagogy under-
lying that content. It calls for the need to situate understandings of and
approaches to wellbeing within the context and community itself, requiring
extensions to diverse populations, with approaches emerging from those
populations themselves, rather than being imposed upon. And it calls us to
recognize schools as complex human social systems.

Handbook Overview

This Handbook arises within the shifting landscape of the waves of posi-
tive education. Aligned with the valuing of open dialogue and diverse
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perspectives, authors provide various definitions of, perspectives around, and
approaches to positive education, with the various waves arising and inte-
grated within and across chapters. A broad range of topics are incorporated,
aiming for an inclusive understanding of positively oriented approaches
within education, arranged across three sections.

Part 1: Perspectives of and Approaches
to Positive Education

The Handbook begins by considering different perspectives of and
approaches to positive education. This is not meant to be all-inclusive,
but rather highlights a range of ways for thinking about, defining, and
applying positive education. Green and colleagues (Chapter 2) overview
various approaches to positive education, describing SEL, character educa-
tion, growth mindset, resilience and mental toughness, and coaching as
examples. Reflecting third wave positive education, they speak to practical
recommendations for strategically implementing positive education within
the complexity of different school environments.

Providing the helpful perspective of an educator, Arguis-Rey (Chapter 3)
considers what positive education looks like in practice. The chapter speaks
to the variability of practices that occur worldwide, with little clarity that
different implementations are indeed having the effects that we desire, and
calls for turning an eye towards the conditions that enable and hinder appli-
cations of research in practice. Accessibility to resources remains an issue,
risking the potential that positive education is only available to those with
resources, potentially fuelling greater inequities across the world. The chapter
also provides implementation suggestions for practitioners.

Well before positive education was named as a sub-discipline, the emphasis
on cultivating young person potential was already well-established within
Positive Youth Development (PYD). Romer and Hansen (Chapter 4) point to
the philosophical traditions underlying the PYD approach, which arise from
Aristotle’s emphasis on human virtue as critical to human happiness. Many of
the existing PYD programs are grounded in developing the virtues of justice,
prudence, courage, and temperance, with the intention of helping young
people to develop to their full potential and become a thriving, contributing
member of society.

Directly addressing the third wave perspective, Kern and Taylor
(Chapter 5) introduce Systems Informed Positive Education (SIPE), which
incorporates aspects of the systems sciences into positive education practice
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and pedagogy to cultivate optimal learning environments that bring out the
best in each individual and of the school community as a whole. The authors
describe principles of the SIPE perspective that might enable wellbeing to be
embedded at the heart of education. To bring this to life, they offer a number
of examples of schools that are successfully cultivating thriving changemakers
by incorporating positively oriented systems principles to help students to
discover and bring about their full potential.

Chapters 6 and 7 further build upon the third wave perspective, focusing
particularly on context and pedagogy. Waters (Chapter 6) suggests that
positive education should be expanded by incorporating a greater focus on
evidence-informed implicit approaches to wellbeing and a greater focus on
the context for wellbeing. She suggests that this can be achieved through
empowering teachers through positive education pedagogy, which places
greater focus on how wellbeing concepts are taught than the content itself.
The focus on pedagogy is further emphasized by White (Chapter 7), who
introduces a strengths-based reflective practice model for teachers that allows
critical self-reflection, improving effective practice. The model brings together
the Values in Action (VIA) strengths classification with Brookfield’s four
lenses of reflective practice. Together, these chapters move away from positive
psychology being applied to education (typical of wave 1 approaches), placing
teacher practice lying at the heart of both explicit and implicit approaches to
cultivating wellbeing within school communities.

Drawing further on the pedagogy of positive education, Brunzell
(Chapter 8) illustrates approaches that need to be informed by and
emerge from diverse communities, rather than being imposed upon by
existing assumptions. The author reframes positive education from a trauma-
informed perspective. For students impacted by trauma and systemic educa-
tional disadvantage, typical positive education approaches not only risk being
ineffective, but can also be harmful. The chapter reviews trauma-aware peda-
gogy and recommends practical ways that teachers can practise wellbeing
strategies from a trauma-informed perspective. Importantly, the chapter also
points to the additional burden that secondary trauma creates, with the need
for prioritizing support for teachers’ own wellbeing.

As the pedagogy of positive education is returned to teachers, the ques-
tion becomes what that pedagogy should focus on. Systems informed positive
education (Chapter 5) points to the importance of responsibility in culti-
vating wellbeing—it is not only about teachers imparting skills in young
people, but rather empowering young people to take responsibility for their
own wellbeing, to the extent that the capability for wellbeing exists. Building
upon this, Wehmeyer and colleagues (Chapter 9) describe the agentic aspect
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of wellbeing, captured through self-determined behaviour, in which people
act based on their own interests, values, and preferences. A large body of liter-
ature across diverse disciplines points to the importance of self-determination
in enabling agentic human behaviour, with implications for wellbeing and
functioning. Ciritical to this are pedagogical approaches that support students’
needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, promoting student agency
and ownership over their own learning, and a sense of meaning and purpose
in practice.

The need for supporting student agency and purpose for learning becomes
even more important in the uncertainty and changes of the twenty-first
century. Di Maggio and colleagues (Chapter 10) emphasize the complexity
of the modern world, and the need to equip students with skills to effectively
deal with that complexity. Focusing on career guidance and life design, the
authors point to the need to re-envision career guidance to better align with
the shifting shape of the working world. This includes vocational guidance
that is inclusive and sustainable, and the need for approaches that are sensitive
to the specific needs of vulnerable individuals, including marginalized groups,
immigrants, the unemployed, and those with disabilities. The authors provide
actions that guidance professionals can take to empower young people to
embrace, sustain, and foster optimal, inclusive, and sustainable societies of
the future.

As a whole, the chapters in Part 1 illustrate the diverse and emerging
direction that positive education might evolve in the future, taking it from
specific programs based on simple interventions to diverse approaches that
empower young people in their learning, wellbeing, and development. They
emphasize the importance of pedagogy, valuing the expertise that educators
bring to the classroom. They point to the diversification across popula-
tions and perspectives. Throughout, authors point to practical tips and clear
guidance, highlighting the value of continued integration of research and
practice as positive education continues to define itself and establish what
its contribution to education will be.

Part 2: Core Capabilities in Positive Education

With this foundation in mind, what should implicit and explicit pedagogies
and approaches be focused upon? Wave 1 and 2 positive education placed
the emphasis on happiness, wellbeing, and resilience as necessary comple-
ments to the traditional focus on academic performance and achievement.
From that perspective, the core intention of positive education programs and
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approaches is to increase how students feel and function. From a learning
and development perspective, wave 3 positive education adds an intentional
focus on capabilities for wellbeing—people’s abilities and opportunities to
be and do what they value (Alexander, 2008; Sen, 1993). Rather than being
about the achievement of wellbeing, a capability perspective focuses on equip-
ping people with clarity about their values, mindsets that arise from those
values, and skills to live in alignment with these values. In addition, values,
mindsets, and skills need to be complemented with conditions that provide
opportunities for people to experience wellbeing.

Building upon this perspective, Part 2 begins by examining what is
meant by wellbeing, flourishing, resilience, and other outcomes that are
often emphasized in positive education research and practices, with the
various waves appearing throughout the chapters. Chaves-Vélez (Chapter 11)
unpacks different models of and approaches to defining wellbeing and flour-
ishing, why these matters, and approaches that have been incorporated within
developmental environments to cultivate wellbeing and flourishing. Atten-
tion is given to the efficacy of such interventions for preventing subsequent
problems and the importance of political commitments towards supporting
wellbeing as necessary for interventions to be sustainable. Assessment plays a
critical role for wellbeing to be sustainably incorporated into policies, schools,
and approaches. Jarden and colleagues (Chapter 12) describe the essence of
and principles toward good assessment within schools. Bringing this to life,
the authors describe examples of several tools, along with what these tools
look like in practice. Through a series of questions, the chapter describes the
content, processes, and systems that need to be considered as part of assess-
ment approaches and illustrates how good assessment can be used to guide
decision making and practice.

Directly drawing on a capability perspective, Oades and colleagues
(Chapter 13) shift the focus from wellbeing to the concept of wellbeing
literacy—having language for and about wellbeing that is applied in contextu-
ally sensitive and intentional ways. The authors suggest that wellbeing literacy
helps to orient the focus of positive education towards wellbeing capabili-
ties and processes, draws upon existing learning and teaching capacities and
strengths, and is contextually sensitive to the systems in which individuals
exist.

A capability perspective speaks in part to equipping young people with
language and skills for and about wellbeing. But it also points to the impor-
tance of context and experience. The contextual nature of wellbeing becomes
particularly relevant in the case of chronic stress and challenge. Chapters 14
and 15 focus on resilience and coping. Complementing a trauma-informed
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perspective (Chapter 8), Ronan (Chapter 14) illustrates the crises and traumas
that many young people experience, illustrating the effects that such experi-
ences have on children and adolescents. There is a need to facilitate resilience
at multiple levels, protecting young people from harm while empowering
them to use their strengths, grow through struggle, and experience happi-
ness. Frydenberg (Chapter 15) elaborates on the development of coping skills,
with a particular focus on early childhood. The chapter describes productive
and unhelpful strategies, offering a number of examples that illustrate effec-
tive approaches towards equipping young people, teachers, and parents with
effective coping skills that can be subsequently drawn upon throughout devel-
opment, helping young people to effectively navigate the ups and downs of
life and promoting greater resilience.

Some of the most salient capabilities that have been emphasized across
most applications of positive education are character strengths. Coppley and
Niemix (Chapter 16) provide an overview of character strengths, with a
particular focus on the VIA classification, which is the most common model
used within schools, describing approaches to and impacts of strengths inter-
ventions. Again providing a third wave perspective, they point to the need
for a systems approach for implementing strength-based intervention. Possi-
bilities for simultaneously considering the content of the intervention and
processes to include to create effective change are brought to life through
practice-based examples.

Chapters 17, 18, and 19 turn to a variety of approaches that make the
learning process enjoyable and engaging, providing clarity around what the
capabilities are, why they matter, frameworks for understanding and applying
the concepts, and examples of what they look like in practice for both teachers
and staff. Tidmand (Chapter 17) illustrates how positive emotions and play-
fulness can successfully be incorporated into lesson preparation, pedagogical
practice, and lesson evaluation, helping to support positive learning envi-
ronments. Ledertoug and Paarup (Chapter 18) further build upon this,
offering frameworks and approaches for making education engaging through
the cultivation of active, involved, and motivated learning environments.
Beghetto (Chapter 19) complements these approaches through a focus on
creative learning, which emphasizes creative expression with the context of
and approaches to academic learning.

The rest of Part 2 focuses on capabilities around, approaches towards,
and considerations concerning connecting with ourselves, with others, and
with the world. Buchanan and Grieg (Chapter 20) explore fixed and growth
mindset theory in education, and then extend this to describe the benefit



12 M. L. Kern and M. L. Wehmeyer

mindset, which integrates personal transformation, social contribution, lead-
ership, and recognition of our interdependence with the world. Allen
and colleagues (Chapter 21) focus on connection with schools, unpacking
research around school belonging, the importance of teachers in fostering a
sense of connection, and the role that school leaderships play in fostering
strong relationships. Steger and colleagues (Chapter 22) speak to our need
and universal desire for our lives to be purposeful, coherent, and significant.
They describe meaning in life research and point to tools and activities that
can be integrated within and across positive education efforts to help students
live and learn in purposeful ways.

Meaning arises, for many, from a connection with something beyond
themselves, which can be fostered through various religious, spiritual, and
contemplative practices. McCall (Chapter 23) describes positive spirituality,
which acknowledges that personal spiritual growth can occur through a
number of evidence-based approaches and techniques, including medita-
tion, relaxation, and physical stillness to raise spiritual awareness and enable
young people to connect with something or someone greater than themselves.
Sheinman and Russo-Netzer (Chapter 24) further detail the application of
mindfulness in education, overviewing what is known about mindfulness
in education, summarizing various perspectives and practices, and the rele-
vance of mindfulness for supporting holistic and integrative approaches to
education.

Across the chapters, authors speak to the complexity of not only the capa-
bilities themselves, but also the approaches necessary for application within
schools. While various approaches, frameworks, and practices are mentioned,
it is clear that application is neither simple nor straightforward. Context
matters, pedagogy is critical, and appropriateness and impact are dynamic.
As a whole, the chapters point to both the possibilities for and the challenges
of supporting the holistic development of learners who are engaged with,
passionate about, and active in pursuing their potential to contribute to the
world in their own unique ways.

Part 3: Diversifying Positive Education

The incorporation of positive psychology within the educational context
necessarily calls for diversification across cultures and populations. According
to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (2015), all children, without any
form of discrimination have the right to education that is directed at “the
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development of the child’s personality, talents, and physical and mental abili-
ties to their fullest potential” (Article 29a). If positive education aims to help
young people to develop to their full potential, then it necessarily needs to
be accessible to young people of 4// backgrounds. And yet the broader posi-
tive psychology discipline has only begun to extend across cultures, contexts,
backgrounds, and perspectives. Prior chapters speak to and provide exam-
ples of growing diversification. Part 3 explicitly focuses on examples of and
opportunities for the growing diversification of positive education.

Addressing the need for extension to diverse populations, Roffey and
Quinlan (Chapter 25) focus on young people who have experienced adversity,
pointing to the issues that these young people face, the outcomes that arise
from the challenges faced, protective factors, and what schools can and are
doing to address the needs of disadvantaged students. They provide a series
of case studies at school, city, and community levels, highlighting how posi-
tive education can be appropriately used to positively impact young people’s
lives, in ways that can break negative intergenerational cycles that perpetuate
disadvantage.

The next two chapters consider diversity across cultures. Joshanloo
and colleagues (Chapter 26) explore ways in which culture shapes how
people pursue personal and collective wellbeing, resulting in cultural-specific
prescriptions and customs about what wellbeing entails and approaches to
pursue it. Specifically, the authors identify four fundamental differences
that occur in terms of how different cultures conceptualize mental well-
being, based upon the centrality of hedonic experience, self-enhancement,
autonomy, and the relevance of contextual factors. The authors point to
the implications of these different conceptualizations for designing inter-
ventions and policies and approaches to evaluation. As an example, Kwok
(Chapter 27) describes how positive education has been implemented within
early years, primary, secondary, and higher education institutions in Hong
Kong. The chapter points to factors that affected effectiveness, with sugges-
tions and directions of applications of positive education within the Hong
Kong context. Together, these chapters point to the necessity of taking care
when extending positive education across cultures.

Much of the work and approaches within positive education primarily
are focused on school-aged students. Yet there is a growing recognition of
the importance of focusing on the wellbeing of teachers, staff, and leaders.
McCallum (Chapter 28) points to the health of teaching professionals as
essential to anything that is done within education. Yet many educators
are struggling. The chapter provides strategies for supporting teacher well-
being, underscoring the need for positive education to not only be about
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student wellbeing, but supporting optimal development and performance for
all members of the educational community.

Considerable research around supporting employee wellbeing has devel-
oped across the first two decades of the twenty-first century through Positive
Organizational Scholarship (POS). Cameron (Chapter 29) describes the
unique characteristics of POS, pointing to the importance of positive orga-
nizational dynamics for empowering high performance within organizations.
The chapter describes core POS principles, illustrating the possibilities that
can arise through the application of these principles. Case studies high-
light how the approaches that two higher education institutions incorporated
successfully contributed to achievement, wellbeing, and collective perfor-
mance. The institutional-level focus of POS allows impact of effects to impact
far beyond individual classrooms, impacting upon the school community as
a whole.

We end the Handbook with final observations, opportunities, and our
vision for the future. This Handbook was, fundamentally, an outgrowth of
efforts within the International Positive Psychology Association (IPPA) to
create a community within the expanding discipline of positive education.
That effort resulted in the establishment of the IPPA Education Division
(IPPAed) in 2016. Many of the authors in this Handbook have been involved
with IPPAed in its formation and development. The Handbook was one
means to begin to achieve the vision of IPPAed, which envisions a community
of researchers, educators, students, and others who are dedicated to:

bringing out the best in educational communities through the intersection
of the science of positive psychology and best learning educational practice.
IPPAed recognizes the plurality of theories, models, methods, and perspec-
tives relevant to positive education. IPPAed aims to connect members from
around the world, fostering open dialect and the sharing of knowledge and
resources, to empower individuals and educational communities worldwide to
create and shape environments that allow all members of the community and
the communities to flourish. (IPPA, 2016)

The Handbook attempts to support this vision, giving light to the plurality of
models and perspectives, and highlighting high-quality research and research-
to-practice efforts. We have purposefully emphasized an international and
multi-disciplinary approach. In the final chapter (Chapter 30), we revisit
these topics, identifying ways in which the field can evolve to be more inclu-
sive, more effective, and more impactful, as we all work together to create and
shape educational environments that allow all members of our educational
communities to thrive, both now and for future generations.
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There has never been a more important time to consider the role of schools
and learning institutions in teaching the skills of wellbeing, resilience and
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Complex, and Ambiguous) world that we live in—characterised by rapid
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challenged further through the COVID-19 pandemic. There is no question
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evidenced by national, state, and local policies developed in multiple coun-
tries to address mental health concerns, media coverage emphasising mental
health challenges in teachers and students, and a myriad of webinars and
online conferences and courses that were readily made available throughout
the year, as the positive psychology community focussed on upskilling and
supporting local and non-local communities.
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Despite the many promising and necessary initiatives, these approaches
were primarily reactive in nature. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, some
schools in Australia and elsewhere had already adopted various approaches to
positive education, not as a result of a crisis per se (albeit we would argue
that it was the mental health crisis that contributed to the initial uptake), but
for the proactive enhancement of the wellbeing of their communities. In our
perspective, supported by discussions with the schools with whom we have
engaged during the COVID-19 pandemic, investments in wellbeing began
to pay real dividends as they navigated through unprecedented and difficult
times and yet still found ways to thrive despite the struggle.

Multiple approaches to positive education exist, some of which we consider
in this chapter. We first point to challenges in sustainable implementa-
tion, pointing to the need for the strategic integration of approaches and
cross-disciplinary collaboration, with a particular emphasis on the bene-
fits of incorporating coaching into the process. We provide a case study
to highlight how the successful integration of different approaches can be
implemented. Finally, practical recommendations are provided to inform the
strategic implementation of positive education. We posit that whatever the
approach to positive education that is taken by schools, there appears to
be a common theme of proactive, genuine and positive commitments from
schools to place wellbeing and flourishing at the very heart of their mission.

An Applied Perspective of Positive Education

We begin by considering the rise of positive education as a practice in schools,
identify challenges that arise in implementation within the constraints of
schools, and provide a lens for thinking about the application of positive
education across educational communities.

The Emergence and Growth of Positive Education

When a seminal paper was published by Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, and
Linkins (2009), positive education was identified as a specific sub-discipline
of positive psychology. This paper was largely based on the work Seligman
and his team had conducted at Geelong Grammar School (GGS). The GGS
approach included the explicit teaching of positive psychology to staff (by
Seligman and his team), then to students (by the GGS staff) and, overtime,
the school took a whole of school approach to embed the science into the
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broader school culture (Norrish, 2015). This whole school approach to posi-
tive education centred on Seligman’s model of wellbeing, PERMA (Seligman,
2011), with an added health (H) dimension (i.e., PERMAH). GGS devel-
oped the strategy of ‘learn it, live it, teach it, and embed it’, whereby staff
were first encouraged to learn and apply the science of positive psychology
to their own lives, then teach it to students, and then increasingly embed
it within their everyday practice. Over time, GGS, also added a focus on
establishing school-wide policies and processes to create a culture for well-
being across the school community, embedding wellbeing into areas such as
assemblies, sports, music, chapel services, and parent events.

Over the past decade, numerous schools have been inspired by GGS’s
proactive approach in equipping students with skills to prevent mental
illness, promote student flourishing, and support academic performance.
Since that time, there has been a significant uptake of positive educa-
tion in Australia (Green, 2014; Slemp et al., 2017), with growing uptake
worldwide. Many of the schools that first embraced positive education have
been private/independent schools, which often have a greater capacity to
finance external consultancy and create resources and have greater freedom
in designing curricula and timetables than government/public schools. The
investments made by these schools helped create an evidence base for posi-
tive education (Norrish, Williams, O’Connor, & Robinson, 2013; White,
Slemp, & Murray, 2017), enabled sharing of good practices, and provided
inspiration and motivation to many schools and educators around the world
to consider the potential benefits of taking a positive education approach.

The Challenge of Sustainable Implementation

While extensions to less privileged schools and more diverse populations is
encouraging, the scalability and sustainability of positive education remain
questionable. Many schools are either limited by financial constraints and/or
are uncertain of whether they wish to commit to a positive education
approach wholeheartedly. They might dip their toe in the water, but
resist jumping into the sea. For instance, we commonly find that schools
will invite external expert consultants to provide one-off keynotes or staff
workshops in the science of positive psychology/positive education, with the
aim of exploring where and how positive education may align with their own
school’s mission, vision, values, and strategic objectives, which usually include
enhancing student wellbeing and reducing mental health issues.

While learning may take place in these professional development sessions,
these learnings are often not transferred into lived practices at the school,
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nor are they embedded in school processes. Despite the popularity of this
approach, studies show that there is limited ‘transfer of training’. For instance,
Saks (2002) found that about 40% of trainees failed to transfer knowledge
gained immediately after training, 70% faltered in transfer one year after the
program, and ultimately only 50% of training investments resulted in organ-
isational or individual improvements. Transferability is more likely when
organisations create a positive transfer climate (Rouiller & Goldstein, 1993),
which facilitates the use of what has been learned in training back on the
job. Features of a positive transfer climate include cues that prompt individ-
uals to use new skills, consequences for the correct use of skills, remediation
for not using skills, and social support from peers and leaders in the form of
incentives and feedback (Rouiller & Goldstein, 1993). We believe that this
is particularly relevant to positive education efforts that primarily focus on
professional development and training initiatives.

Training may also be more effective when it is driven by and championed
by educators within the school, who understand the school context, have the
skills and knowledge to make sense of the positive psychology literature, and
motivate others within the school to incorporate positive education within
the school. Some educators, school psychologists, and school leaders have
gone on to further education, such as completing a Masters in Applied Posi-
tive Psychology (MAPP), Masters in Coaching Psychology, doctoral study, or
other certifications. There has also been the creation of and targeted recruit-
ment to newly created leadership posts with specific briefs and job titles
relating to positive education or whole school wellbeing. By building the
internal capability of school staff, schools become less reliant on external
consultants and better able to embed their approach in a context-specific
manner.

Beyond the questionable transfer of training, school efforts can also be
limited by ad hoc approaches, often focused on specific programs. For some
schools, a program can be a launching pad to which further approaches might
follow on as part of a strategic approach to positive education. However,
many schools remain committed to a singular program even when it is
no longer serving the school community well, failing to fully embrace and
embed other key areas of positive education. For example, a school that is
committed to a specific social and emotional learning (SEL) program may
not offer any specific education to students or staff on growth mindset or
character education. Equally, there are schools that embrace coaching to
enhance teaching and learning, but not explicitly to support positive educa-
tion (Lofthouse, 2017). Indeed, we have encountered numerous schools that
have defined themselves by labels such as ‘Growth Mindset School’ or a
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‘Character School’ to highlight their commitment to that approach. While
a commitment to the effective implementation of a program is important
and should be commended, given many programs often fail to be effec-
tively implemented, it is our belief and recommendation that a school should
consider multiple approaches to positive education, ideally underpinned by a
coaching approach and the creation of a coaching culture. In this chapter, we
review some of the approaches that schools might consider, with the recog-
nition that as a young field, additional useful approaches will continue to be
developed in the years to come.

School leaders can also have unrealistic expectations of changes and the
timescale needed for the transfer of training and embedding of approaches
to occur. From our experience, when schools do engage external experts to
support a strategic approach, the process from commencement to the desired
individual and collective outcomes (e.g., student, staff, and whole school
flourishing) is a four-year minimum commitment. These cultures change not
simply through training sessions by experts or the incorporation of a partic-
ular approach in the short term, but through a long-term commitment to
and prioritising of positive education across the school.

Integrating Positive Education and Coaching

Considering the challenges involved in sustainably implementing positive
education within schools, we argue that the objectives of positive educa-
tion, including the goal of promoting youth wellbeing, are grand challenges
that remain to be solved, and as such require cross-disciplinary collabora-
tion. Grand challenges have been defined as having a broad application, an
ability to manifest themselves at different levels of scale, and the interest they
attract in political and financial support for research in providing a solu-
tion (O’Rourke, Crowley, & Gonnerman, 2016). While it may be clear that
there are a multitude of disciplines that have relevance to positive education,
we believe that one of the most potent and relevant levers for sustainable
implementation is evidence-based coaching (EBC).

We argue that the implementation of positive education through a posi-
tive transfer climate requires a strategic approach which includes coaching of
school leaders, key teams, and champions combined with cultivating a culture
of quality coaching conversations (Grant, 2017a, 2017b). Studies find signifi-
cant gains in productivity of public sector managers and leaders who received
coaching alongside training (e.g., Olivero, Bane, & Kopelman, 1997). In our
experience, our roles as consultants, coaches, and facilitators have enabled
the development of longer term ongoing relationships with schools that has
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allowed us to coach them through the introduction of positive education,
supporting them to set goals; develop strategy; collaborate effectively; imple-
ment action plans; review, reflect, evaluate, share, and present outcomes and
measures internally and often at international conferences; and embed change
over time. We believe that this approach enables the creation of positive
transfer climates and supports the development of an overall positive culture
that is necessary for sustainable change to occur.

The challenges in sustainably incorporating positive education point to
the need for cross-disciplinary collaboration (especially between positive
psychology and coaching psychology), the benefits of flexibly incorporating
multiple approaches, and the need for broader and more strategic approaches.
As such, we suggest that positive education can be thought of as:

The strategic and sustainable integration and implementation of the comple-
mentary fields of positive psychology, coaching psychology, and other relevant
wellbeing science into an educational setting utilising multiple evidence-
based initiatives aimed at creating flourishing students, staff, and whole-school
communities.

As scientist-practitioners, we have been actively involved in and contributed
to the growth of positive education in Australia, Asia-Pacific, the United
Kingdom, and Europe since its inception in 2009. We have collectively
worked with hundreds of private and public schools during this time. A
large majority of our engagements have been larger scale and longer term
consultancies, as part of ongoing cultural change programs, such as Knox
Grammar School and Loreto-Kirribilli (Sydney, Australia), Perth College
(Western Australia), St Columba (South Australia), Kurri Kurri High School
(New South Wales, Australia), and Taipei European School (Taiwan). At the
time of initial engagement, these schools were either interested in increasing
student wellbeing without knowledge of the field of positive psychology or
they were already attempting to utilise the science of positive psychology
to promote student wellbeing, but they were struggling to adopt a strategic
approach to enhance ‘stickability’ (White, 2016). It is our observation that
many schools also failed to recognise the powerful role of teacher wellbeing
and its associated impact on student wellbeing and hence the initiatives were
often mostly student-focused.

The challenge becomes that without a strategic approach or alignment
under an overarching framework, these initiatives appear as additional extras
to the job of teaching curriculum. Our experiences so far suggest that most
schools do offer students and staff (to a lesser degree) opportunities to
enhance their wellbeing and personal and social capabilities. But many lack
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strategic alignment to the overall school strategy or a strategy focused on the
prevention of student mental health issues rather than a broader wellbeing
strategy for students, staff, and whole school flourishing. To provide guidance
for the sustainable integration of positive education, we first review some of
the main approaches that have been used within positive education, before
turning to a case study highlighting a sustainable approach.

Some Approaches Used Within
Positive Education

A variety of approaches to positive education exist (e.g. Slemp et al., 2017),
including:

Social and emotional learning (SEL)

Character education

Growth mindset

Resilience and Mental toughness

Coaching and Mentoring

Mindfulness and Other Contemplative practices
Wellbeing practices

Restorative Justice

School-Wide DPositive Behaviour Support (SWPBS) and Positive
Behaviour for Learning (PBL)
Trauma-Informed Positive Education (TIPE).
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In this chapter, we focus on the first five, as these are the approaches
that have been most common across schools that we have worked with. We
provide a brief snapshot of each approach, highlighting the relevance to the
aims and objectives of positive education, and identify limitations of using
the approach on its own, rather than as a broader set of approaches.

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL)

Social and emotional learning (SEL) has been described as ‘the process
through which children and adults understand and manage emotions, set
and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and
maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions’ (www.cas
el.org). The root of SEL originates from Plato where he suggested a holistic
curriculum, however in recent times, SEL emerged from Yale School of
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Medicine in the late 1960s. CASEL, the Collaborative for Academic, Social
and Emotional Learning, was formed in 1994 with a mission of integrating
evidence-based social and emotional learning into schools.

CASEL includes five key competencies that form part of an integrated SEL
framework: self-awareness, social awareness, responsible decision-making,
self-management, and relationship skills. These competencies are typically
integrated into programs that teachers incorporate into lessons throughout
the year. There are many highly effective SEL programs in schools, supported
with extensive research, such as the RULER program from Yale Centre for
Emotional Intelligence (Brackett, Rivers, Maurer, Elbertson, & Kremenitzer,
2011), Resilience, Rights, and Respectful Relationships (RRRR, Cahill et al.,
2016), The 4Rs Program (Reading, Writing, Respect, and Resolution; Brown,
Jones, LaRusso, & Aber, 2010), MindUP (Schonert-Reichl & Lawlor, 2010),
and Peaceworks: Peacemaking Skills for Little Kids (Pickens, 2009). CASEL
also emphasises the broader system in which these competencies are taught,
including not only the SEL curriculum and instruction but also creating
supportive learning environments through school-wide practices and poli-
cies, including the importance of embedding learning within family and
community partnerships.

Many SEL approaches have been used throughout schools long before
positive education was established. A meta-analysis of 213 studies involving
more than 270,000 students who participated in evidence-based SEL
programs not only demonstrated small to moderate increases in social and
emotional skills and positive social behaviours, but also demonstrated an
11% point gain in academic achievement (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki,
Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011). Research also shows effective mastery of social-
emotional competencies is associated with greater wellbeing, and better
school performance, whereas those who fail to achieve competence in these
areas can lead to a variety of personal, social, and academic difficulties
(Greenberg et al., 2003).

Slemp et al. (2017) suggested that ‘the vision, scope, and boundaries of
positive education are yet to be fully defined, but it both intersects with and
complements social and emotional learning’ (p. 103). SEL arose through
extensive education-based research, whereas positive education arose from
positive psychology applied to education. Indeed, currently, there is little
acknowledgement or frameworks provided on the significant connections
between positive education and SEL (Ng & Vella-Brodrick, 2019), though
the connections certainly exist. For instance, the core competencies of SEL
support Seligman’s PERMA model, with self-awareness needed to identify

positive emotions, self-management required in choosing to be engaged in



2 Approaches to Positive Education 29

a task, social awareness helps us build positive relationships, and responsible
decision-making is needed to make meaningful contributions to the world
around us. We suggest that SEL is a helpful approach that can be used as
part of the broader whole-school focus on positive education.

Effective implementation of SEL programs can be challenging by
competing demands for curriculum time, often resulting in a fragmented
approach to learning (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2017). This occurs, in
part, because outcomes of SEL programs are rarely measured, and assess-
ment and reporting are not required. The teacher is often the facilitator of
these programs, yet little time is given to teachers to learn and live these
competencies themselves (Brackett & Rivers, 2014). What we do know from
the research is that SEL programs are only effective if all stakeholders are
involved in the implementation process holistically and sustainably (CASEL,
2020). Teaching staff need opportunities for professional development to
learn and live SEL, ensuring clear buy-in and involvement before teaching
the SEL competencies to students. Research also has shown that regular and
ongoing mentoring for teachers can support not only in the development
of their own social and emotional competencies, but is effective in helping
teachers better implement high-quality SEL programs (Greenberg, Brown, &
Abenavoli, 2016).

Character Education

Character refers to personal traits that are admired and respected by others,
those qualities that define us, are integral to who we are, who we want to
become and the value we can bring to the world (Neimeic & McGrath,
2019). Character education can be traced back to the teachings of Plato
and Aristotle, which emphasise the explicit and implicit teaching and devel-
opment that helps young people to discover and build positive personal
character strengths or virtues with the aim of leading flourishing lives (Jubilee
Centre, 2017).

Numerous perspectives and definitions about what constitute ‘good’ char-
acter exist. The perspectives and approaches most often used within positive
education build upon a set of virtues and strengths identified by Chris
Peterson and Martin Seligman. Through an extensive review of the qualities
that are generally universally considered good about being human, Peterson
and Seligman (2004) suggested six virtues and 24 specific character strengths
that have been shared by most cultures globally over multiple millennia. To
measure and develop character in adults and subsequently young people, they
developed the Values in Action (VIA) Inventory of Strengths (www.viacharac
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ter.org). Hundreds of studies have demonstrated that positive outcomes arise
for children, young people, teachers, and parents as they learn to recognise
and use their strengths, including enhanced wellbeing, self-efficacy, resilience,
engagement, academic attainment, and performance, as well as reductions
in anxiety, stress, and depressive symptoms (Harzer, Mubashar, & Dubreuil,
2017; Quinlan, Vella-Brodrick, Gray, & Swain, 2019; Waters & Sun, 2016).
As a result, the VIA is now a prominent part of most positive education
efforts, with the principles underlying the model being creatively applied
from the early years through to the higher education sector.

An example of the explicit strategic incorporation of the VIA Strengths
is the US-based KIPP (Knowledge is Power) Program (KIPP, 2020), a not-
for profit network of over 240 schools that explicitly draws upon seven of
the character strengths in particular and 24 associated behaviours which
are deemed essential for a happy and successful life at school and beyond:
curiosity, gratitude, self-regulation, grit, social intelligence, optimism, and
zest. The KIPP approach is based on a deep belief that academic achieve-
ment and well-developed character strengths are interconnected and formally
integrates strengths development alongside the academic curriculum. Student
progress is measured by incorporating a Character Growth Report Card, in
which students are scored by teachers on their character performance.

In the United Kingdom, the Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues at
Birmingham University has been at the vanguard of bringing character into
both the caught and taught curriculum, and a number of schools have trialled
requiring incorporating the development of character within their schools
(Arthur, Kristjdnsson, Walker, Sanderse, & Jones, 2015). Their Framework
Jfor Character Education (2017) argues for the development of a whole school
ethos and culture that embraces character alongside the explicit teaching of
character within classroom subjects (Harrison, Arthur, & Burn, 2016).

Both the VIA Institute of Character and Jubilee Centre are consistently
building an evidence-base for character strengths assessment and encouraging
innovation and the sharing of resources to support learning and application
in schools, with a wealth of freely accessible research papers and resources
available on their websites. However, a limitation in our experience is that
initial excitement that usually accompanies the completion of the VIA is
rarely maintained. Initially, it is commonplace for both staff and students to
complete the assessment and then implement a variety of initiatives to raise
awareness, such as strengths posters or strengths cards. However, these inter-
ventions are not usually a part of a ‘strengths strategy’ which considers the
usage of strengths within the school including inclusion in policy/procedures
and the explicit usage of strengths within the curriculum. There have also
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been concerns around highly prescriptive approaches taken with strengths
and alignment to academic performance whereby the relentless focus on grit
and self-regulation can result in higher levels of stress and burn-out to the
detriment of wellbeing (Abundis, Crego-Emley, Baker, & Lema, 2017).

We believe the key to maximising the benefits of character strengths lies
in the strategic and mindful use in line with the mission and values of
the institution (Allen, Kern, Vella-Brodrick, & Waters, 2018). One way to
enhance the stickability of a strengths approach may be through the use of
evidence-based coaching and coaching conversations whereby strengths can
be regularly applied to facilitate awareness and appropriate use by providing
space for individual reflection, strengths-based goal setting, action planning,
and accountability (Leach & Green, 2016; Madden, Green, & Grant, 2011).

Growth Mindset

Growth mindset is ‘the belief that human capacities are not fixed but can
be developed over time’ (Dweck & Yeager, 2019, p. 481). Research related
to growth mindset examines ways in which one’s mindset impact human
behaviour. The theory arose from a long history of studies in psychology
that assume that human attributes can be developed. Theories such as
learned helplessness (Seligman, 1972) and attribution theory (Weiner &
Kukla, 1970) suggested that how people explained failure could predict their
response as one of helplessness or striving for mastery. Goal theory went one
step further by attempting to identify the reasons for these responses. From
this perspective, students with ‘achievement goals’ were thought to be trying
to ‘prove’ themselves whereas students with ‘learning goals’ were trying to
‘improve’ themselves (Covington, 2000). The research was now shifting from
understanding why some people avoid taking on challenges, to focusing on
why some people fulfil their potential. This shift formed the foundation of
Carol Dweck’s work of ‘implicit theories of intelligence’, which has come to
be known as fixed and growth mindset thinking.

The idea of growth mindset arose from decades of research by Dweck
and her colleagues, which found that students’ mindsets appeared to play
a key role in their motivation and achievement. For instance, one study
found that for students transitioning to 7th grade Maths, those with a growth
mindset had significantly increased over 2 years compared to those with a
fixed mindset (Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007). Studies in both
education and organisations continue to suggest that one’s mindset impacts
motivation, behaviour, and outcomes, albeit with small to moderate effect
sizes, depending on the sample (Dweck, 2006; Dweck & Yeager, 2019).
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Building from this work, others have asked whether achievement could
improve if educators change students’ mindsets from thinking their intelli-
gence was fixed to a mindset where they believe their intelligence could grow
(Hochanadel & Finamore, 2015).

While studies have identified that growth mindset interventions can influ-
ence the mindset of students to increase academic performance, Dweck and
Yeager (2019) are clear to caution educators on oversimplifying the creation
of growth mindsets in what has come to be known as ‘false growth mindset’.
This stems from educators praising effort when this effort is not effective or
encouraging the use of growth mindset language from posters on the wall,
yet little structure, guidance and direction is given on the process of learning,.
Indeed, two meta-analyses exploring the extent and circumstances of growth
mindset interventions in improving academic performance, little or no signif-
icant effect was found (Sisk et al., 2018). In fact, Dweck and Yeager (2019)
have shifted their research to question the role environments play on mindset,
focusing on the messages that are conveyed in a system to support a growth
mindset and how these messages might impact mental health, social coping,
and wellbeing.

Growth mindset as a focus for positive education makes sense for many
educators. Given that the primary role of schools is learning, including
growth mindset interventions within a positive education curriculum
provides a bridge between academic priorities and wellbeing related priorities.
However, we argue that special consideration must be given to the types of
interventions explored and how teachers are expected to embed these within
the school. High-quality training of teachers is imperative. Teacher training
is not only necessary to ensure the use of evidence-based interventions, but
training may also strengthen the mindset of the teachers. Notably, teachers’
mindsets are a core contributor to the development of students’ mindset
(Hattie, 2012). The perspectives that educators have about the potential of
students—at both conscious and subconscious levels—have a major influ-
ence on how teachers think and behave, the mindsets that students develop,
and resulting outcomes (Hattie, 2012). Fortunately, teacher mindset has been
shown to shift towards growth mindset thinking with brief training interven-
tions (Seaton, 2018). However, professional development must be considered
within a holistic model to ensure reflections on pedagogy mirror the findings
of Dweck and colleagues’ research.
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Resilience and Mental Toughness

Many schools are focused on resilience as a means to address adversity rather
than general wellbeing enhancement, although resilience to some extent
underpins wellbeing and flourishing (Huppert & So, 2013). There are many
approaches and programs available which claim to build resilience in schools.
For instance, the Penn Resilience Program (PRP) aims to prevent depres-
sion in young people (Gillham, Jaycox, Reivich, Seligman, & Silver, 1990).
Research has indicated that PRP produces positive and reliable improvements
in students’ wellbeing (Seligman et al., 2009). However, while evidence-
based, a prohibitive factor to the uptake of this program, like many other
proprietary resilience and wellbeing programs, is often cost, which makes it
inaccessible to many schools with limited budgets.

Another approach some schools are taking to unpacking resilience is
mental toughness (Clough, Earle, & Strycharzcyk, 2002). Mental toughness
is defined as ‘the quality which determines in large part how people deal
effectively with challenge, stressors and pressure...irrespective of prevailing
circumstances’ (Clough & Strycharczyk, 2012, p. 1). In simple terms, mental
toughness is described as having a ‘can-do’ attitude as well as having the skills
to be able to navigate change as it occurs. Mental toughness acts as a proac-
tive approach to embracing the challenge, seeking opportunities for growth,
and building PERMAH.

The research foundations of mental toughness lie in cognitive hardiness
(Kobasa, 1979), sports psychology (Lochr, 1982), and resilience (Masten,
2001). Merging theory and practice, Clough, Earle, and Strycharczyk (2002)
developed the 4C model of Mental Toughness:

e Control: the degree to which a person believes they can control the things
within and around them such as their emotions and their locus of control

e Commitment: the degree to which a person can set and achieve goals and
manage distractions along the way

e Confidence: the degree to which a person believes in their capacity and
is able to engage with those around them, including being able to ask for
help when needed

e Challenge: the degree to which a person can seek new learning experiences
and respond to setbacks.

Through understanding and learning these four components, students
become proactive in responding to challenge, stress and pressure as learning
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opportunities and have the necessary skills to respond to setbacks they
experience.

Mental toughness has been applied primarily in the United Kingdom, with
increasing interest and uptake in Australia. Mental toughness is a discrete
and scientifically based concept which can easily be taught and learned by
both teachers and students. It has been shown to provide a useful frame-
work to study the non-cognitive predictors of positive academic outcomes,
and correlates positively with greater resilience, perseverance, confidence, and
self-efficacy, and correlates negatively with academic stress, test anxiety, and
perceptions of bullying (McGeown, St Clair-Thompson, & Clough, 2016).
Across three studies, St Clair-Thompson et al. (2015) found significant posi-
tive associations between the mental toughness components and academic
attainment, school attendance, pro-social behaviour, and peer relationships,
and lower levels of drop out, stress, anxiety, and depression.

The 4Cs can help schools to map existing support to students and address
potential gaps in pastoral and study skills programs. There is emerging
evidence from studies conducted at Blue Coat School, Austin Friars School,
and the British Section at Taipei European School suggesting that the appli-
cation of a range of positive psychology interventions, integrated within life
skills or other positive education programs, can increase levels of mental
toughness in young people as well as act as a buffer against stressful times
such as exam periods. For example, the Blue Coat School study also found
increased mental toughness for teachers involved in the delivery of their
programs (AQR International, 2015). Still, although the mental toughness
approach has benefits, we believe that one limitation is that the term ‘mental
toughness’ can have connotations of machismo and the sporting world, which
may disconnect some students and schools.

Coaching

Over the last decade there has been increasing support for and application
of coaching in educational contexts. However, the primary focus has been
on coaching for teaching and learning rather than wellbeing (Lofthouse,
2017) and aimed at school improvement through leadership development
and enhancement of professional practice including management skills and
classroom teaching (Campbell, 2016; Knight, 2007). There is an element of
mentoring required and expected of the coach. However, although coaching
and mentoring are both methodologies for improving wellbeing and perfor-
mance in personal and professional life (Passmore, Peterson, & Freire, 2016)
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and the terms ‘coaching’ and ‘mentoring’ in schools are often used inter-
changeably, we would argue they are separate concepts. Mentoring reflects the
wise senior passing on information to the dutiful junior with a larger focus
on telling and providing direction, whereby coaching reflects being the guide
on the side with a less directive and more Socratic approach taken through
the asking of questions rather providing expert knowledge (Devine, Meyes, &
Houssemand, 2013). Here we focus on coaching, which has received greater
support for its efficacy across the school as a whole (Ng & Vella-Brodrick,
2019).

As noted earlier, we have long argued that not only is evidence-based
coaching a complementary partner to positive psychology, but that it is
integral to both maximising and sustaining the benefits of applied posi-
tive psychology interventions (Falecki, Leach, & Green, 2018; Green, 2014;
Leach & Green, 2016). The approach that we advocate for, and which has a
significant evidence-base, is solution-focused cognitive behavioural coaching
underpinned by the science of coaching psychology. This approach applies
relevant psychological and learning theories and techniques within a collab-
orative relationship that facilitates wellbeing, engagement, self-directed goal
identification, goal striving, goal attainment, personal insight, self-regulation,
and accountability within the normal or nonclinical population (Grant,
2007; van Nieuwerburgh, 2012). There has been growing recognition that
coaching offers tremendous opportunity to build wellbeing (Falecki et al.,
2018; Leach & Green, 2016). Indeed Anthony Grant refers to the emer-
gence of the third generation of coaching, claiming that coaching is evolving
towards a more holistic and developmental approach, where the focus is on
supporting organisations to flourish, optimising the wellbeing and perfor-
mance of individuals and the system (Grant, 2017a, 2017b; Grant & Spence,
2009).

Hundreds of peer-reviewed articles and academic books support the bene-
fits of applying coaching in schools (Tee, Barr, & van Niewerburgh, 2019).
Research has shown that coaching has the potential to contribute to the hope
and hardiness of students (Green, Grant, & Rynsaardt, 2007) and profes-
sional development and wellbeing of school leaders and teachers (Grant,
Green, & Rynsaardt, 2010). Madden, Green, and Grant (2011) found that
coaching combined with the utilisation of character strengths led to increases
in student engagement and hope. van Nieuwerburgh and Tong (2013) found
that coaching led to improved attitudes to learning. Several recent studies
find that coaching, combined with the purposeful creation of positive affect
in the coachee, achieves the most significant positive outcomes for well-
being, goal striving, and attainment and that solution-focused cognitive
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behavioural coaching is more powerful in increasing wellbeing and engage-
ment and reducing stress, anxiety, and depression than positive psychology
interventions alone (Atad & Grant, 2020; Grant, 2017a, 2017b).

Despite the benefits of coaching, from our experience, most schools that
are applying positive psychology approaches have not specifically utilised
coaching as a means to amplify such interventions (Green & O’Connor,
2017). We suggest that evidence-based coaching as an individual or group
approach helps to create positive school cultures, positive transfer climates,
and environments that enable SEL, character development, growth mindset,
mental toughness, and other approaches to be more effective, to leadership
development, teacher engagement and wellbeing, goal striving, and hope,
while reducing stress, anxiety, and depression. We believe that it is in the
strategic integration of positive psychology-based approaches and evidence-
based coaching where the most power and potential lies to ensure that
individual students and educators along with their wider school communities
can flourish.

The limitations of the uptake of a coaching approach within a school
include (1) cost of initial training initiatives which can be prohibitive to
schools; (2) the variation in coach training offerings many of which are not
evidence-based approaches and with a corporate focus which are not suitable
for an educational setting; (3) the challenges associated with the creation of
a coaching culture, which requires a commitment of time and energy by the
leadership and appointed coaching champions; (4) the need for allocation of
time required to provide professional development in coaching; and (5) the
time required for formal coaching to occur within a school setting.

Strategically Incorporating Positive
Education Approaches

There is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to enhancing the wellbeing of school
communities; rather, attention to context with key components is critical for
the change process to happen. As schools consider how to integrate one or
more of the approaches described above, any school faces pressures in terms
of scrutiny, academic expectations, bureaucracy, new government policy and
initiatives, competing demands, lack of resources, conflict resolution, and
staff retention. With the risk of teacher stress and burn-out are high (Green,
2014; Kern, Waters, Adler, & White, 2014), introducing another educa-
tional initiative can be challenging, as teachers struggle to manage an already
crowded curriculum. This can bring with it some level of cynicism and
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push back from the staff. Therefore, creating the conditions and climate for
positive change is important to ensure staff buy-in which includes a compre-
hensive understanding of how positive education approaches align with each
school’s unique context. Positive education approaches need to be seen as an
added value and something that can be lived, taught, and embedded within a
school rather than ‘layering’ on top of other initiatives (Norrish et al., 2013).

The approaches reviewed above (among others) can often be seen as
competing approaches; however, by viewing them as complementary, we
believe that it is possible that different approaches can be more flexibly incor-
porated and meet the needs of students, all within the overarching aim of
supporting both academic development and wellbeing and creating a posi-
tive school culture. In addition, using an organising framework or model can
be helpful in aligning multiple approaches and program. For example, in one
of the schools that we have worked with, the school leaders opted to use
PERMAH as an organising framework to help school leadership, teachers,
parents, and students reflect upon where they and others within the school
community might currently be and where they would like to be into the
future. This approach facilitated a greater appreciation and understanding
of what's working well already and where there is need for improvement,
support, or a greater emphasis (Grant & Spence, 2009). It is also important
that school leadership buy into and are committed to the implementation of
positive education.

While initiatives are often driven by leaders, common understanding and
buy-in is often more likely to arise from incorporating the perspectives and
voices of people across the educational community. We have found that
appreciative inquiry (Al; Cooperrider & Srivastava, 1998) can provide a
practical strategy to help kick-start their positive education journeys. Al typi-
cally follows a process, known as the 4-D model, which involves discovering
existing strengths, dreaming of possible futures, designing pathways to bring
that future about, and delivering action. Al might be used at the beginning of
incorporating positive education. For example, an Al Summit might be used
to allow all the key stakeholders to voice their opinions, not only helping
to create a common understanding of positive education but also enhancing
intrinsic motivation for taking action. Al may be utilised after a period of
implementation to review and re-assess the strategy identifying what’s worked
well and what is yet to be accomplished. It can also be used throughout
implementation, with the additional utilisation of team coaching to ensure
accountability and completion of specific projects identified through the
Al process. As a whole, rather than positive education being imposed, Al,
combined with a coaching approach, can help create a shared understanding
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of the purpose and importance of positive education, making the initiative
more likely to succeed.

Our experience is that facilitating school leaders and teachers to come
together as a faculty and self-reflect when they are at their best helps them
to gain a unique and meaningful understanding of what it actually means
to flourish. Importantly, these reflections will often help identify the early
adopters, who often self-select and become change champions for the imple-
mentation of positive education. Early adopters are those individuals that
buy in quickly to the approach and are keen to see its implementation,
and become important steerers of change, liaising with school leadership and
ensuring continued commitment and progression of the strategic objectives.

Perth College as a Case Study

To provide an example of a successful strategic approach to positive educa-
tion, we consider Perth College in Western Australia as a case study. The
K-12 school has a 117-year history of educating remarkable women. It is one
of the oldest independent girls’ schools in Western Australia and prepares
young women to think creatively, embrace personal excellence, live gener-
ously, and lead (https://www.perthcollege.wa.edu.au/). The school began its
positive education journey in 2012, initially to address the inequality of
females in leadership roles and increasing concerns about students” pastoral
needs. Over time, the /nsideOur program was developed to help students
manage themselves by giving them social and emotional skills and character
development skills.

InsideOur is underpinned by positive psychology, is tailor-made for each
year group, and dynamically responds to changing needs. As illustrated in
Fig. 2.1, the program is underpinned by a self-leadership model, which
extends from Professor Martin Seligman’s PERMA model (Seligman, 2011).
Like GGS, a health dimension was added. Aligning with Seligman’s theory,
the dimensions are underpinned by character strengths. The program teaches
students evidence-based strategies to increase emotional regulation and self-
control, encourages the use of character strengths to build meaning and
engagement, promotes awareness of self-talk, and allows time for self-
reflection on gratitude, goals, actions, and behaviours. It is also based
on evidence-based coaching principles, whereby students learn to become
solution-focused and self-regulated.

Soon after the initial implementation of /nsideOut, and helping to create
a common understanding, Perth College leadership recognised the need for
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Fig. 2.1 The InsideOut self-leadership model (Original image published on Perth
College Anglican School for Girls. (2012). InsideOut. https://www.perthcollege.wa.
edu.au/learning/inside-out/, by Perth College Anglican School for Girls. This image is
licensed under an All Rights Reserved License, and is not available under a Creative
Commons license)

staff to share similar knowledge and gain the accompanying skills so that
they could not only teach the skills but also embed them into their teaching,
curriculum, and classrooms. As such, while nsideOut continues to be a
stand-alone student program, there has been a commitment by the college
to not only provide students with key psychological skills but also training
staff through evidence-based training in the foundations of positive educa-
tion and positive leadership combined with coaching provided to all staff
in dedicated leadership positions. Regular expert consultation has also been
provided. Underlying actions is the aim of building a positive school culture
where all individuals in the school community become daring leaders and
flourish into the best version of themselves.

Further contributing to a shared understanding of positive education, a
whole-school Al summit was utilised early in their journey. This helped staff
align around positive relationships being at the core of the College. Al has
subsequently repeatedly been utilised with parents and staff, helping to ensure
a common understanding and ongoing commitment to positive education.
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To help identify pockets of success and to enable the sharing and adapting
of boundaries, a dedicated team regularly audit the program and broader
initiatives that fall under the positive education umbrella. School leadership
regularly revise the strategic direction to ensure it is aligned to the school
strategy and to encourage innovation and maintain focus on providing the
best opportunities possible for the community. For instance, the school has
found that it is helpful to identify key levers, or areas of focus to help grow
and maintain a thriving organisation. The strategic team revisits these levers
regularly and continue to focus on the ‘how’ to deliver the most positive
education possible and create a culture of thriving. The impact of InsideOur
on students and staff wellbeing is measured routinely via Assessing Wellbeing
in Education (AWE; Assessing Wellbeing in Education, 2016) and the Gallup
Student Poll (Gallup, 2020). Notably, the Gallup data demonstrated increases
in hope, engagement and wellbeing between 2014 and 2019, while AWE data
has indicated increased resilience across all cohorts.

Perth College acknowledges that their commitment to positive educa-
tion is ongoing and evolving with the needs of the school. Their approach,
however, is an example of a school that commenced their positive educa-
tion journey with one existing approach being their SEL /nsideOut program.
Since that time, a commitment to staff training in both positive psychology
and coaching psychology, the creation of a positive education team and the
embedding of positive education principles both explicitly through teaching
and learning and implicitly through internal processes and procedures high-
lights for us a strategic approach to positive education.

Practical Recommendations

In this chapter, we have reviewed some of the approaches used within positive
education and provided some suggestions with regard to a greater strategic
approach that might incorporate multiple positive education approaches. We
also provided a case study that illustrates an example of the successful strategic
implementation of positive education. Based on our experiences, we conclude
with a final set of practical recommendations.

e Learn from schools that have been successfully implementing Positive
Education. Organisations such as PESA (www.pesa.com.au) and the
IPPA education division (https://www.ippanetwork.org/divisions/educat
ion/) provide numerous examples, connections with other educators, and
ideas to consider as the pioneering educators share their learning and open
themselves up to scrutiny and review.
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Ensure your school is abreast of developments and research in the fields of
coaching and positive psychology and provide an experiential introduction
by experts in the field. Attend national and international conferences and
symposia to hear the latest developments.

Engage senior leaders first to gain buy-in and then for ongoing sponsorship
and support. Consider dedicated education in positive leadership.

Invest in leadership coaching to ensure leaders are role-modelling the prin-
ciples of positive education and focused on the enhancement of their own
wellbeing.

Consider the unique context and needs of the school, and tailor efforts to
fit the context of the school.

Provide staff with the opportunity to explore the benefits of positive
psychology and coaching for their own wellbeing through professional
development opportunities. Follow up any professional development
sessions with opportunities for quality reflection and feedback on current
actions—what worked and did not work and what will happen next.
Provide ongoing evidence-based initiatives that promote staff wellbeing.
Establish a positive education team of champions or steering committee
who are intrinsically motivated to ensure ongoing commitment. Provide
more in-depth training on evidence-based coaching skills so this team can
train others.

Conduct an audit of current activities that are relevant to positive educa-
tion.

Engage a positive education expert consultant/coach to support the team
to ensure accountable outcomes and to provide expertise and resources over
an extended period.

Adopt appreciative and coaching approaches to engage stakeholders in an
action-research model of inquiry that is proactive and builds on what works
well.

Think strategically about how to embed positive psychology and coaching
into the culture of the school.

Engage with parents through briefings, training and opportunities to
participate in positive interventions. Consider coaching conversation
training for parents as part of the whole school approach.

Use validated measures to benchmark wellbeing and engagement.
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Conclusion

While interest in positive education has grown over the past decade, schools
often take a scatter-gun approach rather than a strategic approach. They
might focus on a single wellbeing initiative, such as SEL, growth mindset,
character strengths, mental toughness, or coaching, but with little integration.
This can result in positive education being nothing more than a short-term
program, rather than an impactful approach to cultural change aimed at
improving school communities to ensure every member of that commu-
nity can thrive. For those schools committed to a single approach such
as strengths, we would recommend that the school leadership and internal
thought leaders investigate additional approaches that will broaden the lens
of positive education. These approaches can further benefit from evidence-
based coaching approaches that create the positive transfer climate required
for the sustainable success of positive education.

As Norrish et al. (2013) argued, ‘the practical implementation of posi-
tive education is complex’ (p. 148). The challenge is for the continued
recognition, application, and integration of multiple approaches to positive
education. To ensure the sustainability of positive education as a field in
its own right, there is a pressing need for integration of the multiple and
varied approaches to positive education. While the integration of multiple
approaches may be complex and time-consuming, the investment over time
is necessary to enhance the capacity of our students, staff, and schools to

thrive in a VUCA world.
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Positive Education in Practice

Ricardo Arguis-Rey

This chapter is addressed especially to readers who want to implement
positive education in practice: teachers at all educational levels, from early
education, to primary, secondary, tertiary, and alternative sectors; school
counsellors, psychologists, and social workers; as well as parents, carers,
and other stakeholders. The last chapter provided an overview and some
approaches to positive education. This chapter focuses on how to translate
into practice the elements of positive psychology in educational settings, and
how to address barriers and obstacles that may arise along the way. Certainly,
both theory and practice are essential for educators, who need to have knowl-
edge of human wellbeing and the resources to promote it with children and
young people, as well as understanding which experiences can work well.
Thus, the objectives of this chapter are to bridge the gap between theory
and practice; to provide ideas about possible content areas to implement in
classrooms; and to explicate current trends in the implementation of positive
education, outstanding evidence-based programs, and factors that enable or
hinder the practice in this field.
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The Practice of Positive Education: Related
Topics and Typical Content

Positive education is not an isolated movement, but has strong connections
with other related educational topics, such as social emotional learning (SEL),
positive youth development, character education, civic education, and moral
education, among many others. It is likely that many practitioners are familiar
with some of those topics and have access to resources to implement prac-
tices pertaining to them in their classrooms. Particularly, SEL constitutes an
essential point-of-reference for the field of positive education. Nevertheless,
it must be recognized that positive education has a broader focus, integrating
psychosocial skills together with many other aspects, including happiness,
engagement, character, morality, meaning, and physical health (Slemp et al.,
2017).

As noted, positive education includes a variety of topics that include happi-
ness or wellbeing, character strengths, mindfulness, social and emotional
skills, resilience, mindset (Dweck, 20006), grit (Duckworth, 2016), intrinsic
motivation (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2017), active-constructive
responding (Gable, Reis, Impett, & Asher, 2004), and many others. Some-
times educators run the risk of being too focused on a specific topic—for
example, focusing solely on optimism, resilience, or perseverance. This can
lead them to delve into one or a few topics and work them very thor-
oughly, but at the cost of neglecting other content areas that could also be
implemented with their students. The best recommendation is to adopt an
approach that is as multidimensional as possible, so as to implement as wide a
range of interventions to promote knowledge, skills, and attitudes pertaining
to positive education as possible.

Present Outlooks and Trends in Positive
Education

As previously noted, the practice of positive education in educational settings
is diverse and varies according to many circumstances and situations. For
example, with regard to program design, Grenville-Cleave (2013) distin-
guished between what she calls (1) off-the-peg programs (the implementation
of a ready-made curriculum), (2) tailor-made programs (creating one’s own
program, adapted to a specific school or set of objectives), and 3) mixed
strategies. If we look at integration of contents into the school curriculum,
Green (2014) identified two different approaches: (1) explicit or raught
curriculum (for example, wellbeing classes, based on stand-alone courses on
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positive psychology), and (2) implicit or caught curriculum (experiencing and
living positive psychology, embedded within the whole-school curriculum).
Both approaches have benefits and disadvantages, and successful positive
education programs would probably require a combination of both (White
& Kern, 2018).

There are other differences in the practice of positive education. So, in
looking at the target population, implementation could focus only on the
wellbeing of students, while other efforts could include the wellbeing of
teachers or the entire school community or involve families, communities,
and other stakeholders. As for people promoting those practices, there are
a myriad of possibilities, from the isolated action of one or a few teachers in
a school to the collaborative action of groups of teachers, the entire teaching
staff, or the school community.

Special consideration should be taken with regard to the practice of
mindfulness, which has become a popular component of many positive
education programs. Over the last few years, there has been an increase in
research on this field, supporting the benefits of mindfulness practices for
children and young people (Arguis-Rey, 2014; Garcia-Campayo, Modrego, &
Demarzo, 2017; Meiklejohn et al., 2012). But mindfulness practices alone are
not sufficient to promote positive education. Instead, such practices can be a
first step to implementing a comprehensive model of positive education, for
example, combining mindfulness with the education of character strengths
(Arguis-Rey, Bolsas-Valero, Herndndez-Paniello, & Salvador-Monge, 2012;
Niemiec, 2014). Thus, the cultivation of a conscious lifestyle—the ultimate
aim of mindfulness—can pave the way to building a well-balanced and
harmonious personality in students, which includes education on character
strengths.

Examining the recent evolution of positive education, one can detect
the significant growth of such programs and experiences around the world.
However, it should be noted that not everything published or presented
under the name of ‘positive education’ is actually based on this field or
has to do with the principles of positive psychology. Thus, the quality of
differing approaches varies markedly: some are based on rigorous standards,
while others are driven by a fad or profit motives that induce some authors
to use the label ‘positive education’ to increase their own commercial bene-
fits, ignoring necessary scientific rigour. The take-home message is that not
all that glitters is gold, and practitioners should be cautious when deciding
upon curricula, buying books on this topic, or enrolling in teacher training
activities.
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Practical Resources for Positive Education

As has been noted, there are an increasing number of programs addressed
to implement positive education in educational settings. Though not exhaus-
tive, the general overview of resources available for practitioners in this section
provides a good starting point for practitioners. In some cases (see Table 3.1),
these are complete programs integrating diverse contents from a multidi-
mensional approach. In other cases (see Table 3.2), they are more focused
resources referring to very specific aspects that can be included in the practice
of positive education.

It is not possible to provide an exhaustive evaluation of each of these
resources in the context of this chapter, but in general, they are well-
known tools, utilized widely across many educational contexts. Most of these
programs have research supporting their effectiveness or such research is in
process. In addition, there is a notable lack of tools and resources avail-
able for no cost, with the exception of two programs included in Table 3.1
(Happy Classrooms/Aulas Felices, and the character education programs of
The Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues), as well as many of the comple-
mentary resources cited in Table 3.2. This is an important issue to consider
because, from a social justice perspective, positive education should be avail-
able for all children and not only for children in schools that can afford to pay
for resources, including programs and teacher training. A subsequent section
of this chapter discusses these issues more fully.

Key Factors to Successful Positive
Education Practices

As noted previously, in looking at the present outlook and trends in posi-
tive education, there is considerable variability in the quality of existing
experiences and programs. This is understandable, as positive education is a
relatively young field and still in its early stages of development. As such, it is
important to establish clear guidelines that ensure high quality in the design
of programs, practice, evaluation, and research.! In the absence, currently, of
such standards, this chapter puts forward some suggestions to improve the
practice of positive education now and in the future.

"Note that at the point in time this book was in production, the Education division of the Interna-
tional Positive Psychology Association was designing quality standards to establish guidelines to orient
program design, practice, assessment, and research within positive education that will, eventually, be
available online at https://www.ippanetwork.org/divisions/education/.
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Table 3.2  Sources for educational resources useful for the practice of positive

education
Sources References
Berkeley Greater Good Science Center https://ggsc.berkeley.edu/who_we_
serve/educators/educator_resources
Character Lab https://www.characterlab.org
IPEN (International Positive Education http://ipen-network.com
Network)
Mayerson Academy https://www.mayersonacademy.org
The Jubilee Centre for Character and http://www:.jubileecentre.ac.uk
Virtues

Arguis-Rey et al. (2012) proposed four basic conditions that should be

considered by those who wish to design and implement positive education
programs:

1.

2.

3.

A solid scientific foundation based on the tenets and results derived
from positive psychology and related scientific fields. Programs and prac-
tices should have a strong theoretical basis, including evidence-based and
empirically supported activities.

A multidimensional perspective combining diverse areas of intervention
and going beyond occasional interventions focused on very specific topics.
Positive education activities and programs should be integrated into the
school curriculum of current education systems, within different subjects
in the school curriculum and beyond, as well as embedded into the school
culture.

Positive education practices must be built on a system of ethical values
and make these values explicit. These practices need to be backed by
a values system based on respect for human dignity and that encour-
ages healthy development and solidarity with others. This includes not
only students’ personal development, but also the need to foster a social
perspective to balance personal growth with the rights of others, rein-
forcing solidarity and respect for human dignity.

These conditions could be a starting point, providing four factors that

can lead to successful positive education practices. However, there are other
aspects to be taken into account, and the following section will provide
information on these.

One of the additional factors mentioned in the literature on positive

education is the need for whole-school approaches (Norrish, Williams,
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O’Connor, & Robinson, 2013; Slemp et al., 2017). Educational commu-
nities are systemic in nature, so positive education programs should be
addressed not only to individual students, but also to teachers, staff, families,
and the broader community. As noted by Slemp et al. (2017), schools might
focus first on staff, gain support from leadership, and eventually address
students. An excellent model that illustrates this process well is that imple-
mented at Geelong Grammar School in Australia, a school that has become
an international reference for best practices in positive education. This model,
originally proposed by Seligman et al. (2009), was later refined by Norrish
et al. (2013), and its most recent version has been reworked by Hoare, Bott,
and Robinson (2017). The Geelong model consists of four successive stages
that intend to build an itinerary to gradually integrate positive education as
a whole-school approach:

1. Learn it. This first step is focused on teacher training, which should also
be extended to non-teaching staff and students’ families. Initial training,
together with ongoing training activities, based on the tenets of posi-
tive psychology and the different positive education domains, can ensure
that all community members have a common language and a shared
perspective on how to educate to promote both wellbeing and academic
growth.

2. Live it. The training received by all the school faculty and staff paves the
way for this second stage, which consists of experiencing what has been
learned, bringing it into play in one’s own life, as well as when working
with students. Thus, faculty and staff members are encouraged to use their
character strengths to meet the challenges of daily work, to practise mind-
fulness in everyday life, to lead a healthy life, and to strengthen social
relationships. The objective is that the training received does not remain
at a theoretical level, but also permeates the daily life and work of all the
members of the educational community.

3. Teach it. In this step, educators are already able to teach their students the
skills for wellbeing. This can be done through both explicit and implicit
instruction. The first, explicit instruction, can be done by organizing
stand-alone sessions with students to provide instruction about specific
content derived from positive psychology. Implicit instruction consists of
integrating the contents of positive education within the typical subjects
of the school curriculum.

4. Embed it. Finally, the ultimate goal of the Geelong model is that positive
education is integrated as an element within the culture of the educa-
tional community. This integration process can include things like: 1) the
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wellbeing assessment of students and staff members as well as traditional
academic evaluation; 2) the establishment of organizational guidelines to
ensure that wellbeing is promoted in an effective and coordinated manner
throughout the school; and 3) promoting wellbeing as a goal to strive for
in both school and after-school activities.

The Geelong process provides a good example of how to implement a
whole-school approach. Hoare et al. (2017) summarized the approach as
such:

We propose that the ordering of Learn iz, Live it, Teach it, Embed it is a logical
approach for school implementation. The sequence proposes that schools
should first provide opportunities for the adults in the school community to
learn about the science of wellbeing, then provide time and an environment
which enables staff to put into practice and live the key tenets, then prioritize
time within the curriculum for students to be taught the skills and knowledge
of wellbeing, and finally, to gain maximum benefit, ensure the lens of wellbeing
is applied sensitively to each facet of the school. (p. 64)

Another factor frequently mentioned by experts in the field is the combi-
nation of explicit and implicit approaches (Green, 2014; White & Kern,
2018), an aspect already mentioned in the discussion about the Geelong
approach. This issue is also often referred to as the zught and caught
curriculum, and according to White and Kern (2018), both approaches have
advantages and limitations. The explicit or taught curriculum involves the
teaching of positive psychology and wellbeing content within specific sessions
of scheduled class time. The implicit or caught curriculum refers to the inclu-
sion of this content across school subjects and beyond, embedded into the
school culture, and visible in the language used, people’s interactions, and
the school norms.

A clear benefit of an explicit approach is that it allows more time to
deal with certain topics in greater depth, but using this approach exclu-
sively may involve considering positive education as a marginalized topic,
not related to the rest of the contents of the school curriculum. An implicit
approach establishes the relationship between positive education topics and
the content in the school curriculum. Schools often struggle with an over-
crowded curriculum and lack of time, so an implicit approach makes it
possible to work on academic content and wellbeing simultaneously in the
classroom. The limitation of this approach is that it may reduce time spent
on content related to wellbeing. It seems evident, then, that the best approach
is to combine both taught and caught approaches. Future research is needed
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to clarify how both perspectives can be combined and to what extent, in order
to promote best practice in positive education (White & Kern, 2018).

Another important aspect to highlight for the promotion of successful
practices is that positive education needs to be content and context focused.
One of the criticisms that positive psychology has received in recent years
has been the neglect or lack of enough consideration of contextual and
cultural variables. These and other criticisms, far from invalidating the posi-
tive psychology movement, have helped to promote its development and
generate a more mature and grounded perspective, which some authors have
called positive psychology 2.0 (Wong, 2011), the second wave of positive
psychology (Lomas & Ivtzan, 2015), contextual positive psychology (Ciar-
rochi, Atkins, Hayes, Sahdra, & Parker, 2016), or Systems Informed Positive
Psychology (Kern et al., 2020). These authors have pointed out that if these
criticisms are not addressed, it could jeopardize the positive education move-
ment, and positive psychology interventions could run the risk of being
primarily centred on changing content, neglecting the importance of contex-
tual and cultural factors. Content, according to Ciarrochi et al. (2016), refers
to “the forms of private experience, including thoughts, feelings, images,
attitudes, and beliefs” (p. 2), while context has to do with “situational and
historical events that exert an organizing influence on behavior” (Hayes,
Boyd, & Sewell, 2011, p. 33). For example, it would be useless to focus exclu-
sively on promoting self-esteem and perseverance in a student who fails in
mathematics, if the main cause of this failure is poor pedagogy. In this case,
it would be necessary to change contextual factors, specifically the teaching
methodology or the way in which the teacher relates to the student.

An approach that does not take into account the necessary changes in
context can have the unintended consequence of making people feel guilty,
believing that the cause of their mistakes lies primarily in their abilities
or their ways of dealing with experiences, rather than in the environment
that surrounds them. Therefore, change efforts in psychology and education
should not focus exclusively on the internal states of people, but take into
account their interactions with the context and inherent cultural climates.

Measurement and evaluation constitute a key issue that has been gaining
momentum in positive education over recent years. Positive education is
committed to adhering to the scientific intent of positive psychology, so it is
reasonable that evaluation should become a fundamental aspect of the posi-
tive education movement. Accordingly, it is not enough to promote wellbeing
in classrooms, but it is necessary to start from scientifically grounded (and
validated, if possible) interventions and to evaluate outcomes using validated
measures. To this point, evaluation in positive education has too often been
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limited to observations with no systematic means of providing evidence of
impact or efficacy (Slemp et al., 2017).

Traditionally, measurement and evaluation in education have focused
primarily on academic outcomes, but there is growing interest in evaluating
other, so-called non-cognitive outcomes of schools. As such, the wellbeing
of students has become a topic of interest in the field of educational policy.
For example, the 2015 Organization for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD) Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
included wellbeing as one of the elements to be evaluated (OECD, 2017).
There are three common approaches to measuring personal qualities other
than cognitive ability: self-report questionnaires administered to students,
questionnaires administered to teachers about their students, and perfor-
mance tasks (Duckworth & Yeager, 2015). Those tools are typically used
for several purposes, including program evaluation, accountability, individual
diagnosis, or practice improvement, and all of them have advantages and
disadvantages. According to Duckworth and Yeager, it is important to use
a plurality of measurement approaches, though more research is needed to
develop novel and innovative measures that contribute to complement and
improve the existing tools.

Seligman and Adler (2018, 2019) highlighted the importance of evalua-
tion as one of the hallmarks of positive education. They identified three areas
of measurement that are important to evaluate wellbeing, both before and
after a positive education intervention: (1) happiness, (2) unhappiness, and
(3) measures of academic success. Wellbeing involves multiple elements and,
therefore, it is fundamental to include measurement tools related to variables
such as satisfaction with life, positive and negative affect, self-esteem, moti-
vation, emotional intelligence, school climate, mindfulness, social relations,
and so forth. Another important point is that the presence of happiness does
not necessarily imply the absence of unhappiness (both can coexist), and
this is why the inclusion of unhappiness measures is recommended. More-
over, it is advisable not to use only one-dimensional measures of wellbeing,
but to combine their use with other multidimensional measures, which can
provide more detailed information, identify strengths and limitations that
can be used to shape subsequent interventions, and allow more individ-
ually targeted interventions. For example, the Satisfaction with Life Scale
(Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) is a one-dimensional measure
that provides a general index of students’ overall satisfaction with life, but
the information it provides can be complemented with information from
the EPOCH Measure of Adolescent Wellbeing (Kern, Benson, Steinberg,
& Steinberg, 2015), which is a multidimensional measure that includes
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five specific areas (engagement, perseverance, optimism, connectedness, and
happiness). Both scales are illustrative examples of measures related to the
hedonic and eudaimonic components of wellbeing, respectively, two aspects
that should be taken into account in order to have a broader perspective on
wellbeing (Adler & Seligman, 2016).

When discussing measurement and evaluation in education, it is impor-
tant to distinguish between two general approaches: (1) academic research,
typically aimed at validating the effectiveness of certain interventions or
programs; and (2) traditional evaluation processes that take place in school
settings. The former refers to a scientific process in which a variety
of methods—including experimental, quasi-experimental, correlational, or
qualitative—are used to gain information about the scope and limitations
of an educational intervention and to provide knowledge and contribute to
scientific advances. In the latter case, from a more modest but not less impor-
tant perspective, what is intended is to gain knowledge about students’ levels
in certain areas of instruction, document students’ evolution over time, iden-
tify areas of instructional need, and so forth. Both forms of evaluation should
be addressed in positive education.

Since the focus of this chapter is the practice of positive education from
the perspective of educators, it is important to provide some detail about
measurement and evaluation to assess student performance and progress. To
this end, a first step is to specify what to evaluate. This can be quite wide-
ranging and include information about what students have learned; changes
produced in students as a result of an intervention; changes in the school
climate; how the teaching team has implemented a specific intervention;
and information about the program itself, including its effectiveness, if it is
being correctly implemented, or its acceptance by teachers and students. To
achieve this objective, there are a variety of tools that can be used: system-
atic observation procedures (anecdotal records, checklists, rubrics); students’
work samples (student notebooks, written text, oral productions, summaries,
monographic works, portfolios); oral activities with students (dialogues, inter-
views, sharing sessions, assemblies); exams (oral or written, multiple choice,
true/false, essay or short-answer exams, solving exercises); self-evaluation,
student peer evaluation, questionnaires (for teachers, students, non-teaching
staff or parents); and external observations, to name a few. One practice to
highlight is assessing the wellbeing of an entire school or educational context,
an evaluation area that has been growing in recent years and for which there
are models from which to learn, such as the experiences developed in Geelong
Grammar School, St. Peter’s College, Adelaide, or Tecmilenio University
(IPEN, 2017; White & Kern, 2018).
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There are, undoubtedly, many other factors that contribute to successful
practices in positive education. Although it is not possible to describe them
in detail in this chapter, it is worth identifying a few that are most relevant:

e Customized programs: there are no one-size-fits-all programs or experi-
ences, so teachers should build upon best known research and practices.
This involves personalizing and tailor-making their own initiatives, begin-
ning with practices that are already working well and adjusting them to the
specific characteristics of the community (Green, 2014).

o Teacher and staff training: initial and ongoing training is needed to
provide the necessary theoretical foundations and the practical strategies
to implement positive education.

e Establish leadership support: initiatives cannot be based on isolated
actions carried out by individual teachers, but must be supported by
leadership, including principals, leadership teams, and school governing
boards.

o Teacher engagement: as a final consideration, we cannot forget the impor-
tance of the active involvement of teachers. Although it is sometimes
possible and desirable to count on external experts, teachers in each school
should be fully involved in the implementation of initiatives, working
actively and enthusiastically to achieve shared goals.

Some Common Obstacles and Possible Solutions

There are a number of factors that hinder progress in the implementation
of positive education. The following four frequently identified barriers are
discussed, as well as possible ways to address them (for a more in-depth review
on this subject, see White, 2016).

1. Wellbeing is not an important issue for schools. Sometimes topics
like wellbeing are seen as irrelevant or as distracting from the academic
mission of the school (White, 2016). To address this, it is important to
raise the awareness of policymakers, educators, and families about the fact
that teaching skills for wellbeing is as important as promoting academic
performance. Most people want to be happy, certainly, and this is some-
thing that can be learned from childhood. Nevertheless, if this argument
is insufficient, additional justifications include: (1) adolescence is a chal-
lenging developmental period marked with declines in life satisfaction
(Waters, 2015); (2) depression is the main cause of illness and disability
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in adolescents, and suicide is their third cause of mortality (World Health
Organization, 2014); (3) 10-20% of children and adolescents experience
mental disorders (World Health Organization, 2000); and (4) 75% of
mental disorders begin before 25 years of age (Kessler et al., 2007). Conse-
quently, adolescence is a challenging time, and promoting happiness and
wellbeing may be important to counter those above-mentioned trends.
Academics and wellbeing are considered incompatible. Teachers
complain about the lack of time they have to cope with seemingly over-
whelming curricular or assessment demands. If they teach wellbeing, they
often indicate, it takes time away from traditional subjects, so they have
to choose between wellbeing or academic success (Adler, 2016; White,
2016; White & Kern, 2018). To refute this reasoning, policymakers,
administrators, teachers, students’ parents, and other stakeholders need
to be convinced of the importance of efforts to promote wellbeing on
academic outcomes by providing them with research-based data. There are
several investigations showing that wellbeing programs not only produce
improvements in personal and social development, but contribute to
better academic performance (Adler, 2016; Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki,
Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Waters, 2011). In addition, teachers can be
shown that it is possible to teach wellbeing within the context of the
school day by aligning such instruction with other content areas.

Lack of support from other teachers, principals, leadership teams, or
governing boards. Positive education initiatives need the support of lead-
ership and staff, otherwise it is difficult to promote successful instructional
experiences (Slemp et al., 2017). Both top-down and bottom-up initia-
tives are necessary. If there is not enough support from governing boards,
changes can be initiated from the bottom up, starting with small expe-
riences carried out by one or several teachers. With the passing of time,
those initiatives can spread to the rest of the staff, convincing the lead-
ership team of their importance and, eventually, becoming part of the
whole-school focus.

Teacher training provided by unqualified professionals. An impor-
tant concern is the presence of unqualified professionals offering teacher
training services in the field of positive education, making money from
wellbeing training activities, though in too many cases without the neces-
sary qualification or experience. Therefore, it is important to ensure high-
quality teacher training, provided by professionals with a wide knowledge
of positive psychology and with practical experience in positive education.
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Positive Education for All Schools: Promoting
a Democratic Perspective

It is clear that if positive education is to have the potential to promote happi-
ness and better academic performance, its implementation should be acces-
sible to all educational communities: from preschool, primary, and secondary
schools to universities and alternative sectors. There are two barriers that can
pose serious problems to this endeavour: the type of educational context and
the financial resources available. With regard to the first, for example, the
type of educational context determines the way teachers are hired, and this
may impact the development of positive education experiences.

In some countries (e.g., Spain, France, or Greece), public school teachers
are civil servants that obtain their position through a selection process and
keep this position for life. These teachers usually apply for vacancies through
a public bidding process, joining the educational centre they choose. In
contrast, in other countries (such as the USA or the UK), both public and
private school teachers are recruited by local school boards or school admin-
istrators. In these latter countries, teachers are under contract and they must
abide by the conditions established by their employers. This is why it may be
easier to implement positive education practices in schools where teachers are
under contract. For example, these schools can organize compulsory training
in positive psychology or require teachers to carry out positive educational
experiences. If teachers do not meet such requirements, they run the risk of
being fired—unlike civil servant teachers, who usually enjoy life tenure and
may not be dismissed except in very extreme cases. This has advantages since
it ensures that all teachers in private schools work in the same direction and
share identical principles. The drawback is that teachers may feel compelled
to apply positive education, carrying out their work with a lack of authentic
commitment. In contrast, in public schools where teachers have a lifetime
civil servant status, teachers have greater pedagogical freedom, and principals
or leadership teams cannot so easily boost the implementation of positive
education practices: this is a process that requires willingness and agreement
from the entire teaching staff. As for the second barrier, financial resources,
implementing positive education requires initial and ongoing staff training,
purchase of programs and materials, or external advice to conduct wellbeing
assessment. These are resources that not all schools may have. As such, posi-
tive education runs the risk of being implemented only in those educational
contexts that are able to hire their own staff and have adequate resources.

As mentioned previously in this chapter, positive education should be
available for 4/l schools, regardless of their characteristics or financial
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resources. Fortunately, there are some initiatives to provide free resources for
schools, including educational programs, teacher training, and tools for well-
being assessment. Table 3.2 provides online resources through which readers
can find free resources related to the practice of positive education. Further-
more, Table 3.1 provides references to two multidimensional approaches,
which are also freely available, and which will be briefly described below: the
Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues (www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/1610/cha
racter-education/resources), and the Happy Classrooms Programme (Arguis-
Rey et al., 2012).

The Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues is part of the School of
Education at the University of Birmingham (United Kingdom). That Centre
is a pioneering interdisciplinary research centre whose activity is addressed to
efforts to promote character, virtues, and values education so as to promote
human flourishing. A team of experts at this centre has developed resources
for teachers and other education stakeholders to be used in schools and other
educational settings. Among these available tools are the following:

e Teacher resources: a character education program for primary students
(aged 4-11) and another for secondary students (aged 11-16), an eval-
uation handbook for schools, teacher education resources, and some
guidelines to teach character through subjects.

e Parent resources: reading and writing resources, as well as some activities
for use by parents with their children to help them reflect on character
strengths.

The Happy Classrooms Programme is a project launched in Spain, aimed
at promoting positive education with children and young people ages 3—
18 years old. It includes two fundamental axes: mindfulness and character
strengths. This initiative is the result of several years of work by a team
of teachers and psychologists—the SATI Team. They have grounded the
program in the most recent contributions from positive psychology and offer
general guidelines as well as more than 300 hands-on activities for students.
It is freely available in English and Spanish (http://educaposit.blogspot.com).
The Happy Classrooms Programme has achieved widespread and interna-
tional recognition by the scientific community and education professionals
and has been included as a reference manual in university training programs,
master’s degrees, and doctorates by various Spanish and foreign universities.
In addition, there are currently several ongoing investigations to experimen-
tally validate the effectiveness of this program. The first of these investigations
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has recently been published and provides promising results (Lombas et al.,
2019).

Wellbeing Assessment for Schools: Guidelines
from Spain

In recent years, several models related to wellbeing evaluation in educational
settings have emerged, and it is expected that their number will increase,
as happiness becomes a more important matter in schools. There are some
noteworthy models that are being used in many schools: Visible Wellbeing
(Waters, Sun, Rusk, Aarch, & Cotton, 2017), AWE (Assessing Wellbeing in
Education; www.awesomeschools.com), Social-Emotional Wellbeing Survey
(SEW; www.acer.org/gb/sew); Pupil Attitudes to Self and School (PASS;
www.gl-assessment.co.uk); and “Emociémetro” (Technology for Emotions;
www.technologyforemotions.com), to name a few.

It should be noted that these and other initiatives require payment, and
there is a lack of free evaluation models for schools. This is often because
the development of assessment and measurement must be scientifically vali-
dated and meet high-quality standards. This requires starting from a solid
theoretical framework, developing tools with adequate levels of validity and
reliability, having a proper knowledge of statistical data analysis methods,
and so forth. For all these reasons, it is understandable that many teachers
prefer to delegate these tasks to experts outside the school. However, as
mentioned previously, not all schools have the resources to pay for such
services. Thus, the Spanish team, SATI, has been developing tools for free
distribution (http://educaposit.blogspot.com). At this time, they are avail-
able only in Spanish, but might provide some utility for speakers of other
languages. The following sections describe some characteristics of the SATI
model.

Educational Levels

These resources are addressed to all educational levels: preschool, primary and
secondary education, universities, and non-formal education.
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What to Evaluate and How to Evaluate It

The objective of this model is that teaching staff in every educational context
can carry out a wellbeing evaluation, with the necessary quality psychometric
requirements. This evaluation can be addressed to one or several groups of
students, to all students in an educational context, as well as the evaluation
of the wellbeing of teaching and non-teaching staff and of students’ families.

If the objective is to evaluate the wellbeing of all students in an educational
context, the strategy may consist of measuring wellbeing at different times.
For example, in a secondary school, evaluation can occur at three times: when
students start this educational stage, halfway through this stage, and at the
end of it. In this way, year by year results can be compared and used to
assess the evolution of students’ levels of wellbeing. SATT developers recom-
mend using an online platform, creating an account in Google Forms, which
facilitates the collection and processing of data.

What is measured is the level of happiness and unhappiness of whomever
is being assessed, as well as other complementary variables of interest. For
this, it is recommended that both happiness and unhappiness measures be
included, as well as one-dimensional and multidimensional scales of well-
being, measuring the hedonic and eudaimonic components of wellbeing.
Other variables can be included, such as school climate and mindfulness.
It is recommended to use not only self-report questionnaires administered
to students, but also questionnaires administered to teachers about their
students, performance tasks, systematic observation checklists, indicators of
students’ behaviour, and measures of academic success.

Available Resources

By clicking on the “Wellbeing Evaluation” tab on the SATT website, users will
find, among other things, the following resources:

e a general guidance document;

e acollection of questionnaires and observation scales for children and young
people ages 2—18 (some of which are also applicable with adults);

e models of questionnaires already created in Google Forms as examples so
teachers can design their own online forms;

e a wellbeing evaluation project carried out at Santiago Herndndez High
School in Zaragoza (Spain), which can serve to guide the process in other
educational contexts;
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a protocol with instructions on how to conduct evaluation sessions with

students;

e cxamples of Excel spreadsheets with analysed questionnaires, which can be
used as templates for data analysis;

e an example of wellbeing evaluation report for a school; and

e guidelines for analysing data through the free statistical programs R

Commander and PSPP.

Although the questionnaires available on this website are in Spanish, these
are well-known scales that are also validated in other languages and countries,
and users should be able to find the original versions in English or in their
respective language.

Procedure to Follow

First of all, users—students, staff, or families—should fill in the question-
naires, and teachers should collect additional data through other comple-
mentary tools. A second stage will be the analysis of results and preparation
of an evaluation report, which should be delivered to the entire school’s staff.
Finally, the evaluation report should be discussed in teacher meetings, making
it possible to plan intervention strategies to address issues found through
evaluation. The process, as such, is:

1. Completion of the questionnaires by the target population (students, staff,
or families) and collection of additional data through other tools.

2. Analysis of results and preparation of an evaluation report.

Delivery of the report to the entire school’s staff.

4. Detailed analysis of the report in teacher meetings and planning of
intervention strategies to address issues found through evaluation.

b

Possibilities for Analysing Results

In theory, any teacher can perform a wellbeing assessment in their educational
context using these resources. However, the level of depth of the analysis will
depend on previous knowledge of computing and statistics. Based on this,
three levels of analysis can be distinguished:
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e Level 1 (users with a very rudimentary level of computing and statistical
skills): once the questionnaires are completed, Google Forms automati-
cally generates very simple graphic summaries. However, the information
provided in this way is quite limited.

e Level 2 (users with an initial to average mastery of Excel, and a basic
knowledge of statistics): Google Forms allows downloading data to an
Excel sheet. Through the examples and guidelines provided on the SATI
Team’s website, it is possible to determine means and percentages, which
provide richer information.

e Level 3 (users able to handle statistical software and with average or
advanced statistics knowledge): users who want more complex analyses
can use the free programs PSPP and R Commander, which allows the
determination of any significant differences between groups of students,
or between the same group in different years, to detect gender differences,
to calculate correlations between variables, and so forth.

Usefulness of Wellbeing Evaluation Results

Wellbeing evaluation in educational settings can provide multiple benefits.
First, it helps make wellbeing visible in schools, raising awareness of its
importance and the need to nurture it. It allows for the assessment of levels
of happiness, unhappiness, school climate, mindfulness, school behaviour,
academic performance, and many other variables by groups of students and
by educational levels. It also provides direction for the design of interven-
tion programs, based on the analysis of areas in which unsatisfactory results
have been detected. Moreover, wellbeing evaluation makes possible to detect
at-risk students who may require special attention and follow-up.

A caveat to note is that when comparing results on different variables from
one year to the next, it is difficult to infer improvements due to the imple-
mented programs or interventions. For this to be possible, a control group
would be required with similar previous conditions and no treatment, some-
thing not always possible in schools. In this case, the evaluation would have
the character of research, with all that this implies adequate sample selec-
tion, control of other variables that can affect the results, etc. If this is not
feasible, it does not mean that results are useless: on the contrary, the data
may provide valuable information about students’ levels in certain variables,
their individual and group evolution, and what areas of instructional need
exist for them.
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Positive Youth Development in Education

Daniel Romer and David Hansen

There has been growing interest in positive youth development (PYD) as an
approach to promoting the health and welfare of young people. This interest
derives from the realization that there is more to understand regarding healthy
development than there is from concerns about reducing risky behaviour or
mental illness, both of which increase during adolescence and draw most of
the attention of parents, policymakers, and the general public. With these
problems at the forefront of attention, it is perhaps not surprising that
researchers have devoted a large share of their attention to these concerns.
However, there is increasing recognition that the mere absence of risk
behaviours or mental illness is not synonymous with developmental success
(Benson, Scales, Hamilton, & Sesma Jr, 2007), which Pittman and Fleming
(1991) poignantly summarized with the maxim problem-free is not fully
prepared.

PYD has always been grounded in practice first, with research following
in the 1990s to ostensibly provide empirical support for PYD practices
based on the wealth of existing practitioner expertise (Lerner et al., 2018;
Zeldin, 2000). Within the PYD framework, developmental success represents
progress towards becoming a fully functioning adult with the abilities and
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competencies to reach one’s potential while also contributing to the welfare of
the community. Certainly health-compromising behaviour habits or mental
illness can derail progress towards developmental success, but their absence
alone does not define it. Similarly, an inordinate focus on problem preven-
tion can only provide minimal insight into the factors that lead to positive
development. PYD represents a shift in how we conceptualize the “positive”
in youth development, which can ultimately lead to insights into how to
promote developmental success including reduction in health-compromising
outcomes.

What Is Positive Youth Development?

PYD as a field is a loose collection of a wide range of stakeholders (e.g.,
academic disciplines and practice) across many areas connected by philo-
sophical ideals. The nature of PYD as a collective means there is no single
theoretical model that drives the field, yet despite this, there are common
conceptual and theoretical principles that unify this multidisciplinary field.

Core theoretical tenets of PYD have been embedded within develop-
mental and psychological sciences, which view development resulting from
a complex interaction between individuals and the contexts in which they
reside (Lerner, 1998). At the individual level, PYD theory asserts that indi-
viduals seek to be intentional, active agents or producers of their development
(Larson, 2000; Lerner, Theokas, & Jelicic, 2005). That is, within the PYD
framework every person has an inherent capacity for positive growth—to
exercise personal agency—that pushes them to develop skills and competen-
cies consonant with their goals.

Youth, as active agents, are also embedded within a community with
various contexts, ecologies, and relationships from which they select to prior-
itize personal development (Benson et al., 2007). A positive developmental
trajectory occurs when these various settings support or nurture individuals’
agency as producers of their own development (Duerden, Widmer, & Witt,
2017). In addition, positive development is further enhanced when individ-
uals are involved in multiple and, ideally, interconnected, supportive settings
within a community. Community, then, is an important mechanism through
which positive development occurs.

In this chapter we review the various research streams stemming from PYD
that have sought to understand the factors that promote positive develop-
ment especially as they apply to both formal and informal education. We
begin with a review of the philosophical ideas that have foreshadowed much
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of this research, namely the writings of Aristotle. His ideas not only provide a
blueprint for many of the theories advanced to study PYD but also for ques-
tions that could receive more attention. PYD is a loosely connected field of
research and practice guided to these philosophical ideals rather than a tightly
orchestrated agenda. As such, we review a broad base of research, theory, and
practice, with an eye towards educational application.

Philosophical Roots of PYD

Aristotle’s theories of human development have not only animated recent
approaches to PYD but have been a long-standing influence on the evolu-
tion of democratic rule in the Western world. Aristotle’s theory of happiness
as the ultimate objective of life played a large role in subsequent theories of
human rights as exemplified by the U.S. Declaration of Independence and
Constitution in which the “pursuit of happiness” was a motivating force. His
focus on living a virtuous life was also a source of inspiration for the develop-
ment of public education in America. It is critical therefore to unwrap what
Aristotle meant by happiness and virtue because these concepts have been
subject to different interpretations. In addition, despite his inspiration for
modern discussion of wellbeing and positive development, his ideas have not
always been faithfully interpreted, as we describe below.

The term used by Greek philosophers to connote happiness was eudai-
monia, which literally means good spirit. Aristotle’s (1999) theory of happi-
ness was laid out in his Nichomachean Ethics, a rather compact tome that
has been translated many times in different languages. It is believed that he
titled the book after his son, Nichomachas, and intended the book to be a
guide for life. For Aristotle, happiness is the ultimate objective of life because
achieving it is sufficient to itself. Acting in ways that promote happiness is
therefore living a good life. Pursuing one’s goals, such as having a significant
other in one’s life, raising children, and contributing to one’s community are
all virtuous pursuits, as is perfecting one’s talents. But the way in which one
does these things also matters, which is why he argued that living the good
life meant living “in accord with the virtues” (p. 1099a, 21).

An important distinction in Aristotle’s thinking was the difference between
seeking pleasure and seeking happiness. Pleasure can certainly be an impor-
tant by-product of happiness, but it is not the objective. This is easy to see
in that one can gain pleasure from doing things that are harmful to others
and oneself. Since seeking pleasure is not a sign of virtue, maximizing plea-
sure cannot be the ultimate objective of living a good life. This view of
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seeking happiness rather than pleasure differs from an approach to decision-
making in daily life that emphasizes the hedonistic outcomes of behaviour
that underlie many approaches to both psychology and economics. Aris-
totle rejected the hedonistic approach by focusing on the virtuous sources
of decision-making. He thus linked the happy life to the ethical life.

Aristotle argued that people should strive to live a life that exemplifies
universal virtues, including what he called the major virtues of character:
Justice, temperance, and courage. He saw these goals as the basis of ethics,
which are closely related to the Greek term for character (ethos). One acts
with justice by treating others with fairness and respect. One acts with
temperance by steering away from maximizing pleasure and avoiding pain
as the main criteria for decisions in life: what we now call self-regulation.
Finally, one acts with courage by standing up for oneself and one’s ideals
and not fearing the pursuit of difficult goals, which shares similarities with
modern conceptualizations of personal agency.

For Aristotle, pursuing virtue requires moderation. That is, if one only
wants to maximize pleasure and avoid pain, then one will ignore the virtues of
justice, temperance, and courage. For example, one will cheat others to gain
an advantage, or become angry when something disappoints, or be afraid to
stand up for one’s rights. In each case, one is encouraged to follow the middle
path, which will lead to virtue but not necessarily the most pleasant path.
The path of moderation also leads to pursuing goals that are worthy for their
own sake rather than to please others. This concept is evident in theories that
emphasize what is now called intrinsic motivation.

Aristotle also prized what he called virtues of reason, such as prudence,
which entails careful deliberation to consider the consequences of one’s
actions for both oneself and others to reach good decisions before acting.
The prudent person considers the particulars of a decision so that one can
satisfy the virtues while also achieving one’s goals. As one matures, one also
gains practical wisdom, which is knowing how to confront challenging ethical
decisions (Wren, 2014).

In order to cultivate a virtuous life, Aristotle placed responsibility on
parents and adults in the community to train its youth to recognize and
develop the character of a virtuous person and the reasoning skills of the
prudent person. In proposing the virtuous life as the guide to behaviour,
Aristotle effectively linked ethics to character. Linking ethics to character
development also has implications for positive development with his sugges-
tion that the best way to develop a virtuous life is to practice acting in a
virtuous manner. Aristotle viewed such practice as a necessary step to devel-
oping a virtuous character since virtuous character was unlikely to come
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naturally. The best way to cultivate virtuous character required practice with
the support and guidance of adults (see also Sherman, 1991).

Aristotle also emphasized the importance of politics as a source of virtue.
The political system in his view has the responsibility of fostering virtue in
its citizens, and thus an important part of this responsibility is the education
of the young to appreciate the virtues of good government. The body politic
also has the responsibility of enacting laws that will be beneficial to the public.
This idea also was appreciated in America’s movement towards public educa-
tion in that it was hoped that universal education would inculcate the virtues
of citizenship in young people. Horace Mann, the father of public education
in the U.S., was a firm believer in the importance of the pursuit of happi-
ness as a “law of our nature” and advocated for a system of public education
that should have as its aims “social efficiency, civic virtue, and character...”
(Cubberley, 1919, p. 167). John Dewey (1961) elaborated on this theme with
his advocacy for democratic schools that enable the individual to become an
active participant in democracy.

Finally, Aristotle emphasized the importance of relationships, especially
friendships, as a key component of a happy life. In his view, connection with
others who can share in the virtuous life enhances the ability of the individual
to do so as well.

From Philosophical Ideals to Contemporary
Views of Happiness

Aristotle’s conceptualization of happiness, with an emphasis on a virtuous life
lived in connection with society, can be clearly seen in contemporary PYD
concepts and frameworks. Before considering how PYD embodies Aristotle’s
conception of happiness, we contrast his eudemonic interpretation of happi-
ness with some current approaches to happiness associated with the positive
psychology movement, some of which focus more heavily on the hedonic
aspects of happiness, such as the successful pursuit of pleasure.

Happiness and Positive Psychology

Achieving happiness has become a subject of great popular interest, which
is partly a result of the emergence of positive psychology as a discipline.
Led by Martin Seligman (Forgeard, Jayawickreme, Kern, & Seligman, 2011;
Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), this approach explicitly focuses on the
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factors that Aristotle noted as promoting a happy life, including the recog-
nition of virtue and character strengths as guides to happiness (Peterson
& Seligman, 2004) and the practice of virtuous habits, such as showing
gratitude to those who have helped us rather than dwelling on the disap-
pointments that may have hindered our success.

Despite the influence of Aristotle’s conception of happiness, the pursuit
of pleasure has remained a feature of positive psychology. In a review of
the concept of happiness, Seligman and colleagues (Forgeard et al., 2011)
suggested that a useful way to define happiness is to consider it as a form
of wellbeing or flourishing with five components: positive emotion, engage-
ment, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment or PERMA. These five
elements “are the best approximation of what humans pursue for their own
sake” (p. 97) They proposed that this definition includes both hedonic and
eudemonic perspectives and therefore provides a more complete picture of
what one means by happiness.

Another approach proposed by Keyes (2007) following on Ryff (1989)
overlaps with Seligman and colleagues’ focus on positive emotion, but it
includes a variety of other factors that overlap with achievement and meaning,
such as purpose in life, self-acceptance, positive relationships, and personal
growth. As these approaches suggest, positive affect and emotion are consid-
ered prominent features of happiness. However, the field of PYD has tended
to view these features as more of an effect of PYD than a motivator for
development, as we illustrate next.

Eudemonic Versus Hedonic Approaches to Happiness

The conflict between the eudemonic and hedonic approaches to happiness
has received considerable attention in psychology (e.g., Kashdan, Biswas-
Diener, & King, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Waterman, 2007). This is
perhaps sparked by some strands of positive psychology that have equated
happiness with pleasure in the sense of maximizing pleasant affect and satis-
faction with life: for example, the approach to wellbeing promoted by Diener
et al. (2006). This approach de-emphasizes Aristotle’s view that happiness is
necessarily linked to living a virtuous life. The disregard for virtue may reflect
the desire to measure happiness as defined by the individual rather than as
defined by theories of virtue (Kashdan et al., 2008). Asking people how satis-
fied they presently are with their lives or how much pleasant affect they have
recently experienced assesses wellbeing without constraining its definition.
When this is done, there is an interesting U-shaped relation between satis-
faction and age, with satisfaction starting to decline in adolescence and not
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returning to its early level until late in life (see Fig. 4.1; Qu & de Vaus, 2015).
If this definition is correct, then people are less than happy throughout most
of their adult lives. A recent international study of life satisfaction (Jebb et al.,
2020) confirmed this pattern of life satisfaction declining relative to age 20
in most regions of the world. But it is reasonable to expect that happiness in
Aristotle’s terms will increase during the lifespan as people gain wisdom and
experience acting in accord with the virtues.

When people are surveyed using a measure more in line with Aristotle,
a different pattern appears. In a study by Steger et al. (2009), the authors
conducted a large online survey of persons ages 18—70 that examined age
differences in happiness that asked about the presence of meaning in one’s life
(e.g., I have a good sense of what makes my life meaningful) and the search
for meaning in one’s life (e.g., I am seeking a purpose or mission for my life).
Trends in these measures were different from what was reported in Fig. 4.1.
During the early adult period (ages 18-44), there was a decline in the pres-
ence of meaning and high levels of search for meaning. However, for older
adults, achieving meaning increased with age while the search for it declined.
Although ratings of satisfaction comparable to those taken in Fig. 4.1 were
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Fig. 4.1 Mean ratings of life satisfaction on a scale from 0 = completely dissatisfied
to 10 = completely satisfied, by age and gender from 2001 to 2012 in Australia
(Original image published in Qu, L., & de Vaus, D. [2015]. Life satisfaction across life
course transitions [Australian Family Trends, No. 8; p. 14], by Australian Institute of
Family Studies. This image is licensed under an All Rights Reserved License, and is
not available under a Creative Commons license)



82 D. Romer and D. Hansen

positively related to the discovery of meaning (at about » = .60), the age
trends were different, suggesting that for meaning, once one enters middle
age at about age 45, there is a steady increase in reports of meaning and
a steady decline in the search for it, with both trends exceeding the levels
observed in early adulthood (higher for presence and lower for search). These
trends are more in line with what one would expect from an Aristotelian
perspective towards happiness. They suggest that although we are not as satis-
fied with our lives as we progress from adolescence, this is more a result of our
search for purpose than a source of disappointment. The findings also suggest
that the search for meaning in early development provides opportunities for
youth centred programs to facilitate the discovery of such meaning for each
individual.

A Eudemonic Approach in Psychology

Because the virtues are a form of excellence in action and reasoning that
spring from one’s unique interests and talents, theories that focus on intrinsic
motivation are adopting this line of thought. The perhaps most well-
developed psychological theory of intrinsic motivation is Deci and Ryan’s
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Shogren & Little,
2017). They argued that to encourage learning and adaptive decision-making,
one should use strategies that enable youth to follow their own interests in a
supportive environment that promotes what they called auzonomy. An envi-
ronment that promotes autonomy enables parents, adults and communities
to encourage development of curiosity and self-determination in youth. In
short, activities that evoke the most passion (i.e., intrinsic motivation) will be
the most fulfilling.

Aristotle’s virtue of prudence can be seen in Deci and Ryan’s focus on
the importance of competencies to achieve one’s goals. Competency involves
learning basic skills of decision-making, as well as other skills, so that one
can best achieve one’s goals. And finally, they suggested that people have a
need for relatedness or connection with others in order to become fully self-
determined actors, which follows from the importance of justice along with
parenting and friendship as important sources of upbringing and virtue.

Despite the reliance on eudemonic principles, Deci and Ryan do not
emphasize the virtues as a source of happiness. Nevertheless, their theory does
link with some of the major principles of PYD, as we illustrate below. The
theory also emphasizes the importance of action and prudence as sources
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of happiness, which is related to Aristotle’s notion of good character and
reasoning as the embodiment of virtue.

Current Embodiments of Eudaimonia in Positive
Youth Development

The 5C’s Plus Contribution

As noted, training to develop a virtuous character requires practice in the
actions that comprise virtue. A leading model of PYD focuses on what is
termed the five C’s plus contribution popularized by Pittman et al. (2000)
and others (Lerner et al., 2000; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003): connection,
competence, character, caring, confidence, and contribution. Lerner (2004)
made contribution the centrepiece of his theory of thriving. Programs and
policies that advance these objectives of development tend to focus on one or
more, but they all tend to touch on at least one.

e Connection. PYD is facilitated by strong guidance and bonding with
parents and other adults in one’s community. Bonding with parents during
childhood is a powerful factor in healthy development, and the ability
to form close supportive relationships with parents, peers, and adults is
integral for developing virtuous habits. This characteristic plays out in
schools where positive climates between students and teachers are thought
to encourage respect for the individual and foster academic achievement. It
also applies to other community settings, such as out-of-school programs.

e Competence. Building agentic and adaptive decision-making skills is a
cornerstone of PYD. This has been an important factor in many school
programs that aim to encourage healthy development and to prevent
problem behaviour. Included in these programs are specific skills that
further the virtue of temperance which includes self-control over impulses
and the ability to cooperate with peers.

e Character: This aspect of PYD reflects the person’s ability to recognize and
be sensitive to the virtues in oneself and others, including the three main
virtues of justice, temperance, and courage.

e Caring: This aspect of character emphasizes the importance of sensitivity
to the needs of others, which is closely aligned with justice, respect for
others, and generosity.

e Confidence: This is the virtue of courage to believe in oneself and to stand
up for the ideals that one holds dear.
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e Contribution: This is the desire to make one’s community stronger and
to the fostering of virtues in the community. This element is considered a
consequence of the 5Cs and is often studied as such. It is also embodied in
the notion of the virtuous citizen whose strengths can be cultivated through

programs of PYD (Lerner, 2004).

While PYD does not explicitly focus on happiness as an objective, the
promotion and development of the above strengths is consistent with the
acquisition of habits that lead to happiness in the eudemonic sense. The
absence of any mention of life satisfaction or positive emotion is perhaps what
distinguishes the PYD approach from some elements of positive psychology
as an approach to youth and adult development.

Assessment of the “5C’s Plus” Contribution

The 5C’s not only serve as aspirations for PYD programs, they have also
been measured in programs designed to advance PYD objectives. Lerner and
colleagues have developed self-report assessments of the 5C’s that have high
reliability and appear to be explained by a higher-order PYD factor (Geldhof
et al., 2014; Lewin-Bizan et al., 2010). The samples for this research were
recruited in a longitudinal study of the 4-H program for youth discussed
below. In the more recent study by Geldhof et al. (2014), the sample of 7071
youth spanned the entire range of the study from 5th to 12th grade. The
higher-order PYD factor was positively correlated at all grades along with
a measure of contribution. In addition, the scale was inversely related to a
measure of depressive symptoms and problem behaviours. In Lewin-Bizan
et al. (2010), trajectories of the PYD factor indicated that for most of the
youth attending the 4-H program (67%), PYD increased from 5th to 10th
grade. A small group (6%) exhibited declines.

A study conducted with students ages 11-19 in the Republic of Ireland
also found support for the presence of a higher order PYD factor in both
younger and older students (Conway et al., 2015). In this sample, there was
also evidence that younger students (ages 11-14) had higher PYD scores
than older students (ages 15-19). Nevertheless, the finding that PYD was
positively related to a measure of contribution and negatively related to a
measure of depressive symptoms and risk behaviour was replicated for both
age groups.
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Developmental Assets and Thriving

Another embodiment of PYD focuses on developmental assets as the building
blocks of #hriving in adolescents and young adults (Scales, Benson, & Leffert,
2000; Scales et al., 2016). The assets approach has been studied in large
surveys of adolescents by researchers at the Search Institute (https://www.sea
rch-institute.org/). They defined thriving as encompassing seven outcomes:
School success is seen as evidence of striving for excellence, while being a leader,
helping others and valuing diversity are signs of caring. The ability ro delay
gratification and to maintain good physical health are signs of the ability to self-
regulate and make healthy decisions. Finally, the ability to overcome adversity
can be seen as a sign of courage.

With these outcomes in mind, Scales and colleagues (Lefferts et al., 1998)
proposed eight potential overarching assets that would enable a young person
to thrive. These included four external assets: support from family and others
in the community, empowerment in the community, boundaries and expecta-
tions for safe behaviour, and the presence of youth programs that promote
constructive use of time. An additional four personal assets were seen as critical
to thriving: commitment to learning, positive values that exemplify virtuous
behaviour (e.g., honesty, caring, justice), social competencies such as good
decision-making skills, and a positive identity that includes a sense of purpose
in life and a positive view of the future.

In the first large-scale evaluation of the assets framework, Lefferts et al.
(1998) administered a survey to 99,462 youth in grades 6 through 12 that
assessed self-reports of the various assets and indicators of thriving. It was
noteworthy that external assets tended to decline from middle to high school.
For example, family support was endorsed by 71% of boys and girls in
middle school but only by 59 and 60% of boys and gitls respectively in high
school. There was more heterogeneity in developmental change in internal
assets. Most remained at about the same levels, but in some cases, there
were declines, such as for restraint (from 53 to 25% in boys and from 67
to 36% in girls), perhaps reflecting the increasing tendency for exploration in
adolescence.

Despite the age differences, many of the assets were inversely related to
various risky behaviours, such as the use of drugs and other anti-social activ-
ities. This finding is consistent with the argument that PYD is protective
for the development of unhealthy behaviour in adolescence. There was also
evidence that many assets were protective against depression and suicidal
ideation.
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A later study examined the relation between assets and indices of thriving
in a subsample of 6000 youth of the Lefferts et al. (1998) study (Scales,
Benson, et al., 2000). In general, regarding thriving indicators, high school
youth were less likely to affirm support for diversity than middle school
students, male students were more likely to report overcoming adversity,
and older students also reported overcoming adversity more than younger
students. Regarding overall assets, the stronger the assets that students
reported, the more likely they were to report indicators of thriving: school
success, overcoming adversity, maintaining health, and delaying gratification.
The various assets explained about 50% of the variance in thriving apart from
demographic differences, and this pattern held for all of the various racial and
ethnic groups that were included in the sample. Curiously, developmental
assets accounted for less of the overcoming adversity indicator than of the
other measures of thriving.

Scales et al. (2000) also examined an important tenet of PYD—that
development is enhanced when individuals are embedded within multiple
supportive contexts in a community. Consistent with this tenet, the amount
of time youth spent in out-of-school programs correlated consistently and
relative strongly with most of the thriving outcomes. Scales et al. interpreted
this as a result of the many out-of-school programs basing their practices
on PYD principles, such as “access to caring adults and responsible peers, as
well as skill building activities that can reinforce the values and skills that are
associated with doing well in school and maintaining good physical health.
Further, youth programs may provide more opportunities than other contexts
for youth to serve in leadership roles” (p. 43).

In a more recent analysis of the assets approach for the transition to adult-
hood, Scales et al. (2016) noted the apparent decline during high school
in students’ perceptions of external assets. Based on these findings, they
suggested that adolescents in the U.S. are not well prepared to make the
difficult transition to adulthood.

In summary, two dominant approaches to PYD that are consistent with
a eudemonic approach to happiness have defined major components of this
concept and have developed self-report assessments that have been success-
fully administered to middle and high school youth. This research has made
strides in defining the elements of PYD, but it has not identified the educa-
tional components that can promote PYD. It is to these approaches that we
turn next.
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Educational Approaches to PYD
Social-Emotional Learning

Social-emotional learning (SEL) has become the most well-known approach
to PYD in the U.S. It encompasses a variety of programs to develop social
and reasoning skills primarily for elementary and middle school contexts.
This approach follows a long tradition focused on the importance of adaptive
decision-making (e.g., judgement and decision-making; Klaczynski, 2005),
which is also a cornerstone of Aristotle’s reasoning virtues. The virtuous
decision maker learns to generate alternative solutions to any problem and
to evaluate the solutions with regard to likely outcomes. Furthermore, in
considering consequences, one needs to consider their effects on others, espe-
cially their welfare in addition to that of the actor. This paradigm has been
widely followed in programs that encourage adaptive problem-solving. For
example, one of the earliest is the 7 Can Problem Solve approach of Shure and
Spivack (1982) designed for use in preschool to grade 6 to encourage adaptive
responses to common conflicts, such as sharing of resources or confronting
bullying (Shure, 2001, 2003).

Effective problem-solving strategies are also central to the development
of self-determination because they enable the individual to exert control
over the process of making difficult decisions. These strategies also focus
on emotional self-regulation to regulate one’s temper as well as to recognize
others’ feelings. Thus, it is not surprising that these strategies are fundamental
to school programs that develop competencies in what has become known as
social-emotional learning .

According to Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, and Schellinger
(2011), youth in SEL programs are taught how to acquire “core competencies
to recognize and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, appre-
ciate the perspectives of others, establish and maintain positive relationships,
make responsible decisions, and handle interpersonal situations construc-
tively” (p. 406). These competencies are clearly valuable, and this has given
the approach much of its appeal. In addition, the meta-analysis of Durlak
etal. (2011) indicated that programs that developed these skills also enhanced
academic outcomes, which also added to its appeal. Kern et al. (2017)
provided an overview of the various evaluations of these programs which have
tended to show favourable outcomes in terms of better school achievement
and fewer unhealthy behaviours in elementary and middle schools.

The challenge that such a broad set of goals raises, however, is how to
adapt the educational mission and curricula of schools to achieve them. Some
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programs have focused heavily on training the various skills that are encom-
passed by SEL isolated from a school’s curriculum without considering how
the training can best be integrated into the school curriculum. Attempting
to teach SEL skills in isolation has created a somewhat unrealistic expecta-
tion about the ability of SEL programs to produce the results promised, such
as improved academic achievement. As a result, many programs that claim
to train SEL skills may do so without integrating them into the school’s
educational practices and, consequently, there is considerable variation in
outcomes. For example, while it is expected that developing SEL competen-
cies should reduce anti-social behaviour such as bullying, not all programs
have been successful in this endeavour (Jones et al., 2017). SEL programs
have also been more easily adapted for younger children than for adolescents
(Yeager, 2017), perhaps because adolescents require a greater degree of respect
for their autonomy than typical SEL training allows.

Although meta-analyses of SEL programs in schools tend to show
favourable effects, many of the studies have not employed random assign-
ment to conditions, nor have they validated assessments across all of the
outcomes that are expected to be improved by SEL training. In response, the
U.S. Department of Education undertook an intensive evaluation of seven
programs that were regarded as having a strong evidence base (Social and
Character Development Research Consortium, 2010). The study was carried
out in six states with 42 schools that were randomly assigned to receive the
interventions versus continuing their regular programming. The programs
were evaluated starting in third grade and continued through fifth grade.
In total, over 6000 students were included in the evaluation. One of the
programs focused more on character education, which is a strategy discussed
below. Although all of the programs were found to implement their teaching
objectives, the evaluation was essentially unable to identify consistent effects
on the many outcomes said to comprise SEL outcomes during the period of
the intervention. One of the interventions did begin to demonstrate effects
after continued intervention into the seventh and eighth grades (Duncan
et al., 2017).

It is clear that to reach the many goals of SEL, one needs a strategy
for achieving them within the school context. As noted by Brunn (2014),
“[tlhe difficult thing for schools is not deciding whether or not to include
social and emotional learning with the academic curriculum. The challenge
is trying to figure out how to do it” (p. 265). Simply providing students with
skills disconnected from the context in which they are practiced may not be
sufficient to produce lasting change.
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We illustrate how schools can integrate SEL principles into the school
curriculum by looking at two programs that successfully achieved this goal.
These programs use a whole school approach in which teachers are trained to
create a caring environment that increases attachment to the school and that
fosters a cooperative and respectful climate. We now turn to programs that
focus on creating a school climate that fosters the goals of PYD.

School Climate

Successful PYD programs in schools adopt a whole-school approach that inte-
grates the goals of PYD into the academic program. This approach, like SEL,
has many exemplars but also tends to be implemented at the elementary level.
In this approach, the aim is to create a learning environment that is safe
and respectful of student needs. Students are given a voice in how classes are
structured and cooperation in group activities is encouraged. Two successful
exemplars of this approach are the Seattle Social Development Project (SSSP)
(Hawkins et al., 2001) and the Child Development Project (CDP) of the
Developmental Studies Center (Battistich et al., 2004). Both programs adopt
as the primary goal the establishment of a caring school climate that encour-
ages bonding or attachment to the teachers and fellow students, an important
form of connection. In these climates, students feel part of a community that
is accepting and respectful of individuals. In the process, students adopt the
norms and behaviours inculcated by teachers in their instructional styles (cf.
LaRusso, Romer, & Selman, 2007).

What distinguishes these programs is the careful integration of PYD goals
into the curriculum such that students learn how to cooperate and show
respect towards each other and towards teachers by engaging in activities that
embody these goals. For example, in the CDP, “students work together in
pairs or small groups on tasks that require collaboration and often have group
products” (Solomon, Battistich, Watson, Schaps, & Lewis, 2000, p. 6). In
addition, “teachers discuss with students the values—such as fairness, consid-
eration for others, responsibility—that underlie groupwork and the specific
social skills and behavior from the values” (p. 7). They also learn decision-
making skills as part of the academic program. This strategy is consistent
with the Aristotelian approach of doing virtuous activity in order to develop
virtuous capacities.

Evaluations of both programs have shown that attachment to school is a
primary outcome from which other effects stem. In the case of the SSSP,
school bonding was assessed with items reflecting liking for school. These
effects lasted until the last years of high school indicating that early bonding
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experiences endured into later years of schooling. Remaining attached to
school is an important outcome in its own right because it tends to
enhance academic achievement and reduce unhealthy behaviours, such as
drug use and early sexual activity, all of which were observed as a result of
the SSSP (Hawkins et al., 2001). In the case of the CDP, measures of seeing
the school as a community were stronger in intervention schools with an
effect size of » = .47, and this outcome mediated a range of PYD outcomes,
such as feeling a sense of heightened intrinsic academic motivation, with an
effect size of » = .33.

These examples illustrate the potential for implementing PYD programs
in elementary schools with lasting effects. Evidence for middle and high
schools is less robust. However, there is evidence that schools that encourage
respectful relations between students and teachers in a fair disciplinary struc-
ture promote enhanced academic outcomes even in grades 9 through 12 (e.g.,
Cornell, Shulka, & Konold, 2016). There is also evidence that school climates
that encourage respectful relations reduce adverse interpersonal events such as
bullying (Voight & Nation, 2016). A meta-analysis across 51 studies mostly
in the USA and Australia found that relationships with teachers play a large
role in reports of school attachment at the high school level (Allen et al.,
2018).

Character Education

The field of character education overlaps with SEL and other approaches to
PYD, but according to Berkowitz and Bier (2014):

Character is the set of psychological characteristics that motivate and enable an
individual to function as a competent moral agent. In other words, it is those
aspects of one’s psychological makeup that impact whether one does the right
thing, whether that entails telling the truth, helping an unpopular student who
is in jeopardy, resisting the temptation to cheat or steal, or some other matter
of moral functioning. (p. 250)

This definition clearly places ethics at the centre of character education, a
focus in line with the Aristotelian approach to happiness. Berkowitz sees char-
acter education as a subset of SEL, which we have already discussed. However,
because SEL does not directly focus on ethics per se, this leaves the ques-
tion of how best to inculcate the virtues into schooling unexplained. Indeed,
Berkowitz and Bier in their latest review essentially sidestep this question.
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Another approach to character education is presented by Davidson,
Lickona, and Khmelkov (2014), who encapsulate it as containing two goals,
the development of performance and moral character. Performance character
is the set of qualities or assets that enable one “to realize one’s potential
for excellence” (p. 293) such as developing an ethic of perseverance. Moral
character is the set of virtues that enable one to treat others with respect
and care. These two aspects of character are closely in line with Aristotelian
approaches to self-fulfilment and happiness. They cite approaches that can
be used in high schools to cultivate both sides of character, one of which is
service learning, to which we turn below.

In a yet different approach, Narvez and Bock (2014) argued for the devel-
opment of “moral expertise” much again in line with Aristotle: “applying the
right virtue in the right amount in the right way at the right time” (p. 142).
Their approach emphasizes the same principles that have been identified in
the creation of supportive social climates in schools, such as establishing
caring relationships with students and encouraging respect for peers as well
as teachers in a cooperative learning environment. They also highlight the
importance of developing a civic identity so that the student will be able
to become a virtuous citizen. This form of PYD is advanced through civic
education, which we also discuss below.

Organized Youth Programs

Early conceptions of PYD focused on the importance of youth programs
available outside of the typical school day. These programs were seen as
providing opportunities for youth to develop talents and become connected
to their community. Advocates of this source of PYD noted that programs
such as 4H-Clubs, Boys and Girls Clubs, and scouting have long been
promoted as avenues for PYD. During the early 2000s, scholars began to
identify components of out-of-school programs that promote positive devel-
opment (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2004; Eccles &
Gootman, 2002; Lerner, 2004; Mahoney, Larson, Eccles, & Lord, 2005).
In 2005, the U.S. National Research Council and Institute of Medicine
published a summary of the research on community programs that promote
positive development (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). In this publication,
scholars identified eight features of positive developmental settings including:
physical and psychological safety, appropriate structure, supportive relation-
ships, opportunities to belong, positive social norms, support for efficacy,
and mattering, opportunities for skill-building, and integration of family,
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school, and community efforts. These features embody PYD principles and
have served to frame research on organized youth programs.

Participation and PYD. A recent analysis by Agans et al. (2014) from the
Lerner longitudinal study of out-of-school participation in grades 7 through
12 identified the importance of sustained participation in such programs.
They found that youth who reported greater overall participation in various
out-of-school programs over the course of middle and high school expe-
rienced greater levels of PYD as measured by the 5Cs. Not surprisingly,
sports programs were the most popular activity, but religious programs were
also quite popular, especially among youth who participated in multiple
programs. These youth also tended to experience less depression and lower
levels of risk behaviour, although this was not consistently true across the
entire age span. In addition, two Cs were most important as outcomes of
PYD, connection, and competencies, again reflecting what has been found in
the SEL approach and what is emphasized by Deci and Ryan as important
components of intrinsic motivation.

PYD and developmental experiences. Hansen and Larson conceptual-
ized and developed a PYD research agenda around youth developmental
experiences (e.g., goal setting, prosocial norms) in organized youth programs
(Hansen, Larson, & Dworkin, 2003; Hansen, Moore, & Jessop, 2018;
Hansen, Skorupski, & Arrington, 2010; Larson & Hansen, 2005; Larson,
Hansen, & Moneta, 2006; Larson, Hansen, & Walker, 2005; Larson,
Lampkins-Uthando, & Armstrong, 2014). An example of a specific develop-
mental experience resulting from youth programs is related to identity: 7his
activity got me thinking about who I am (Hansen & Larson, 2002). Theo-
retically, these developmental experiences form the basis for learning positive
skills and competencies, although there is not yet research explicitly linking
specific experiences to relevant skills.

In a study with a representative sample of 2280 11th grade students,
Larson et al. (2006) examined profiles of developmental experiences across
a wide range of out-of-school programs in which students participated.
Results indicated that different types of youth programs, such as sports and
arts, demonstrated distinct profiles of experiences. For example, compared
to other youth programs, faith-based programs were associated with higher
rates of identity, initiative, emotion regulation, teamwork and social skills,
positive relationship, and adult network and social capital experiences. By
way of comparison, sports were associated with higher rates of initiative,
emotion regulation, and teamwork experiences but lower rates of identity,
positive relationships, and adult network experiences. It is important to
note that comparisons of developmental experiences between youth programs
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and English and Math classes indicated that youth programs were rated
considerably higher on all developmental experiences.

Using a subsample of the representative sample in Larson et al. (20006),
Hansen and Larson (2007) examined the association between developmental
experiences and four program involvement indicators: “dosage” (hours per
week), motivations for participating in the program, holding a lead role,
and the ratio of adults-to-youth in the program. Results indicated that each
of the indicators was independently associated with PYD developmental
experiences, accounting for a total of 23% of the variance in experiences.

Opverall, research on adolescents” developmental experiences suggests orga-
nized youth activities are a beneficial context for PYD. What this line of
research does not yet address is the impact, both immediate and long term,
of positive experiences on skill development. In addition, the measure of
developmental experiences, the Youth Experience Survey (YES), was devel-
oped specifically to reflect the youth program setting. Thus, how well these
experiences capture PYD experiences in other settings is unknown.

Program characteristics that promote PYD. Meta-analyses of the effects
of extracurricular programs have produced mixed results. This is likely due
to the great heterogeneity in program goals and strategies for attaining them.
Durlak, Weissberg, and Pachan (2010) examined a wide range of programs
mostly in the USA and found that the programs that followed what they
called SAFE implementation were the most successful in achieving favourable
outcomes. These programs had practices that were sequenced, active, focused,
and explicit. In short, they used strategies that employed a structured set of
goals that helped youth to build social and personal skills as described in
their program manual and used active rather than merely didactic teaching
styles that were focused on specific learning goals. They identified 41 SAFE
programs out of 68 that had been studied. Most of the programs were
designed for local elementary and middle school students rather than being
part of large national organizations such as the 4-H or Boys and Girls clubs.

Durlak et al. (2010) looked at several outcomes, such as self-perceptions
(e.g., self-esteem and self-efficacy) as well as bonding to school and school
achievement as important effects. They found that the SAFE programs
produced effects in the range of » = .14 (for school attendance) to » = .37
(for self-perceptions). However, the effects for the other programs were largely
negligible. Thus, their review suggested that appropriately designed programs
could produce favourable outcomes.

Despite the favourable review by Durlak et al. (2010), a Campbell system-
atic review of out-of-school programs found limited effects on academic or
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behavioural outcomes (Zief, Lauver, & Maynard, 2006). The lack of consis-
tent effects led Ciocanel, Power, Eriksen, and Gillings (2017) to conduct
another evaluation of organized youth programs. They attempted to iden-
tify all randomized trials in both the published and unpublished literature
and to use established criteria for program quality. With these criteria, they
identified 24 programs, 20 of which were conducted in the U.S. The average
ages ranged from 10 to 16 at baseline.

Ciocanel et al. (2017) examined three classes of outcomes: academic
including grades in school, self-perceptions of efficacy and esteem, and
prosocial and problem behaviour. There were small effects on academic
achievement with an effect size of » = .22. There were also effects on self-
perceptions with a size of » = .19. No effects on social or problem behaviour
were observed. The authors also noted heterogeneity in effects that seemed to
be stronger for lower risk youth.

The authors of this evaluation were less enthusiastic about the current
state of out-of-school programs. However, the programs that were included
in the review seemed to focus on problem behaviour and school performance,
without much attention to the 5C’s or contribution.

Youth-adult partnerships. This strand of research has focused on the role
of adults in partnering with young people as a means of advancing PYD
(Ramey & Rose-Krasnor, 2012; Sullivan & Larson, 2010; Zeldin, 2000),
and has examined the effects that youth have on adults as they attempt to
enter into cooperation with adults in the community. It also recognizes the
negative stereotypes that adults hold of youth that hinder their willingness
to include young people’s voice in their programs. Reviews of characteristics
of out-of-school activities that appear to make them successful use interviews
with both youth and adults. These studies generally find that youth programs
are most successful “when youth felt respected, were able to contribute, and
played meaningful roles that drew on their strengths” (Sullivan & Larson,
2010; p. 101).

In summary, there is considerable room for refinement of out-of-school
programs. Although the Durlak et al. (2010) review identified successful
programs, the content of those programs remains obscure other than that they
employed SAFE strategies (see also Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016, for similar
concerns). Agans et al. (2014) study did not involve random assignment, so it
is not clear whether the youth who participated in more programs were just
more capable of exhibiting PYD. The same can be said about the findings
of Scales et al. (2000). On the other hand, even if out-of-school programs
largely reflect selection effects, it is reassuring to know that they are associ-
ated with more favourable PYD outcomes given their widespread availability
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in many locales. The challenge is to identify the program characteristics that
can lead to stronger outcomes relevant to the PYD agenda, such as personal
assets or the 5Cs.

Civics Education

Development of civic virtues is clearly relevant to the PYD agenda, since
it is designed to encourage participation in community decision-making.
As noted above, it is often cited as an objective of character education
(Berkowitz, Althof, & Jones, 2008; Narvez & Bock, 2014). However, interest
in civics as an educational objective predates the emergence of the PYD
approach to healthy development. Studies of the effects of civic educa-
tion go back to at least 1967 in the studies of Hess and Torney (1967).
One stream of this research concerns the basic function of civics education,
namely the acquisition of knowledge about one’s government and regulations
regarding participation in it, including voting (e.g., Niemi & Junn, 1998).
Indeed, considerable evidence supports the importance of civics knowledge as
a marker of active citizenship, such as voting (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996).
It would be expected that exposure to civics classes in schools would lead to
greater knowledge about it and hence to civic outcomes such as voting. But
the correlation between taking civics classes and knowledge is small (Niemi
& Junn, 1998). And the relation between civics knowledge and actual polit-
ical participation in young people is also tenuous (Pasek, Feldman, Romer,
& Hall Jamieson, 2008; Reichert, 2016).

Since the ground-breaking work of Hess and Torney (1967) and because
of its obvious relevance to the socialization of good citizens, the Interna-
tional Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) has
conducted four international studies of civic education since 1971. These
studies have focused on children in the eighth grade (ages 14-15) from
multiple countries. The surveys have also included teachers and administra-
tors. The strongest conclusion from these studies that “consistently emerged
across countries, contexts, times and groups...was that an open, participa-
tory and respectful discussion climate is associated with civic knowledge and
engagement” (Knowles, Torney-Purta, & Barber, 2018, p. 13). Students who
report such civics classes endorse items indicating that they are encouraged
to freely express their opinions and make up their own minds about political
issues. There has also been evidence that effects of class climate are stronger
for students from less advantaged backgrounds (Campbell, 2007).

Attention has also been directed to characteristics of teachers who are more
likely to produce favourable outcomes. A variety of teaching techniques have
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been associated with these outcomes, with no single one being any stronger
than another as long as a climate of respectful discussion was maintained.
Nevertheless, teachers tend to be more confident discussing some topics than
others. For example, in the U.S., teachers reported feeling unease discussing
controversial topics (Alviar-Martin et al., 2008). Another study found that
“teachers who personally felt strongly about environmental and human rights
issues were more likely to endorse an open classroom climate than were
teachers who felt strongly about the importance of conforming to the law”
(Knowles et al., 2018, p. 15). Those who were more comfortable raising
controversial issues had students with greater civic knowledge.

An important outcome of civics education that has emerged in recent
years is a sense of internal efficacy (Knowles & McCafferty-Wright, 2015;
Manganelli, Lucidi, & Alivernini, 2015; Pasek et al., 2008; Reichert, 2016).
Two types of internal efficacy have been identified: civic efficacy and political
efficacy. Civic efficacy concerns the more general perceived ability to discuss
and debate about issues of concern to the community; while political efficacy
is more focused on the ability to participate in and potentially have a voice
in politics through voting and discussion. Both have been associated with
civic education that encourages learning about political issues in the media
and developing an understanding of the arguments for and against partic-
ular positions. In one IEA study across 13 European countries (Knowles &
McCafferty-Wright, 2015), the relation between both types of efficacy and
perceptions of open classes was quite strong. Further, both types of efficacy
as well as civic knowledge were found to mediate the relation between open
classes and the reported importance of participation in civic and political life,
a result that characterized all 13 countries. Similar relations have been found
in other studies (Pasek et al., 2008; Reichert, 2016), with evidence that the
relation holds at both the classroom and individual level (Manganelli et al.,
2015).

A somewhat pessimistic evaluation of civics education was reached by
Manning and Edwards (2014). They identified nine studies that compared
a civics curriculum for youth against a control condition with a focus on
a behavioural outcome, such as voting or signing a petition. However, no
studies using random assignment were identified. They concluded that the
evidence in favour of direct effects of the programs on voting was either
lacking or of uncertain statistical significance. They did find evidence of
effects on other forms of political expression, such as signing petitions and
contacting a government official. In some cases, the effects on voting were
mediated by such variables as political efficacy (e.g., Pasek et al., 2008),
which the authors discounted. In total, their review showed that the research
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testing the direct effects of civics education failed to use the best types of
research design and that this inevitably limited the conclusions that could be
drawn. Unfortunately, they did not assess the degree to which the programs
employed the features of open discussion that have been identified as critical
to the success of civics education. Thus, their pessimism seems unwarranted
given the evidence of positive effects in most of the studies reviewed.

Evidence has also accumulated in the IEA studies regarding participa-
tion in school activities, such as student councils and other activities that
encourage student voice in the school’s administration (Mager & Nowak,
2012). Although some effects were stronger than others, all forms of partic-
ipation appeared to improve the school’s climate as evidenced by greater
attachment to and enjoyment of school.

It is often lamented that civics education has received short-shrift in the
U.S. (Shapiro & Brown, 2018). Nevertheless, it is encouraging that voting
and political participation have recently increased among American young
people (Clement & Mellnik, 2019). It is also noteworthy that adolescents
have been at the forefront of some social movements, such as greater regu-
lation of guns and more concerted effort to combat climate change. If these
trends continue, it would suggest that young people are becoming more civi-
cally and politically engaged than in the past despite the weak status of civic
education in the schools.

Service Learning

As noted in the review of approaches to character education, perhaps the most
common strategy to develop a moral sense in education is the use of commu-
nity service and its curricular embodiment of service learning. Although this
approach differs from the traditional form of civics education, which focuses
on knowledge about the workings of government and, when successful, open
discussion about political issues, civics education and service learning are
often contrasted as strategies for developing what might be called civic virtues
(e.g., Hart, Donnelly, Youniss, & Atkins, 2007).

Service learning is said to have its roots in John Dewey’s Democracy
and Education (1961) which advocated for the importance of the school
curriculum in the development of socially concerned citizens. He also advo-
cated for a “learning by doing” curriculum, which is consistent with an
Aristotelian approach to ethical development. By engaging in service projects,
youth are expected to develop an appreciation of the social and economic
problems in their communities and the ways in which they can contribute
to their solution (Hart et al., 2014). In addition, by actively reflecting on
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their experience, students are thought to gain greater understanding and
appreciation of their experience.

Some forms of community service have been studied even when they are
not linked to a formal curriculum. These activities merely involve participa-
tion in a service activity in the community. In a random sample of 18,000
U.S. students in eighth grade in 1988 at baseline, Hart et al. (2007) exam-
ined the relation between both voluntary and required service activity during
school years and engagement in various civic outcomes eight years after grad-
uation. At a follow-up with over 6,000 respondents, a little over a fifth of the
former students had volunteered in their community in the past 12 months.
Larger proportions (46-62%) had voted in a recent election. With controls
for a variety of personal and demographic factors, the results indicated strong
associations between having engaged in either voluntary or required service
during high school and voting at follow-up.

Hart et al. (2007) study also found that although civic knowledge as
assessed at 12th grade was related to the number of social science classes
taken, it was only related to voting at follow-up. Hart et al. (2007) summa-
rized their findings “that providing opportunities for community service
and extracurricular activities are particularly good choices for policy makers
interested in grooming adolescents for citizenship” (p. 216).

Other studies have identified some of the factors that may mediate the
effects of service learning. In one review of service learning, students in
the programs were observed to be more adept at taking different perspec-
tives in moral reasoning (Conrad & Hedin, 1982). Another study by Scales,
Blyth, Berkas, and Kielsmeier (2000) with over one thousand middle school
students found that participation in service-learning programs led to greater
efficacy beliefs about their ability to help others and stronger concern for
others’ welfare compared to students not in such programs. These effects were
stronger the longer the exposure to the programs and when the programs
involved reflection exercises that reviewed the service experience.

Conway et al. (2009) conducted a meta-analysis of 78 studies comparing
service learning to control conditions. The studies focused on the entire range
of education, from elementary to college students. The analysis found effects
on citizenship as well as personal and social outcomes. The largest effects were
found for academic outcomes (4 = .43), such as grades. The smallest effects
were associated with citizenship outcomes (4 = .17), such as frequency of
volunteering for service. The effect was somewhat stronger when the program
included time for reflection (4 = .22). The effects of service-learning were
observed at all levels of education. Another meta-analysis of service-learning
programs with 62 studies found effects in the same range (Celio et al., 2011).
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Not unlike other PYD programs, there is limited evidence about the
components of service learning that produce the most effect on civic
outcomes. Many have argued that reflection is critical, but this has not been
established to date. The large study by Hart et al. (2007) suggests that even
voluntary community service without a direct connection to course require-
ments can lead to greater civic and political outcomes. Furthermore, the
content of reflection activities that might be effective has not been clearly
isolated. Some involve writing journals while others just encourage discus-
sion. The type of service activity has also not been clearly identified. Youniss
and colleagues (Metz et al., 2003) have suggested that service involving
direct contact with people in need should be more impactful than less direct
contact. Further research will be needed to identify the best practices in this
area of PYD education (Hart et al., 2014).

Conclusions and Challenges for the Future

PYD is an active and promising approach to the healthy development of
youth. It provides a conceptual umbrella for youth of all ages and in all
contexts. Although much remains to be understood about the best ways to
implement PYD programs, one conclusion that emerges from this review is
the importance of classroom and school climates as critical for the positive
development of youth. Consistent with John Dewey’s argument, to develop
virtuous citizens in a democracy will require democratic practices in and
outside of schools (Dewey, 1961). These include an open and inclusive
climate that encourages youth to learn in a setting of respect and coopera-
tion whether they be with fellow students, teachers, or other adults in the
community. This learning by doing increases connection to the setting and
the adults who lead it. When teachers and adults in community programs
approach education as a cooperative endeavour between adults and students
and between students themselves, they are more likely to produce PYD
outcomes. The strategies to accomplish this depend on the cognitive develop-
ment of youth, but sufficient evidence has accumulated that PYD programs
with these characteristics can further the various Cs at all ages.

Several challenges remain for PYD to reach its full potential. First,
although PYD as practice, theory, and research has considerable potential to
inform education, applying a PYD framework to education will challenge
the traditional teacher—student model. Learning within the PYD framework
is principled on the person and the community dynamically exerting a bidi-
rectional influence (Lerner, 1998). The degree of influence and the direction
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of influence in teacher—student relationship can have a profound impact on
learning. The teacher—student relationship has traditionally been unidirec-
tional in the sense that the teacher determined what was learned. A PYD
framework challenges this conceptualization. Although schools are apt to
see themselves as a “community” delivery system for PYD, formal educa-
tion struggles to adhere to the core PYD tenet of the individual as an active
agent who can direct their own learning goals. What teacher—student relation-
ships in a PYD model means for formal education is, admittedly, difficult to
envision but a necessary task. These challenges will continue to occupy both
practitioners and researchers in the years to come.

Second, age matters. Despite sharing common tenets, there are important
developmental differences between childhood and adolescence that should
inform formal educational adaptations of PYD practice and theory. While age
is an important consideration in PYD practice and theory, PYD applications
have had the most traction in elementary education, most often in the form
of SEL curricula. We suggest the traction PYD has had in elementary educa-
tion again reflects embedded structural limitations of a prescriptive formal
educational system that is ill-suited at present to accommodating adolescent
agency-driven development.

Finally, there has been less attention to the implementation of PYD
programs within resource-limited settings and for youth living in household
poverty. The Lerner study of 4H clubs found that youth living in poverty
were less able to display growth in the Cs than more advantaged youth
(Phelps et al., 2007). Given the high rates of youth poverty in many countries
including the U.S., it will continue to be a challenge to implement successful
PYD programs for less advantaged youth.
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Systems Informed Positive Education

Margaret L. Kern and Jessica A. Taylor

The year 2020 was a year like no other. It began with massive bushfires
consuming the Australian bushlands, destroying communities, with count-
less species driven to extinction. Climate change took central focus—surely
that would be the big story and battle of the year. But even as smoke and
flames still covered a drought-stricken land, China went into hard lock-
down, as a novel coronavirus rippled out from marketplaces in the city
of Wuhan. In a globalised world, the coronavirus rapidly spread, quickly
becoming a global problem. Cities worldwide entered into varying levels of
government-imposed restrictions. At first, there was collective nervous energy
as people tried to navigate uncertainty. Store shelves were emptied of toilet
paper and other commodities. Homes were converted into home offices.
Teachers rapidly upskilled, creatively finding ways to teach online. Parents
came face-to-face with the challenges that educators deal with every day as
families tried to manage home learning. The changes were challenging to
navigate, but the pain would be short-lived, and then life would return to
normal. But case numbers kept growing, death counts rose. As weeks turned
to months, economies buckled, mental health issues grew, exhaustion set in,
tensions rose. The Black Lives Matter movement in the U.S. resulted in calls
for systemic change in the U.S. and abroad. Conspiracy theories and misin-
formation festered through online networks, resulting in growing mistrust,
polarisation, and uncertainty.
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Schools were at the frontline, becoming a battleground that illustrated the
deep flaws embedded within many schools and systems. The novel coron-
avirus continually brought a number of complexities and surprises. Children
seemed to be unaffected, but potentially could spread the disease, or might
experience longer term consequences that are yet to be identified. Imme-
diate questions arose. We needed to keep workforces running—how could
people work if they also had to supervise home learning? Schools provide not
only academic skills, but important non-cognitive skills, including social and
emotional competencies and character development. What happens when
that training is rapidly shifted back to parents, many of whom lack their
own capabilities? A growing number of equity issues emerged, with some
learners having ready access to technology and support from caring parents,
while others lacked technology, disengaged with learning, or experienced
home as an unsafe place. Teachers went far beyond expectation to support
their students, teach academic skills, and manage the various pressures from
students, parents, co-workers, leaders, and the broader society. Some teachers,
students, and families coped well; others languished. As societies began to
reopen, teachers were expected to return, supporting others, pressing on with
imparting knowledge, all the while feeling exhausted, overwhelmed, fearful,
and far too often under-valued and under-supported.

These tensions give light to long-held societal assumptions that pervade
many school systems worldwide, including siloed thinking, the tightly held
economic importance and expectations that are placed on academic achieve-
ment, accreditation and grading systems that act as a gateway to the future,
unrealistic expectations and demands on staff to pivot without necessary
upskilling and support, and disparities of resources. The challenges are
daunting. They reveal broken systems and the need to rethink our approaches
to education, mental health and wellbeing, equity, support, and the many
complexities of the twenty-first-century world.

Within this landscape, mental health and wellbeing has increasingly
come to the forefront, with many people not coping well. Before 2020,
wellbeing was increasingly permeating policies, infrastructures, and applica-
tions (Biswas-Diener, Diener & Lyubchik, 2015; Buckler & Creech, 2014;
Harrison et al., 2016), with schools seen as an ideal platform for mobilising
wellbeing initiatives that aim to support individuals, communities, and soci-
eties (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD],
2018). As societies worldwide attempt to emerge from the COVID-19
pandemic, placing wellbeing at the centre of education becomes more critical
than ever.
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Positive education, with a direct focus on understanding and cultivating
wellbeing, is well situated to contribute to this space, but must carefully
consider what that contribution ought to be. Over the past decade, a growing
number of schools have incorporated positive education into curricula, co-
curricular activities, pastoral care, and other areas of the school. Some have
even labelled themselves as “positive education schools”. Too often, positive
education is presented as a specific model, program, or curriculum, with
simplified activities that attempt to teach students and staff the skills and
knowledge of wellbeing by focusing on isolated features, such as gratitude
or mindfulness. Arbitrary distinctions are made between positive education
programs, social and emotional learning (SEL), character education, holistic
education, positive behavioural interventions and supports (PBIS), etc., such
that programs are pitted against one another and schools pass from one
program to the next or add additional initiatives to already over-crowded
curricula. This can result in considerable activity with little impact (White
& Kern, 2018).

The year 2020 accentuated the massive economic, social, psychological,
political, equity, ethical, and ecological challenges facing our world, as well
as the intricate interconnectedness of these challenges. Despite desires for
simple solutions and quick fixes, our plans and solutions fail in light of
the complexities of the issues we face (Nguyen & Bosch, 2013). Schools
comprise multiple interconnected components, including students, teachers,
parents, curriculum, legislation, policy, and funding, all of which intersect
with the broader challenges and opportunities facing the world. We contend
that for wellbeing initiatives to be successfully embedded within our school
systems, we must approach wellbeing as a coordinated effort that involves
seeing and sensing the whole system, along with the interrelationships and
interdependencies amongst each element.

We suggest that for positive education to progress and truly create the
impact that many educators envision, a systems informed positive education
(SIPE) perspective is needed. SIPE explicitly incorporates aspects of the
systems sciences into positive education practice and pedagogy to cultivate
optimal learning environments that bring out the best in each individual—
including students, teachers, staff members, school leaders, parents, and
others who may be a part of, connected with, impact upon, or impacted by
that community—and of the school community as a whole. In this chapter,
we introduce the SIPE perspective. We highlight key principles and their
application in schools. We provide several case studies, illustrating SIPE
in action. We end with implications for embedding wellbeing as a lasting
endeavour that becomes deeply woven within the fabric of education systems.
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Positive Education: Activity or Impact?

Over the first two decades of the twentieth century, there was exponential
growth in research and practice around positive education (Slemp et al.,
2017; White & Kern, 2018). The interest and excitement arose in part from
the optimistic hope that positive education would become the next approach
to fix the woes of education, and would provide a quick fix to both flailing
academic scores and the growing mental health crisis. Yet while the excite-
ment for positive education is commendable, there is danger in the field
moving too quickly, practice far outstepping the research, and the move-
ment as a whole becoming yet another passing educational fad, rather than
a perspective and approach that transforms education to bring out the true
potential of everyone within the educational community and beyond.
Clearly, as evidenced throughout this Handbook, there are numerous
perspectives on and approaches to positive education. From our experi-
ence in Australia, positive education is often presented as a specific positive
psychology-informed curriculum (i.e., positive psychology applied to educa-
tion); as programs focused on specific topics (e.g., positive emotions, grat-
itude, mindfulness), often centred around a framework or model (which
may or may not be appropriate for the specific needs of the school); or
as a focus on the wellbeing of the individual student (and at times staff),
rather than each of these elements as interconnected contributors to the
broader systems in which they are embedded. While interventions from posi-
tive psychology can be useful and building upon existing research provides a
helpful starting point, simple interventions and prescriptive programs often
fail when incorporated within the complexities of classrooms, schools, and
broader educational systems. Each student’s experience of and interpretation
around a positive intervention is impacted by their personality; social context;
history and experiences at home, with peers, and across school settings; how
the intervention or program is taught; along with a myriad of other factors.
Additionally, despite operating in a rapidly changing world, most educa-
tional institutions have remained organised and function as they have for
decades, with rigid structures that often lack the flexibility and adaptability
needed in the modern world (Garmston & Wellman, 1995). Demands
on learners and education systems are rapidly evolving. Students today are
growing up in an increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous
world (Fadel, Bialik, & Trilling, 2015). Demands are rising for schools to
become learning organisations that not only acknowledge the complexities of
today’s world, but also help students learn the skills, knowledge, and capabil-
ities that can help them make meaningful contributions within the complex
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interdependent systems in which they are situated (Goleman & Senge, 2014;
Senge, Cambron-McCabe, Lucas, Smith, & Dutton, 2012). It is no longer
sufficient for schools to focus solely on reading, writing, and arithmetic; to
teach discrete skills to solve disassociated problems; or to have standalone
processes and knowledge for how to achieve wellbeing.

The world, and thus students today, faces global challenges that require
global solutions, and education must provide opportunities for students
to develop and build the awareness, understanding, capabilities, skills, and
values to engage in resolving the many interconnected challenges of the
twenty-first century (Global Education Leader’s Program, 2013; OECD,
2018). We need to ask what education for an emerging and preferred future
looks like for students, teachers, schools, and society as a whole. We suggest
that there is a need to look beyond existing paradigms and structures to learn
from and with the systems in which young people are embedded, their inter-
relationships and interdependencies, and our responsibilities of nurturing and
understanding the interconnectedness of self, school, society, and the world
as a whole.

Towards a Systems Informed Approach
to Positive Education

A system refers to a group of things that are interconnected in some
manner (Senge et al., 2012). For example, a school is a system that includes
students, teachers, administrative staff, leadership, and parents. A classroom
is a system that includes students and teachers. Systems are all around us,
and range from very small (e.g., the human body) to very large (e.g., a
regional school district). The systems sciences study, model, and intervene
upon systems (Hieronymi, 2013). Applying a systems perspective to posi-
tive psychology theory, research, and practice, Kern et al. (2020) suggested
Systems Informed Positive Psychology (SIPP) as an evolution to traditional posi-
tive psychology, which explicitly incorporates aspects of systems science into
positive psychology theory, methodologies, and discourse, so as to optimise
human social systems and the individuals within them. SIPE applies this
perspective specifically within education. Drawing upon the many systems
elements and concepts the systems sciences have identified, SIPP identi-
fied several key systems elements that are particularly relevant for consid-
ering human flourishing and proposed a set of principles to guide positive
psychology theory, research, and application. Here we briefly describe the
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key elements and principles, pointing to how the SIPP principles appear in
schools, before turning to case studies that illustrate SIPE in action.

Key System Elements

There are multiple elements of systems that inform the SIPP perspective.
First, different elements within the system interact and align, such that
together they are different than any single part alone (Meadows, 2008). For
example, reflecting on three good things that happened during the day might
look very different in a personal reflection journal, versus sharing those things
with a class, where you are trying to maintain a particular social identity.

Second, individuals within the system often have different perspectives,
which they bring to any situation, behaviour, or interaction (Jackson; 2003;
Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann, 1997). Those perspectives are developed
throughout life through biological tendencies, environmental influences,
personality characteristics, personal and social experiences, and a person’s
interpretations and understanding of those experiences (Spencer et al., 1997).
Thus, two people with similar histories and backgrounds can experience the
same situation in very different ways. This has several implications. There
is a need to acknowledge that different people see things in different ways,
and one perspective is not necessarily better than another. There is a need
to consider whose perspective is being included and who is excluded, and
the impact those inclusions and exclusions might have. In addition, one’s
perspective in the future will be affected by the perspectives that were or were
not included in the past. We are often most likely to listen to the voices that
reaffirm existing beliefs. Shifting prior beliefs requires purposefully listening
to diverse perspectives with open-minded curiosity (Scharmer, 2018).

Third, there are many different interrelationships within a given system.
If a person engages in an action, it not only impacts that person, but also
numerous other elements within the system. For example, Jane gives a flower
to Chris. Jane might feel good about doing a kind act. Chris could feel appre-
ciated, might feel pressured to reciprocate the act, or might wonder if Jane
is trying to manipulate him. Other students might believe that Jane is being
nice, they might feel jealous that she did not give them a flower, or they
might tease her that Chris is her “boyfriend”. Thus, while the simple positive
psychology intervention of doing an act of kindness might be beneficial, it
might also be problematic for that individual or for other individuals that are
somehow impacted—positively or negatively—by that act.
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Fourth, every system has boundaries that are either explicitly or implicitly
defined. Boundaries refer to what is in or out—what elements are consid-
ered to be a part of the system and what elements are outside of the system.
For example, when we think about incorporating positive education within
a school, we might draw the boundary of our system as a single classroom
(which includes the students and the teacher), as a year level (which adds
other classes), as a school (which adds staff and leaders at the school), as
an educational community (which adds parents and the local community),
or as a region (multiple educational communities across a state). Bound-
aries are fluid and temporary, but necessary to enable action. Where we draw
that boundary impacts who and what we include in any intervention effort.
For example, if we draw a narrow boundary—the classroom—then a teacher
might plan a variety of activities to teach the students social and emotional
skills. In contrast, if we draw a larger boundary—the whole school—then
many more elements need to be included, such as varying student needs,
staffing issues, funding, curricular demands, governance, and the climate of
the school.

Fifth, systems are dynamic and ever-changing. Schools continually evolve
over time, as staff and students come and go, leadership and policies change,
curricula are introduced and retired, priorities shift, etc. Well-functioning
systems adapt over time. The result that emerges might be quite different
than the original vision but represents an adaptive shift over time. Positive
education is never done, but rather needs to be an ongoing process that shifts
and adapts to the dynamic changes that occur over time.

SIPP Principles

Drawing upon these elements, SIPP makes an underlying assumption that
“humans inter-dependently co-exist with themselves, others, and the environ-
ment in which they exist” (Kern et al., 2020, p. 709). Thus, “values, activities,
and ways of being must recognize and strive for environmental, social, and
economic sustainability, which goes well beyond the individual” (p. 709).
This assumption is complemented by three philosophical assumptions:

o Epistemological assumption: There is an objective reality, but there are
no single objective vantages of that reality.

e Political assumption: Power, rights, and responsibilities are continually
explicitly and/or implicitly negotiated, granted, and embodied by people
within a system.
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e Ethical assumption: Wellbeing is defined in terms of virtuous we-being,
striving towards what is collectively good, right, and optimal.

These assumptions result in a set of principles that, we suggested, should drive
positive psychology theory, research, and practice. Table 5.1 summarises these
principles, providing further explanations and examples of how they might
manifest within schools.

We suggest, further, that a SIPE approach is more likely to be effective and
sustainable than typical positive education approaches to education alone, as
systems approaches take into consideration the complexity of a living system,
and provides tools and strategies for bringing these complexities to light.
Rather than positive education being a specific program applied within rigid
and outdated school infrastructure, these principles provide fluid guidance for
focusing positive education efforts on a contextually relevant, learnercentred,
flexible, and adaptive approach that aims to bring out the full potential of
every member of the educational community.

SIPE in Action

To bring SIPE to life, we briefly describe some inspiring examples occurring
in schools and education systems worldwide that illustrate how the incorpo-
ration of systems thinking and principles might inspire future development
and implementation endeavours for positive education.

CASEL

Although it is unclear at times whether SEL is part of or distinct from posi-
tive education, research on SEL programs provides the strongest support for
focusing on non-cognitive skills in students (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki,
Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Kern, Peterson, Park, & Romer, 2017).
SEL programs empower students to understand their emotions and social
responses to the external world around them. Students learn to regulate their
emotions; increase their attention; develop self-efficacy, self-awareness, and
a sense of empathy for others; and improve social skills; helping to increase
overall wellbeing, sense of belonging, and feelings about learning (Durlak
et al., 2011; Oberle, Domitrovich, Meyers, & Weissberg, 2016; Sklad, Diek-
stra, Ritter, Ben, & Gravesteijn, 2012). While there is a diverse range of
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SEL-related programs and approaches, and the impact of SEL depends upon
a range of implementation factors, as a whole, SEL programs have been
found to successfully increase social and emotional skills, decrease anti-social
behaviours, and correspond with better academic performance (Durlak et al.,
2011; Kern et al., 2017).

The Collaborative for Academic Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL;
www.casel.org) sits at the centre of many SEL efforts, providing an organ-
ising framework, priorities, and infrastructures to support related programs,
curricula, and more. With the many schools and youth development
programs inundating schools, CASEL adopted a systemic and systematic way
to pull together relevant learning material and experiences that would develop
a more holistic view of child health and wellbeing. Increasing social and
emotional capabilities within a systems informed perspective not only helps
students understand themselves as a system, but subsequently helps students
understand the school system more broadly and assists them contribute move
positively to society through building skills to help good decision-making
for life. CASEL aims to make evidence-based SEL an integral part of educa-
tion from preschool through high school, and is passionate about supporting
systems transformation across the self, the school, and society as inter-related
systems, endeavouring to educate hearts and inspire minds (Goleman &

Senge, 2014).

Positive Youth Development

Positive youth development (PYD) is a strengths-based approach to adoles-
cence that arose from developmental systems theory (Lerner, Almerigi,
Theokas, & Lerner, 2005). In contrast to the often deficit-based view of
adolescence, PYD sees adolescents as potential resources to be developed,
with both youth and their contexts containing a number of strengths (Roth
& Brooks-Gunn, 2003). There are dynamic interactions between the young
person and their context, which are ever changing and evolving throughout
adolescence. Healthy development is evidenced by engagement in mean-
ingful activities that benefit others, contribution to one’s community, and
low engagement in risky behaviours. When the developmental assets of the
person (e.g., commitment to learning, social and emotional competence,
positive identity) are aligned with ecological assets (e.g., external supports,
connections with peers and adults, constructive use of time, boundaries, and
expectations), positive development is more likely to occur (Benson & Scales,
2009; Larson, 2000; Lerner, Phelps, Forman, & Bowers 2009; Vella, Oades,
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& Crowe, 2011). PYD is committed to identifying and developing research-
informed policies that strengthen communities, the capacity of young people,
and the fit between the two.

For example, the phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory
(PVEST) is a PYD theory that builds upon Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) socioe-
cological systems model to understand stress and resilience during the course
of adolescent development, taking into account not only the socio-historical
context in which a young person develops, but also how that person’s percep-
tions and appraisals that impact upon identity formation (Spencer, 1995;
Spencer et al., 1997). PVEST emphasises a need to understand how young
people perceive and interpret the people, opportunities, and experiences
within their context; the structural and cultural factors that affect those
perceptions; and the dynamic interactions amongst these elements. From
this perspective, adolescents can experience the same event in completely
different ways, depending on their own personality, previous experience,
background, etc., resulting in maladaptive coping abilities, poor physical,
mental, and social health, and deviant behaviours, or in competence, good
health, and positive social outcomes. By understanding risk and protective
factors, adaptive and maladaptive coping strategies, self-appraisal processes,
and the dynamic interplay of different factors, it provides strategic opportuni-
ties for improving the long-term trajectories of young people at risk for poor
developmental outcomes (Swanson, Cunningham, Youngblood, & Spencer,
2008).

Such an approach might be used to understand a young person’s context,
including his or her interpretation of those experiences. The SIPE perspective
would specifically emphasise protective factors, adaptive coping strategies,
and positive self-appraisal processes that can be used as strengths within
the system. Maladaptive patterns and risk factors are not ignored, and
resources are given towards reducing problematic features, but compara-
tively greater focus is given towards positive aspects, shifting from a focus
on mitigating risks to boosting capabilities. Interventions might focus on
proactively strengthening the young person’s psychosocial abilities, shifting
personal narratives, providing programs that productively engage the young
person’s time and energy, and building resources in the local community.

Schools that Learn

Over the past several decades, Peter Senge, an influential thinker in the
systems sciences, has called for schools to become learning organisations,
where students, staff, and school leaders continually expand their capacity
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to create the results they truly desire, new and expansive patterns of thinking
are nurtured, collective aspirations are set free, and where people are contin-
ually learning how to learn together. Here we point to several examples of
schools that have embraced systems approaches in their contexts.

Orange Grove Middle School. Beginning in 1988, Orange Grove Middle
School (https://ogms.cfsd16.0rg/), a private junior high school located in
Tucson, Arizona, U.S., pioneered an alternative approach to learning that
used systems thinking tools to engage in collaborative, real-world problem
solving to hone students’ critical thinking skills (Senge et al., 2012). The
school incorporated a learner-centred approach aimed at helping students
to connect and engage with school more deeply, foster habits of mind, and
develop skills and motivations necessary to be leaders in today’s complex
world.

The first systems thinking classes were incorporated into the science
curriculum, inviting students to design a new state park in the north part
of the city. Through the project, students had to identify potential conflicts
that could arise between park and wilderness management and other stake-
holders. They used a systems dynamic computer software modelling program
to create a simulation model of their designs. Not only did students engage
with systems thinking approaches, but they also learned to think at a systems
level as they explored the interdependency of economic, social, and ecological
decisions and their subsequent consequences as they explored the complexity
of the world as an interdependent system.

Senge et al. (2012) suggested that several elements helped students be
immersed in their learning experience. First, students were engaged with real-
world problems rather than conventional classroom exercises, making the
learning meaningful and engaging. Second, there was no one right answer.
Students were invited to think for themselves in adopting different ways of
thinking, perspective building, and developing solutions. Third, the teacher
became a mentor rather than an instructor and imparter of knowledge, co-
learning with the students through the process. Fourth, students were invited
into complex and dynamic ways of thinking that operate beyond an indi-
vidual perspective. They had to learn to listen, feel, resonate, and cooperate,
helping them see the different interacting parts of the system and to develop
core systems thinking skills such as dynamics, operational thinking, and
interdependencies.

The Green School. Disrupting conventional perspectives and structures
that are often assumed to be necessary for students to develop the core
academic competencies, the Green School (https://www.greenschool.org/)
aims to create a community of learners who are driven to do what they


https://ogms.cfsd16.org/
https://www.greenschool.org/

126 M. L. Kern and J. A. Taylor

can to contribute to making the world a sustainable place. The school takes
a holistic, student-guided approach, integrates with the local and broader
community, and incorporates entrepreneurial learning within a wall-less
natural environment. The school was founded in 2008 in Bali, Indonesia,
with additional campuses recently opening in New Zealand, South Africa,
and Mexico. Despite the lack of focus on grades and standardised testing,
students have gone on to study at the best universities in the world, create
lasting change in their communities, and are becoming inspiring change-
makers of the future.

The school is underpinned by a culture of learning, with activities,
structures, and approaches centred around the specific needs of the indi-
vidual learner. Decisions and processes are underpinned by a strong sense of
core values, captured by the acronym [-RESPECT: integrity, responsibility,
empathy, sustainability, peace, equality, community, and trust. These values
give rise to pedagogy that aims to be REAL: Relationship centred and holistic,
Experiential and evolving, Authentic and interconnected, and Local to global.
Through the REAL learning principles, students can authentically grow and
nurture their values, skills, and competencies to support systems transforma-
tion across the self, the school, their community, and society. It is assumed
that each student brings their own strengths and needs, which educators
attune and adjust to. Focus is placed more on how a young person learns
rather than what the young person learns. While not explicitly acknowledged,
wellbeing is embedded at the heart of the community, starting with the indi-
vidual, but also outward-facing, inspiring students to do what they can to
support the wellbeing of others, the community, and the environment. This
outward-facing, systems informed perspective results in life-long learners who
make valuable contributions to solving social and ecological challenges.

Lumineer Academy. Based in Victoria, Australia, Lumineer Academy
(https://www.lumineer.edu.au/) prides itself on having no uniforms, class-
rooms, grades, or homework. Its vision is to nurture students to be prepared
for any version of the future world, and to be highly capable and compas-
sionate builders of that world. Lumineer Academy harnesses both systems
thinking and inquiry learning as core to helping its students be as fluent in
emotional intelligence as in cognitive intelligence, supporting them to think
independently and originally, and developing the skills with which they can
architect this world ethically and compassionately. Lumineer offers Learning
Explorations, which are numerous project deliverables that result in novel
product invention or innovative services for real-world audiences. All experi-
ences are supported by carefully constructed curriculum and learning explo-
rations, which unify the fundamental prerequisites of learning and nurture
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relationships, drawing upon cutting-edge cognitive, social and emotional
tools, interconnected frameworks of delivery, and pedagogical approaches
with educational philosophies. Embracing systems dynamics and multiple
perspectives, leaning into these systems principles allows a style of learning
that enables students to thrive in a world that is constantly in the process of
being invented.

The PLACE. The Parent-Led and Community Education initiative
(PLACE) in the UK (https://www.parentkind.org.uk/) merges home-
schooling and mainstream schools as it seeks to reincorporate the local
community as an integral element for understanding, learning, growth, and
development. In the initiative, students engage with parents and members of
the community, and together they explore real-world issues and learn foun-
dational skills to problem solve and form solutions, ultimately trying to be
part of the solution. The PLACE incorporates understanding of interdepen-
dencies; this awareness in turn encourages learners to develop personal agency
and allows personalised learning to be co-created with communities (Global
Education Leaders’ Program, 2013).

The Hole in the Wall. The systems sciences suggest that self-organisation
arises when local interactions between smaller component parts of an initially
disordered system begin to coordinate and work together resulting in decen-
tralised distribution (von Bertalannfy, 1968). As each individual plays their
own role well within and interconnected with the whole, the system functions
effectively. The Hole in the Wall (https://www.hole-in-the-wall.com/) exper-
iment in New Dehli, India brought this to life. Local businessmen placed a
computer into a wall in the slums of New Dehli, which could be accessed by
anyone in the community. There was no instruction, but children in the area
were drawn to the computer, exploring and learning, and working together.
Over time, they managed to make sense of something they had never seen
before and were able to engage with self-directed, peer-to-peer learning, and
to identify ways to make the computer function. The children spread that
knowledge to others, resulting in decentralised distribution of learning. The
Hole in the Wall illustrates how an emergent learning experience can result in
both accomplishment and deeper levels of engagement with learning (Global
Education Leaders’ Program, 2013; Senge et al., 2012).

Implications

Effective implementation in education is a systems matter (Goleman &
Senge, 2014). Adopting a SIPE perspective helps us to think beyond the self,
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moving towards a holistic picture of school, society, and the world. Effec-
tive implementation requires more than just the coordination of activities
and aims across a large group of people or offering programs or activi-
ties centred around specific outcomes, but to consider the infrastructures
that might be needed within, across, and between each element of the
system to allow new possibilities to emerge. For instance, you might adopt
a well thought-out and contextually applicable curriculum. In addition, you
support teachers with upskilling and training of the delivery, so that they
feel confident in its delivery. Increasingly, schools are incorporating coaching
models within schools, including teacher—student, peer—peer, and colleague—
colleague combinations, to help translate key skills of facilitating positive
education into what are sometimes challenging classroom contexts (Green
& Norrish, 2013). Strong relationships and networks among staff need to
be cultivated, with infrastructures that support and are further strengthened
through alignment of the school’s values, priorities, actions, combined with
the understanding that schools are learning societies.

As the complexities are explicitly acknowledged, it becomes clear that
even as positive education approaches can add value, they are not a silver
bullet. Much will impact what practices and approaches work, for who, and
under what conditions. Simple activities alone will only have short-term
effects unless they are embedded within the explicit culture of the school
(e.g., slogans, physical setting, ceremonies) as well as the invisible aspects
of the school (e.g., underlying values, attitudes, feelings, norms). Change
efforts need to acknowledge the sheer complexities of the school environ-
ment and recognise that change often takes considerable amounts of time
and continued effort. School leadership and teachers need to be committed
to the long haul, or else positive education will simply be another passing fad,
resulting in activity rather than impact.

Indeed, education has been famous for fads and unsuccessful attempts with
quick fixes. There is often deep fragmentation of the educational process, and
too often we fail to capture the imagination and commitment of the learner
in the way any real learning process must (Senge, 1995). SIPE attempts to
redress this, such that each learner can discover and develop to their full
potential, contributing not only to their own growth and development, but
also with the passion, inspiration, and capability to positively impact the
world. Qualities of wholeness relate to every aspect of our lives, including
work, school, home, and beyond with more information, intense interdepen-
dencies, and relentless change. This is why Senge and others see an enormous
need to integrate systems thinking as a foundation for education for young
people (Global Education Leaders’ Program, 2013; Goleman & Senge, 2014;
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Senge, 1995; Senge et al., 2012). If positive education is going to become an
integral part of education, then it likewise needs to integrate systems thinking
into the foundation of its theory, research, and practice.

A challenge is the understanding of the word “system” itself. The word has
been popularised without a fundamental understanding of its implications,
to the point where everything is a “system”, but nothing is really treated as
one (Betts, 1992). From our experience, people often think of systems in
terms of Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) socioecological model, in which the indi-
vidual is embedded with a series of levels (i.e., the microsystem, mesosystem,
exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem). From this perspective, a school
might take a systems approach by including not only students in positive
education efforts, but also incorporating other stakeholders such as teachers,
staff, leadership, and at times parents. While expanding beyond the individual
is part of a systems informed approach, it is insufficient. A SIPE perspec-
tive goes beyond simply looking at the layers in which a person resides,
impacts, and impacts upon, to incorporate other systems elements such as
inter-dependencies, dynamics, complexity, adaptation, and emergence.

A SIPE perspective calls us to pause before taking action, taking time
to listen widely and deeply. Positive education approaches often begin with
decisions by leaders, who determine the appropriate frameworks, curricula,
activities, and assessment approaches. Yet this can prioritise the perspective of
the leaders, which might not align with the perspectives and needs of other
shareholders within the system, including students, teachers, non-teaching
staff, parents, and the local community. This is often accentuated by bringing
in “experts” to guide the process: outsiders who lack an understanding of
the specific context (and often have competing economic interests). SIPE
emphasises the need to listen widely to diverse perspectives. Rather than
moving immediately to action, implementors should take time to hear
different perspectives, using a variety of tools or strategies. For instance, some
schools have incorporated appreciative inquiry into their change approaches,
providing an opportunity to give voice to and value multiple perspec-
tives (e.g., Waters & White, 2015). Others have used participatory action
research approaches to incorporate student voice into positive education
efforts (Halliday, Kern, Garrett, & Turnbull, 2019).

SIPE also invites educators to listen deeply. What is really needed in the
system? Are we creating content to fulfill our own need to be useful, or
the content or space that people really need? For instance, as the COVID-
19 pandemic unfolded and people worldwide were forced into lockdown,
many across the positive psychology community responded by writing blogs,
creating podcasts, sharing free resources, offering webinars, and more, all
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focused on ways to support wellbeing. These were important as people grap-
pled with the changes thrust upon them. There are times to build people up,
temporarily helping them feel good, be productive, and keep functioning. At
other times, there is a need to give space to reflect, grieve, and make sense
of one’s experiences. What are the needs of students, teachers, and leaders?
Before action, we need to pause and consider what action is really needed and
what will be most useful—not only in the moment, but in the longer term.
At times, the greatest growth and healing occurs through times of struggle
and pain.

A SIPE perspective suggests the need to embrace simplexity. As we have
indicated throughout this chapter, human systems generally and schools in
particular are complex. And yet as humans, we desire simplicity. This is why
we like simple interventions so much—do this and you will feel or function
better. The key is to find simple ways to act, while holding on to the complex
nature of our schools. This is what learning systems are all about. We need to
flexibly zoom into specific approaches and issues at specific times, and then
zoom out to consider where our actions sit within the broader scheme. For
instance, using a wellbeing assessment, we might identify that a particular
year level is struggling with developing social relationships, whereas another
year level has high levels of anxiety. These give us specific areas in which to
incorporate programs to provide students with the skills and competencies
they need. But we need to see this program within the broader course of the
students’ development. As a result, we might flexibly draw upon a range of
resources, programs, curricula, and areas to meet and support the developing
needs of our learners individually and collectively.

From a SIPE perspective, values are at the heart of all that we do. Well-
being is not value-free. Attempts to define the good life are contingent upon
the values defined by the context and systems that we are embedded within
(Alexandrova, 2017; Kern et al., 2020). Wellbeing arises from living aligned
with one’s values, which are constantly defined by, negotiated, and embodied
by people within and across our systems. Wellbeing occurs by living according
to values that are established, defined, and maintained by communities (Kern
et al., 2020). Schools commonly have a defined set of values (Allen, Kern,
Vella-Brodrick, & Waters, 2018). To what extent do these reflect the lived
values of members of the school community? Where is wellbeing situated
within those values? Positive education efforts should align with and stem
from these values.

A SIPE perspective emphasises the shared and collective responsibility of
wellbeing. As schools, it is our responsibility to do what we can to create
environments that support our school community. But people need to accept
responsibility for their own wellbeing, to the best that they are able. That
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means equipping them with the skills and resources that they need, giving
them opportunities for practice, and permission for autonomous behaviour.

Finally, SIPE challenges us to consider our role in creating positive change
within our school communities. What is your role?

e Informers: How can you identify the best information that you can
disseminate and share with others? What are the best means to do so, in
ways that are cognizant of and respectful of the specific culture?

e Visionaries: How can you identify what is needed moving forward, not
what you need?

e Researchers: How can you study human experiences in informative ways,
while acknowledging your own biases? How can you more directly inte-
grate with practice, while maintaining necessary rigour? How can you
design your studies to move beyond simple linear relationships to better
incorporate complexity and dynamics of individual and collective experi-
ences?

e Practitioners: What evidence is most useful? When is the research useful,
and when does it need to be adapted to the context? How can you feed
that back to researchers?

e For us all: How can we extend beyond our desire for silver bullets and
quick fixes to fully embrace the complexity of human experience?

Conclusion

Education systems are complex, with multiple dynamic, interconnecting
parts that form evolving interdependent relationships. For positive education
to be more than a passing fad, this complexity must be acknowledged. For
positive education to be truly effective and sustainable, it is critical that we
take a systems approach to education. Creating positive change is challenging.
Too often, school change initiatives view change through the lens of indi-
vidual parts, rather than seeing the whole living system. Education systems are
comprised of many interconnected elements, including, students, teachers,
parents, curriculum, legislation, policy, funding, and buildings. These are
each connected together with a range of other related elements, including
perceptions, priorities, norms, beliefs, and values.

We are living through unprecedented times. In many ways, the world is
ready for the SIPE perspective. Through the COVID-19 pandemic, schools
and workplaces that prioritised wellbeing prior to the pandemic have travelled
better than those with dysfunctional cultures, but this becomes even more
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challenging as we embrace the complexity of life. The challenge is to move
beyond the appeal of simple approaches and quick fixes, to fully wrestle with
and incorporate the messiness and magic of complexity, inspiring the hopes,
insights, and potential of current and future generations.
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Positive Education Pedagogy: Shifting Teacher
Mindsets, Practice, and Language to Make
Wellbeing Visible in Classrooms

Lea Waters

Evolving the Field of Positive Education: Three
Key Areas for Growth

Positive education, although only just over a decade old, has enjoyed rapid
growth (Seligman & Adler, 2018; Shankland & Rosset, 2017) and can pride
itself on being an innovative and expansive field (Chodkiewicz & Boyle,
2017; Waters & Loton, 2019). With the spirit of growth and innovation in
mind, this chapter puts forward three key ideas for expanding the field (see
Fig. 6.1). Below, I suggest that we need to find ways to implicitly deliver well-
being practices in addition to the current delivery mode of explicit programs.
Second, I propose that, in addition to the current focus on teaching the
content of wellbeing, the field would benefit from approaches that build the
contexts for wellbeing. Third, I recommend that, in addition to the current
focus on educating the students, the field must also empower the teachers to
more actively utilize their own teaching expertise and relationship. My aim is
to motivate researchers and practitioners to build upon the current trend of
focusing on programs, content, and students to also include approaches that
emphasize practices, context, and teachers.

When it comes to building student wellbeing, schools can adopt explicit
and implicit approaches (Chodkiewicz & Boyle, 2017; Norrish, Williams,
O’Connor, & Robinson, 2013; Pianta, Barnett, Burchinal, & Thornburg,
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Fig. 6.1 Three key ways to expand the field of positive education

2009; Waters & White, 2015). While explicit approaches (i.e., curriculums)
build wellbeing through what we teach students, the implicit approach opens
the door to enhancing wellbeing through Aow we teach (i.e., pedagogy).

An explicit approach follows the principle of direct instruction and
overtly educates students about wellbeing through prescribed curriculums
and programs (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012; Payton, Weissberg, Durlak,
Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2008). (For a review of programs see Slemp
et al., 2017; see also www.casel.org). The international Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) analysis revealed that
schools typically rely on explicit curriculums and programs as the prevailing
approach for promoting student wellbeing (OECD, 2016) and according to
the analysis, most schools implement wellbeing programs through dedicated
units within physical and health education, civic and citizenship education,
moral education, and/or religious education. Other researchers have found
the explicit approach is implemented via wellbeing programs being taught
in after-school programs (e.g., Durlak Weissberg, & Pachan, 2010) as well
as tutorial/house/pastoral groups (e.g., Green, Grant, & Rynsaardt, 2007;
Proctor, Tsukayama, Wood, Maltby, Eades, & Linley, 2011).

There are several benefits to the explicit approach, namely that wellbeing
curriculums are designed by experts, are developmentally appropriate, and
provide teachers with high-quality resources including worksheets, scenarios,
class discussion, and games (Brunwasser, Gillham, & Kim, 2009; Durlack,
Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Nelson, Westhues, &
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MacLeod, 2003). Another strength of the explicit approach is that it provides
a consistency of content, thus, allowing teachers to follow a uniform lesson
sequence and ensuring all students are taught the same key lessons.

Despite the strengths of the explicit approach, it has been criticized for
privileging content over context in ways that emphasize the teaching of
content-based skills (e.g., mindfulness, cognitive re-framing) without consid-
ering how the environment impacts wellbeing. According to Ciarrochi,
Atkins, Hayes, Sahdra, and Parker (2016), most positive education programs
fall short because they are designed to teach students how to change their
inner state but fail to show students and teachers how to recognize, and
thus change, the contexts that shape wellbeing (e.g., teacher—student rela-
tionships, classrooms, learning environments). Ciarrochi et al. (2016) go on
to argue that teaching individual-level psychological skills to students, while
well-intentioned, may place the onus of wellbeing too heavily on the shoul-
ders of the student and, thus, make the student vulnerable to further distress
if they are in a context where those skills are unable to be used (or, indeed,
may even backfire).

In relation to teachers, the explicit approach may also have a downside by
inadvertently disempowering them as active agents in building the wellbeing
of their students. This can occur for a number of reasons. First, as mentioned
above, wellbeing programs follow a set sequence and, thus, teachers may be
unable to adjust the learning to suit the specific needs of their classroom
and/or utilize it in their own pedagogy and unique teaching style. Second,
not all teachers are given the opportunity to deliver wellbeing programs in
a jam-packed timetable (White, 2016), meaning that many teachers are not
trained and thus feel unequipped to know how to boost student wellbeing.
Finally, by focusing on individual-level skills taught to students (i.e., content),
explicit wellbeing curriculums do not provide professional development to
teachers about the importance of context.

While acknowledging the downsides of the explicit approach, the evidence
shows that wellbeing programs and curriculums do successfully build student
wellbeing and, thus, are important for schools to have in place (Durlack
Weissberg, & Pachan, 2010; Maynard, Solis, Miller, & Brendel 2017; Waters,
2011). Perhaps one way to get the best of the explicit approach while over-
coming the shortcomings is to encourage schools to also adopt an implicit
approach to building student wellbeing, thus extending beyond the formal
teaching of wellbeing curriculums.

Unlike the explicit approach, the implicit approach does not aim to build
wellbeing through formal instruction, but instead works on the principle of
permeability to find flexible ways to infuse learning about wellbeing into the
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student’s daily life at school through academic subjects, co-curricular activ-
ities, the school yard, and so on (Balmer, Master, Richards, & Giardino,
2009). By weaving opportunities to learn about wellbeing into a wide range
of experiences, the implicit approach allows for a focus both on content and
on context (see White & Waters, 2014, for a case study of the way positive
education can be implicitly woven into a school).

With respect to content, the implicit approach has already been shown
to be successful through the integration of wellbeing topics into traditional
academic subjects. Indeed, Norrish et al. (2013) demonstrate how posi-
tive education can be implicitly embedded into a broad range of academic
curriculums, stating:

in History, students explore the topic of genealogy through the lens of char-
acter strengths by interviewing family members about their own and relatives’
strengths. In art, students are asked to explore the word ‘flourishing’ and to
create a visual representation of their personal understanding; and in Geog-
raphy, students examine how flourishing communities can be enabled through
the physical environment of towns and cities. (p. 151)

In this way, the implicit approach provides the advantage of reaching many
students across a range of discipline areas and not leaving the learning solely
to the realm of a formal wellbeing curriculum that sits only in certain subjects
(e.g., health studies, religious studies).

These examples demonstrate how wellbeing can be implicitly delivered
through content linkages to various academic curriculums. A second pathway
offered through the implicit approach is that of context. According to Ciar-
rochi et al. (2016), context is a key factor shaping wellbeing. Although
students operate within multiple contexts at school, the classroom is arguably
one of the most significant. As such, the way a teacher shapes the class-
room environment is likely to have a strong influence on student wellbeing
(Van Petegem, Aclterman, Rosseel, & Creemers, 2007). Indeed, past research
has found links between aspects of teacher pedagogy and student wellbeing
including instructional practices (Suldo, Friedrich, White, Farmer, Minch,
& Michalowski, 2009), the degree to which teachers give academic help
(Carmen, Waycott, & Smith, 2011; Lehre, Lydersen, & Vatten, 2010),
teacher responsiveness to student needs (Andersen, Evans, & Harvey, 2012),
teacher—student relationships (Hattie, 2008), and the peer relationships
enabled in class by teachers (Hamm, Farmer, Dadisman, Gravelle, & Murray,
2011). These findings suggest that teacher pedagogy is a contextual factor
worth exploring in positive education.



6 Positive Education Pedagogy: Shifting Teacher ... 141

Towards a Positive Education Pedagogy

Enhancing student wellbeing implicitly through teacher pedagogy is not a
new idea and its roots can be traced back to child-centred teaching move-
ments existing for many decades, including Montessori (100+ years old,
Lillard et al., 2017), Steiner (first developed in 1919), and Reggio Emilia
(developed after WWII, Katz, 1993). In recent years, a number of wellbeing-
specific pedagogies have been developed including “person-centred peda-
gogy (Fielding, 2006; Gatangi, 2007), “pedagogic connectedness” (Beutel,
2009), “student-centred pedagogy” (Cornelius-White, 2016), and “peda-
gogical wellbeing” (Pyhilts, Soini, & Pietarinen, 2010; Soini, Pyhilts, &
Pietarinen, 2010). These approaches contend that wellbeing is a dynamic
state constructed within the teaching process itself. According to Pyhilts et al.
(2010) “pedagogical wellbeing is constructed in the core processes of teachers’
work” (p. 737). Kidger, Gunnell, Biddle, Campbell, and Donovan (2009)
found that teachers are “key deliverers” of student wellbeing. Certainly,
teachers interviewed in Kidger et al.’s (2009) study believed that taking care
of a student’s emotional and mental health was a core part of teaching that
is “inseparable from learning” (p. 7). The idea that student wellbeing can
be fostered implicitly through pedagogy, as separate from delivering explicit
student wellbeing curriculums, generates a fruitful opportunity for schools
who are aiming to build student wellbeing. By training teachers how to
incorporate the science of positive psychology into their teaching practice the
implicit approach adds a new “wellbeing lever.”

In a recent example of using positive education pedagogy to design teacher
interventions, Brunzell, Stokes, and Waters (2016) trained teachers how to
incorporate trauma-informed principles into their daily teaching practice in
order to boost the self-regulatory capacities of students affected by trauma.!
In this study, nine teachers who worked in an alternative learning/trauma-
affected setting were trained to more intentionally weave practices that
fostered the students’ use of self-regulation into their teaching (e.g., using
circle time to show students how to wait their turn to speak, helping students
persist with a difficult task, using rhythmic activities such as drumming to
calm the nervous system, teaching mindfulness). Following the interven-
tion, the teachers were interviewed three times over a 13-week time period
(i.e., one school term). The results of this study found that teachers had
confidence in their new teaching practices and that students showed greater
self-management.

'Given the nature of how trauma affects a student’s ability to learn, an explicit curriculum on
self-regulation was unlikely to be successful, as such the implicit approach was adopted.
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Building on this self-regulatory pedagogical intervention, and again
working in a trauma-informed classroom context, Brunzell, Stokes, and
Waters (2019) developed a year-long intervention called Trauma-Informed
Positive Education (TIPE). TIPE is a teacher training program that educates
teachers on how to marry together positive education practices with trauma-
informed principles in the classrooms. Eighteen teachers were trained over
one year to adjust their teacher approaches in ways that were aimed to
help their students to and overcome classroom-based adversity and grow
their psychological resources. The teachers reported that TIPE enabled them
to use a range of new wellbeing-oriented teaching strategies such as posi-
tive primers, play, mindfulness, and goal setting in class. According to the
teachers, weaving these strategies into their teaching resulted in the students
building stronger relationships skills, having higher trust in the teacher, and
showing more frequent use of their character strengths. These research find-
ings show the promise of using positive pedagogical interventions as a means
for improving student wellbeing,.

Exploring the Role of Positive Education
Pedagogy: A Case Study

In the last section I have argued that pedagogy is a core mechanism for
schools to embed positive education into student life in ways that are implicit,
context-based and teacher empowering. This section describes the design and
findings of a qualitative study that explored the role of positive education
pedagogy to examine my contentions.

Sample and Procedure

Two Australian Government schools comprised the research sites for this
study. Both schools educated mainstream students and had a socio-economic
index equal to the Australian average (i.e., they were not disadvantaged or
trauma-informed, alternate setting schools like those targeted for Brunzell
et al., 2016, 2019). The first research site was a high school (grades 7-12)
and the second research site was a K-12 school. In both schools, the Visible
Wellbeing Intervention (explained below) was delivered to all staff. In addi-
tion to the all-staff professional development days, a small team of teachers
were chosen to be the “Visible Wellbeing Implementation Team” and were
given one additional day of training (in Term one) combined with a coaching
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session run by the researcher in Terms 2 and 3. The teachers in this imple-
mentation team came from primary and secondary classes and ranged across
all the major discipline areas of the school. It was this team that formed the
study sample (7 = 30). The data was collected in three forms: focus groups,
teachers writing about their practice, and the researchers notes team coaching
sessions. These three forms of data were collected at three time points over a

full academic year.?

Methodological Approach

An inductive qualitative approach was deemed the most suitable for this
study. The inductive approach allows for findings to be built-up through the
data, rather than imposing a pre-existing theory (Langdridge, 2004; Willig,
2008), and is considered the best approach for investigating new ideas where
theory does not yet exist. An inductive qualitative approach was also deemed
the most suitable for this study given that the implicit delivery of wellbeing
via pedagogy will be expressed in many varied ways (as many different ways
as there are teaching styles) and, as such a one-size fits all framework like
PERMA would be too blunt. Finally, given that implicit teaching methods
are often subtle (i.e., not mapped out in the content of a lesson plan), a fine-
grained open-ended approach was required to capture the small and varied
changes that teachers were potentially making to their practice following the
intervention.

The inductive qualitative paradigm has a strong history of developing
methods that are repeatable, dependable, and transferable across studies
(Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Hefferon, Ashfield, Waters, & Synard, 2017).
Such processes include member checks (in this study, data themes were sent
back to a smaller sample of the teachers from both schools to check that
the themes identified by the researcher were accurate), data triangulating
(in this study, data came from three sources: group coaching session, focus
groups, and written transcripts), sample variation (in this study, the data was
sourced from two schools across three campuses over two different states in
Australia), prolonged and substantial engagement (in this study, participants
were followed across a full academic school year with substantial connection
between the researcher and study participants), a dedicated step-wise data

2The three time points were determined by the two schools who acted as research sites and were
decided upon based on the researcher needs for the best timelines to collect data showing changes in
teacher practice together with school calendar and other teacher commitments. The timelines were:
1) the end of Term 1 (the training was at the start of Term 1), the end of Term 2, and mid-way
through Term 4.
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analyses processes that allow for rigour in the data analysis (the current study
used Mile and Huberman’s [1994] data analysis process), and peer debriefing
(i.e., the researcher had multiple-discussions with research colleagues through
the analysis process to sense-check interpretations).

Pedagogical Intervention: Visible Wellbeing

Research into classroom teaching has seen a big push for the “science-
informed pedagogy of learning” (Fischer et al., 2007), with research devoted
to using science to improve teacher practice in ways that allow for greater
student learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2008; Hattie, 2008; Ritchhart,
Church, & Morrison, 2011). Along the same lines, Waters (2015, 2017,
2018) has argued for a “science-informed pedagogy for wellbeing.” Teachers
can integrate the science of wellbeing into their pedagogy in ways that allow
for greater promotion of student wellbeing. Waters has devised a pedagog-
ical intervention called Visible Wellbeing that trains teachers how to marry
together the science of wellbeing with the science of learning and teaching
(Waters, 2015, 2017, 2018; Waters, Sun, Rusk, Cotton, & Arch, 2017).

Visible Wellbeing (VWB) is not a program or a set curriculum about well-
being. Rather, it is a pedagogical intervention delivered to teachers that trains
them how to implicitly integrate the science of wellbeing into their teaching.
VWAB trains teachers in a language, a framework, and a process for seeing and
building the wellbeing of their students.

The aim of the VWB intervention is to help teachers teach in a way that
shifts wellbeing from a subjective, internal experience occurring within the
student to a tangible, observable phenomenon that is visible in class for
students and teachers to see. When wellbeing becomes visible in class, it
becomes a resource for learning (Waters, 2018). By teaching in ways that
make wellbeing visible, students learn how their emotions influence their
learning, see patterns in their wellbeing, and become knowledgeable about
how context shapes their emotions, thus responding to the call of Ciarrochi
et al. (2016) to take a contextual approach to wellbeing.

Data Analysis

Miles and Huberman’s (1994) four-step qualitative framework was used to
analyse the three forms of data: data reduction, data display, and verifying
conclusions. Figure 6.2 outlines the iterative process used for data reduction
in the current study. A loop-like pattern of multiple rounds was undertaken
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Fig. 6.2 Qualitative data reduction coding process

starting with the raw data being examined to generate initial codes (step 1),
revisiting the data as additional codes emerged (step 2), making connections
between codes to create higher themes (step 3), and verifying the themes by
going back to the original data (pathway 4).

Results

Three primary themes were identified in this study that had the following
temporal order: (1) legitimizing wellbeing in the teacher’s minds, (2)
actioning wellbeing in the classroom, and (3) building wellbeing through
relationships across the school. Six secondary themes were identified. Two
subthemes arose through legitimizing wellbeing: licence and language. For
the “actioning wellbeing” theme, two secondary themes emerged: insight and
impact. The third primary theme, building wellbeing through relationships,
contained two secondary themes: care and collegiality. Richer data, in the
form of teacher quotes, for each secondary theme will be provided below.
Figure 6.3 depicts the temporal order of the themes and shows that at the
end of Term 1, following the VWB intervention, the theme of “legitimizing
wellbeing” emerged. This was seen through a change in the mindset of the
teachers who reported viewing wellbeing as a more worthwhile goal. Teachers
conveyed that the VWB intervention had given them the licence to prioritize
wellbeing and the language to discuss wellbeing with students. This change
in teachers’ mindset gave them the confidence to incorporate changes into
their teacher practice so that wellbeing was more intentionally woven in.
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Fig. 6.3 Key themes, timelines, and levels of outcomes following a positive educa-
tion pedagogy

At the second round of data collection (end of Term 2), teachers described
greater insight into the wellbeing of their students, and this allowed them
to tweak and adjust their teaching practices in ways that better supported
wellbeing and learning. Teachers were seeing the impact of their new teacher
practices rippling across the classroom through better student learning,
engagement, wellbeing, and behaviour.

Finally, analysis of the third round of data collection (mid-way through
Term 4) found that, as teachers and students became more and more comfort-
able using VWB practices in class, they were taking the new wellbeing
practices outside of the classroom and creating positive changes to their
relationships across the school.

The temporal relationships of the three primary themes showed a pattern
that sequenced from change at the individual-level (within the teacher),
through to group-level impacts (across classrooms), and on to the school-
level effects (through relationships outside of the classroom; student—student,
teacher—student, and teacher—teacher). Although the three primary themes
each emerged at consecutive time points across the year it was also evident
that, as the visible wellbeing practice deepened, the earlier themes were still
present and were forming feedback loops as indicated with the bi-directional
arrows in Fig. 6.3.

Term 1 data: Legitimizing wellbeing.

Secondary theme: Licence. Following the visible wellbeing pedagogical
intervention, teachers observed that wellbeing had been a given legitimate
place in the classroom. For some, this increased the value they now placed on
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student wellbeing, and for others it gave them licence to do what they were
already doing. Representative comments included:

e “I've always known that student wellbeing is important but, to be honest,
in the past I would think “Yeah, yeah, but I've got to get on with my
curriculum” and I'd put the emotional needs of my students to the back of
my mind. When you teach in Year 12 there’s always so much curriculum
to get through. I've been teaching English for 29 years, but it’s only since
the training that I really know that if the student is not feeling emotionally
ready to learn then I am not doing my job as a teacher. It is 7HE most
important thing as far as 'm concerned and I wish I'd realised this much
earlier in my career” (ST, Year 12 English).

e “This is not meant to sound offensive, but when the school first announced
we would be doing this training I thought it would be full of ‘hocus-
pocus’. I'm a chemistry teacher and I was thinking “What will I do with
this training?” I can see now I had a classic fixed mindset about wellbeing
and about my ability to teach wellbeing. I feel embarrassed admitting that
now because I had no idea about the science of the field. I've used the
training to think about the elements of my teaching that create the optimal
‘emotional chemistry’ for learning. I introduced the idea of wellbeing to my
students through the lens of chemistry and we've talked about the ‘chem-
ical reactions’ that foster a productive learning environment” (ST, Year 11,
Chemistry).

e “I've always wanted to connect more with my students from a personal
perspective but I didn’t think I could. I'd see other teachers doing it so
naturally and I figured “Well, this is just not my style’. I guess I gave up on
myself. Since the training I have now learnt that I can do this and there
are skills and techniques I can learn that have made me more personable
with my students” (ST, Year 9, Mathematics).

e “If 'm honest with myself, I have had the same teaching style since I first
graduated 22 years ago which is ‘Mr Task Master’ mode. What I found
after the training is that I am capable of changing my approach and being
a bit more relaxed and friendly in class. It proves you can teach an old dog
new tricks and the kids are watching me change my old style in front of
them which shows them they can change too” (Primary, Grade 5).

e “My mindset has radically changed. I've gone from thinking my job is to
teach ‘physics’ to my job is to teach ‘students about physics’. I've realised
that the more I become a person, and not just a teacher, the better my
students will learn” (ST, Year 10, Physics).
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o “Well, yeah, I've always prioritised wellbeing. In the past I was known as
the ‘hippie’ teacher but now it’s like Visible Wellbeing has given me the
licence to do what I have always done. Others see the legitimacy of what I
do now” (ST, Year 11, Business Studies).

Secondary theme: Language. Another way in which teachers reported
that wellbeing was legitimized as a result of the VWB intervention was
through the greater use of shared vocabulary about wellbeing. Representative
comments included:

e “The major difference is the language, I can now give students the
words for them to better recognise their wellbeing and how it influences
their behaviours and actions. We are still managing some of the relation-
ship conflicts of the group, but through conferencing and discussions they
are able to identify things. They are self-recognising when they have over
stepped the mark or have hurt someone’s feelings” (PT, Grade 5).

e “I have an ASD student, who used to get overwhelmed with his emotions
and lash out. After the training I wrote up 5 words for negative emotions
we're allowed to feel and talk about in class as well 5 words for positive
emotions we want to feel more of in class. It was not part of a formal
lesson, we just discuss those words as situations come up during the day,
like if there has been a fight at lunchtime or when the kids are happy
about a project they are working on. It’s helped all the students but my
ASD student has benefited the most. Now he is developing a language to
express his state of wellbeing he is able to say “I dont want to hear your
voice right now, it is making me tense” and I know to walk way. This
is such a step forward from the way he would previously have handled
his overwhelm which would have been to physically lash out at me” (PT,
Grade 3).

e “Students have a broader vocabulary around emotions and its allowing
them to express themselves in a more open and honest way, they feel safer
to express the negatives and I can see it is helping their stress levels to get
their bad feelings out in the open and to know they are not the only ones
who feel this way. They can see that life is ‘sweet and sour’ for everyone. It’s
very normalising and it means we don't get stuck on the negative because
we can discuss it, release it, have a good vent and then move on” (ST, Year
10 Co-ordinator).

e “We have one boy who has oppositional defiance disorder, most of the
students know this boy from last year and so they came into my class
already having labelled him as naughty. I decided to use the wellbeing
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language to help us all reframe his behaviour. The students understand
that he just hasn’t learnt how to handle his emotions as well as they have
and that he is not been intentionally naughty. They don't call him naughty
anymore, now they remind him ‘take some deep breaths, keep your calm,
use your strengths” (PT, Grade 2).

Term 2 data: Actioning wellbeing. At the end of term two teachers
were still discussing licence and language but it was clear that they were
now actioning more of VWB practices they had been trained in. Two new
secondary themes: insights and impact.

Secondary theme: Insight. Teachers spoke about how the visible well-
being training gave them insight into the wellbeing of their students and
themselves. Representative comments included:

e “I am more conscious of the students’ wellbeing now. I look at their body
language, I listen to the tone of their voice, I read their facial expression.
I’m way more observational and I'm using this to bring their wellbeing to
my attention and also to their attention. We are learning Grammar rules at
the moment and, you know, it’s complex stuff because the English language
doesnt make sense half the time. We're learning about conjugating verbs
and I can see them shaking their head in derision or confusion, I can see
them tuning out and looking at me blankly. Prior to the training I would
have unconsciously picked up on this and I would have felt frustrated
because I was losing them. But it would have been all under the surface,
you know. I wouldn't have been aware of it consciously and I would have
started raising my voice and becoming sarcastic to re-assert my authority.
Now I can read these minor signs of wellbeing in real time. It has become
second nature now to take this into account when I am running my classes
and I use it as a teaching tool because I point it out. I say “What's with the
faces guys?” and I ask them where they got lost rather than pressing ahead
for the sake of finishing my lesson plan. I'll say “I notice your hunching
over, let’s take a deep breath and sit up.” It is surprising how much differ-
ence this small teacher practice makes to the class. I'll say “I can see you're
smiling, youre getting this, I can see your enjoying today” or with some of
those hard to crack students I can joke “youre not crossing your arms as
much as you used too” and then there’s a little half smile and I feel like it’s
little sign of success and I'm making inroads towards getting them to love
English” (ST, Year 8 English).

e “I've learnt to constantly check the wellbeing of the class, like a weather
thermometer. I know what to look out for and I'm happy to stop the class
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in the middle of the lesson and do a quick brain break to re-energise or
refocus them” (PT, Grade 5).

e “I feel myself being more observant and tuning into the emotional climate.
I look at my class before I act. I take into account facial expressions and
body language. I listen to whether the noise is productive or not before I
automatically tell them to be quiet” (PT, Grade 2).

e “I find it easier to see now when students are not themselves. I have much
better insight into where they are at emotionally. I think it comes with
knowing them better now because I use the visible wellbeing tools and I

know my role is to help them ‘feel before they think™ (ST, Year 9, Politics).

Secondary Theme: Impact. The greater insight teachers were gaining into
the wellbeing of their students flowed into concrete changes in their teaching
practices, which then flowed into tangible changes for the students. Teachers
reported a fluid change in practice that allowed them to create learning envi-
ronments that were adaptive and took into account the wellbeing of their
class. Teachers also reported an observable impact on student outcomes such
as engagement, behaviour, wellbeing, and learning. Representative comments

included:

e “My grade 4 students have a tendency to give up when the learning gets
tough. I talked to them about the importance of grit. We then followed it
up with some activities that are hard to do like drawing a picture with your
non-dominant hand, writing a sentence with a big word and then having
an attempt at a Sudoku. During these activities I could hear kids saying:
“this is too hard”, “I can’t do it”, “I give up”. After a little time I then heard
other children say to them: “don’t give up”, “keep trying” “use your grit”.
I now continually hear children say “we need to persevere”, “you will get
it if you keep trying!” Using grit has become a teaching tool that I can see
gives my students endurance to learn effectively” (PT, Grade 4).

e “Asa German teacher, I used to be very military and regimented about the
exams, whereas as I now create a calm and playful environment. Prior to
the oral exams I now play music and I invite the students to intentionally
clear their brains and let their bodies relax. You can physically see a shift
in their mindset before they stand up and do the oral exams, they get less
stressed about memorising the words and they go more to the meaning
of the words, they get more playful and inventive. I use the science of
‘Broaden and Build’ to know if I boost their wellbeing in that moment it
will help them perform better academically. I have also changed the way I
assess the Year 11 and Year 12 oral work. I set up a production-line and I
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get the more able German speakers to have conversations with those in the
line just about general stuff. It’s about loosening up their tongue and it’s
using relationships to put people at ease. I ask them to have a conversation
in German about the things in their life that make them happy, I put the
more nervous kids at the back of the line so they have longer to get over
the nerves. If I hadn’t been shown how to think about the wellbeing of the
students I would never have done this. It used to be that students had to
come up alphabetically now the order of testing is on their state of well-
being because I know that the most effective way for me to truly test their
skills is when their mind is positive and open. My students all do much
better in their orals” (ST, Year 7, 11, and 12 German).

“These past two terms since the training and our coaching sessions I get
students to choose a ‘leaving song’ at the start of the class. They know I
will play the song as they leave class if (and only if) they have completed all
of their tasks. When the song is played it is a reward for doing their work.
Students are leaving on a positive note and it’s great to see them dancing
their way out of the door — overhearing conversation about how much they
love the subject as they leave” (ST, Year 8 Science).

“What I've really been struck by is how the visible wellbeing approach has
helped to give some of the more introverted students a bit more confidence
to engage in class. We all did the strengths survey and then these kids
understood that being shy doesnt mean you're not strong. It boosted their
confidence so much to understand that thoughtfulness, prudence, humility
and the ability to be quiet and listen to others are actually strengths. They
can see how these strengths help them learn and one little boy volunteered
for a leadership role which blew his mum and me away. Neither of us could
believe it and couldn’t wipe the smile of our faces. I think it’s because when
you help kids to focus on what’s on the inside the outside difference seem
less important” (PT, Grade 5).

“My homegroup this year is a really difficult group and, yeah, there’s lots of
behaviour management issues, theyre disengaged with school, no parental
involvement and so on. 'm dealing with some fairly troubled kids and,
yeah, the class dynamics can get volatile pretty quickly. I was chosen for
this group because I'm a big guy and I guess the thinking was that I'd be
able to control them. The funny thing is that because of the training my
focus is now on understanding what going on for these kids inside and
trying to make their wellbeing visible rather than control by power. I've
adopted a ‘Gentle Giant’ approach. I sit with them on the floor and we
talk about what we would do if we had a magic wand. I tell them about my
weekend and help them see I'm on their team. I bring homecooked food
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on Monday morning. We have created a music sound track that plays as
they enter homegroup and it’s a great way to start the day. They started out
ribbing each other’s music choices but we talked about tolerance and how
to mindfully listen and now they support each other’s choices and, yeah,
they are quieter and more respectful. Now they turning up to homegroup
and I've gone from about a 30% turn-up rate to 90% - I'm stoked!” (ST,
Homegroup).

Term 4 data: Building wellbeing through relationships. By Term 4, the
impact of the VWB pedagogical intervention had started to extend beyond
the classroom and spill into the staff/faculty rooms and positively influence
relationships across the school. Student—teacher and teacher—teacher relation-
ships were characterized as being more caring and teachers also reported
higher level of collegiality.

Secondary theme: Care. The data showed an emerging them of teachers
and students taking greater care of each other by term four, following the
pedagogical intervention. Representative comments included:

e “We have focused on kindness in class and I hear the kids use more words
that express kindness to one another, they are more open to thanking one
another and praising one another. When someone is being unkind, I don’t
have to correct this as much because the other students have the words to
articulate what is going and they remind each other ‘It’s time to be kind.”
Because they have a vocabulary for kindness it means they are seeing it
more in others and they report it back to me that ‘such and such was kind
because they helped me glue my worksheet in my book or they lent me
their eraser when I made a mistake. I really see how bringing the wellbeing
words into my class is changing what the kids see and what they value in
each other” (PT, Grade 1).

e “The thing I see is that because I have set the emotional tone of the class
the students are noticeably more caring for each other. This is a big win
when you're teaching 15-year olds who can be fairly self-involved” (ST,
History Year 9)

e “I had an exam in my class on Monday that had a few issues and made late
for my next class. All term we have been working on the habit of being ‘on
time’ and yet here I was arriving late. I was feeling frazzled and had not
eaten since breakfast. The students could have been very hard on me, but
they showed kindness and smiled. They held my coffee, offered to take my
laptop, and they got my keys out. Straight away they got into their groups
and started working on their art projects. They allowed me time to drink
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and finalise an issue from the exam. They got on with the job. I talked to
them about how stress effects us all and thanked them for allowing me to
take a few moments to settle my mind. The visible wellbeing training has
allowed to talk with the students about wellbeing in an open way and we
realise we're all in this together and everyone has emotions” (ST, Year 10,
Art).

e “I teach Learning Support and many of my students struggle with low
self-esteem and mental health issues. One such student is John. John is
from Japan and has learning difficulties that cant be diagnosed due to his
language barrier. He suffers with mental health issues. In class he was brave
enough to ask me what a mentor was. One of the boys sniggered at him,
asking how he didnt know. John immediately went back into his shell
and became withdrawn and self-conscious again. I took the moment to
point out one of John’s strengths. I asked the other students (there are
only 9 of them) if they knew that John spoke fluent Japanese. They didnt
realise, even though he is obviously Japanese and has an accent. I told them
about how English was John’s second language and sometimes he had to
ask questions that seemed simple to us so he could understand. I asked
them to imagine what it would be like to go into a classroom in Japan
and have people start talking at them in Japanese. The other boys then
became interested in John’s story. They asked him questions about what it
was like living in Japan, how to say certain words, what people did for fun.
I watched as the boys stopped viewing John as someone who didnt know
very much and began to see him as a wealth of knowledge in an unfamiliar
culture. I felt the mood in the room shift from one of judgement and inse-
curity, to curiosity, humour and a little bit of awe. John is more confident
in my class now to ask questions and take learning risks” (ST, Year 8).

Secondary theme: Collegiality. In addition to care becoming a more
apparent feature of the relationship across the two schools, teachers also
reported on a greater sense of collegiality coming forward. Representative
comments included:

e “I set up a gratitude wall in the Year 8 common room and it was a big hit.
I was honestly taken aback about the gratitude that poured out of these
young teenagers and especially how many of them wrote gratitude notes
about their teachers. I invited the teachers to come along in their lunch
break one week and see what the students had written. You could see the
wellbeing lifting in the teachers when they read the notes that students had
written about them. That gave me the idea of doing the same thing in the
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faculty room. I snuck in one weekend and set up a wall and then over the
next few weeks watched as teachers started writing on the walls about the
positives they saw in the students and the gratitude they had towards other
teachers and support staff” (ST?).

e “It’s a simple thing, but after the training, we decided to set up a birthday
cake roster where people put their name down if they want to be involved,
and then against someone else that they will bring a cake for on their
birthday. It’s a nice way to get the staff sitting around the table chatting
and having a good time over lunch and cake. This I believe has encour-
aged more staff to make a regular event of sitting around the main table
for lunch and has brought the staffroom closer together. It’s made us more
productive too as a lot of stuff that used to come to the formal meet-
ings now gets sorted out more informally — all because we decided to
care more for each other and deliberately work on building up a colle-
gial culture. That's what struck me about the training is that wellbeing is
just as important for us” (PT).

e “One of the teachers asked me the other day about the mindfulness sessions
I run at the start of my classes. She said she noticed how much calmer
the students are when they come to her following my class compared to
other classes. I showed her the App I'm using and a few weeks ago she told
me how shed been using that App at home and what a difference it has
made to her stress levels. It felt great to think that I am helping one of my
colleagues in this way, not just my students” (ST).

e “This week, we're heading into exam period which is always a time of high
stress for us. For the first time since I've been at this school there was talk
about how we can support each other and we came up with a bunch of
things to do. It’s not like we haven’t supported each other in the past but
this time we are being more pro-active about it” (ST).

Positive Education Pedagogy: Implicit
Approaches, Content, and Teacher
Empowerment

Within the spirit of growth and innovation, I have used this chapter to
put forward three key ideas for expanding the field of positive education:
(1) the use of implicit practices (in addition to explicit programs), (2) the

3Given that these quotes are about staff room collegiality, it is not necessary to put detail as to what
class or year level the teacher was teaching.
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consideration of context (in addition to the teaching of content), and (3) the
empowerment of teachers (in addition to the education of students).

These three ideas have been explored through the design and findings of
a qualitative study that investigated the impact of an evidence-based positive
educational pedagogy intervention that was set up so teachers could develop
a positive education pedagogy unique to their own teacher practice, suited to
their own discipline area (e.g., science, art, geography, language studies), and
applicable at all school levels (e.g., primary, secondary).

The idea that wellbeing can be delivered through pedagogy, in addition
to programs, was eye opening for teachers in the current study and many
reported a change in their mindset about their own role in building student
wellbeing. By “legitimizing wellbeing” and providing teachers with the licence
and language for wellbeing, the pedagogical intervention helped to shift
those teachers who had a fixed idea about teaching (e.g., I am here to deliver
academic content) to a more open viewpoint of teaching the whole student.

This shift in their idea about their role as a teacher triggered a shift in
mindset for some teachers about their ability to modify their own pedagogy.
Mindset refers to the underlying beliefs people hold about the world and
about their capacity for change (Heyman & Dweck, 1998). Dweck (2008)
identified two types of mindset: growth and fixed. A person with a growth
mindset sees themselves as having qualities that can be changed through effort
and practice, while someone with a fixed mindset sees personal qualities as
being static and unchangeable. Although the notion of mindset was initially
applied to one’s understanding of the malleability of intelligence (Blackwell,
Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007), it has since been expanded to include people’s
underlying beliefs about the degree to which they can change can occur across
a range of aspects such as one’s talents, character, relational abilities, and
strengths (Burnette, O’Boyle, VanEpps, Pollack, & Finkel, 2013; Haimovitz
& Dweck, 2016; Heyman & Dweck, 1998; Jach, H., Sun, J., Loton, D.,
Chin, TC., & Waters, 2018).

Mindset is at play in teachers when it comes to their beliefs about their
capacity to change their pedagogy, specifically as it relates to changing the way
one teaches so as to build student wellbeing. Teachers in this study explained:

e “I can see now I had a classic fixed mindset about wellbeing and about my
ability to teach wellbeing.”

e “I've always wanted to connect more with my students from a personal,
perspective but I didn’t think I could... I have now learnt that I can do
this and there are skills and techniques I can learn that have made me
more personable with my students.”
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e “If I'm honest with myself, I've had the same teaching style since I first
graduated fifteen years ago which is ‘Mr. Task Master’ mode.”

e “I am capable of changing my approach and being a bit more relaxed and
friendly in class.”

Given that positive education and mindsets are both relatively new areas
of research inquiry, the current study has made an important contribution
by linking the two topics and exploring how teachers’ mindsets about their
ability to adopt a positive pedagogical approach are surfaced and changed
through intervention. Evidence that the VWB intervention can trigger a
growth mindset about teaching style supports past research that has found
mindset about other aspects (i.e., intelligence) can be changed through
intervention (Blackwell et al., 2007).

The importance of creating interventions to foster growth mindsets in
teachers is powerful when considering the work of Meadows (2008) on
systems, who suggests that mindset is a core “change lever” in creating system
wide change. The change in a teachers” internal mindset about positive educa-
tion pedagogy flowed through into changes in their practices that had visible
impacts on classroom environments and the relational systems across the
school. Starting first at the classroom level, with a new growth mindset
about positive pedagogy, teachers set about “actioning wellbeing” in their
classes. Teachers developed the confidence to try new classroom strategies
based upon positive psychology such as kindness, gratitude, mindfulness, grit,
goal setting, and strengths. Specific examples included: establishing the “emo-
tional elements of learning” in chemistry, the use of positive words to redirect
the behaviour of a student who has Oppositional Defiance Disorder, using a
music playlist to motivate students to finish their tasks in science, and using
gratitude boards in student common rooms.

Past researchers writing about wellbeing pedagogies contend that wellbeing
is a dynamic state constructed within the teaching process itself (Kidger et al.,
2009; Pyhilts et al., 2010). In the current study, it became apparent that well-
being occurs, and is built up, in the multiple small moments of connection
and positivity that occur between a teacher and his/her students. Impor-
tantly, teachers observed that when they fostered wellbeing, they also fostered
better student learning, higher engagement, stronger confidence, and more
co-operative behaviour. Teachers reported that their new teaching practices
enabled more stamina in the learning process (e.g., the students who encour-
aged each other to keep trying), built resilience against adversity (e.g., doing
better in time tables, taking an oral test in German), and fostered more
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respectful and supportive student relationships (e.g., the high school boys
who included the Japanese student).

The link that teachers observed between positive pedagogy with learning,
wellbeing, and social class dynamics can be explained using Fredrickson’s
(2001) Broaden and Build theory, which asserts that positive emotions
serve to broaden one’s awareness (encourage novel, varied, and exploratory
thinking) and one’s social resources (encourage prosocial and empathetic
actions towards others) in the moment that they occur and that positive
emotions build these cognitive and social resources over time.

Further evidence of the broaden and build effect was the “Building well-
being across relationships” theme that emerged in Term 4. Teachers across
both schools reported that the VWB intervention created a deeper connection
with their students and colleagues. Teachers found that they were connecting
professionally around the VWB practices and were also using the practices
to intentionally take care of each other’s wellbeing, especially at peak times
of stress during the academic year. Students were showing more care and
compassion towards teachers (e.g., the students who allowed the teacher
time to eat while they went about their own learning tasks) and each other
(students supporting kids on the spectrum).

The change in relationships, together with the change in teachers’ mindset
and language, are each concrete examples of how pedagogical interventions,
such as VWB, can trigger “systems change.” According to Rosas (2017),
schools are systems that are made up of interconnected elements that work
together (or sometimes in opposition). A systems approach to the study of
positive education is particularly important given the repeated criticism of the
field as being overly focused on intrapersonal interventions and ignoring the
role of contextual wellbeing (Ciarrochi et al., 2016). Kern et al. (2020) devel-
oped Systems Informed Positive Psychology (SIPP), which applies principles
from the systems sciences to positive psychology theory. SIPP can be used to
explain the changes outlined by teachers in this study as the principles of SIPP
tell us that people are interdependent with the systems they are a part of, and
that wellbeing is thus influenced by changes to the system. SIPP also shows us
that appropriateness of interventions is dependent on the context and people
within the system. This principle was born out in the current study, where
the chemistry teacher adopted different aspects of the VWB training in his
class compared to the German Language teacher and the English teacher. This
was also found with the evidence of teachers using different VWB practices
in their non-classroom contexts (e.g., the Dean and Homegroup teacher).
Teachers understood that the practices for one context may be different for
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another and showed evidence of understanding the system effects for positive
change.

Systems research shows that when one element of a system is targeted
for change, an “action—reaction pattern” is triggered that in turn activates
change in other elements, thus leading to new patterns of interaction across
the system (von Bertalanffy, 1975). The VWB intervention helped teachers
to change their pedagogy—a core element of the system—and when teachers
were shown how to change this one element, an “action—reaction pattern”
unfolded that created change in a range of other elements such as mindsets,
language, and relationships. These changes then interacted in new ways to
build wellbeing, learning, and more positive relationships in both students
and teachers over time.

Each of the elements of the system that were changed, although small, was
noticed by teachers to make a big difference. In fact, a core narrative through
the qualitative data was the surprise that teachers expressed at the impact that
small tweaks to their practice were having on key outcomes. Representative
quotes include “It is surprising how much difference this small teacher prac-
tice makes to the class” and “It seems like a small thing but it has made a big
difference to the way we use the learning plans.” Teachers marvelled at how
“simple things” and “little sign of success” added up to create tangible, posi-
tive changes to the learning climate, wellbeing outcomes, and relationships
across the school.

Conclusion

The World Economic Forum (2016) claims that “to thrive in the twenty-first
century, students need more than traditional academic learning. They must
be adept at ... the skills developed through social and emotional learning”
(p. 4). Positive education is clearly an important field to grow and evolve. The
current chapter distinguishes itself by putting teacher pedagogy, as opposed
to student curriculum, at the core of creating change through positive educa-
tion. The finding that positive education pedagogy deepened and extended
its impact on wellbeing, learning, and relationships inside and outside of the
classroom over time is best understood by looking at the results through the
lens of mindsets, the broaden and build theory, as well as SIPP. The power
of using positive education pedagogy as a key lever for change in schools
is the fact that it creates positive change through implicit, context-based,
teacher-empowered ways, and thus, provides an important complement and
evolution to the more typical program, content, student-focused approaches.
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I hope that this chapter encourages future researchers and practitioners to
consider the exciting and effective role that pedagogy and other potential
implicit mechanisms can play in growing our field.
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Positive Professional Practice:
A Strength-Based Reflective Practice Teaching
Model

Mathew A. White

The past few years have brought numerous advances in positive educa-
tion theory, research, and practice. For instance, Waters and Loton (2019)
proposed a data-driven meta-framework for evidence-based approaches to the
field. O’Brien and Blue (2018) challenged teachers, principals, and admin-
istrators to develop a positive pedagogy, designing pedagogical practices
that facilitate positivity within the classroom. Oades and Johnston (2017)
argued that wellbeing literacy is an important element in positive education.
While these developments are encouraging, a critical topic continues to be
overlooked—professional practice—which this chapter addresses.

To date, positive education has no agreed conceptual framework or model
to guide teachers to theorise and critically self-reflect on what they do and
how they have an impact based on existing theories of professional practice
(White & Murray, 2015). As such, positive education continues to be a peda-
gogy in search of a practice (White, 2015). Therefore, if developments such
as Oades and Johnston’s (2017) wellbeing literacy, O’Brien and Blue’s (2018)
positive pedagogy, or Waters and Loton’s (2019) framework are to achieve
deep pedagogical change, I assert that critical teacher self-reflection is an inte-
gral starting point building on White and McCallum’s (2020) call to enhance
teacher quality through evidence-based wellbeing frameworks. Written from
the researcher—practitioner perspective, this chapter proposes a conceptual
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model for critical self-reflection for teachers of positive education, guided by
two questions:

1. Can positive psychology developments enhance the planning, implemen-
tation, and self-reflection required for effective learning and teaching?

2. How can character strengths be integrated into reflective practice to
enhance effective learning and teaching?

In this chapter, I address these questions by first highlighting how profes-
sional practice remains a missing component in positive education theory
and practice. Second, I identify the importance of teacher pedagogy. I
describe relevant aspects of Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) Values in Action
(VIA) strengths classification, surfacing the underlying assumptions of posi-
tive education pedagogy, and point to the critical role of reflective practice.
Next, I introduce Stephen Brookfield’s (2017) four lenses for critical reflec-
tion, which is one of the widest reflection methods used in teaching. Then,
illustrating how character strengths can be integrated into reflective practice
to enhance effective learning and teaching, I propose a strengths-based model
that integrates the VIA across all stages of Brookfield’s four-lens reflective
practice model. Finally, I consider the potential applications of this approach.
I contend that a strength-based model is a missing piece in the puzzle needed
to support reflective practice and will enhance teacher’s professional practice
in positive education.

A Need to Focus on Teacher Professional Practice

Over the past decade, positive education has been interpreted in a variety of
ways. For example, Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, and Linkins (2009)
first defined positive education as an approach to “teach both the skills
of wellbeing and the skills of achievement” (p. 294). White (2009, 2015)
claimed that it is a blend of evidence-based learning from the science of posi-
tive psychology and best practices in learning and teaching, whereas White
and Murray (2015) argued that it is “an umbrella term that is used to describe
empirically validated interventions and programs from positive psychology
that have an impact on student wellbeing” (p. 2). Slemp et al. (2017) asserted
that positive education “combines the concepts and scholarship of positive
psychology with best practice guidelines from education” (p. 101).
Stemming from these definitions, research has focused on developing
frameworks, interventions, and activities to support student wellbeing (e.g.,
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Brunwasser & Garber, 2016; Noble & McGrath, 2016; Waters, 2011).
There have been case studies of schools as positive institutions (e.g., Adler
& Seligman, 2016; Halliday, Kern, Garrett, & Turnbull, 2019a, 2019b;
Seligman & Adler, 2018; White & Murray, 2015). Reviews of positive
psychology interventions, programs, and frameworks have been conducted
(e.g., Donaldson, Dollwet, & Rao, 2015; Froh & Bono, 2011; Rusk &
Waters, 2013, 2015), the most extensive of which is Waters and Loton’s
(2019) bibliometric review of over 18,403 positive psychology studies.

Yet despite all this activity, only a handful of publications have explicitly
focused on the role of the teacher. In his critique of the teacher’s role in posi-
tive education, Kristjdnsson (2017¢, p. 188) contends that the “flourishing
paradigm of positive education” takes a strength-based approach to smudent
wellbeing; it is all about furthering assets that students already possess in
nascent forms and helping them continue developing the character virtues
that are intrinsically related to (i.e., constitutive of) eudaimonia. While
Kristjdnsson (2007, 2012, 2015, 2017b) indicates there are many professional
implications for teachers, he calls “for an active political contribution from
teachers, in order to make sure that the economic precondition of student
flourishing is universally met” (Kristjdnsson, 2017¢, p. 190).

International research has established that teachers are the most significant
in-school factor impacting student outcomes (Allen, Kern, Vella-Brodrick,
Hattie, & Waters, 2018; Darling-Hammond, 2010; Dickerson, & Helm-
Stevens, 2011; Hattie, 2009, 2015; Sachs et al., 2019). The McKinsey Report
(Barber & Mourshed, 2007) argued that “the quality of an education system
cannot exceed the quality of its teachers” (p. 19). McCallum and Price
(2010, 2012, 2015) advocated that for children and young people to be
well, teachers must also be well. Teacher quality, retention, and satisfaction
are crucial elements for sustaining the profession, maintaining motivation,
and preparing teachers to fulfil aspirational outcomes as leaders (McCallum
& Price, 2015). And yet teachers are struggling. Many are leaving the profes-
sion early (Heffernan, Longmuir, Bright, & Kim, 2019), reports of burnout
and stress are high (Oberle, & Schonert-Reichl, 2016), and numerous mental
health issues exist (Bullot Cave, Fildes, Hall, & Plummer, 2017; Carlisle et al.,
2018; Vesely, Saklofske, & Nordstokke, 2014). As Brookfield (2017) claimed,
“it’s insane for any teacher to imagine he or she can walk into a classroom and
overturn centuries of racial, gender and class exploitation” (p. 43).

Over the past decade, the pedagogy—what teachers do, the professional
practice of positive education—has remained uncharted territory. Questions
abound around teachers” professional identity (who teachers are), professional
practice (what teachers do), and efficacy (how teachers know they are having
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an impact). For example, McGrath (2018) noted that “character education
specialists seem to know it when they see it, but what it means to call some-
thing a character education program remains unclear” (p. 23). Overall, there
is a dearth of studies focusing on the professional practice of positive educa-
tion teachers. As White and Kern (2018, p. 2) noted, “the time has come
for the discourse on the pedagogy of positive education to become more
sophisticated”. That pedagogy necessarily focuses on teacher practice.

Intersections of Strengths and Reflective Practice

Trask-Kerr, Quay, and Slemp, (2019) contend that a significant hurdle for
positive education is that it “revolves around issues to do with psychology
itself and the capacity of psychology to comprehensively inform the imag-
ined idea of positive education” (p. 2). As Kristjdnsson (2019) noted, positive
education’s focus on a flourishing paradigm should allay “the fears of tradi-
tionalists that the flourishing paradigm is just one more attempt to smuggle a
Trojan horse of touchy-feeliness into the classroom in order to undermine
standard subjects and processes” (p. 28). Trask-Kerr et al. (2019) further
highlight that “teachers have imagined education in positive terms for a very
long time” and “it seems that positive psychology’s philosophical roots have
been largely assumed” (p. 2). They argue for a “Deweyan positive education”
that “incorporates psychological knowledge in the embrace of philosophical
thinking” (Trask-Kerr et al., 2019, p. 13). I argue that it is beneficial for the
research, discourse, and professional practice of positive education to develop
through the integration of Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) VIA character
strengths classification and Brookfield’s (2017) theory of reflective practice.

The Values in Action Character Strengths
Classification

The VIA advanced by Peterson and Seligman (2004) quickly became one
of the earliest adopted developments in positive education (Han, 2018;
Niemiec, 2018; White & Waters, 2015). The classification provides a
framework enabling teachers to theorise whole-of-class and whole-of-school
strength-based approaches (Waters & White, 2015; White & Murray, 2015).
Although the VIA has attracted criticism for its philosophical limitations
(Kristjdnsson, 2007, 2012, 2015, 2016, 2019; Niemiec, 2018; Snow, 2018),
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the classification remains one of the foundational elements of many positive
education approaches across the world.

Peterson and Seligman (2004) determined a set of criteria for the classifi-
cation of these strengths based on the contribution of over 40 experts from
philosophy, theology, and the social sciences. From this review of various
disciplines, Peterson and Seligman (2004) created the VIA, which includes
six virtues that manifest as 24 strengths. These are: wisdom (creativity,
curiosity, judgement, love of learning, perspective), courage (bravery, honesty,
perseverance, zest), humanity (kindness, love, social intelligence), justice (citi-
zenship, fairness, leadership), temperance (forgiveness, humility, prudence,
self-regulation) and #anscendence (appreciation of beauty and excellence,
gratitude, hope, humour, spirituality).

Recent findings on strengths over the past five years have implica-
tions for teachers’ professional identity, professional practice, and efficacy
(Niemiec, 2018; Waters & White, 2015). For example, Bates-Krakoff et al.
(2017) found that character could be developed through carefully designed
curricula. Having extensively reviewed strength-based studies, McGrath
(2018) proposed that character education programs should include seven
features: school-based, structure, addresses specific positive psychological
attributes, addresses identity, moral growth, holistic growth, and the devel-
opment of practical wisdom (Kristjdnsson, 2017a). Based on eight reviews,
Berkowitz, Bier, & McCauley, (2017) identified 42 evidence-based practices
to derive lessons on effective practice. They proposed a conceptual framework
of six foundational character educational principles to aid the dissemina-
tion of evidence-based practices more broadly: prioritisation, relationships,
intrinsic motivation (internalisation of character), modelling, empower-
ment, and developmental pedagogy (PRIMED) (Berkowitz et al., 2017).
Reviewing character strength interventions, Lavy (2019) identified how
strengths could be linked with the development of twenty-first-century skills,
offering an integrative model for strength in schooling. Lottman, Zawaly, and
Niemiec (2017) emphasised the importance of incorporating strengths within
everyday language.

Across studies and reviews, it becomes clear that strengths underlie much
of positive education practice. However, I contend that greater focus should
be placed on explicitly incorporating strengths within teacher pedagogy;
specifically, through the purposeful use of reflective practice.
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The Critical Role of Reflective Practice

I suggest that a missing part of positive education discourse is the incor-
poration of teachers critical self-reflection on professional practice. To be
clear, when I discuss professional practice, I do not mean just the class-
room programs, worksheets, activities, or interventions teachers undertake
with their classes. Rather, professional practice refers to a teacher’s ability to
self-reflect and the “repertoire of effective teaching strategies, and use them to
implement well-designed teaching programs and lessons” (Australian Institute
for Teaching and School Leadership, 2014). While many schools will adopt
wellbeing or positive education approaches to shift educational practices, the
challenging task of shifting professional practice is often overlooked. Initial
enthusiasm gives way to a dominant school culture that leaves wellbeing on
the sidelines (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2016).

Within education, a widely recognised body of research focuses on the
significant role that reflective practice plays a part in transforming teaching
(Brookfield, 2003, 2009, 2013, 2015, 2017). Indeed, teaching is often
referred to as a reflective profession in which teachers are continually eval-
uating their impact on learning and practice. Reflective practice aims to
progress teachers’ knowledge, understanding, and actions throughout various
stages of their career, so that they positively impact student outcomes (Brook-
field, 2009, 2015). At the heart of reflective practice research is a teacher’s
ability to know, understand, and reflect upon professional practice through
four lenses. Brookfield (2017) argues that:

Critically reflective teaching happens when we identify and scrutinise the
assumptions that undergird how we work. The most effective way to become
aware of these assumptions is to view our practice from different perspectives.
Seeing how we think and work through different lenses is the core process of
reflective practice. (pp. xii—xiii)

Key researchers in reflective practice include Borton (1970), Kolb and Fry
(1975), Argyris and Schon (1978), and Brookfield (2017). Studies by these
researchers and others have advanced discourse and research in the area and
influenced initial teacher education across the world. Indeed, teacher regis-
tration authorities are increasingly requiring teachers to provide evidence of
critical self-reflection on teaching practice, a step in the teacher registration
process. Similarly, the American Association of Nurse Practitioners requires
critical self-reflection as part of the renewal of registration (Brookfield, 2017).

While reflection is widely accepted as an integral part of effective teaching
(e.g. Molla, & Nolan, 2020; Sato, Ludecke, & Saito, 2020), there are
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many theories and models showing how to approach this task. First theo-
rised in 1995, Brookfield’s conceptual framework has been widely applied in
initial teacher education and other professions, including health and nursing.
I suggest that it can also be helpfully applied within positive education,
especially when school leaders and teachers have become frustrated after
initial training and investment in positive education efforts but have had
limited sustainable results. Brookfield (2017) defines reflective practice as “the
sustained and intentional process of identifying and checking the accuracy
and validity of our teaching assumptions” concerning learning (p. 3). Four
aspects of Brookfield’s definition of reflective practice provide much-needed
clarity for teachers of positive education and respond to White and Kern’s
(2018) criticism “that the time has come for the discourse on the pedagogy of
positive education to become more sophisticated” (p. 2). Brookfield (2017)
claims that reflective practice needs to (1) be sustained, (2) be intentional, (3)
seek evidence, and (4) assess teaching assumptions. He asserts that paradig-
matic assumptions are widely present in education and “critical reflection is
all about hunting the assumptions that frame our judgments and actions as
teachers” (Brookfield, 2017, p. 21).

I suggest that with the rapid rise of positive education and enthusiasm
surrounding its application, some teachers have jumped the gun, focusing
on implementation without undertaking the significant critical self-reflection
demanded in professional practice. While various programs and curricula
have been developed, there is scant evidence of how this has been integrated
into professional practice beyond a series of worksheets or claims that they
are based on what works for in-school experience (Waters, 2011; Waters &
Loton, 2019). As classrooms and schools are complex ecosystems, profes-
sional practices that take that complexity into account are needed. I suggest
that Brookfield’s (2017) Four Lenses of Critical Reflection provide a vehicle
to allow educators to incorporate positive education in a manner that places
professional practice at the centre of the pedagogy.

Brookfield argues there are four lenses of critical reflective practice: (1) our
students” eyes, (2) our colleagues’ perceptions, (3) personal experience, and
(4) theory. These are illustrated in Fig. 7.1.

Lens 1: Our students’ eyes. At the centre of reflective practice is the
teachers’ ability to continually reflect on the impact they have on the students
in their classrooms. This includes the mode of instruction, types of activities
chosen, tasks that are set, and the way learning is set up in the classroom.
Brookfield (2017) asserts that this is the basis of “student-centred teaching:
knowing how your student experiences learning so you can build bridges that
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Lens 1: Our
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Fig. 7.1 Brookfield’'s four lenses of critical reflection (Author adaptation from
Brookfield, 2017, p. 61)

take them from where they are now to a new destination” (p. 62). Brook-
field asserts that effective teachers must collect data to confirm their belief
that a learning experience, assessment, or task is working well, in addition
to seeking areas for improvement. This includes the teacher clearly artic-
ulating the classroom process and procedures, why these are taking place,
and how they link back to the learning goal originally established. Brook-
field stresses the importance of regular anonymous feedback and the teacher
discussing this openly and often, and articulating how teachers have changed
their professional practice based on this feedback to help establish trust in the
group.

Lens 2: Our colleagues’ perceptions. In many education systems, teachers
will often be encouraged to provide feedback on effective teaching as a part
of an appraisal process. Brookfield asserts that a ‘critical friend’ is one who
will challenge our underlying assumptions about education and enable us
to undercover new perspectives and revisit challenges or dig deep into why
we use an approach. Brookfield asserts that some of the best conversations
are about the “nature of resistance to earning” (p. 67). I find that this point
resonates with teachers who attempt to teach positive education but are met
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with resistance from students and/or colleagues, triggered in part by the word
‘positive’. Engaging with the resistance begins to unearth people’s under-
lying assumptions about the purpose of learning, which often assumes the
centrality of ‘academic’ courses, with wellbeing training perceived to be of
little relevance. Rather than being a problem, such resistance provides the
opportunity to expose such underlying assumptions, and then identify the
actions, activities, and approaches that resonate versus those that are ineffec-
tive within that context. As Brookfield highlights, some of the resistance to
learning in education is “grounded in events that happened before I showed
up” (p. 67). Further, the best community of reflective practice is multidisci-
plinary rather than discipline-specific groups, which may reach conclusions
about learning and teaching too rapidly and affirm pre-existing paradigms of
teaching (Brookfield, 2017).

Lens 3: Personal experience. Learning by the personal narrative is a
powerful lens in reflective practice; that is, who do I engage with the
process of learning? Many people will find the individual stories of learners
who have benefited from a positive education approach meaningful. This
includes teachers who recount the power of gratitude exercises, strength-based
learning, and focusing on what works well in class. While these individual
stories will move us, and often they are what people in the field will remember
long after a detailed dataset, they are also paradoxically some of the first
examples to be dismissed. As Brookfield argues, the most effective academic
criticisms discuss a view of a proposition as ‘merely anecdotal’. Brookfield
extends this argument and suggests that in specific emotional experiences,
there are ‘universal elements’ embedded within them. Further, he reminds us
that “personal experiences of learning are intertwined with teaching practice”
(p. 70). The implications for positive education here are profound. Brook-
field contends that “we can trace the impulse of these decisions back to the
kinds of situations in which we felt excited or confused as learners. We assume
that what worked for us will be similarly galvanizing for our own students”
(p. 70). When teaching, or discussing positive education, teachers also report
concern that students ‘opt-out’ or are disengaged. Herein, it is an essential
point of reflection for teachers of positive education. Brookfield (p. 71) chal-
lenges us to consider when we have felt disengaged, and suggests the following
examples:

“I don’t see the reason why I'm being asked to do a particular activity.”
“The instructions provided are unclear.”

“The time allowed for it is too short.”

“The leaders have not demonstrated any commitment to the activity.”
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Brookfield asserts that all teachers and learners have paradigmatic assump-
tions about the way power is perceived in classroom culture based on
personal experiences. He argues that these establish causal assumptions about
how different parts of the education world work and the conditions under
which they can be changed. Ongoing reflective practice invites teachers
to consider these paradigmatic assumptions through the students’ eyes,
colleagues’ perceptions, personal experiences, and theory and research.

Lens 4: Theory. Brookfield argues that explaining the importance of
theory to practising teachers is one of the most challenging areas. For
example, he asserts that teachers will say “they don’t have time to read or
that educational theory and research doesn’t have anything to do with the
particularities of their classroom” (p. 73). Why does theory matter? Brook-
field asserts that it “puts into cogent words something you've felt but been
unable to articulate” (p. 73). The uptake in positive education research and
application in schools can partly be explained in this way. Various aspects
of the growing evidence-based approach provide theoretical frameworks for
phenomena teachers have observed in the classroom but were unable to
describe.

A Strength-Based Reflective Practice Model
for Teachers

Brookfield (2017) aptly noted that “methods and practices imported from
outside rarely fit snugly into the contours of our classrooms” (p. 54). Indeed,
despite the rapid uptake of positive education, schools are also struggling
to maintain initial efforts and create sustainable change. In a 2016 paper,
I outlined various series of elements of professional practice and educational
systems, which I argued were essential for developing comprehensive well-
being programs in schools (White, 2016). Since then, I have spent more time
reflecting on the pedagogical principles behind positive education. I posit
that one of the significant hurdles to the sustainable implementation of posi-
tive culture within traditional education systems is that many teachers do
not undertake the critical self-reflection required to shift professional prac-
tice from the way they were taught to the way they think they teach. One
of the critical changes needed to develop a professional practice of positive
education is for teachers to see their professional training from the four lenses
established by Brookfield (2017).

Notably, the research on strengths provides an opportunity for incorpo-
rating reflective practice in a manner that aligns with the core values of
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positive education. Thus, I propose a model that integrates reflective prac-
tice and strengths based on the combination of Brookfield’s four lenses
and the 24 VIA character strengths. The purpose of this integration is to
promote deeper reflection between teachers’ professional practice and what
they do in the classroom with the character strengths profile and critical
reflection. Figure 7.2 illustrates the underlying theoretical model. The figure
demonstrates the process teachers can adopt to integrate Brookfield’s Four
Lenses of Critical Reflection with a character strengths approach to create a
strength-based reflective practice model.

Supporting this model, Table 7.1 offers a series of questions that arise
from the integration of the four lenses across the 24 VIA strengths. The
table outlines the strengths linked with each of the six virtues and applies
each lens to that strength. For Lens 1 (students’ eyes), questions could be
posed to students participating in a critical reflection of professional practice,
inviting students to catch circumstances when their teachers demonstrated
each strength. Once the student feedback has been collected anonymously,
I suggest that teachers use Lens 2 to seek feedback from colleagues who can
also respond to similar questions, focusing on the strengths demonstrated by

( Student
Strengths
L profile
4ﬁ i
i Lens 1: Our
%iﬁi‘i' Students’
Yy Eyes
J
Lens 3: Colleagues
Personal Strengths
Experience profile

Lens 2: Our
Colleagues’
L Perceptions

Personal
Strengths
profile

Fig. 7.2 A strength-based reflective practice model for teachers
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their colleagues. Using Lens 3, teachers are invited to reflect on their own
experience, considering when they felt they demonstrated the strength while
teaching, how they felt at that time, and what impact it had on their own
journey as a learner. Lens 4 encourages teachers to connect with relevant
scholarship and theory applicable to the strength, comparing and contrasting
their own experiences with the theory, making sense of concepts that have
been raised.

These questions aim to enable teachers to move from one type of profes-
sional practice to a more desired, strength-based approach. These questions
have been designed to provoke discussion around the role of the teacher in
professional practice, the part of the student in professional practice, the role
of theory in professional practice, and also the teachers’ own lived experience
and ability to reflect on the decisions they make in learning. The questions
encourage teachers to consider their role in learning, how they approach
specific tasks, and how this impacts upon the experiences of students and
their colleagues.

Throughout, participants are invited to reflect on evidence that supports
claims made (by students, colleagues, and their own reflection), consider
the impact on learning, and reflect upon their own practices. Many of the
strengths are integrated into the positive education programs that teachers
may be teaching within their school, so this process allows teachers to crit-
ically reflect upon the research, their own experience, and the perceptions
of others. Teachers are also encouraged to consider how they demonstrate
the strengths in their day-to-day teaching, as well as in the content they are
exploring.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued that positive education continues to be peda-
gogy in search of a practice (White, 2015). I theorised that one of the hurdles
for the development of professional practice in the field is that teachers do not
critically reflect on their professional practice fully. I argued that Brookfield’s
(2017) four lenses provide a robust approach for incorporating reflection into
positive education practices. To support this, I introduced a strength-based
model and related strategies. I argue that it is possible to achieve this goal over
the next decade if researchers systematically investigate the experience of pre-
service teachers, practising teachers of positive education, school managers,
school leaders, and school governance. As “only then can the field adequately
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put forward positive education as the heart of a new approach to pedagogy”
(White & Kern, 2018, p. 12).
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Trauma-Aware Practice and Positive Education

Tom Brunzell

Teachers often witness students who act our and show hyper-aroused
behaviours including escalated stress responses, low frustration tolerances,
aggressive and loud behaviours, and teachers also witness students who act in
and show hypo-aroused behaviours such as withdrawal, silent refusal, freezing
up, and giving up. Students who appear to struggle, resist, or refuse to learn
in classrooms are often given labels such as “attention-seeking”, “opposi-
tional”, “power-hungry”, or “disengaged”. These labels are often given by
well-meaning teachers who desperately want their students to learn, but do
not understand the underlying causes of the students’ behaviours and possible
pathways towards successful classroom intervention.

Such behaviours often arise from children who have had one or more
traumatising experiences (National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2014).
Trauma-aware practice for teachers emerged to help teachers to better under-
stand why students were acting out and/or acting in within their classrooms
(de Arellano, Ko, Danielson, & Sprague, 2008; Downey, 2007), accompa-
nying urgent calls for schools to become trauma-sensitive in their teacher
practice, school policy, and pastoral care (Cole et al., 2009). It was within this
province of empirical investigation (Berger, 2019), teacher practice models
(Wolpow, Johnson, Hertel, & Kincaid, 2009), and policy recommendations
(Howard, 2019; Ko et al., 2008) that the well-meaning professionals who
desired to assist schools to better meet the unmet and complex needs of their
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students evolved. However, for the past 20 years, the research and practice
of trauma-aware pedagogies in schools arose within a silo of trauma-aware
practices, which focused on managing the difficulties that arise from trauma,
with scant discussion or introduction of the topic of wellbeing for these
same students. The field was exclusively focused upon healing in the class-
room—and did not focus on the possibility of the new science of wellbeing
and growth of psychological resources within the classroom (Seligman, Ernst,
Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009).

Positive education arose within a separate silo, focusing on integrating
positive psychology interventions within schools (Seligman et al., 2009), with
little understanding of or acknowledgement of trauma aware practices. This
is understandable, considering that most positive psychology interventions
that were applied within education were tested with normally functioning
individuals, tested with student samples that excluded student cohorts who
were classified as trauma-affected or were specifically parsed for adverse child-
hood experiences (Waters, 2011). Over the past decade, the field of positive
education has steadily grown (White & Kern, 2018), and yet trauma-aware
approaches have mostly been absent in the positive education discourse
(Brunzell, Stokes, & Waters, 2016b).

These silos have created considerable confusion for teachers, who are
already overburdened and sometimes dealing with their own secondary
trauma responses. In our research and its applications for pedagogical prac-
tice, teachers on both sides of this divide are frustrated and urgently seeking
answers for how to teach and care for their struggling students (Brunzell,
Stokes, & Waters, 2018). Many teachers who are trying to adhere to trauma-
aware approaches feel a desire to effectively integrate positive education and
do not know how—or worse, are told by their school leaders that there is
no room in the busy curriculum nor is wellbeing a priority in their school’s
strategic planning. On the other side of this coin, teachers who were only
doing positive education in trauma-affected classrooms are facing failure
when their highly escalated students do not sit still to practice mindfulness,
learn about their character strengths, or engage or benefit from practices that
seemingly ought to be helping.

This chapter advocates for a trauma-informed positive education approach
for educators and researchers who believe that there can be an integrated,
developmental approach between these two paradigms. In time-poor schools
where teacher professional learning time is at premium, most schools do not
have the option to prioritise one over the other. Instead, schools are best
served when schools gain understandings that there can be one professional
learning journey to support students who need wellbeing the most.
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Trauma-Aware Practice for Teachers

Trauma is often defined by the overwhelming view that the world is no longer
good and safe. Tjpe 1 trauma describes a one-time event (e.g., natural disas-
ters, community events, loss of a loved one) when the child unexpectedly
must contend with the adverse event. Often, the child receives adequate care
and support through family and community actions, helping the child to
restore the perception that the world is indeed good and safe. Such events
bring little shame or guilt, as they can happen to any family, regardless of their
soclo-economic circumstances, situation, or background. In contrast, Tjpe
2 trauma, often called relational trauma, can have far more distressing and
far-reaching consequences (Brunzell et al., 2015a). Type 2 trauma describes
ongoing abuse and/or neglect from adults known to the child. Relational
trauma often occurs repeatedly over time. As such traumas are more likely
to arise from factors such as generational poverty, systemic institutional
childhood abuse, or family violence and the effects of that violence in
communities, the child often lacks support from the family, school, and
community. The child often feels great shame, guilt, and isolation.

Depending on the national context, trauma-aware practice in schools is
also referred to as zrauma-sensitive or trauma-informed. While some coun-
tries (e.g., the U.S. and the U.K.) mostly reserve the term trauma-informed
to refer to clinical and therapeutic work with individuals and employ #rauma-
aware for use in schools, other countries (e.g., Australia) have yet to make
the clear distinction between these terms (Cole et al., 2005). This chapter
uses the term trauma-aware when discussing teachers and teachers’ own
transformation when learning about these approaches and uses the term
trauma-informed when discussing the evidence to support these practice
models to acknowledge the empirical lineage of the evidence.

Trauma-aware teachers are teachers who understand that childhood trauma
can have long-lasting negative impacts on a child’s learning and education
trajectory to higher education and future professional pathways. Under-
standing trauma’s impacts on the biological, neurological, and cognitive
resources required for successful learning is essential for effectively assessing
why a child may be having in maladaptive ways, what unmet needs this child
is trying to meet, and how a teacher can choose an intervention pathway
to help the child meet those needs in healthy ways within the classroom
(Wolpow et al., 2009).

The causes of childhood trauma are systemic, complex, and difficult to
tully assess. The term complex unmet needs can be helpful to trauma-aware
teachers as they begin to understand the physical, emotional, cognitive, and
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spiritual needs of their students (Brunzell et al., 2015a). For instance, when
it looks like a child shows loud, escalated behaviour in the classroom because
they did not get what they want (e.g., “7 want to use the ipad!”), trauma-aware
teachers might consider: Is this student acting this way because they have
a physical need to move their body and regulate themselves? Is this student
acting this way because they have an emotional need to feel safe and successful
in the classroom? Is this student acting this way because they have a cognitive
need, such as believing that iPad will better facilitate their learning?).

One such need that students have is a need for control. These students
have been labelled “power-hungry” and “attention-seeking” for good reason:
they are indeed on a quest for power (e.g., empowerment) and attention
because they are not successfully meeting those needs outside the class-
room. They have learned how to meet these needs in maladaptive ways by
turning classrooms into their own environments to master in the only ways
they know how. These students are often hypervigilant, scanning the class-
room for threats and opportunities as a survival mechanism, often instigating
arguments because it is more predictable way for them to gain power and
control than to work collaboratively with their peers or accept directions and
feedback from a teacher.

These are students who have multiple social and emotional struggles. They
can struggle with self-reflection and self-awareness to understand the impacts
of their behaviour on others (Schore & Schore, 2008). They struggle with
noticing the changes within their own bodies in the rise of escalation and
feeling the effects of stress within their own bodies (Murphy, Catmur, & Bird,
2018). And they struggle to understand the effects that their behaviour has on
others and the need to restore ruptured relationships. While trauma unaware
teachers might address these struggles by lecturing the student on “making
better choices”, trauma-aware teachers know that it is up to zeachers to deeply
reflect on the underlying needs of the child and to create a classroom envi-
ronment and proactively support positive behaviour within the classroom to
facilitate success for students.

Trauma-Informed Pathways for Intervention

Trauma-informed care in schools has evolved into multi-tiered approaches
including training for all school staff (Tier 1), consultation between teachers
and school wellbeing/welfare staft (Tier 2), and consultation between school
wellbeing/welfare staff and external professionals (Tier 3) (Berger, 2019).
These multi-tiered approaches acknowledge that trauma not only affects the
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individual, but also impacts the systems of support surrounding the indi-
vidual. Teachers within trauma-aware schools know that they cannot do this
work alone, and they are best positioned to care for their students when they
embrace and connect to community systems of support including parents
and carers, external agencies, and community networks.

While a number of trauma-informed models exist (e.g., Bloom, 1995;
Downey, 2007; Wolpow et al., 2009), most models incorporate two domains
for teacher practice as priorities for teachers to understand and then inte-
grate into learning aims for students: (1) a focus on increasing self-regulatory
capacities, including physical and emotional regulation, and (2) a focus on
increasing relational capacity for students who resist forming strong and
sustainable school-based relationships (Brunzell et al., 2016b).

Domain 1: Increasing Self-Regulatory Capacities

Most trauma-informed practice models for teachers prioritise increasing
self-regulatory capacities to help students build self-regulation within their
physical body and within their emotional regulation (Brunzell et al., 2016b).
When a child perceives that the world is no longer good and safe, they may
have an elevated resting heart rate. This in turn increases the reactivity of their
arousal and stress-response systems (van der Kolk, 2003). For these children,
the threat of ongoing physical and psychological danger requires their bodies
to be on high-alert and therefore, they can have difficulties managing stres-
sors caused by unexpected changes or will perceive threat when in fact, there
may be no imminent threat present in the classroom.

Moreover, learning is often stressful for these students. Students who can
regulate themselves well when faced with the challenge of learning something
new can embrace the temporary escalation in the body when the mind is
challenged (e.g., Can I do this numeracy problem? If I cant do it, who can 1
get support from?)—the brief increase of energy motivates focus and produc-
tive action. But this same escalation in the body of other students quickly
pushes them over their limit for stress tolerance. They lack effective strategies
to manage the escalation, and quickly give up as a protective mechanism to
save their reputation in front of their peers, or react quickly without real-
izing what is happening (e.g., Can I do this numeracy problem? No way! This
is stupid! This whole class is stupid!).

Trauma-aware practice encourages teachers to have clear pathways of
intervention to strengthen the foundations of classroom culture to increase
self-regulatory abilities (Brunzell et al., 2015a), such as students:
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e Having pre-agreed upon strategies for de-escalation when experiencing
stress in the classroom (e.g., deep breathing, asking for a two-minute drink
of water in the hall, speaking to a trusted friend).

e Learning about their own stress response and how that stress response can
help us understand the shifts in emotion within our bodies.

e Having opportunities to identify and understand how heared emotions
escalate us and work within our bodies.

e Having a classroom that is predictable and rhythmic by maintaining
predictable routines for classroom procedures, student movements, and
consistent responses to address classroom adversity.

When teachers revise their classrooms to become places that hold
predictable rhythms throughout the day, students begin feeling more empow-
ered to take care of their own needs when escalated, and teachers develop
better ability to maintain positive classroom culture (Brunzell et al., 2016b).
The opposite is also true: a dysregulated and unpredictable teacher may be
mirroring and modelling inconsistency for their students. This can promote
a feeling of student uncertainty and prompt ongoing cycles of adverse
behaviour.

Domain 2: Increasing Relational Capacity

Students who are trauma-affected often struggle to make and maintain
strong classroom relationships. Successful learning requires these relation-
ships. Within a relational context, students must be able to (1) feel connected
to and be collaborative with their peers and (2) feel connected to and accept
feedback from their teachers. Relational trauma can impact a student’s ability
to feel safe and supported in the classroom, and this learning for trauma-
aware teachers can be confronting. However, it can also provide valuable
answers to questions like: “Why is he treating me like the enemy? I'm the nice
adult in his life!” or “Why is she too clingy with me in the classroom? If I ask her
to wait a moment when I help others, she has a tantrum or she cries”. Trauma-
aware practice encourages teachers to have clear pathways of intervention to
increase relational capacities (Brunzell et al., 2015a), such as teachers who:

understand the importance of attachment and attunement in the classroom.
ground their classroom relationships in unconditional positive regard.

see their role in students’ lives as co-regulatory through side-by-side verbal
and non-verbal interactions.
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e understand the role of power, power dynamics, and power imbalances
within teacher—student relationships.

In our research and practice (Brunzell et al., 2015b; Brunzell, Stokes, &
Waters, 2016a), we have witnessed teachers increase their own capacities to
relate to their students through the aforementioned guidelines. Without this
knowledge, teachers can revert back to ineffective classroom management,
which imbalances relational power even further (e.g., “Siz down now! You're
being annoying again, and I need you to make a better choice”), rather than
co-regulating the student through deliberate attempts to form a relationship,
even when the student is resistant to learning (e.g., kneeling down side-by-
side with the student, shoulder to shoulder saying, “7 see that you're struggling.
Lets figure out two strategies to get through this assignment together”).

The trauma-informed literature often describes these two domains as
bottom-up interventions which assist the body with bottom-up integration
(Perry, 2006). Knowing that trauma is stored within the body (van der Kolk,
2003), teachers require effective strategies to help students understand and
regulate their own bodies when pushed into their challenge zone (i.e. the zone
of proximal development; Eun, 2019). For teachers, this means that we are
not expecting a student to change their behaviour simply by making better
choices. Rather, we are assisting the student to increase regulatory and rela-
tional connection within their own bodies to maintain positive goals when
they feel uncertain or dysregulated.

Repositioning Positive Education
in the Classroom

The application of positive education often involves the explicit and implicit
teaching of wellbeing through deliberate classroom and school-based strate-
gies that: (1) can be integrated into academic instruction, (2) inform student
management in promoting positive student behaviours, (3) contribute to
specific curriculum for social emotional learning (SEL) and strengths-based
approaches, and (4) fortify broader relationships within schools (e.g., parents,
teachers, community supports).

Positive education and trauma-aware practice developed in separate silos.
I, along with my colleagues Lea Waters and Helen Stokes, believed that
conceptually linking the two areas would help educators understand that
both paradigms offer proactive avenues for student support and provide
possibilities to improve teacher practice when meeting the complex unmet
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needs of trauma-affected students (Brunzell et al., 2015b; Brunzell et al.,
2016b). The resulting model (see Fig. 8.1) was predicated on Keyes’ (2002)
dual-continua model of mental health, which claims that supporting mental
ill-health (healing) requires a separate and distinct pathway than increasing
wellbeing (growing)—and both are required to help a struggling individual
to heal and grow.

The model was also grounded in the belief that strengths are not nurtured
solely by focussing on weaknesses (Magyar-Moe, 2009). Rather, trauma-
aware teachers benefit from looking to identify and replicate the environ-
mental cues that make moments possible when students identify, understand
and employ their strengths, and have their own shining moments of learning.

There are now many ways to posit how wellbeing may be identified and
nurtured in individuals (Brunzell et al., 2015a). For instance, teachers might:

e Prime the day and their lessons with activities that deliberately generate
positive emotion and provide opportunities to practice a growth mindset,
resilient self-talk and the like.

e Structure lesson activities to deliberately allow the practice of students
character strengths.

e Provide students with opportunities to contribute to others, building a
sense of connection and community.
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Fig. 8.1 Trauma-informed positive education: developmental teaching model
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e Enable students to capitalise and savour small wins and academic successes
(especially for students who have not experienced academic success before).

e Offer students multiple opportunities to identify and practice their char-
acter strengths including linking their use to successful pathways beyond
formal education.

Importantly, many of these strategies require top-down, cortically modu-
lated capacities. In other words, many of these wellbeing strategies require a
well-regulated brain and body to sit in a classroom, learning something new
(e.g., identifying one’s self-talk patterns) and then apply that new learning
within everyday contexts. If students lack these capacities, as typically occurs
for students who have experienced trauma, these activities are less likely to
have a positive impact. Concerned teachers have said, “I asked what [student]
thought his strengths were, and he said he didn’t have any. I need to address
this, but he still won't participate when we discuss character strengths.”
To respond to these and other concerns, our model provides an alternative
approach: Trauma-informed positive education (TIPE).

In our model, teachers are first introduced to bottom-up priorities of
focussing on increasing self-regulatory capacities (domain 1), including phys-
ical and emotional regulation, and focussing on increasing relational capacity
(domain 2), before they deliberately focused on a focus on top-down priori-
ties of increasing psychological resources for wellbeing (domain 3). Teachers
found that when they worked through the three domains of TIPE, they
found students to be ready to learn (resulting from self-regulatory strate-
gies), connected in stronger relationships with their teachers (resulting from
relational strategies used by the teacher), and thus, effectively learning well-
being strategies coming forward from positive psychology interventions in
the classroom (Brunzell et al., 2016a; Brunzell, Stokes, & Waters, 2019).

Our work in TIPE suggests that teachers can indeed understand these prac-
tice recommendations as developmentally informed and practically possible
to shift the cultures of achievement within their classrooms (Brunzell et al.,
2016b). Through an integrated bottom-up and top-down approach, teachers
can begin to address the unmet needs of students in a variety of ways—and
create cultures of healing and growth within the daily life of the classrooms.

Getting Started with Incorporating TIPE
into the Classroom

Central to incorporating TIPE into the classroom is the recognition that all
students have needs for safety, predictability, and clear expectations within
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classrooms. However, for teachers who are the first to explore these concepts
in their own schools, the challenge can be daunting—especially once teachers
realise that no student is managed by just one adult each day. One of the
most effective ways to generate a whole-school shift in teacher practice is
collective teacher efficacy (Eells, 2011), which refers to a shared belief that
when working together, teachers can positively increase student outcomes.
Collective teacher efficacy might be initiated by a single teacher incorpo-
rating TIPE strategies on their own with the aim of becoming a “lighthouse”
of practice within their school. In this process, teachers can gain collective
support of their coaches/mentors within the school, increase peer-teacher
relationships through peer-observation, feedback and support, all with the
aim of showing their school’s leadership a new direction for trauma-informed
positive education within their school.

Regardless of whether a teacher is functioning on their own or as part
of a collective group, we find that creating safety, routines, and clear expecta-
tions (domain 1), complemented by the intentional development of relational
capacities (domain 2) and intentional positively oriented structures (domain
3) are beneficial for both teachers and students. Here are two examples of
what this looks like in everyday practice through co-regulation and classroom
routines.

Co-regulation. Arising from TIPE research is the dual employment of
TIPE domain 1 (increasing regulatory abilities) and domain 2 (increasing
relational capacity) together when teachers deliberately form co-regulatory
relationships. Co-regulation can refer to a developmental way of nurturing
classroom relationships (e.g., “As a teacher, I am trying to co-regulate
[student] so, one day, he can self-regulate”). It also refers to an intentional
way of approaching students when they feel heightened in the classrooms. For
instance, instead of confrontationally talking down to students while standing
over them or lecturing students in front of their peers on poor behavioural
choices, teachers have feedback conversations with students privately, side-
by-side, shoulder to shoulder to maintain the student’s self-concept and not
embarrass them in front of their peers.

Teachers can more effectively co-regulate students when they themselves
feel well-regulated in the face of everyday classroom stressors (Brunzell et al.,
2016a). Before teachers experienced TIPE, teachers often reverted to their
own escalation, yelling, and unhelpful lecturing when students resisted.
Other times, teachers were too passive and afraid to address adverse student
behaviour for fear of driving the students deeper into frustration. Beyond
feeling their own sense of failure for not facilitating better student outcomes,
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teachers reported that when mirroring their students” dysregulation, they were
making classroom problems worse.

By practicing strategies of de-escalation (e.g., taking a breath, proactive
help-seeking) teachers were modelling domain 1 (increasing self-regulatory
abilities) while at the same time increasing these regulatory abilities in them-
selves. This first step promoted stronger relationships between students and
teachers, because teachers both gained credibility as co-regulators while effec-
tively relating to their students and showing them a new way to be in the
classroom. Teachers then found their own classrooms primed for more rela-
tional interactions and easier to practice unconditional positive regard for
students who challenged them, and eventually were able to implement more
classroom routines to facilitate self-regulatory strength.

Classroom routines. Routines begin from the moment a student walks
through the threshold of the school gates. While some teachers do not
yet recognise the importance of intentional, positive student management
from the moment the student enters the classroom, TIPE teachers learned
that every opportunity to build classroom culture should be employed. The
following routines have been adapted to suit many teachers’ practice and the
community contexts of their schools.

The class-period might begin with some kind of welcoming routine to
reset students from the hour before or the prior class. A circle routine has
been effective to build self-regulatory capacity and relational cohesion in
classrooms (Brunzell et al., 2015a). A circle represents both a metaphor for
community and also serves as a teacher assessment for students’ readiness to
learn for the day. A circle routine can be adapted for all ages of students. For
example, a circle routine might involve (Brunzell et al., 2015a):

e A handshake greeting to promote healthy touch, eye-contact, and the
positive saying and hearing of one’s name.

e A short 2-minute circle game (e.g., “pass the clapping rhythm”) to posi-
tively prime the room to participate, connect, and generate positive
emotions.

e A statement of classroom (or school) values to anchor the meaning and
purpose of coming together to learn.

e A quick reminder of positive behaviour expectations during the day’s
lesson.

e Any positive announcements such as birthdays or special student celebra-
tions.
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e Concluding with a What Went Well prompt to give students an oppor-
tunity to self-reflect and share what has already gone well in the circle
routine.

Once this circle routine concludes, students then are prompted into the
next academic lesson. Lessons provide the greatest benefits when they have
the dual purpose of having a learning aim and a TIPE aim to help students
meet their own needs when faced with learning new content and the poten-
tial escalation of the stress response if pushed beyond their own window of
tolerance (Corrigan, Fisher, & Nutt, 2011). For instance,

e The lesson might begin with a de-escalation activity before the introduc-
tion of new content (e.g. mindful breathing or another transition activity
such as a “do-now” challenge problem on the board to get started).

e The lesson might next have a “hook” to interest students through positive
emotion, a character strength that they can use to complete the lesson, or
clear connection as to why the learning intention relates to students.

e Focus might be given to stamina—strategies to help students stay with
challenging tasks and strategies to address their own mindsets when
learning something new (e.g., identifying mind-hooks in one’s self-talk,
activating a growth mindset, recognising when heated emotions arise when
faced with learning uncertainty).

e Giving students regular opportunities to have brain-breaks, which are
short, lesson interruptions to renew focus on learning; brain-breaks can
include physical movement such as rhythm or clapping games, and they
can include mindfulness and sensory tools to integrate somatosensory
inputs.

e A focus on character strengths for students who must have daily exposure
to the language and practice of character strengths by highlighting both
character strengths within the curriculum (e.g., “Let’s explore how the two
characters in the novel are clashing due to their overuse of their strengths”)
and to direct student feedback (e.g., “You are really using your strength of
courage today to face this challenging chemistry problem”).

Studies suggest that teachers who are effectively holding the rhythm and
routines of TIPE practice are effectively nurturing classroom cultures for
their trauma-affected students (Brunzell et al., 2015a; Brunzell et al., 2016a).
Students come to rely and expect these routines every day, which can eventu-
ally lead to their ownership of the learning and setting higher expectations for
themselves in the classroom. By passing responsibility back to the students for
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shared empowerment within classrooms, students can hold teachers account-
able to TIPE structures, particularly when students lead the morning circle,
create their own brain-breaks, and begin to recognise their own character
strengths throughout the school day.

Trauma-Informed Positive Education Changes Us

Within positive education, Norrish and colleagues (2013, p. 150) issued a
call for teachers to “live it, teach it, embed it”. This special focus on /living
it emphasised the importance of deeply reflecting upon and integrating the
learning of wellbeing research in our own lives as educators and/or practi-
tioner researchers. To understand wellbeing is to manifest a daily practice of
personal wellbeing. While positive education helps teachers and their own
wellbeing (Kern, Waters, Adler, & White, 2014), it may be an imperative
for trauma-affected students to have living models of wellbeing teaching,
coaching, and mentoring them each day.

When it comes to trauma-aware practice in schools, the positive education
dictum of /iving it takes on special importance. Some students already have a
highly honed radar for authenticity—in that, they can immediately tell which
adults want to be teaching, which adults are truly interested in the content
they are teaching, and which adults actually want struggling students in their
classroom. Students are quick to see what may trigger escalation in a teacher;
and conversely, they can be quick to see which teachers maintain their own
unconditional positive regard towards their students in the face of daily stres-
sors. Modelling patient and safe adulthood is what trauma-affected students
must witness each day. It may be that if educators working in trauma-affected
communities do not take it upon themselves to /ive TIPE practice, they may
be on a devasting pathway to professional burnout.

Left unmitigated, the impacts on trauma’s secondary harmful effects,
including vicarious traumatisation and compassion fatigue, leads to about
25% of teachers leaving the profession within a professional that already
has 50% workplace turnover (Betoret, 2009; Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli,
2006; Kokkinos, 2007; Pines, 2002). This startling upheaval to the teaching
workforce, particularly in trauma-affected schools in communities of systemic
disadvantage, requires approaches beyond mitigating burnout. Prior posi-
tive psychology interventions have attempted to address teacher wellbeing
(see for example Chan, 2013; Siu, Cooper, & Phillips, 2014; Taylor et al.,
2015); however, these attempts were not purposely designed to assist teachers
to understand the effects of secondary traumatic stressors alongside what
teachers can do (1) to effectively teach trauma-affected students and (2)
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to increase their own workplace wellbeing within trauma-affected school
communities.

Trauma-informed positive education may be able to assist both of these
concerns. TIPE can be employed as a path of refinement for our teaching,
our professional and our own personal journeys. The teachers in the research
reflected that they indeed felt like the professionals they strived to be when
they could de-escalate in times in moments of student resistance, when they
could maintain healthy bonds of attachment to students when relationships
were ruptured, and when they could reframe struggling students as students
overusing their strengths (Brunzell et al., 2019). Once teachers became
trauma-aware, they stopped asking, “What is wrong with this student?” to
“What is right with this student—and how can we replicate the enabling
conditions for success?”.

Future Directions

TIPE is a relatively new model, and while results are promising, trauma-aware
approaches to positive education require future investigation. As an emer-
gent practice model, the developmental claims of the three TIPE domains,
the interactions between the domains, and TIPE’s applicability to different
cultural and community contexts have not been tested. Future research
should endeavour to focus on culturally responsive practice to address Aborig-
inal and First Nations communities (in the Australian context and around the
world), dual-culture/dual-language communities and other contexts where
institutional/historical trauma has intergenerationally impacted community
systems. For instance, in the work of the Berry Street Education Model
(Brunzell et al., 2015a), we are working with Aboriginal childcare agencies to
co-create a new model of trauma-informed positive education practice that
is culturally informed, culturally respectful, and safe for all members in the
community.

Parents and carers should be involved in these efforts, and work is needed
on how to best incorporate parent voice, experiences, and aims for their own
children within schools. Beyond establishing a shared home-school language
to support children and young people, the field should strive to understand
how parents and carers can form stronger communication with classroom
teachers to adapt successful strategies that students employ in the classroom
to their homes, sports fields, clubs, and beyond. The voices and experiences
of parents and carers may strengthen the implementation of TIPE in school
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communities by providing shared understandings and fortifying a shared
purpose when addressing the developmental needs of students.

Pre-service teachers and teacher training would benefit from incorporating
the research, learnings, and practical experience of TIPE to better prepare
future teachers to face the changing nature of communities. In our investiga-
tion, teachers new to the profession voiced disappointment that they had
not spent any quality time in their teacher preparation programs consid-
ering the effects of trauma on learning nor intervention pathways through
wellbeing classroom interventions (Brunzell et al., 2016a). These teachers
found themselves resorting to ad hoc solutions or worse, knew that their
own escalation was making things far worse for their students. Once these
teachers learned the science integrating bottom-up and top-down approaches
to student engagement, they found their work to be more possible, rewarding,
and wanted to share their practice with others.

Conclusions

Students who struggle from systemic concerns of relational trauma from
abuse and/or neglect require schools who understand that their mandate
to care for students encompasses far more than the national academic
curriculum agenda. A positive education that is trauma-aware makes it
possible for teachers to effectively reach and teach the students who need
wellbeing strategies the most. Trauma-informed positive education is one way
that schools and school systems can approach the dual aims of healing and
growth in the classroom—alongside the dual aims of student and teacher
wellbeing in the classroom.

TIPE is a call for those of us who aspire to the values of positive educa-
tion to look beneath the surface of what our students are saying and doing
in order to employ positive education itself to help meet unmet learning
needs within the classroom. TIPE can bolster teachers to stay the course with
positive education—and can provide hopeful encouragement to refine and
creatively grow pedagogical practice so that a// students benefit.
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Self-Determination in Positive Education
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In 2004, pollsters with the Gallup Youth Survey asked U.S. teenagers to
select the words that “best described how you usually felt at school”. Options
included challenged, interested, encouraged, excited, supported, appreciated,
and happy. What were the top two words they selected? Bored (selected by
half of these teenagers) and #ired (selected by 42%). Only 31% of these
teens said they were happy or challenged, 22% said they were interested,
and a mere 16% said that they were encouraged or excited. Unfortunately,
over a decade later, little has changed. The cover story of a 2017 Harvard
Graduate School of Education Magazine entitled Bored Out of Their Minds
discussed a series of German studies over the past decade showing that
student boredom was rampant, and it was related to lower test scores, which
in turn, increased boredom (Jason, 2017). Boredom has been linked to help-
lessness and depression, anxiety, impulsiveness, and loneliness (Center on

Addiction, 2003).
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Why is education failing so many young people? We suggest that this is due
in part to the ongoing paradigms of pedagogy grounded in teacher-driven
instruction, undermining the self-determined motivations and energies of
young learners. This chapter examines the primary theoretical frameworks
that have driven educational interventions focused on self-determination and
overviews several interventions derived from these theories.

From Teacher-Directed Pedagogy
to Self-Determined Learning

Most people, and certainly almost all educators, are familiar with the word
pedagogy. Pedagogy, they would probably say, refers to the practice of
teaching—the methods that are used by teachers to promote learning in their
students. A pedagogue is an educator, or as we interpret it today, someone
who educates children. The word pedagogy comes from the Greek words pais
(TaiS), meaning child, son, or daughter, and 4go (6Y®w), meaning leader.
Together they form paidagogia (TouaYwYia), or, as it came to mean in
ancient Greece, the office of a child’s tutor. From the Greek root words,
a pedagogue is a person who /leads children. It is unidirectional: educators
teaching students.

Teacher-directed learning continues to dominate many educational prac-
tices today. Consider the typical vocabulary for what happens in schools.
Synonyms for educate include train, instruct, lecture, discipline, drill, direct,
tutor, and edify. Even the less authoritative synonyms—coach, develop,
enlighten, foster—imply that it is the adult who does something to the child.
Pedagogy refers, essentially, to teacher-directed instruction. Yet the high levels
of student boredom and disengagement with learning suggest a mismatch of
pedagogy with student interests and needs. There is a need to go beyond
teacher-directed pedagogy to more autonomous forms of learning.

Andragogy

We know how to do this better with adults. As early as the 1960s and 1970s,
the field of adult education stressed the importance of andragogy rather than
pedagogy in adult learning. There are obvious etymological similarities to
these words, with the familiar 4go (6Yw) meaning leader. The Greek &v§p
(andr-) means man, so andragogy derives from to the now gender-insensitive
notion of leading or teaching man. In implementation, however, andragogy,
or as it came to be referred to, self-directed learning, reflects the importance
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of self-direction, rather than teacher-direction, in adult education. Psychol-
ogist Malcolm Knowles, who originated the term andragogy, observed that
“individuals who take the initiative in learning, learn more things, and learn
better, than do people who sit at the feet of teachers possibly waiting to be
taught” (Knowles, 1975, p. 14).

Self-direction in learning presumes that learners are driven by a sense of
curiosity, that experiences are resources that should be exploited to maxi-
mize learning, and that learners who are motivated internally will learn
more effectively. Adult education theorists have expanded the ideas associated
with andragogy, dividing self-direction in learning into two dimensions. The
first, self -directed learning, refers to the process in which the learner engages
to plan, implement, and evaluate learning. The second dimension, learner
self -direction, focuses on the “learner’s desire or preference for assuming
responsibility for learning” (Brockett & Hiemstra, 2012, p. 24). Responsi-
bility refers to the notion of learner autonomy, rather than to an obligation
or requirement to adhere to some rule. Responsibility as autonomy means
that:

One can and does set one’s own rules, and can choose for oneself the norms one
will respect. In other words, autonomy refers to one’s ability to choose what
has value, that is to say, to make choices in harmony with self-realization ....
to be free from all exterior regulations and constraints. (Chene, 1983, p. 39)

Personal autonomy as used in learner self-direction refers to “a broad dispo-
sition toward thinking and acting autonomously in all situations” (Candy,
1992, p. 101). Candy lists the qualifications for an autonomous person as
someone who (p. 125):

Conceives of goals and plans,

Exercises freedom of choice,

Uses the capacity for rational reflection,

Has will power to follow through,

Exercises self-restraint and self-discipline, and
Views himself or herself as autonomous.

These characteristics are important for students as well as adults if they are
to become more self-directed learners. The lesson from adult education and
the ideas forwarded through andragogy is that learning has to be situated in
learner autonomy and choice.
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Heutagogy

Just as changing educational contexts and demands require a shift to positive
education and personalized learning today, the demands of online learning,
the introduction of new technologies, and the need for greater self-direction
have resulted in the need for another step in self-direction in adult learning.
Blaschke (2012) observed that:

Pedagogical, even andragogical, educational methods are no longer fully
sufficient in preparing learners for thriving in the workplace, and a more self-
directed and self-determined approach is needed, one in which the learner
reflects upon what is learned and how it is learned and in which educators
teach learners how to teach themselves. (p. 57)

That next step in a more self-directed learning approach is referred to by
the term heutagogy, from the Greek gvPNA, which means discovered. Heut-
agogy suggests that importance of discovered learning, or, more commonly,
self -determined learning. Blaschke (2012) notes that “in a heutagogical
approach to teaching and learning, learners are highly autonomous and self-
determined and emphasis is placed on development of learner capacity and
capability with the goal of producing learners who are well-prepared for the
complexities of today’s workplace” (p. 56).

Self-determined learning incorporates practices in self-directed learning,
but the instructor “fully relinquishes ownership of the learning path and
process to the learner, who negotiates learning and determines what will be
learned and how it will be learned” (p. 59). While much of the research on
self-determined learning has occurred in adult education, we suggest that
it is both relevant for and at times already is used in child and adolescent
education. Specifically, in early, primary, and secondary education, a focus on
self-determined learning has emerged from research and practice focused on
issues pertaining to motivation and self-determination.

Self-Determination in Positive Psychology

There are two theoretical frameworks pertaining to self-determination that
have driven most of the research and intervention development in the appli-
cation of self-determination to the educational context and self-determined

learning: Self-Determination Theory and Causal Agent Theory.
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Self-Determination Theory

Far and away the most visible framework of the self-determination construct
arising from psychology is Self-Determination Theory (SDT), formulated by
Edward Deci and Richard Ryan. Readers of this text will likely be familiar
with SDT and due to the voluminous amount of research on SDT, this
chapter will provide only a cursory overview (cf. Ryan & Deci, 2017 for a
detailed review). SDT is “an empirically based, organismic theory of human
behaviour and personality development” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 3). SDT is
comprised of six sub-theories (i.e., basic psychological needs theory, causal
orientations theory, goal contents theory, organismic integration theory,
relational motivation theory, cognitive evaluation theory), providing a “com-
prehensive macro-theory that details the origins and outcomes of human
agentic action” (Adams, Little, & Ryan, 2017, p. 47).

At its core, SDT is a theory of motivation focused on identifying social
conditions that facilitate or hinder human flourishing and to identify “fac-
tors, both intrinsic to individual development and within social contexts,
that facilitate vitality, motivation, social integration, and wellbeing” (Ryan &
Deci, 2017, p. 3). The theory attempts to explain how biological, social, and
cultural conditions either enhance or undermine the inherent human needs
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

SDT presumes that “humans are active organisms, motivated to assim-
ilate and integrate knowledge and capacities in both their physical and
social environments” (Adams et al., 2017, p. 47). SDT proposes three basic
psychological needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness; the fulfilment
of which leads to autonomous (i.e., acting with a sense of full endorse-
ment and volition) versus controlled (i.e., acting on the basis of a desire for
external rewards or fear of punishment) motivation, optimal growth, and
positive developmental outcomes. Autonomous actions are those that are
self-endorsed, and congruent with one’s values and interests (Vansteenkiste,
Niemiec, & Soenens, 2010). The need for autonomy is met when a person
experiences choice and acts volitionally and, consequently, sees themselves as
the origin of their actions. Competence refers to a person’s need to perceive
oneself as effective within environments (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). It
does not refer to skills or skill levels; the need for competence is met when
one perceives oneself as being competent and mastering activities and tasks
(Deci, Ryan, & Guay, 2013). The need for relatedness is met when people
feel connected with other people, when they feel a sense of social belonging,
and when they feel that they care for others and are cared for by others (Ryan
& Deci, 2017).
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Unlike most motivation theories, SDT differentiates motivation into
autonomous and controlled types, with types of motivation on a continuum
from extrinsic to intrinsic: amotivation, external regulation, introjected regu-
lation, identified regulation, integrated regulation, and intrinsic motivation.
External regulation refers to actions that are extrinsically motivated and have
strictly an external perceived locus of causality. Introjected regulation refers
to actions performed due to self-administered rewards or punishments. Iden-
tified regulation refers to actions that align with personally valued goals, but
still might be externally regulated. That is, the locus of causality remains
external, but the alignment with personally valued goals make such actions
more autonomous and self-determined. Integrated regulation refers to actions
in which the person has internalized the values of the task as consistent
with his or her own intrinsically motivated actions. And intrinsic regulation
is internally motivated action, arising from one’s own values and interests.
Satisfaction of the three basic psychological needs mentioned previously is
a foundational concept to SDT and considered essential for maintaining
intrinsic motivation and the self-regulation of extrinsic motivations. SDT
posits that autonomy-supportive social contexts enhance intrinsic motiva-
tion, while controlling social environments, often characterized by external
rewards, thwart or reduce intrinsic motivation and action compelled by such
motivation.

SDT has been applied across a broad range of domains (cf. Ryan &
Deci, 2017), including education, some of which will be reviewed subse-
quently that suggest that it is critical that classroom environments support
competence, relatedness, and autonomy (Frederic, Ratelle, & Chanal, 2008;
Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). This research has shown that autonomous moti-
vation is linked to the student’s engagement in academic tasks and their
academic achievement. Establishing autonomy-supportive classrooms (see
below for further discussion), involves creating learning spaces that maximize
student involvement and self-determined learning and minimize teacher-
controlled actions. Autonomy-supportive teachers spend more time listening
to their students, as well as giving them time to work through problems
and discover solutions. In these classrooms, students have meaningful roles
in setting expectations, feel safe to explore and take risks, are supported to
solve problems, set personal goals, and are responsible for monitoring and
evaluating their progress.

In many ways, competence- and relatedness-supportive teaching and class-
rooms are built upon the foundation of autonomy supports and, indeed,
most of the research on SDT in educational contexts has been in relation
to autonomy-supportive teaching and classrooms. Ryan and Deci (2017)
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explained that it is “not that the need for autonomy is in any way more
important than the needs for relatedness or competence” but that “in most
settings having support for autonomy as a contextual factor plays a critical
role in allowing individuals to actively satisfy all of their needs” (p. 247).
Students obviously need to feel competent within school environments and
contexts. One element of providing competency supports in classrooms is
to ensure that students have an optimal challenge in relation to learning
goals. That is, the content or task is difficult enough to challenge the
student, but not so difficult as to thwart success. Also, performance versus
mastery goals differently impact perceived competence. Mastery goals are
goals that one volitionally adopts to improve one’s knowledge, skills, or abili-
ties. Performance goals are goals that tend to be comparative, looking at one’s
performance in contrast or compared with others’ performance (or some form
of a standard). Mastery goals have been shown to improve both academic
performance and enhance wellbeing (Wehmeyer & Zhao, 2020).

Relatedness-supportive teaching simply involves efforts that facilitate
student feelings of connection and relatedness. Importantly, “relatedness is
deeply associated with a student feeling that the teacher genuinely likes,
respects, and values him or her” (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009, p. 139). That is
one of the benefits of autonomy-supportive teaching: when students perceive
that teachers are autonomy-supportive, they are more likely to also believe
that they are cared for and cared about. Further, relatedness supports involve
more than creating a caring relationship between a student and a teacher:
relationships among students matter as well.

Causal Agency Theory

A second theoretical framework that has driven work in promoting and
explaining the development of self-determination is Causal Agency Theory,
which arose from the work of Richard DeCharms on intrinsic motivation.
DeCharms (1968) noted that:

Man’s primary motivational propensity is to be effective in producing changes
in his environment. Man strives to be a causal agent, to be the primary locus
of causation for, or the origin of, his behavior; he strives for personal causation.

(p. 269)

In the early 1990s, efforts in the field of special education to improve
life outcomes for young people with disabilities turned a focus to issues of
self-determination, drawing from research in SDT and DeCharms’ notion of
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causal agency (Wehmeyer, 1992; Wehmeyer, Kelchner, & Richards, 1996).
These efforts sought to develop interventions and supports that enabled
young people to become causal agents in their lives. One of the outcomes
of these efforts was Causal Agency Theory (Wehmeyer, 2004; Wehmeyer
& Mithaug, 20006), which in recent years was updated to incorporate the
expanding research in SDT and positive psychology (Shogren et al., 2015).
Being a causal agent in one’s life implies that one makes or causes things
to happen in their life. Acting in a self-determined manner, thus, indicates
that people make or cause things to happen in their own lives, rather than
someone or something else making them act in specific ways. Self-determined
action is goal oriented, driven by preferences and interests, and ultimately
serves to enable people to enhance the quality of their lives (Shogren et al.,
2015).

Causal Agency Theory was proposed to facilitate an understanding of
the development of self-determination and, thus, drive educational interven-
tions to promote self-determination and self-determined learning. The theory
defined self-determination as:

A dispositional characteristic manifested as acting as the causal agent in one’s
life. Self-determined people (i.e., causal agents) act in service to freely chosen
goals. Self-determined actions function to enable a person to be the causal

agent in his or her life. (Shogren et al., 2015, p. 258)

As is the case with SDT, Causal Agency Theory is situated within human
agentic theories that state that action is self-caused, and that people have
an underlying desire to be the origin of their own behaviour. The theory
proposes three essential characteristics of self-determined action—volitional
action, agentic action, and action-control beliefs—that enable people to act
as a causal agent in their lives, the performance thereof which leads to the
development of self-determination. Vblitional action refers to self-initiated
actions that enable a person to act autonomously and to engage in self-
governed action. Such actions refer to the means by which something is done
or achieved; they are self-directed and goal focused. When they act agenti-
cally, self-determined people identify pathways that lead to specific ends or
cause or create change. The identification of pathways, or pathways thinking,
is a proactive, purposive process. Agentic action involves self-regulated and
self-directed action that enables a person to progress towards freely chosen
goals. Agentic actions involve actions that enable people to sustain action
towards a goal. Action control beliefs refer to acting based upon the beliefs
that one has what it takes to achieve freely chosen goals. People who have
such beliefs see a link between their actions and the outcomes they desire.
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To account for these beliefs and actions, Causal Agency Theory incorporates
basic tenets of Action-Control Theory (Little, Hawley, Henrich, & Marsland,
2002), which posits three general beliefs associated with the causal action
sequence:

control expectancy [beliefs], which refers to the relation between agent and
ends, meaning that individual’s expectancy about their capability to achieve a
given goal or end; means-ends beliefs, which represent the relation between
means and ends; and agency beliefs, [which] refer to an individual’s beliefs of
what means they are capable of utilizing when the self acts as an agent. (Chang,
Adams, & Litte, 2017, p. 285)

That is, people who are self-determined believe that they have the means
(skills, knowledge, abilities) to set and achieve a goal and that if they attempt
to do so, they will be successful.

The Development of Self-Determination

Wehmeyer and colleagues (2017) proposed that self-determination develops
as an adaptive outcome of a person’s response to threats to and opportuni-
ties for autonomy, competence, and relatedness in one’s environment. These
threats and opportunities energize a causal action sequence that involves voli-
tional and agentic action, as framed by Causal Agency Theory, as a means
for a person to remain autonomous, competent, and maintain meaningful
relationships, as emphasized by SDT. These volitional and agentic action
responses are mediated by action-control beliefs (Mumbardé-Adam, Guardia-
Olmos, & Giné, 2018). So, from early in childhood onward, humans are
motivated to act volitionally and utilize a causal action sequence involving
volitional and agentic action mediated by action-control beliefs that enables
them to act as a causal agent in their lives. Repeated experiences of causal
agency, in turn, enable a person to meet basic psychological needs for, partic-
ularly, autonomy and competence, and result in enhanced self-determination.

Young people who have repeated experiences of acting as the causal agent
in their lives become self-determined young people. Such experiences usually
involve addressing small, day-to-day problems. So, for example, a young
person may want to take a course in an area about which they are passionate
about but may seem frivolous to their parents. It is through the process of
negotiating with their parents to satisfy their desire to take the course and to
address the parents’ concern about the utility of the course that the young
person can implement actions that enable them to act more autonomously,
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learn and practice skills that promote causal agency, and, over time, become
more self-determined.

Describing a course for the development of self-determination is impor-
tant so as to understand how to promote self-determination across the life
course. It is through these types of experiences that young people become
self-determined and it is important that teachers provide opportunities that
enable young people to meet their psychological needs for autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness and to provide opportunities for young people to
learn the skills and actions that enable them to act as causal agents in their
lives. The next section examines interventions to promote autonomy and
self-determination.

Creating Autonomy-Supportive Classrooms

Johnmarshall Reeve and colleagues (Reeve, 2002, 2012; Reeve & Cheon,
2014; Reeve, Ryan, & Deci, 2018) have identified a variety of factors
that might lead to and result from autonomy supportive classrooms and
teaching. This research has studied teacher-student interactions that promote
the intrinsic motivation of students and, in turn, has led to the development
of interventions to promote autonomy-supportive approaches to teaching.
Reeve (2002) summarized research exploring the practices of autonomy-
supportive teachers and determined that they avoided being directive, praised
mastery, avoided criticizing students, provided prompts rather than giving
answers directly, responded reliably to student-generated questions, and
communicated with the perspective of the student in mind. Reeve summa-
rized this literature by categorizing autonomy-supportive teachers as being
responsive, flexible, and motivating by generating interest, whereas control-
ling teachers tended to emphasize being in charge, shaping students towards
specific answers, emphasizing non-standardized evaluation, and motivating
through pressure. Importantly, this literature suggests that autonomy-
supportive classrooms are communities in which students take meaningful
roles in setting classroom rules, feel safe to explore and take risks, engage
in problem-solving activities, set personal goals, and take responsibility for
monitoring their own progress towards those goals.

Chang, Fukuda, Durham, and Little (2017) further identified important

characteristics of autonomy-supportive teachers:
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e Communicate frequently to clarify expectations and acknowledge students’
feelings and to ensure that students know what is expected of them and do
not have to depend upon the teacher to direct learning.

e Provide multiple opportunities for students to choose from, considering
the relevance of activities to students’ interests and values

e Do not rely on controlling events and experiences, such as competitions or
evaluations.

e Encourage and support students to participate actively, rather than being
passive observers/absorbers.

e Emphasize student self-direction and active involvement in generating,
delivering, and consuming information and content.

Provide informational feedback that is constructive but positive.

Provide structured guidance that clearly states expectations and the
student’s role in meeting those expectations and supports students to plan
for learning and action.

When teachers are autonomy-supportive, they can adopt students’ perspec-
tive and provide them with choices, display patience for students’ self-paced
learning, communicate with a tone of understanding, provide meaningful
rationales for requests, accept and acknowledge students’ negative feel-
ings, and use informational or invitational language (Reeve & Cheon,
2020). Autonomy-supportive classrooms are learning environments in which
students are motivated to act and engage in self-determined learning (Chang,
Fukuda, Durham, and Little, 2017; Reeve, 2002).

In contrast, when the classroom structure is developed in a controlling
manner, students’ motivation and engagement can be undermined (Cheon,
Reeve, & Song, 2019; Cheon, Reeve, & Vansteenkiest, 2020; Grolnick &
Pomerantz, 2009; Mouratidis, Lens, & Vansteenkiste, 2010). And yet too
often, the structure that teachers provide in classrooms is delivered in a more
controlling manner. This is due in part to the general structure of schools
(e.g., classroom goals, school-wide rules, statements of expectations, adher-
ence to standardized testing), which are often controlling in nature, and
impact upon how both teachers and students see their roles and responsi-
bilities in the classroom. While these structures are well-intentioned, it can
lead teachers (often unconsciously) to configure their classrooms in ways that
are more controlling. For instance, teachers might develop rules with conzin-
gentftangible rewards or punishment, expectations with conditional rewards,
and classroom goals, guidance, or corrective feedback with reacher-prescribed
ways. While these structures might meet the needs of the teachers to present
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information and lead the child, they can undermine student self-determined
ways.

Notably, by structuring classrooms and practices in ways that are
autonomy supportive, it can also support students’ needs for competence
and relatedness. For example, creating autonomy-supportive classrooms
involves building learning spaces that emphasize student involvement and
self-direction and minimize teacher-controlled actions, thus facilitating the
promotion of student perceptions of competence. Autonomy-supportive
teachers spend more time listening to their students, as well as giving them
time to work through problems and discover solutions. Again, this has the
added benefit of promoting student perceived competence and in establishing
relationships based upon respect for student choice and voice that enhance
student perceptions of relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

There are clear benefits of autonomy-supportive environments, but how
can teachers develop such environments and practices? There have been
several programs and curricula developed based upon SDT and the research
on autonomy-supportive teaching, including the Autonomy-Supportive
Intervention Program (ASIP) and the Deeper Living Deeper Learning

Curriculum.

Autonomy-Supportive Intervention Program

Based upon the research on autonomy-supportive classrooms and teachers,
Reeve, Cheon, and colleagues developed ASID, a teacher-focused, workshop-
centred intervention program that aims to upgrade the quality of teachers’
motivating styles and to develop their professions (Cheon, 2010; Cheon &
Lee, 2010; Cheon & Moon, 2010; Cheon, Reeve, Lee, & Lee, 2018; Cheon
et al., 2019; Cheon, Reeve, & Moon, 2012; Cheon, Reeve, & Song, 2016,
2019; Cheon et al., 2020; Reeve & Cheon, 2016; Reeve, Jang, Carrell, Jeon,
& Barch, 2004). The main purpose of the ASIP is to enable teachers to
become more autonomy-supportive and less controlling in their approach to
teaching.

The program is delivered in three parts. The first part involves a three-
hour workshop-like experience. The session begins with a warm-up activity
in which participants consider scenarios describing teachers who are either
highly autonomy-supportive or highly controlling and reflect on which
scenario might best illustrate their teaching style. Participants are then
provided with a presentation on a SDT view of student motivation, teacher
motivating styles (i.e., autonomy-supportive instructional behaviours and
controlling instructional behaviours), and examples of autonomy-supportive
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instruction, along with supporting evidence. The first part concludes with a
group discussion in which participants brainstorm how they might be able to
engage in autonomy-supportive teaching styles in the classroom.

The second part occurs about six weeks later and lasts about three
hours. The session begins with a brief presentation reviewing the features
of autonomy-supportive teaching. Next, in small groups, teachers share and
discuss about the autonomy-supportive teaching practices that they had
implemented during the time in between the two sessions, including iden-
tifying concerns, obstacles, and successes. Next, teachers learn the “how to”
of skills and strategies needed in supportive teaching. Through practical
cases and examples, modelling, scaffolding, guidance, and feedback about
practices engaged, teachers learn ways to present learning activities in an
autonomy-supportive manner that identify, nurture, and vitalize students’
inner motivational resources (i.e., autonomy, competence, and relatedness).
Teachers also learn how to be need-supportive towards their students in their
particular teaching activities, such as providing explanatory and meaningful
rationales for requests and by taking students’ perspectives.

In the third part, which is again about four to six weeks after the previous
section, participants again engage in a group discussion, with this one focused
exclusively on sharing ideas, practical experiences they have had since begin-
ning the program, and further motivational strategies regarding ways to be
autonomy-supportive in the instructional context and to develop classroom
structures in an autonomy-supportive manner. For instance, this includes
strategies for offering step-by-step guidance, providing new and corrective
feedback, modelling, establishing classroom rules and expectations, reflecting
on learning activities in students’ perspective, using informational and none-
pressurizing tone of speech, and providing meaningful rationales. In group
discussions, teachers not only talk about their classroom teaching experiences
in general but also share and develop their specific activity-by-activity and
situation-by-situation teaching experiences, such as how to utilize autonomy-
supportive instructional strategies at both individual level, activity level (team
games vs. individual games), and classroom level.

Cheon et al. (2018) found that the ASIP was effective not only in
promoting student autonomy, but also in empowering teachers who imple-
ment these practices. They suggested that participation in ASIP “allows
teachers to develop three empowering personal-professional resources—
namely, greater psychological need satisfaction during teaching, efficacy, and
the adoption of relatively more intrinsic (and less extrinsic) instructional
goals” (p. 44). That is, teacher’s implementing autonomy-supportive practices
improve their own positive need satisfaction, gain a sense of efficacy, and feel



238 M. L. Wehmeyer et al.

more intrinsically motivated in the classroom and less controlled by external
forces.

The ASIP research has consistently demonstrated three main effects. First,
when teachers learned how to become autonomy supportive, students bene-
fited from receiving autonomy support, compared to students in standard
classrooms (Cheon & Reeve, 2015; Cheon et al., 2012). The ASIP effects
are sustained as teachers became even more autonomy-supportive over time
(Cheon & Reeve, 2013). Second, teachers involved in the ASIP reported
greater job satisfaction as a teacher, greater passion to teach, greater subjective
vitality, and less psychological ill-being from providing autonomy supports to
their students, compared to teachers who were not part of the ASIP (Cheon
et al., 2020; Cheon, Reeve, Yu, & Jang, 2014). Finally, teachers who received
the ASIP upgraded their classroom motivating styles, becoming more need-
supportive, less need-indifferent, and less need-thwartive, and developed their
professional resources, reporting greater need satisfaction, greater teaching
efficacy, and more reliance on intrinsic goals to teach (Cheon et al., 2018;
Reeve & Cheon, 2016).

The Deeper Living, Deeper Learning Curriculum

Beyond training teachers to develop their classrooms and teaching styles to
be more autonomy-supportive, specific curricula have been developed that
explicitly aim to promote self-determination. One such curriculum is the
Deeper Living, Deeper Learning Curriculum (Silver, 2020). The framework
for the curriculum intentionally links with an aligned autonomy leadership
approach aimed to sustainably enhance Reeve’s (2002) social nutrients and
cultural conditions that enhance self-determination, while being mindful of
the biological factors of individual learners. The curriculum was developed to
increase five key components that theoretically underpin the approach drawn
from positive psychology and SDT:

1. Autonomy,
2. Competence,
3. Relatedness,
4. Meaning, and
5. Mastery.

Building from these dimensions, rather than forcing specific prescribed
content, the curriculum provides structural prompts. This gives teachers
and learners the opportunity to autonomously plot their volitional action
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and their individual and collective agentic actions that the curriculum
structure and chosen qualifications ask of them, seeking to increase their
self-determination over time (Chang, Adams, & Little, 2017; Shogren et al.,
2015). As part of the curriculum, teachers work with students to support
them to choose a project on which they will work on across the semester
(for approximately 350 hours during the year), increasing their competence
along the way. In so doing, teachers promote autonomy by providing choices
and by allowing students to select subjects, projects, and qualifications that
are meaningful to them and on which they can be successful in pursuing
future pathways. Teachers promote students’ competence with weekly reflec-
tions supporting this, as well as meta-cognition. There are also twice-a-term
exhibition days to celebrate and share with the community’s stakeholders.
Students are enabled to set their own learning pace, to identify individual-
ized goals that they would work towards, and the process emphasized creating
community amongst learners and teachers as well as connecting students with
their communities outside of the school context.

Having to design and negotiate this process together supports stake-
holder autonomy and relatedness, while forming project group identity and
ownership of the agentic action. Group collaboration is common, enhancing
relatedness among learners, peers, and teachers, as each person invests trust
into the relationships and which are enhanced by shared responsibility in
decisions and actions (Brockett & Hiemstra, 2012). Raising learners’ sense
of self-accountability during decision making, guided by conversation about
values, ego and moral maturity, steers learning behaviour to be mediated
by action-control beliefs. Such responsibility is supported by the wellbeing
components of the curriculum in that it enhances learners’ ability to respond
appropriately, through understanding communication, self-awareness, and
self-regulation and their respective techniques (Chene, 1983). Purposeful
increases to promote autonomy in target settings and sessions learners wished
to attend impacted on engagement and outcomes.

The Deeper Living, Deeper Learning Curriculum has shown positive impact
on student wellbeing, academic achievement, and destinations (Silver, 2020).
Importantly, the curriculum has been implemented with students with
disabilities, who are too often not addressed in positive education efforts.
That, in turn, leads us to work in the field of special education to promote
self-determined learning.
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Promoting Self-Determined Learning

The focus on autonomy-supportive classrooms and teaching driven by SDT
has been primarily on the context in which students learn and the ways
in which teachers interact with students. However, an important part of
education involves students learning skills, knowledge, and abilities that
enable them to be successful. To that end, efforts driven by Causal Agency
Theory have been designed to teach skills related to causal agentic action and
to promote student self-determination and self-determined learning. While
various approaches have been developed, the most widely researched such
intervention is the Self-Determined Learning Model of Instruction (SDLMI;
Wehmeyer, Palmer, Agran, Mithaug, & Martin, 2000).

The SDLMI provides teachers with a model that enables them to teach
students to teach themselves. The SDLMI arose from causal agency theory,
aiming to provide a teaching model to support student self-determined
learning (Wehmeyer et al., 2000). Though developed initially with students
with disabilities, the model has more recently been utilized with students with
and without disabilities (Shogren, Wehmeyer, & Lane, 2016), and has been
used to support instruction across age ranges. Implementation of the SDLMI
consists of a three-phase instructional process that is illustrated in Figs. 9.1,
9.2and 9.3.!

Each phase of the SDLMI presents a problem to be solved by the student,
which the student does by answering a series of four student questions that
they learn, modify to make their own, and apply to reach self-set goals. Each
student question is linked to a set of teacher objectives, which in turn are
linked to educational supports that can be used to teach or support students
to answer the question and, thus, self-regulate problem-solving to set and
attain goals. In each phase, as emphasized in Causal Agency Theory, the
student is considered the causal agent for actions, including choice, decision
making, and goal setting.

The student questions direct students through a problem-solving sequence,
the solution to which leads to the problem in the next phase, and the
problem-solving sequence is repeated. The problems to be solved are:

A full description of the SDLMI process is beyond the scope of this chapter and is available in
The self -determined learning model of instruction teacher’s guide (Shogren, Raley, Burke, & Wehmeyer,
2019), available at http://www.self-determination.org. The description here is a shortened version
from this source.
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Fig. 9.1 Self-determined learning model of instruction Phase 1 (Original image
published in Shogren, K. A., Raley, S. K., Burke, K. M., & Wehmeyer, M. L. (2019).
Teacher’s guide to the self-determined learning model of instruction. http://www-
self-determination.org, by Kansas University Center on Developmental Disabilities.
This image is licensed under an All Rights Reserved License, and is not available
under a Creative Commons license)

e Phase 1-What is my Goal?
e Phase 2-What is my Plan?
e Phase 3-What have I Learned?

The four questions in each phase are worded differently to enable the student
to solve the unique problem posed in each phase, but in each phase, the four
questions represent identical steps in a problem-solving sequence:

identify the problem,

identify potential solutions to the problem,
identify barriers to solving the problem, and
identify consequences of each solution.

The SDLMI is an instructional model, and so it is designed for teachers
to implement and, as such, the student questions are worded so that teachers
understand the intent of the question. Thus, the first time a teacher uses the
model with a student, the teacher can read each question with or (if necessary)
to the student, talk about what the question means with the student, and,
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Fig. 9.2 Self-determined learning model of instruction Phase 2 (Original image
published in Shogren, K. A., Raley, S. K., Burke, K. M., & Wehmeyer, M. L. (2019).
Teacher’s guide to the self-determined learning model of instruction. http://www-
self-determination.org, by Kansas University Center on Developmental Disabilities.
This image is licensed under an All Rights Reserved License, and is not available
under a Creative Commons license)

if it is the student’s preference, to reword the question so that student can
understand the intent. By the time a teacher and student go through the
model once, students will have a set of questions that are their own.

The teacher objectives provide specific information to teachers on what
they need to support students to do when answering a question. The teacher
objectives provide a road map for the teacher to enable students to solve the
problem stated in the student question. For example, with the first student
question (what do I want to learn?), the teacher objectives are to enable the
student to identify his/her specific strengths and instructional needs related
to the content area, identify and communicate his/her preferences, interests,
beliefs, and values about the content area and its link to adult outcomes, and
prioritize his/her instructional needs.

Each teacher objective is linked to at least one educational support. So,
for example, the final question in the first phase prompts students to set an
educational goal. If they have not had prior experience with goal setting,
they will need instruction to do so, and as such, goal setting and attain-
ment instruction is an educational support associated with that question.
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Fig. 9.3 Self-determined learning model of instruction Phase 3 (Original image
published in Shogren, K. A., Raley, S. K., Burke, K. M., & Wehmeyer, M. L. (2019).
Teacher’s guide to the self-determined learning model of instruction. http://www-
self-determination.org, by Kansas University Center on Developmental Disabilities.
This image is licensed under an All Rights Reserved License, and is not available
under a Creative Commons license)

Most of these supports are identified from the self-management and self-
directed learning literature. Since the purpose of the SDLMI is to enable
teachers to teach students to self-directed and self-determine learning, it
makes sense that teachers should enable students to use self-management
and self-regulation strategies that enable them self-direct learning. But not
every instructional strategy is student directed. The purpose of a teaching
model is to promote student learning. Sometimes the most effective method
or strategy to achieve an educational outcome will be a teacher-directed
strategy. Within the SDLMI context, students are active in determining these
educational plans, whether self- or teacher-directed.

There is strong evidence to support the efficacy of the SDLMI, including
randomized trial studies conducted in the United States have established
causal relationships between implementing the SDLMI and more posi-
tive student self-determination and school and adult outcomes (Wehmeyer,
Shogren, Little, & Lopez, 2017). Though primarily evaluated with students
with disabilities, the SDLMI is not a disability-specific intervention and large-
scale studies are underway that are evaluating the impact of the SDLMI
as implemented for all students in high school Language Arts and Algebra
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classes. Combined with autonomy-supportive teaching and classroom strate-
gies, the SDLMI provides educators with a means to teach students to
self-regulate problem-solving to set and attain educational goals, adjusting
their goals and plans as necessary. In other words, the SDLMI enables young
people to be causal agents in their lives and to act to attain basic psychological
needs for autonomy and competence.

Conclusion

Importantly, issues of self-determination and self-determined learning are
at the heart of personalized education and twenty-first-century learning
(Wehmeyer & Zhao, 2020). Learning in twenty-first-century schools should
be characterized by student voice in school governance and environment,
student choice in a broad and flexible curriculum, and a strengths-based focus
on student uniqueness and curiosity (Zhao, 2012). It is clear that to prepare
young people for the twenty-first-century world, among the most impor-
tant things we can do is to promote self-determination and self-determined
learning, emphasize goal setting and problem-solving, and consider student
strengths and support students to design a life based on those strengths,
interests, and abilities (Wehmeyer & Zhao, 2020).

Zhao (2018) suggested that the educational status quo is a system that
is based upon two flawed assumptions: (1) that “there is a set of skills and
knowledge everyone must have in order to live a successful life in the world”
and (2) that “all children are capable of and interested in acquiring the
skills and knowledge at a similar pace” (p. 8). He argues that understand-
ings of human nature and learning suggest that human beings are differently
talented, have different desires and interests, and have different experiences
that interact with their natural talents and interests to give each person a
unique profile of abilities and desires, stronger in some areas and weaker
in others, and that in such a context, there is no utility to notions of
“average”. To create schools that benefit all students, we need to focus on
promoting student agency, student ownership over learning, and emphasize
meaningfulness and purpose.

Student agency is more than just students” having a voice in what happens,
but instead, is about students being, as Zhao (2018) noted, “owners of
their own learning ... they must have agency in designing their own learn-
ing” (p. 58). Student agency is central to positive education, personalized
learning, and twenty-first-century education. Students become agents in their
own learning through the arrangements of environments and contexts to be
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autonomy-supportive and engaging in autonomy-supportive interactions and
promoting self-determined learning, as has been discussed in this chapter.
Student agency and ownership over learning are, it could be argued, at the
heart of positive education.
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Life Design for an Inclusive and Sustainable
Future
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Laura Nota, and Salvatore Soresi

We live in a world characterized by uncertainty, complexity, rapid change,
globalization, and inequality, all of which has significant impact on the well-
being of people, groups, and communities. Further, it seems clear that the
world is in the midst of significant ideological, social, and environmental
changes (Hooley, Sultana, & Thomsen, 2018). These changes make it more
difficult not only for a great part of the population to live in the present,
but also for succeeding generations to aspire to and imagine a possible future
(Guichard, 2018; Hooley et al., 2018; Santilli, Di Maggio, Ginevra, Nota, &
Soresi, 2020).

From the 1970s to the present, a neoliberal vision of markets and the
economy permeated, little by little, cultures, education, and the role of
citizenship, infusing the idea that the wellbeing of the person is related
to consumption and the ownership of objects and items (Guichard, 2018;
Santilli et al., 2020). As a result, there is a saturation of market-related
models in many different areas of human, social, and political life. Too often,
in this context, people look for happiness and wellbeing in new products,
new markets, and new ideas, and competition is considered a source of social
progress (Dardot & Laval, 2013).

Moreover, processes such as globalization, understood mainly in terms of
the free movement of capital, brought a shift of production systems in devel-
oping countries. These forces brought higher availability of low-cost “global
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manpower,’” while also bringing the loss, in Western countries, of a consider-
able number of workplaces and positions (Chomsky & Polychroniou, 2018).
All of this has been exacerbated and augmented by rapid automation that has
fostered the substitution of routine jobs with technology, reducing further the
possibilities for work for a wider swath of the population (Milanovic, 2017).

These realities dominate the contexts in most countries, resulting too often
in inequalities and the exclusion of a significant number of people (from
the most vulnerable to middle-class people) who, previously, were protected
(Alvaredo, Chancel, Piketty, Saez, & Zucman, 2018; Milanovic, 2017).
Moreover, there is a contrast between Western countries and developing
countries: in the former, there is the centralization of capital, techniques, and
comforts, while in the latter there is, too often, despair and desolation. Conse-
quently, it is reasonable to hypothesize that emigration could exponentially
increase over the next decade, exacerbating problems such as poverty, consis-
tent levels of social heterogeneity, high competitiveness, precariousness, and
excessive exploitation of natural resources (Nota, Soresi, Di Maggio, Santilli,
& Ginevra, 2020).

One implication of this somewhat gloomy forecast is the need to revise
multiple assumptions of and processes pertaining to career guidance and
the changing shape of careers and the world of work. Being alert to issues
of inclusion and sustainability will be even more important in the future,
and professionals in career and vocational guidance will need to be trained
to recognize discrimination, address inequalities, remove barriers, and mini-
mize exploitation; to focus on the overall wellbeing of humanity and of the
world we live in, particularly where people from younger generations will live
(Hooley et al., 2018; Nota et al., 2020).

In this chapter, following a brief historical excursion through the social role
that career guidance has had through the years, we outline possible actions
that career guidance professionals could perform so as to embrace, sustain,
and foster the creation of a better future for everyone and to contribute to
the creation of inclusive and sustainable societies.

Career Guidance, Career Design, and Career
Counselling: Past, Present, and Future

For much of recent history, a number of presumptions about careers and work
prevailed and shaped career guidance: work and workplaces were reliably
stable; there were enough jobs available that workers could choose what they
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wanted, particularly in the wealthiest countries; and getting adequate educa-
tion and training would almost guarantee employment in a timely manner.
The role of career guidance and counsellors in such a context was to assist
young people to choose among different career options based upon factors
related to ability and interest. As such, the field of career guidance has studied
and applied criteria and tools to analyse the relationships between supply and
demand so as to predict job availability.

Parsons (1909) is credited with establishing these “matching” practices in
career guidance, proposing that guidance counsellors identify aptitudes and
match them to work contexts and demands. Within this model, the coun-
sellor expends time and effort to identify a person’s aptitudes, including
sensory and physical skills, cognitive and emotional capacities, and the
person’s interests when providing career guidance (Nota & Rossier, 2015;
Savickas, 2011; Savickas et al., 2009).

This course of action in the field of career guidance brought about tremen-
dous social change, since before that time people were “trapped” in their social
class: there were no jobs to choose or to be prepared for if a person was not in
a certain social stratum. School success (and thus school opportunity), during
this time, was characterized as confirming one’s social status. Career guidance
provided opportunities to individuals who, previously, had no such chances
and emphasized their rights to choose employment and a career by, in essence,
serving as a mediator “between” the career environment and the person.

The social context that inspired Parsons and his followers began to change
after the end of the Second World War, once again bringing about radical
social changes. During these years, there was a higher demand for skilled
labour, both in technical and clerical fields. Education finally became an
investment for the economic growth of countries. Employment opportuni-
ties, higher educational attainment levels, the widening of rights and civic
protections for marginalized people, and increased attention to the popu-
lation’s wellbeing: all these factors contributed to focus attention on career
choices and themes such as career fulfilment. The idea of “career” started to
take hold in career guidance activities.

Accordingly—and paralleling the development of psychological, educa-
tional, and social science studies pertaining to career and work—career
guidance processes began to take into account greater complexity. Rather
than focusing only on what Parsons referred to as “interests,” career and
vocational guidance counsellors and theorists incorporated knowledge about
personality and motivation, with the idea that if such traits are nurtured
in specific career environments, it could foster both career fulfilment and
enhanced career performance (Holland, 1959).
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Thus, variables such as motivation, knowledge, skills, career values, and
personal characteristics required more attention from guidance counsellors.
These variables eventually began to be seen as interconnected with contex-
tual factors, such as emphasized in Social- Cognitive Career Theory by Lent,
Brown, and Hackett (1994). Career decision-making models were formu-
lated to assist people in making career choices (e.g., Gati, Garty, & Fassa,
1996). The idea of career development took on a major role in theory and
practice with the recognition that, like other areas of human development,
career interests, preferences, and knowledge developed over time. Donald
Super (1980), for example, introduced an early theory of career develop-
ment, the Life Career Rainbow, which described career development in terms
of life stages and life roles, providing fruitful ideas and information for both
practitioners and researchers.

Super’s theoretical framework was extended, expanded, and renewed
by Savickas, who, during the 1990s, proposed Career Construction Theory
(Savickas, 2005), which lies at the heart of the Life Design paradigm (Savickas
et al., 2009), as described below.

The Life Design Approach

The Life Design International Research Group emerged in the period when
the world was facing the economic crisis of the 2008 Great Recession. The
causes of the crisis were complex and not clear to many people who, too often,
experienced job losses, increased unemployment, and increased job insecu-
rity levels (Nota, Soresi, Ferrari, & Ginevra, 2014; O’Reilly, Lain, Sheehan,
Smale, & Stuart, 2011). There arose a need to begin to provide solutions
to problems and discomforts that were becoming more and more consis-
tent, by looking for new ways to deal with a reality that was still not so
understandable.

The Life Design paradigm, based on the epistemology of social construc-
tivism (Young & Collin, 2004), recognized that professional development
is highly contextualized and individualized. It claims that career develop-
ment cannot only focus on career decisions regarding finding a suitable
job according to personal competences, values, and interests. Rather, it
conceptualizes career development as a dynamic interaction between personal
characteristics and contextual factors. Specifically, according to this paradigm,
the individual is an active agent and actor of their own personal and career
development, of their present and future, by designing their life stories or
narratives and formulating coherent life aims and plans (Pouyaud, 2015;
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Wehmeyer et al., 2019). They are not shaped by the context, but is in interde-
pendence with it. This means that the individual develops in a specific social
and cultural context, which involves multiple systems (e.g., organizations,
societal policies, and practices), which can affect human functioning (Nota &
Rossier, 2015). As a result, focusing exclusively on environmental conditions
or individual attitudes, interests, and abilities as a basis for successful career
development is not enough; instead career counselling should focus on how
these multiple nonlinear interactions can have a positive impact on career and
life outcomes (Hirschi & Dauwalder, 2015).

The Life Design paradigm underlines the need for supporting individuals
in co-constructing and planning personal and professional pathways. Career
designing should be the result of a continuous construction and reconstruc-
tion of life themes that include past memories, present experiences, and future
aspirations (Pouyaud, 2015). The personal meaning of these themes allows
individuals to adapt to social changes that are crucial in their working lives
(Savickas et al., 2009). Therefore, life designing is a dynamic, recursive, and
strategic process that should not be detached from self-reflection, taking into
account the numerous experiences and time of life (past, present, and future)
together with the diverse contexts and roles everyone can play during their
existence.

The Life Design paradigm, as described by its founding group in the 2009

article (Savickas et al., 2009), was built on five premises:

(1) From Traits and States to Context. The suggestion was to move beyond
objective measurements and regulatory profiles, which turned out to
be inadequate in describing people as living beings that interact and
adjust to multiple contexts. Professional identities should be considered
as variable patterns influenced by stories and not representable by static,
conceptual, and simplified profiles, built with scores obtained through
tests.

(2) From Prescription to Process. The idea was to move from traditional
processes involving giving direction and advice about a career to follow to
focusing on promoting coping strategies to enable clients to manage and
deal with the complexity of a labour market characterized by frequent job
changes and multiple choices and decisions throughout one’s professional
life.

(3) From Linear Causality to Non-linear Dynamics. People’s professional
lives are a complex phenomenon that cannot be dealt with using
linear prediction modalities. Working activities will evolve, will be more
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complex and, there will be the need for analytic skills that enable one to
focus on more holistic life projects.

(4) From Scientific Facts to Narrative Realities. There was particular atten-
tion to the necessity to take into consideration the constant construction
and reconstruction of people’s multiple, subjective realities. Rather than
referring to group rules and conceptual terms, clients should be involved
in activities that help them give meaning to their situation and, as a
consequence, to look for new ways to see themselves.

(5) From Describing to Modelling. Clients’ professional plans are, by defi-
nition, personal, therefore unique. As a consequence, efficient career
counselling has to be adjusted in every single case. Every standardized
activity reduces the value of such counselling.

The studies that took inspiration from the Life Design approach allowed
the field to underline the need to proceed with customized, personalized
actions. Moreover, it allowed the field to take into consideration people’s
right to receive specific attention, avoiding more standardized career guid-
ance activities, which may be damaging because they do not account for
the uniqueness of every person (Savickas et al., 2009). In the Life Design
approach, more value was given to unique possibilities, opportunities, and,
even, to unexpected outcomes. The authors of the stories used in such coun-
selling have been encouraged and motivated to build, or instead to co-build,
unique conclusions, new projects, and new stories for clients (Nota & Rossier,
2015). Rather than considering, measuring, and evaluating those aspects that
in the past were considered the most important predictors of academic and
career success (such as interests, aptitudes, skills, leadership, motivation, etc.),
career practitioners should focus on other factors. More specifically, they
should support clients to consider issues regarding career adaptability, the
potential benefits of investment in education, resilience, hope, optimism, and
taking events in perspective (Nota & Rossier, 2015). Under prior socioeco-
nomic contexts, career guidance aimed to promote skills useful for career
choice processes, focusing on enabling clients so that their working life could
become a source of wellness. In this way, it was faithful to the mission of
discipline with regard to social relevance (Soresi & Nota, 2020).

Nowadays, however, the living conditions of people have changed consid-
erably when compared to the past. Wellbeing seems to be a condition
achieved by fewer people. Traditional processes used to support career choice
and inclusion are no longer sufficient. Today, career practitioners have to
consider that supporting clients to deal with the future means reflecting on
how to face alarming risks. Some of these risks are, for example, increasing
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inequality, the concentration of prosperity and of work opportunities within
an increasingly narrow band of people, the increasing movement of peoples
across borders, the depletion of natural resources, the impact of technology
on working environments and on quality of life, and job conditions that are
at the same time more insecure and less decent. Another risk is the paradox-
ical request addressed to people to become, despite everything mentioned,
more competitive and more resilient: people have to be “constantly” ready
and good enough to deal with unpredictable opportunities. People are also
expected to become self-entrepreneurs, even without the actual amount of
money that is required to start such a career (Hooley et al., 2018; Nota et al.,
2020).

Having considered all these factors, it is hard to escape the fact that career
guidance needs a change of pace that, according to us, can only be associated
with investments in inclusion and sustainability.

Starting from Inclusion and Sustainability

At the root of neoliberal economic ideas and policies that have charac-
terized the last three decades, there is the individual. Too little attention
has been given to social, societal, and social justice issues. But the global
issues discussed previously are pushing the consideration of new strategies,
embracing solidarity, mutual aid, a sense of societal responsibility, empathy
towards the others, and, overall, inclusion and sustainability within and
beyond national borders. These strategies can be used for economic growth
and development (Hooley et al., 2018). Before describing the role of career
guidance in the construction of inclusive and sustainable contexts, it is
appropriate to define these two terms.

Inclusion. The term inclusion refers to contexts in which all people
fully and actively participate in all aspects of society and in which they are
able to obtain a satisfying quality of life (Di Maggio & Shogren, 2017).
When the term inclusion is used, the emphasis is not on what might make
the person “different,” whether referring to one’s racial/ethnic, linguistic,
disability, or socioeconomic status when compared with any other group,
but instead, emphasis is placed on the interaction between what makes each
person unique and how that contributes to improved social, civil, and career
participation (Owens, 2015; Shogren, Wehmeyer, Schalock, & Thompson,
2016).

Inclusion implies that all people and all institutions are “active” in seeking
to guarantee the full participation of every person in social and civil life
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(Asante, 2002). In other words, promoting inclusion requires an emphasis
on the contexts in which all people live, learn, work, and play (e.g., organi-
zations, systems, and societal policies and practices), as these contexts play
a critical role in promoting individuals’ functioning and quality of life and
the co-construction of their strengths and weaknesses (Asante, 2002; Shogren
et al., 2016).

Sustainability. The United Nations adopted sustainable development as
a guiding principle for economic, environmental, and social development.
This principle aspires to meet “the needs of the present” without compro-
mising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs and fosters an
“equitable sharing of the environmental costs and benefits of economic devel-
opment between and within countries” (World Commission on Environment
and Development [WCED], 1987).

According to the Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987), sustainability
involves the protection of the environment and natural resources. It also
emphasizes social and economic welfare to present and subsequent genera-
tions. Sustainable development is also understood as socially just and ethically
acceptable. Sustainability has thus been recognized as an essential norma-
tive principle for the society in establishing long-term ethical relationships
between present and future generations (Hansmann, Miegb, & Frischknecht,
2012). It is an integrative construct, which incorporates environmental,
social, and economic factors as three fundamental dimensions. These three
dimensions are pillars of sustainability: responsible development requires
attention to the natural, human, and economic capital or, informally, the
planet, the people, and the profits (Purvis, Mao, & Robinson, 2019).

The above-mentioned is aligned with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals. This was adopted
on 25 September 2015 at a special United Nations summit. The Agenda is
a commitment to guarantee sustained and inclusive economic growth, social
inclusion, and environmental protection; promoting peaceful, just, and inclu-
sive societies through a new global partnership. As it pertains to this chapter,
Goal 4 and Goal 8 are particularly relevant. Goal 4 emphasizes ensuring
inclusive and equitable quality education and promoting lifelong learning oppor-
tunities for all individuals, especially for women, girls, and marginalized
people in vulnerable environments. Goal 8 aims to promote inclusive and
sustainable economic growth; full and productive employment, particularly
for young people; and reduce informal employment and the gender pay gap
while promoting safe and secure working environments so as to create decent
work environments for every person.
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Based on these premises, Pouyaud and Guichard (2017) suggested that
career guidance should prepare people to be engaged in aspects of life that
might lead to inclusive and sustainable global development. In other words,
it is essential to support individuals to think about forms of active life that
promote sustainability and inclusion.

Santilli et al. (2020), based on the Life Design approach and considering
the new and global challenges that characterize today’s world and societies,
emphasized that career guidance should encourage people to look at the
global reality and what is likely to happen in the future, to focus less on
self, and to recognize that discriminations, inequalities, and barriers exist and
limit inclusion and sustainability. Career guidance professionals should also
encourage people to take on work that combats these negative inequities and
creates alternatives for improving the wellbeing of humankind and the world.

Career and Life Design for an Inclusive
and Sustainable Future

Given the premises of careers and work thus far pertaining to the Life Design
approach and considering recent reflections in the field of career guidance
discussed previously, there are a number of ways in which this approach can
contribute to career guidance practices that foster inclusion and sustainability,
particularly with adolescents and marginalized populations.

Inclusive and sustainable vocational guidance for adolescents. Adoles-
cents today find themselves planning their future career in a social context
characterized by globalization, the hegemony of neoliberal politics, rapid
technological advancements, precariousness, and unemployment. There are
also a series of social risks, challenges, and environmental issues that have
substantial repercussions on adolescent career decision-making and future
career planning (Hooley et al., 2018).

Several studies have shown that issues associated with job and work
precariousness and unemployment contribute to feelings of discomfort and
uncertainty about the future for young people. Such issues and perceptions
are also related to low expectations of career success, a sense of hopelessness
for the future, a tendency to orient to the present and act without considera-
tion of the future and, overall, the perception that the world of work is full of
obstacles capable of compromising their educational and career development
(Hatala et al., 2017).

However, lack of awareness of issues pertaining to globalization and
market-driven economies and their repercussions on the labour market and
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on future career planning can be a problem. Globalization is fairly widely
perceived as a complex phenomenon, characterized by economic, cultural,
and exchange aspects. Ginevra, Di Maggio, Santilli, Berti, and Nota (2019)
found, however, that adolescents did not consider these issues, including
critical issues associated with economic and social disparities (e.g., Myers,
2010).

In the career guidance field, specific career interventions are needed to
stimulate greater reflexivity and awareness concerning these phenomena.
Furthermore, such interventions are necessary because of the social and polit-
ical challenges that, in an inclusive and sustainable perspective, young people
must consider when thinking about their future. Career guidance should be
able to enable young people to think about the challenges they will face
in the future. It also should foster the growth and social development of
young people by “shifting” from a mostly individualistic, inward-looking,
present-oriented vision to a more contextually oriented worldview that
includes a focus on society and the common good, social development, and
sustainability (Soresi & Nota, 2020).

The shifting emphasis in career guidance on social phenomena should
enhance some form of collective good rather than solely individual empow-
erment. The central idea is that the management of these challenges requires
the collaboration of professionals, multidisciplinary approaches, the use of
heterogeneous skills, and a view that underlines how people together can
change the future, rather than the single person can change the future
(Anderson, Turner, Heath, & Payne, 2016; Watts, Diemer, & Voight, 2011).

Further, Di Maggio, Ginevra, Santilli, and Nota (2019) pointed out that
the propensity to consider global challenges is associated, directly and indi-
rectly, with hope in achieving personal goals and goals pertaining to the
common good, and to a more significant investment in higher education.
The latter is important for career guidance professionals in that their role
becomes, in part, to prepare future professionals to understand and prevent
global threats and find new, complex, and innovative solutions to existing
challenges, thus providing promise to them and future generations of a society
able to provide wellbeing and satisfaction for all (Peterson & Helms, 2014).

Considering this, we have developed and tested the effectiveness of the
Stay Inclusive, Sustainable, Curious, Cosmopolitan, Aspirant, Etc. project at the
Larios Laboratory of the University of Padova, Italy. The focus of this project
was to use a Life Design approach to encourage young people to reflect on the
future and career planning, taking into account the global challenges that they
will face in that future. The project includes a series of assessment instruments
that guide young people in the identification of possible future concerns, on
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the one hand, and a series of future scenarios on the other. For example,
to get young people to reflect on the future, the questionnaire 7he future is
around the corner... What does it hold? was developed, aimed at encouraging
adolescents to reflect on developing sustainable and inclusive contexts. The
instrument 7houghts on development and the economy of the future was devel-
oped to support young people to reflect on their ideas about an economy for
the benefit of all people and society. Additional instruments have been devel-
oped to focus the attention of adolescents on resources and skills for planning
their future in conditions of uncertainty and insecurity in the labour market,
conditions that will likely be present into the near future (Santilli et al.,
2020). These skills are, for example, the ability to keep up to date, to be able
to engage in Life Design activities even in complex and uncertain situations
(Schaufeli, Martinez, Pinto, Salanova, & Bakker, 2002); optimism, flexibility,
persistence, curiosity, and risk-taking (Krumboltz, 2009); and cosmopolitism
(Van de Vijver, Van Hemert, & Poortinga, 2015).

As part of the project, a career guidance intervention was also planned
for high school students, titled Looking at the Future and at the University in
an Inclusive Way. It is intended to encourage reflections on global challenges
and on the contribution that they can make in their educational and career
futures. It consists of five didactic units of two hours each, one for each week
for a total of five weeks. In the first unit, future emergencies identified by
the United Nations are discussed, and students are asked to examine these
as they pertain to their hopes and concerns for the future. In the second
unit, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals set by the United Nations are
presented. The importance of education and self-determination towards the
future are discussed to encourage students to reflect on what these can bring
to their future and how they could relate those to the United Nations’ goals.
During the third and fourth meetings, students are invited to think about
their possible future visions, taking into account the United Nations’ goals. In
the last unit, adolescents are helped to identify occupations and professional
activities related to their vision, and possible training paths that could help
them to acquire knowledge and useful skills to perform them. In line with
this, different and extensive academic fields are examined, rather than specific
degree courses. This is intended to stimulate participants to reflect on the role
that education has in the realization of their visions and the contribution that
study and training could make in pursuing the goals identified by the United
Nations.

To test the effectiveness of this career intervention, a study was conducted

with 92 high school students (Mg = 17.21; SD = 0.62), randomly assigned
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to either a traditional career intervention group (43 students) or to the treat-
ment “inclusive” career intervention group (49 students). Results highlighted
that adolescents in the inclusive career intervention group showed higher
levels of career adaptability, career decisiveness, and investment in higher
education than did students in the traditional intervention group. Results
suggest that this program could be used in school contexts to provide effective
career guidance training to large groups of students interested in promoting
sustainable and inclusive social contexts.

It should be noted that it is crucial to involve parents and teachers who,
if properly trained, can support young people to analyse social phenomena
in a more sophisticated manner; and to explore activities, training, and
professional paths to which to commit, with the goal of contributing to
the construction of sustainable and inclusive social contexts (Pouyaud &
Guichard, 2017).

Inclusive and sustainable career guidance for individuals with vulner-
ability. The conditions described in the opening pages of this chapter have
very real negative consequences, especially for people who are vulnerable,
including people with disabilities, immigrants, who are unemployed, or who
are early school leavers (Carr & Batlle, 2015). Prejudices and stereotypes
about these marginalized groups persist and tend to be associated with a lack
of hope, doubts on one’s skills, self-depreciation, and inclinations to focus
on one’s negative aspects (Millner & Kim, 2017). Research by Di Maggio,
Santilli, Nota, Ginevra, and Soresi (2019) showed, for example, that people
with stories of addiction have to face persistent contextual barriers, such as
negative evaluations from others, lack of social/economic support, and prej-
udice in working environments. All these factors strain their psychological
stability and make it difficult for them to project or re-project their working
future.

Considering all of the above, it is clear that when dealing with inclusive
and sustainable career guidance, it is more important to give voice to people
who are vulnerable so as to support them to recognize external and contextual
factors that affect their stories in relation to the broad sociopolitical system in
which they live. It is important to help marginalized people reconsider their
life stories, underlining the positive or negative role that the context played in
their working life and to help them think about how much that could affect
their construction of the future. On the one hand, this process creates forms
of consciousness and awareness, on the other hand it creates procedures of
critical reflection, which help to reduce the “weight” of experiences of failure,
difficulties, and discomfort (Kenny, Blustein, Gutowski, & Meerkins, 2018;
Sanchez Carmen et al., 2015).



10 Life Design for an Inclusive and Sustainable Future 263

Kenny et al. (2018) suggested, in line with what has also been high-
lighted by Hooley et al. (2018), that career practitioners should, first of all,
help people to consider the sociopolitical circumstances that affect their life
stories. Career practitioners should analyse, explicitly, the power disparities
and sociopolitical inequities that exist that result in bias and discrimina-
tion. They also should understand, through their clients’ life stories, their
meaningful, concrete, working and life experiences, and, as a consequence,
foster guidance to account for these experiences. Finally, they should help
individuals to challenge negative stereotypes and to reduce the perception of
guilt.

In this context, guidance professionals might call particular attention to
the courage a person has shown in dealing with difficult circumstances, thus
emphasizing a human virtue (Putman, 2010). Courage is a protective mecha-
nism for coping with situations of discrimination and vulnerability (Putman,
2010; Santilli et al., 2020), a combination of strengths that include bravery,
persistence, integrity, and vitality. It promotes “the exercise of will to accom-
plish goals in the face of opposition, either external or internal” (Peterson &
Seligman, 2004, p. 199).

In line with this, Santilli et al. (2020) have involved young people in envi-
sioning themselves in precarious conditions so as to give them a voice in
those situations, starting from their stories of courage. These young people
are asked to tell a real personal story of courage. In particular, the participants
are told:

the purpose of this interview is to better understand the experience of courage
that people exhibit in their life or professional life. Life is often complex and
difficult, and for this reason, it requires patience, perseverance and courage. In
your experience, have you ever been courageous? If yes, can you try to describe
a situation in which you were a courageous person?

Analyses were conducted on answers provided and two core themes emerged.
The first was connected to indecent and undignified working conditions and
the second core theme was connected to neoliberal ways of conceptualizing
the person and work. The first core-theme concerned unacceptable requests
regarding the working environment in terms of time, place, and salary (e.g.,
“I call it exploitation because I was forced to work in the company without a
contract. I signed nothing and I worked: this is courage.”). Other stories were
about proposals for odd jobs and overbearing promises (“7 had the courage ro
try a little bit of everything. So many times I found myself doing odd jobs ... he
made me do everything, and I did learn anything”). Other requests identified

were requests that were urgent without a compelling reason, requests to make
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future life decisions without having time to reflect (“7 was called to work in
Malta overnight ... the departure would have been the following week”). There
were also stories about discriminatory conditions (“Once in a bar where 1
worked for four months as a bartender, I met an owner who reminded me of the
devil. He treated me like a slave.”).

The second core-theme concerned the neoliberal work context. Specifi-
cally, two sub-themes were identified: the idea that the responsibility for one’s
failures and successes is only personal (“only sometimes I think its not all my
Jault because I can’t find a job. I think that this is not due to my characteristics
but to a global situation”) and competition in working contexts (“Courage is
Jacing the pressure they put on you ... they make you know right away that it is
a ruthless competition for that position”).

When focusing on courage, it is possible to identify positive actions
performed by people and to value them. People can be helped to adopt an
assertive stance that can help them connect to society and reshape their lives
in the face of scarcity, marginalization, and oppression (Kenny et al., 2018;
Sanchez Carmen et al., 2015).

The examination of these situations can also be the basis for helping people
face categorizations and labelling that tend to foster self-depreciation and the
propensity to focus on one’s negative aspects (Millner & Kim, 2017). People
should also be helped to reflect upon the propensity to internalize the myth
to which the neoliberal culture has accustomed us: being self-entrepreneurs
(Santilli et al., 2020). According to that myth, individuals are actually those
who determine their chances of success and failure. This mistakenly leads
people to think that they are entirely in charge of their problems and their
failures. These beliefs can become “millstones” that people are forced to live
with and that may often hinder a courageous re-design of one’s existence
(Kenny et al., 2018).

The scientific and experiential knowledge that practitioners collect through
an attention to barriers and negative context conditions may be used, at
this point, to breathe life into guidance activities dealing with awareness
and activism. This can also be accomplished through the involvement of
private and public institutions’ stakeholders and through educational inter-
ventions aimed at promoting the creation of inclusive scholastic, working,
and community contexts. These contexts have to directly address and elim-
inate discriminations and inequalities and have to foster active involvement

of all (Appadurai, 2004; Di Maggio, 2019).
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Conclusions

The socioeconomic conditions that have characterized the last few decades,
specifically globalization and neoliberalism, impact our daily life as well as
the economics and societal structures of countries, creating an inextricable
intertwining of progress and threats. The threats, as described in this chapter,
have serious implications for career decisions and wellbeing of young people,
particularly young people who are vulnerable, and can lead to limitations
quality and satisfying futures. All of this leads to the need to identify critical
steps in career guidance that can lead the field towards efforts to promote
inclusion, sustainability, and to combat inequality and discrimination.

Such a recalibration begins with career guidance professionals assume the
role of change agents; to make it clear that career guidance is no longer just
about the self, but about the person within the context of experiences and
environments. Is also important to reflect on the negative consequences of
contexts that are not inclusive and work environments and conditions that
are not respectful, and to find ways to act to change negative and dehuman-
izing environmental and social conditions (Soresi, Nota, Ginevra, Santilli,
& Di Maggio, 2019). To further this agenda, Soresi et al. (2019) developed
(in partnership with a wide array of researchers and practitioners) a Memo-
randum on Guidance and on Career Counseling, to address issues that need
to be addressed to ensure that populations with vulnerability are included.
This memorandum states that career scholars, professionals, and practitioners
should, among other things:

e anchor their reflections and promote, through their interventions, those
theoretical models and practices that connect scientific rigour to a specific
vision of the future, in terms of sustainability, equity, and inclusion;

e suggest analysing the influence of contextual factors in determining needs,
successes, and failures;

e maximize preventive and early intervention opportunities, especially for
members of vulnerable communities;

e detect and remove barriers that may reduce the involvement of every
person into social, educational, and working life;

e collaborate with other agencies, services, and professionals interested in
sustainable development, social activism, and in people’s wellbeing;

e provide psychosocial and psycho-educational support, particularly for
people from vulnerable and marginalized groups;
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e mobilize complex processes that take into account interpersonal, cultural,
social, environmental, economic, and political-institutional factors to
enable agentic action and encourage and produce change dynamics;

e use qualitative and quantitative procedures to highlight the effects of career
guidance on choice processes and on processes regarding career design for
groups and people (e.g., the ability to explore and get to know educational
and professional contexts, the ability to deal with and sort out difficult situ-
ations, the ability to pursue fair, inclusive and sustainable development’s
goals and ambitions, etc.); and

e foster equal opportunities in educational and professional contexts and
the reduction of any form of discrimination, of undignified jobs, of
underemployment and precariousness.
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Wellbeing and Flourishing

Covadonga Chaves

Childhood Mental Health

In recent decades, we have witnessed a dramatic increase in mental illness
in children and adolescents globally. According to the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO, 2005), the prevalence of childhood psychological disorders
fluctuates between 8 and 20%. Adolescence and the start of adulthood
are characterized by major changes and decisions about life objectives or
professional aspirations (Thompson & Swartout, 2017), resulting in a high
prevalence of mental illness in this period (Oades, Robinson, Green, &
Spence, 2011; Woods & Pooley, 2015). Many children and youth suffer
physical, psychological, and/or sexual violence, which often leads to the
appearance of psychological problems in the long term. Half of all diagnosed
lifelong mental illnesses appear by the age of 14 (Kessler & Brommet, 2013).
Mental health problems create a huge personal and social burden in the long
term, increase the risk of lifelong physical and mental disability, and present
a greater probability of unemployment or premature death.

At the same time, although the economic level of developed coun-
tries has increased in recent years (e.g., countries’ gross domestic product),
levels of individual life satisfaction have not reflected this improvement. In
fact, the low rates of life satisfaction in children in economically advan-
taged countries like the U.K. and the U.S. (UNICEE 2007) are espe-
cially notable. In a large sample of American adolescents, Keyes (2007)
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found that over half did not meet the criteria for flourishing (i.e., presence of
emotional wellbeing and positive functioning almost every day or every day
during the past 30 days), and rates of flourishing decreased as adolescence
progressed. Therefore, it seems that levels of happiness in childhood and
adolescence do not reflect the progress in levels of economic development.

That academic success nowadays is measured by academic performance is
in part a reflection of a modern society concerned with economic progress
and the accumulation of material possessions. The vast majority of modern
educational systems reflect this conception of success in the way in which
they prepare children to have productive lives rather than full and meaningful
lives (Adler, 2017). As a result of this, the objectives of curricula have become
more academic and oriented towards cognitive abilities, leaving objectives to
promote mental health as secondary to the academic program.

Moreover, the conceptualization of childhood mental health has tradition-
ally been focused on treating the symptoms once they have already appeared.
However, this focus has shown to have been costly and largely ineffective. The
earlier the start of the mental illness, the greater its lifelong negative impact is
(Kessler et al., 2009). Therefore, a preventative focus is needed that reduces
the risk of developing a mental illness or reduces its severity once it has already
been established. In that sense, research in recent years has shown greater
interest in identifying and managing mental health problems or preventing
problems like bullying in school and antisocial behaviours. Although these
interventions have shown promising results, it is important to bear in mind
that the promotion of health and the prevention of mental illnesses cannot
be treated as one-dimensional extremes. In fact, there is sufficient empir-
ical evidence to affirm that the absence of mental illness does not necessarily
imply the presence of high levels of positive mental health, and vice versa (Sin
& Lyubomirsky, 2009). For example, young people who do not have a diag-
nosable disorder may nevertheless not be functioning at their optimal level
(Suldo, Thalji, & Ferron, 2011). Further, it has been found that adolescents
with a low level of psychopathology who also have a low level of wellbeing
exhibit similar functioning to adolescents with a psychopathology (Suldo,
Shaunessy, Thalji, Michalowski, & Shaffer, 2009). Therefore, if our interest
is in promoting the comprehensive wellbeing of children and adolescents,
we need to go beyond simply relieving symptoms or preventing problematic
behaviours and also incorporate tools that allow for the development of the
abilities necessary for a more full and satisfactory life.

In this line, Antaramian, Huebner, Hills, and Valois (2010) proposed a
two-factor model that defines childhood mental health in two psychometri-
cally distinct but correlated continuums of mental illness and positive mental
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health. Nurturing both dimensions is beneficial. From the prevention stand-
point, normalizing conversations surrounding mental health in childhood can
serve as a ‘buffering factor’ to prevent and detect the symptoms of mental
illnesses early; meanwhile, the promotion of wellbeing builds emotional intel-
ligence and wellbeing literacy in children, acting as an ‘enhancing factor’ that
promotes flourishing. Schools thus have the potential to play a positive role in
aspects of all areas: students’ wellbeing, recovery, and mental health (Waters,
2014).

In this context, the field of positive psychology (PP) provides a frame
of reference for professionals and researchers whose aim is to study and
promote optimal functioning in individuals, organizations, and communities
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

The Architecture of Wellbeing

A significant conceptual contribution of PP relates to its efforts to more
precisely define the core features of what can be called psychological well-
being or flourishing. The term wellbeing is operationalized in a variety of
ways, such as to refer to psychological flourishing, life satisfaction, happiness,
or finding meaning in life (Howell et al., 2016). Although definitions of well-
being abound in the literature, there is a growing consensus that wellbeing is a
complex construct that concerns optimal experience and functioning. Explo-
rations of what it means to live a good life are frequently characterized as
being consistent with one of two philosophical traditions: the hedonic or the
eudaimonic approach.

This hedonic dimension of psychological wellbeing has been called subjec-
tive wellbeing (Diener, Scollon, & Lucas, 2003) and includes both affective
and cognitive components. Affective components of subjective wellbeing
include positive affect (experiencing pleasant emotions and moods), low
negative affect (experiencing unpleasant, distressing emotions and moods),
and ‘hedonic balance’, defined as the overall equilibrium between positive
and negative affect. High levels of hedonic wellbeing do not imply the
absence of negative emotions; rather, this indicates that negative emotions
are still present, but they are less frequent and prominent than positive ones
(Fredrickson, 2013). Life satisfaction (global judgements of one’s life) and
satisfaction with specific life domains (e.g., housing, education, health) are
considered cognitive components of subjective wellbeing.

The second main dimension of the architecture of human wellbeing is
eudaimonic wellbeing, which is derived from actions that are consistent with
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personal values that imply a full commitment with which people feel alive
and real (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Thus, wellbeing consists of the harmonious
development of an individual’s capacities that lead to a virtuous life. This
perspective on the nature of eudaimonic wellbeing is one of the reasons why
the identification, development, and application of psychological strengths
has become a central target in PP (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). A fulfilled
life is one in which we have the opportunity to express and develop our
maximum potentials that bring benefits not only to ourselves but also to
society at large (Waterman, 2008).

Eudaimonic wellbeing approaches emphasize that it is crucial to include
optimal functioning when assessing wellbeing in order to get a more precise
picture of the wellbeing of individuals (e.g., Hervas & Vazquez, 2013). Based
on traditional models (e.g., Frankl, 1946; Maslow, 1943), Carol Ryff (1989;
see also Ryff & Singer, 1998) defined psychological wellbeing as the conse-
quence of high levels of autonomy, personal growth, self-acceptance, purpose
in life, competence or environmental mastery, and positive relations with
others. Deci and Ryan (2000) argue that of these areas, relations, autonomy,
and competence are most relevant to wellbeing.

Obviously, overall wellbeing is influenced by multiple variables, both
internal and external. These eudaimonic models attempt to differentiate key
variables from those that simply function as moderators. For example, grati-
tude, emotional intelligence, and optimism are associated with wellbeing, but
they can be considered contributors rather than essential components.

Research suggests that psychological wellbeing (as defined by Ryff’s model)
and subjective wellbeing (as defined by Diener’s model) behave as two sepa-
rate but related factors (Linley, Maltby, Wood, Osborne, & Hurling, 2009).
Although people can engage in activities that provide only hedonia, almost
all eudaimonic activities are positively related to hedonia. In other words,
engaging in activities that increase personal competencies and optimal func-
tioning necessarily has an impact on hedonic outcomes (e.g., life satisfaction,
positive affect). Therefore, the connections between these two pillars of
wellbeing are more profound than previously thought (cf. Waterman, 2008).

Recent definitions of flourishing combine hedonic and eudaimonic
elements to create a more comprehensive and holistic approach. Martin
Seligman (2002) argued that wellbeing is derived from experiencing positive
emotions (the pleasant life) but also from experiencing a high level of engage-
ment in satisfying activities (the engaged life) and a sense of connectedness to
a greater whole (the meaningful life), later complemented by achievement
and relational dimensions, with an expanded model that of psychological
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wellbeing that consists of five dimensions: Positive Emotion, Engagement,
Relationships, Meaning and Purpose, and Accomplishment (PERMA). Thus,
a fulfilled life is one in which people can express and develop their maximum
potentials, leading to benefits not only for themselves but also for society at
large (Waterman, 2008).

In the field of education, Noble and McGrath (2015) propose the
PROSPER framework, a guide based on data for the implementation of posi-
tive education that defines seven paths to wellbeing: Positivity, Relationships,
Outcomes, Strengths, Purpose, Engagement, and Resilience.

Besides considering the hedonic and eudaimonic dimensions of wellbeing,
some authors suggest the need to incorporate a component of social wellbeing
that includes feeling connected to others and valued by one’s community
(Keyes, 2007). Keeping in mind these three components, wellbeing can be
defined as the combination of feeling good (aligned with a hedonic approach),
functioning well (consistent with an eudaimonic approach that helps children
thrive), and doing good for others (commitment to prosocial behaviours and
choices that benefit others and the wider community; Huppert, 2013; Waters
Sun, Rusk, Aarch, & Cotton, 2017). Using this definition of flourishing and
a review of more than 18,400 peer-reviewed publications in fields such as
psychology, education, public health, neuroscience, and the social sciences
over twenty years, Rusk and Waters (2015) propose the Domains of Positive
Functioning (DPF) Framework, which provides educators with a rigorous,
unifying, and evidence-based working model in order to develop efficient
practices based on the six domains of psychosocial functioning in a strategic
manner. Furthermore, collecting data on the psychosocial functioning of chil-
dren in these domains can help to make wellbeing more visible, tangible, and
measurable for both children and educators.

Feeling Good During Childhood

Some consensus exists among researchers regarding the role that negative
emotions have played in our evolution as a species (Fredrickson, Tugade,
Waugh, & Larkin, 2003). Fear, anger, and anxiety are alarms that prepare
us to respond in the face of danger. However, Barbara Fredrickson’s (2001)
broaden and build theory of positive emotions, as well as the plethora of
studies carried out in recent years derived from this theory suggests that posi-
tive emotions are related to the expansion of the possibilities of attention,
cognition, and action as well as to an improvement in the physical, intel-
lectual, and social resources of people. Fredrickson (2001) described how
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the functions of positive emotions would come to compliment the func-
tions of negative emotions and that both would be equally important in an
evolutionary context. For example, if negative emotions solve the problems
of immediate survival and promote protection, positive emotions develop
us, make us grow personally, and connect us socially. In other words, posi-
tive emotions like happiness, love, inspiration, optimism, and pride promote
personal opening and development.

A clear example is children’s play. Thanks to the positive emotions that
children experience during play, they learn and practice a series of physical,
social, and psychological abilities that they will be able to use in real life
and that will help them grow intellectually, socially, and psychologically. This
outcome is much more difficult to achieve if the child is surrounded by an
atmosphere of anxiety, fear, and insecurity. This is why emotional education
should follow an eminently practical methodology (group dynamics, self-
reflection, games, relaxation, breathing, etc.) with the goal of fostering the
development of emotional competency.

Although positive emotions may seem temporary and fleeting, their effects
on a personal and social level can be observed in the long term. In her theory
of expansion and construction of resources, Fredrickson (2001) suggests that
positive emotions increase our attention and expand our range of vision.
For example, children that learn under a more positive emotional state are
more creative and resolve problems with greater ease (Hoffmann & Russ,
2012). Positive moods generate more flexible, less rigid forms of thought.
They also have positive effects on behaviour since they increase motivation
for the attainment of objectives and goals. For example, learning based on
close models encourages the child to feel inspired; those moments of inspira-
tion or admiration promote the implementation of actions to emulate those
achievements. According to this theory, positive emotions open our minds to
greater possibilities; they make us more persistent when faced with failure
and they increase our intrinsic motivation, leading us to take on greater
challenges. Moreover, positive emotions encourage positive social interac-
tion. For example, feeling emotions like gratitude or compassion facilitates
companionship and healthy social relationships, and, at the same time, posi-
tive relationships provide more positive affect. Positive emotions enable us to
build lasting internal resources that indirectly prepare us to cope with adversi-
ties in the future (Aspinwall, 2001; Fredrickson et al., 2003). These personal
resources include physical (e.g., healthy behaviours; Cohen, Alper, Doyle,
Treanor, & Turner, 2006), social (Kok et al., 2013), intellectual (Tugade
& Fredrickson, 2002), and psychological resources (e.g., optimism, grati-
tude; Chaves, Hervas, Garcia, & Vazquez, 2016). This building of resources
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promotes, ultimately, a transformation of the person, who becomes more
creative, shows a deeper knowledge of situations, finds meaning in adverse
situations, better endures hardship, and is better integrated socially, with
which an ‘upward spiral’ is produced that leads them to experience new
positive emotions (Fredrickson et al., 2003).

The optimal ratio of positive and negative emotions has been debated
(Brown, Sokal, & Friedman, 2013), and it is clear that there is no specific
ratio that creates benefit. However, existing evidence demonstrates how
greater ratios of positivity are predictors of better mental health as well as
other beneficial consequences (Fredrickson, 2013).

Functioning Well: Analysis of Personal Strengths

Besides research into emotions, educators are beginning to pay attention to
individual characteristics associated with wellbeing. According to Seligman
(2011), one of the pillars of wellbeing and a factor that makes people
flourish is their engagement in life. Living an engaged life means being
actively involved in what we do and being aware of the skills necessary to
effectively face challenges on a wide spectrum of human functioning. The
model proposed by Peterson and Seligman (2004)—the Values in Action
(VIA) model—is a comprehensive classification initially created to coun-
terbalance the excessive emphasis on pathology that psychology has had,
replacing it with a focus on human flourishing (Seligman & Csikszentmi-
halyi, 2000). This model proposes a taxonomy of positive psychological traits
by identifying six classes of virtue (i.e., core virtues) made up of twenty-four
measurable character strengths. These character strengths are independent,
relatively stable over time, and mouldable by the context. To evaluate the
strengths of children and adolescents from 10 to 17 years of age, The Values
in Action Inventory of Character Strengths for Youth (VIA-Y) was created
(Park & Peterson, 2006).

Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) emphasised that promoting compe-
tencies in children is more than fixing what is wrong in them; it requires
identifying and strengthening their predominant qualities and helping them
to find spaces in which they can express them. Fostering strengths in chil-
dren and adolescents can promote more effective confrontation of current
and future hardships (Terjesen, Jacofsky, Froh, & DiGiuseppe, 2004). For
instance, many adolescents do not have the opportunity to develop within
a supportive and positive context due to a variety of circumstances, which
thereby places them in vulnerable situations. Cultivating character strengths
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can allow adolescents to balance their life conditions by counteracting the
negative influences and consequently help them to succeed.

One of the questions that it is worth asking when studying human
strengths in children and adolescents is how they become consolidated as
such. Adolescence is considered a fundamental period in the development
of personality as well as a moment of crisis that enables change and, in
the majority of cases, the construction of self-identity. Biological factors and
temperament, the role of parents and family members, relationships with
peers, social models, and institutions are some factors that can explain the
evolutionary development of human strengths. Children will acquire and
develop, thus, all the values and strengths that they perceive as important to
the people and contexts that are meaningful to them. Besides family, school,
and friends, advertising, television, and society in general transmit values that
children assume as their own based on their needs, interests, or aspirations.

The development of character strengths is related to a large number of
indicators of physical and psychological wellbeing. On a physical level, the
implementation of strengths has been related to a greater number of healthy
behaviours and greater perceived physical health (Proyer, Gander, Wellen-
zohn, & Ruch, 2013). On a psychological level, the development of strengths
allows children to be happier and increase their levels of wellbeing. The
strengths that are most related with life satisfaction in children are grati-
tude, love, vitality, perseverance, and love of knowledge (Giménez, 2010).
For example, Froh, Yurkewicz, and Kashdan (2009) found that children
and adolescents with a more grateful look on life experience more positive
emotions, have greater social support, and employ a greater number of proso-
cial helping behaviours towards others. Regarding love, children and adoles-
cents that score higher on this strength feel more secure and confident when
facing daily stress and are capable of implementing more effective strategies
for establishing more satisfactory social relationships (Hazan, 2004). Further,
various studies conclude that strengths are important for academic and work
success. For example, Davidovitch, Littman-Ovadia, and Soen (2011) found
that the pre-admission record of a student (high school grades) was not as
predictive of work success and work satisfaction over the course of a career
as was the development of strengths during the university period. In other
words, students who knew their strengths and how to use them effectively
were more likely to find a job and for that job to be their liking as compared
to students who had not worked on their strengths.
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Doing Good for Others

Besides feeling well and functioning well, doing good for others is a central
domain of wellbeing. Social wellbeing is characterized by creating strong
social connections and developing emotional competencies that help chil-
dren build and nurture positive relationships. Children’s development does
not occur in isolation. In fact, social contexts have a large influence on healthy
development (Bronfenbrenner & Bronfenbrenner, 2009). For example, some
studies indicate that social isolation in childhood is related to depression,
substance abuse, suicide, and other mental illnesses (Hassed, 2008). Feeling
connected and supported by family and by an academic support network
(teachers, classmates) is fundamental to the wellbeing of children and adoles-
cents (Stewart, Sun, Patterson, Lemerle, & Hardie, 2004). The benefits of
positive relationships have been demonstrated on a physical and psychological
level. On a psychological level, social support has been related to subjec-
tive wellbeing and vital meaning (Hicks & King, 2009) and even to better
academic performance (Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997). On a physical level, it
has been shown that social support is related to better indicators of health
(Uchino, Cacioppo, & Kiecolt-Glaser, 1996).

Wellbeing Interventions in Children

The interest in positive interventions in children in the past two decades
has favoured the appearance of a large variety of wellbeing programs such
as social-emotional learning (SEL; Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, &
Schellinger, 2011), emotional intelligence (Hagelskamp, Brackett, Rivers, &
Salovey, 2013), resilience education (Brunwasser, Gillham, & Kim, 2009),
forgiveness interventions (Nousse, Enright, & Klatt, 2012), values and char-
acter education (Arguis, Bolsas, Herndndez-Paniello, & Salvador-Monge,
2012; Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; Nielsen, 2010), and contemplative practices
(Broderick & Metz, 2009).

To articulate the different intervention models in childhood wellbeing,
Waters et al. (2017) proposed a two-axis model: a horizontal axis that
ranges from models more focused on intrapersonal wellbeing (e.g., resilience,
emotional intelligence, contemplative practices, self-regulation) to models
with a more interpersonal focus (e.g., character education, values educa-
tion); and a vertical axis, which ranges from one-dimensional models (e.g.,
emotional intelligence, mindfulness) to multicomponent models (e.g., social-
emotional learning). The goal is to have a general framework that guides the
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selection of one to various movements when designing an intervention to
increase childhood wellbeing, knowing the strengths and limitations of each
focus and making strategic decisions about which components to include
in the development and implementation of new programs. It is important
that these programs, besides generating a positive impact on wellbeing, are
really capable of building cross competencies for psychosocial functioning.
That is to say, wellbeing programs should develop resources and abilities
that allow for increasing childhood wellbeing to different vital areas in a
sustained and generalized way. Thus, it is necessary that, beyond stand-
alone approaches, wellbeing programs be applied using a more comprehensive
method. Both initiatives have delivered meaningful results (Berkovitz & Bier,

2004; Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009).

Wellbeing in Schools

Keeping in mind the time that children spend in academic environments
throughout their lives (Gilman, Huebner, & Furlong, 2009), it seems reason-
able that schools are the ideal place for PP interventions seeking to support
the social and emotional development of young people (Chodkiewicz &
Boyle, 2017). The evidence suggests that relationships with classmates and
school staff (Chu, Saucier, & Hafner, 2010; Hawker & Boulton, 2000) as
well as school climate and culture in general (Way, Reddy, & Rhodes, 2007)
are intimately linked to a variety of benefits to the physical and mental health
of children. Thus, a commitment on the part of the entire school to create
an environment that nurtures and builds wellbeing is essential.

In addition, a close relationship exists between wellbeing and academic
learning (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2002). Sometimes, educators (parents or
teachers) assume that investing in wellbeing may take time and resources
away from other academic activities. However, research shows that promoting
flourishing has positive effects on academic performance. Suldo et al. (2011)
found that students with better wellbeing had higher grades and fewer school
absences. Similarly, Howell (2009) found that students who were flour-
ishing reported higher grades and greater self-control than those who had
moderate mental health or who were experiencing languishing. Moreover,
a meta-analysis that reviewed 284 emotional and social education programs
attended by over 200,000 students found that these programs raised students’
scores by 11% on standardized academic performance tests (Durlak et al.,
2011). Similarly, Dix, Slee, Lawson, and Keeves (2012) found that wellbeing
interventions improved academic performance for students by an amount
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equivalent to that of six extra months of schooling by year 7 (ages 11-13),
and Suldo et al. (2011) found in a longitudinal study that life satisfaction
and positive affect significantly predicted objective measures of academic
performance one year later.

In short, although many educators have a traditional view of learning
as a solely cognitive process, research has confirmed that emotions play
a fundamental role in the development of academic abilities (Immordino-
Yang & Damasio, 2007). Indeed, some authors recognize the importance of
both paths to learning (i.e., rational and emotional), underscoring the influ-
ence of the emotional climate of the classroom in promoting the recall of
material taught in class (Jensen, 2008). Therefore, flourishing should be a
complementary rather than competing goal in academic development.

Over the last decade, several studies have shown that different dimen-
sions of wellbeing can be effectively developed through a wide variety of
school interventions. In relation to benefits on an emotional level, it has
been found that incorporating practices for wellbeing in schools prevents
and reduces symptoms of depression (Brunwasser et al., 2009) and anxiety
(Neil & Christensen, 2009) and also prevents future psychological problems
(Seligman et al., 2009). It has also shown positive results on the development
of important psychological resources for confronting difficult situations, such
as character strengths (Berkowitz & Bier, 2005; White & Waters, 2015),
values (Nielsen, 2010), or resilience (Brunwasser et al., 2009).

On a social level, promoting wellbeing in schools encourages the develop-
ment of positive relationships with classmates (Nielsen, Meilstrup, Nelausen,
Koushede, & Holstein, 2015; White & Waters, 2015) as well as better
relationships with parents and professors (Gillham, Brunwasser, & Freres,
2007; Milatz, Liiftenegger, & Schober, 2015). Meaningful relationships with
positive adult figures protect adolescents in the face of problems like depres-
sion, gang membership, juvenile delinquency, risky sexual behaviour, and
substance abuse (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). Research into the efficacy of char-
acter development programs (specifically, development of academic and social
abilities) has reported a 15% reduction in violent behaviour in students and
up to a 29% reduction in high school students (Hahn et al., 2007).

With regard to physical health, it has been shown that self-esteem and
positive emotions generate positive effects on physical health in children
and adolescents and that, in addition, wellbeing in childhood predicts better
perceived health and less risky behaviours in adulthood (Hoyt, Chase-
Lansdale, McDade, & Adam, 2012).

The rapid growth of research into student wellbeing derives from the
publication of various meta-analyses and review articles (Durlak et al., 2011;
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Kavanagh et al., 2009; Kraag, Zeegers, Kok, Hosman, & Abu-Saad, 2006;
Sklad, Diekstra, De Ritter, Ben, & Gravesteijn, 2012; Waters, 2011; Waters,
Barsky, Ridd, & Allen, 2015). Waters (2011) showed the benefits of imple-
menting positive interventions in 11 different schools. Similarly, Neil and
Christensen (2009) reviewed 27 randomized controlled trials implementing
school-based PP programs, concluding that they are effective in reducing
anxiety symptoms in young people. Moreover, in their meta-analysis, Durlak
et al. (2011) found that these socio-emotional learning programs improved
students’ emotional regulation skills and increased their social competence.
These treatment effects were maintained up to six months following the inter-
vention. In the same line, Stockings et al. (2016) concluded that preventative
school-based interventions are effective in reducing the onset of internalizing
disorders in students for up to a 12-month period, indicating that the effects
of these interventions may be sustainable. This growth of research on student
wellbeing suggests that it is increasingly being viewed as an important goal of
education.

Promoting flourishing in schools implies action on different levels. It does
not imply simply facilitating the wellbeing of children, developing their socio-
emotional abilities; it also implies promoting the flourishing of the entire
educational community, involving professors and academic staff and valuing
their enormous effort so that they feel a profound sense of commitment and
belonging, promoting a culture of wellbeing, effective learning, and social
responsibility. Only by intervening on multiple levels will it be possible to
promote the flourishing of the entire educational community.

Wellbeing in the Family

Students spend a considerable amount of time in school, but we cannot forget
that the family is one of the most important developmental contexts in the
life of a child. The responsibility to develop a child’s character starts with the
family, which is also responsible for promoting constructive opportunities for
the child’s health, safety, and education. What happens in the family also
has an important influence both on the wellbeing of students and on their
academic performance (Allen, Kern, Vella-Brodrick, Hattie, & Waters, 2018).
Many parents, although they want their children to be happy, often leave
this as a secondary objective in favour of focusing on the academic perfor-
mance of their children (Seligman et al., 2009). Furthermore, the mental
health problems present in families frequently end up affecting the children,
causing them to grow up in high-risk environments where it is expected that
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schools be the ones to teach them vital values and abilities (Chaves & Kern,
2017).

There is a need and a growing interest in knowing how to promote the
wellbeing of parents, family, and communities. The science that underlies PP
provides evidence that should be communicated to parents. There are some
examples of incorporating families into school wellbeing programs. Geelong
Grammar School, St. Peter’s College—Adelaide, the Knox Grammar School,
and the Universidad Tecmilenio have recently developed modules offered to
families and the external public (Green, Oades, & Robinson, 2011; White &
Murray, 2016). These sessions have been very successful among parents who
want to participate in the wellbeing of their children. However, to nurture
the wellbeing of students in a comprehensive way, it is ultimately necessary
for parents and families to learn and apply the same abilities, activities, etc., at
home. Progressively, through programs, chats, activities, etc., that are offered
to the community and by challenging students themselves to share what they
have learned outside the classroom, schools can become beacons of wellbeing
with a positive impact on the entire community. For example, Waters (2015)
evaluated the positive impact of positive parenting on the wellbeing of chil-
dren, concluding that strength-based parenting has a crucial effect on the life
satisfaction of children. However, much more work is needed in this field.
In addition, parents that could benefit more from these practices and who
possibly have a greater negative impact on the wellbeing of their children are
often the most difficult to involve in these types of actions. This is a challenge
that will have to be addressed in the near future.

Policies for Wellbeing in Childhood

For childhood wellbeing to truly be a priority, a commitment is needed not
only on an individual level but also on a broader political and social level. In
the past few decades, there has been widespread interest in including well-
being and positive mental health (Beddington et al., 2008) as a relevant
element in designing public policies. For instance, in the United Kingdom,
the Ministry of Science published a series of academic reports in 2008 in
many different areas to assess the status of ‘wellbeing and mental capital’ in
the country as a basis for designing policies aimed at improving the lives of
U.K. citizens (Jenkins et al., 2008). This initiative generated a national polit-
ical debate on wellbeing (Stoll, Michaelson, & Seaford, 2012), which led,
among other plans, to including periodic measures of psychological wellbeing
on national surveys.
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Similarly, the United Nations decided in its General Assembly in June
2011, with the support of recognized researchers of psychological well-
being, to consider the inclusion of measures of subjective wellbeing as
additional indicators of human development in United Nations statis-
tics (Helliwell, Layard, & Sachs, 2013). In a converging line of interest,
children’s wellbeing has become a global educational goal in recent years
for international organizations as represented in the interagency initiative
among the World Health Organization, UNICEF (United Nations Chil-
dren’s Emergency Fund), UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization), Education International, Education Develop-
ment Center, the Partnership for Child Development and the World Bank,
and Focusing Resources for Effective School Health (FRESH). The OECD
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) envisions a
commitment to individual and collective wellbeing for education in 2030:
‘we are committed to helping every learner develop as a whole person, fulfil
his or her potential and help shape a shared future built on the wellbeing of
individuals, communities and the planet’ (Howells, 2018, p. 3).

However, it is worth considering that even when legislation begins to
include wellbeing as a priority, sometimes these policies are not realistic. For
example, schools are especially susceptible to the changing interests of politi-
cians in charge. Change in curricular designs has become a common situation
in schools, and frequently these curricular changes translate into academic
programs with very diverse objectives. Although the idea of supporting child-
hood wellbeing from school may sound appealing, sometimes there is no
space in the curriculum to incorporate lessons about wellbeing and strengths.
If the research has shown that wellbeing programs have many benefits for
children, then it should be incorporated as part of the culture of any school
through its mission and values, its way of evaluating students, its curriculum,
and its extracurricular activities.

And it is precisely through evaluation that this look can truly be expanded
and go beyond the academic performance of students. Standardized tests
like the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) compare
student performance on an international level, and, within this framework,
grades have become an indicator of the quality of the school. Without a
doubt, access to education and improvement in the academic performance
of students guarantee important benefits for the development of a country,
not only regarding opportunities for better employment and higher income
but also for the promotion of physical and mental health. However, when
policies are centred almost exclusively on the results of tests, the true value of
an education is being forgotten.
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Nowadays, we have clear examples of political support for the promotion
of childhood wellbeing. This is the case in Bhutan, where the Ministry of
Education developed and implemented a wellbeing program in 11 schools.
The impact of this program was compared with 7 similar schools that received
the typical curriculum. After 15 months, students in the positive schools
reported higher levels of wellbeing and better academic performance. Addi-
tionally, these results were maintained six months later (Adler, 2017). The
United Kingdom has also addressed the debate about implementing well-
being programs in public schools as a fundamental line for promoting mental
health, and this proposal already has a parliamentary majority. Little by little,
wellbeing education is coming to countries around the world and gaining
more and more evidence of success (see the report of the International

Positive Education Network; IPEN, 2017).

Conclusions and Future Steps

The study of childhood wellbeing and flourishing is a relatively new field.
These ideas and strategies have existed for centuries, but their methods
are enriched by scientific support and conclusions derived from years of
research in PP. In recent decades, we have witnessed some changes that have
favoured the proliferation of research in this area. The challenges posed by
modern society require us to provide children with the cognitive, social, and
emotional competencies that help them prevent future mental illnesses as well
as flourish socially and professionally. This involves designing strategies to
support children and other educational agents in addressing and preventing
these difficulties in all key areas for their development. It will be necessary
to continue validating interventions and multicomponent programs for the
promotion of different dimensions of childhood wellbeing. Increasing knowl-
edge of therapeutic techniques will allow clinicians and educators to have
effective tools for the prevention and treatment of psychological problems in
childhood.

PP has given way to new changes that will allow us to understand schools
and families as enabling environments of wellbeing in the future. However,
many questions remain to be answered. For example, what are the main
dimensions that predict positive developmental trajectories? What is the most
effective frequency, intensity, or duration when intervening? Are the changes
sustainable over time? How does culture influence the focuses and benefits of
the applications of PP in childhood? How can institutions become enablers
of wellbeing? These are open questions that should be addressed in the future.
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Ultimately, PP is a frame of reference for professionals and scientists
when designing strategies to promote wellbeing. Moreover, it is a field with
immense potential to exercise meaningful changes in educational institutions.
Enabling educational spaces need to be built that allow for the develop-
ment of the maximum potential of children, spaces in which, besides being
prepared to have productive lives, children are provided with tools to have
full and meaningful lives that let them construct societies that flourish.
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Imagine that a group of students joins your school, and you have no records
of their abilities or past performance. How do you determine which year
level they should be a part of and what their learning needs might be? You
would likely use a variety of tools to assess the level that the students are
at, and to match them with other students who are at a similar learning
level. Likewise, the same principle applies for the assessment of individ-
uals within a school community regarding their psychological wellbeing,
and for the usefulness of such data for making decisions. Moreover, assess-
ment of a school community’s psychological wellbeing is a crucial link in
the positive education chain—not only to determine where the community’s
wellbeing is at one point in time, but also to inform possible intervention
approaches both initially and going forward, with targeted adaption over
time. Without this vital information about what aspects are working for
whom, and which aspects are driving, increasing, or compromising wellbeing,
practitioners and education decision-makers are largely flying blind and not
aptly applying practices which are theoretically grounded or research based.
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As such, wellbeing assessments are critical in the context of positive education
initiatives.

In this chapter, we firstly summarize the basics of assessment and principles
of good assessment. Secondly, we outline wellbeing assessments in schools:
what they are, why they are important, and examples of good assessment
tools and their use in practice. Thirdly, we illustrate how wellbeing assess-
ment data can be used in decision-making for various stakeholders. Finally,
we provide a comprehensive list of questions schools and decision-makers
may find useful in considering assessment tools and approaches. It is our hope
that this chapter will aid in encouraging appropriate wellbeing assessments in
schools, especially aligned with positive education initiatives, and make initia-
tives more useful in establishing and sustaining positive education in school
communities.

Assessment Basics
What Is Assessment?

There are four key related terms that need to be clarified: testing, measure-
ment, assessment, and evaluation. From a psychometric perspective, testing
can be defined as “the act or practice of giving tests to measure someone’s
knowledge or ability” (Cambridge English Dictionary, 2019¢), with a test
being “an instrument or technique that measures someone’s knowledge of
something to determine what he or she knows or has learned” (Penn State
University, 2019, First section, para 1). For example, testing might involve
administering a reading level test to a child. Measurement refers to when
“a ‘test’ is given, and a ‘score’ is obtained” (Shum, O’Gorman, Myors, &
Creed, 2013, p. 17). For example, measurement would reflect the child’s
result (the score) of the reading test. Assessment refers to “the act of judging
or deciding the amount, value, quality, or importance of something, or
the judgment or decision that is made” (Cambridge English Dictionary,
2019a). From an education perspective, assessment can be defined as “the
wide variety of methods or tools that educators use to evaluate, test, measure,
and document the academic readiness, learning progress, skill acquisition, or
educational needs of students” (Glossary of Education Reform, 2015). For
example, the reading test that was administered to the child is used to assess
the child’s reading level. Lastly, evaluation can be defined as “the process of
judging or calculating the quality, importance, amount, or value of some-
thing” (Cambridge English Dictionary, 2019b), but can also be conceived as
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the process of determining the worth or value of the result of a measurement
(Shum et al., 2013). For example, the child’s reading level is used to decide
their placement in a particular class level.

Clearly there is a lot of overlap amongst these definitions, and one may
begin to wonder what the difference is amongst testing, measurement, assess-
ment, and evaluation. Rather than trying to distinguish these lexicologically,
we address these from a practical perspective. We consider that a zest provides
a measurement of some aspect, or aspects, of which can then be evaluated
against some criteria or knowledge base. This process as a whole can be
conceived of as encompassing the process of assessment more broadly. That is,
assessment can be considered the broader process, which incorporates tests,
measures, and evaluations. Specifically, an assessment involves a test of some
sort, which measures some aspects and collects data, and then an evaluation
is made of the data.

Principles of Good Assessment

Knowing what assessments are, it then follows that there are some principles
which allow for good assessments. Here we highlight three principles that we
believe are important for good assessments in school communities.

Firstly, assessments should follow appropriate psychological assessment
processes (see for instance Shum et al., 2013). The process begins with
careful planning of the assessment (e.g., identifying the goals of assessment
and the best approaches to meet those goals). This is followed by data
collection, which obtains quantitative and/or qualitative information through
approaches such as surveys, observations, behavioural measures, existing
records, or experience sampling. Next, data need to be processed. This might
involve coding and processing the raw data, statistical analyses appropriate
to the goals of the assessment, and judgements about what the data show.
Finally, results are communicated through a variety of means (e.g., written
reports, verbal reporting, infographics, conference presentations, academic
papers, direct communication to participants and other stakeholders). A good
assessment should follow these four main overarching processes.

Secondly, assessment should be psychometrically sound. By this we mean
that the measures, as a whole and not in part, should be rigorously tested and
empirically validated, with careful attention to their validity and reliability.
Validity ensures that the assessment effectively measures what it both purports
to and should measure. Reliability requires that the assessment can be relied
upon to provide consistently accurate results. A good assessment should be
both valid and reliable (See Chapters 4 and 5 of Shum et al., 2013; Cook &
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Beckman, 2006; Coolican, 2014, for detailed discussion and consideration of
validity and reliability.)

Thirdly, assessments should follow appropriate ethical approaches (Jarden,
Rashid, Roache, & Lomas, 2019). An ethical approach is a broad category
that could include aspects such as: always checking and obtaining copyright
for psychometric test usage, using appropriate tests for the ages and contexts,
only collecting information that there is a plan to use, obtaining appropriate
consent, considering issues of privacy and confidentiality, safe data storage,
and considering the dangers in some types of testing feedback such as to
very young children or around sensitive topics (see Kern et al., 2020 for
ethical aspects to consider with school-based assessments that include well-
being and mental health information). Good assessments take into account
these different ethical aspects, striving to avoid harm (non-maleficence) and
to do what is good and right (beneficence).

Wellbeing Assessment

With this background on what assessments refer to and principles of good
assessment, we turn specifically to wellbeing assessments within school
communities. A wellbeing assessment is an assessment that focuses on psycho-
logical wellbeing—broadly defined. Thus, it firstly depends on the definition
of wellbeing that one adopts, and secondly on the model of wellbeing that
this definition is aligned to. We first consider definitions and models that
have been used within positive education, and then point to context and
process aspects. In addition, particularly relevant to assessment within school
communities, we highlight the importance of considering the system within
which assessments occur.

Defining Wellbeing

Common definitions of wellbeing focus on the individual, such as: “well-
being can be understood as how people feel and how they function both
on a personal and social level, and how they evaluate their lives as a whole”
(Michaelson, Mahony, & Schifferes, 2012, p. 6.), and “the notion of how
well a person’s life is going for that person. A person’s well-being is what is
‘good for’ them” (Crisp, 2017, The Concept section, para 1).!

ISee Oades and Heazlewood (2017) for a nuanced consideration of wellbeing definitions.
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In line with the original conception of positive psychology (Seligman &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), we agree and contend that wellbeing not only incor-
porates aspects of what is going well in life (having happiness, a sense of
meaning, engagement, etc.), but also incorporates aspects of ill-being (having
depressed mood, loneliness, feelings of stress, etc.), thus encompassing a
broad spectrum or continuum. Therefore, a wellbeing assessment ought to
capture both what is going well and what is not going well for an indi-
vidual. It also includes multiple domains, such as emotions (e.g., happiness,
sadness), cognitions (e.g., judgements about one’s life satisfaction, trouble
concentrating), behaviours (e.g., practising gratitude, crying), and physiology
(e.g., heart rate variability, somatic symptoms).

There are a host of additional issues and distinctions that could be
discussed with regard to wellbeing definitions, such as lay versus expert defi-
nitions, hedonic versus eudaimonic conceptions, subjective versus objective
perspectives, unidimensional versus bidimensional conceptions, and experi-
enced versus evaluative notions (see for instance Diener, 2009; Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2013 for consid-
eration of these issues). There is no internationally agreed-upon definition
of wellbeing that currently exists, other than that it is multi-faceted (Hone,
Jarden, Schofield, & Duncan, 2014). Furthermore, and sometimes confus-
ingly, the term “wellbeing” is quite often used interchangeably with the terms
“mental health”, “mental illness”, “wellness”, “quality of life”, “happiness”,
“thriving”, “flourishing”, and “health”, amongst others (Hone, Jarden, &
Schofield, 2014). These issues all compound and are layered challenges as
the lack of a definition of “wellbeing” makes deciding which model to base
a wellbeing strategy upon, and which psychometric tool or tools to select for
assessments, a conundrum for practitioners, and decision-makers.

Models of Wellbeing

There are many wellbeing models in the education space, and a full review is
beyond our scope here (see Positive Education Schools Association [PESA],
2020 for a more nuanced discussion of existing wellbeing frameworks and
identification of other models used within education). To illustrate, we
outline four models that, from our experience, have commonly been incor-
porated as guiding frameworks for positive education within Australian
schools.

First, Seligman’s PERMA (2011) model has become popular over the past
decade. Seligman contends that wellbeing arises from nurturing five elements:
Positive emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplish-
ment. Many schools adapt the model to capture additional dimensions. For
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example, Geelong Grammar School in Victoria, Australia includes H for
health is added (i.e., PERMAH), with all elements infused with the notion
of character strengths (Norrish, 2015). The Wellbeing and Resilience Centre
in South Australia uses PERMA+, where the “+” refers to the four elements
of optimism, nutrition, sleep, and physical activity (Iasiello, Bartholomaeus,
Jarden, & Kelly, 2017).

Second, Water’s Visible Wellbeing ™ (Waters, 2017; Waters, Sun, Rusk,
Aarch, & Cotton, 2017) is an approach that aims to combine the science of
wellbeing with the science of learning to build wellbeing via teacher pedagogy
using the SEARCH framework (Strengths, Emotional management, Atten-
tion and awareness, Relationships, Coping, and Habits and goals: Waters,
2018; Waters & Loton, 2019). The SEARCH framework is based on Rusk
and Waters’ (2015) Five Domains of Positive Functioning, which specially
focuses on psychosocial functioning, defined to mean “the moment-by-
moment psychological and social processes, states and events that contribute
to well-being” (p. 141). As Visible Wellbeing is a pedagogical approach, it
broadens positive education beyond program delivery.

Third, Five Ways to Wellbeing was developed by the New Economics
Foundation (NEF) in the U.K. (Aked & Thompson, 2011), but has spread
internationally. The New Economics Foundation was commissioned by the
U.K. government to develop a set of evidence-based actions to improve
personal wellbeing. Using accessible language and building on an extensive
review of the wellbeing literature (i.e., the Foresight Mental Capital and Well-
being Project), NEF identified five ways for supporting wellbeing: Connect,
Be active, Take notice, Keep learning, and Give.

Fourth, Noble and McGrath (2015) proposed the PROSPER framework,
which focuses on seven components: Positivity, Relationships, Outcomes,
Strengths, Purpose and meaning, Engagement, and Resilience. The frame-
work aims to provide an organizational tool for the implementation of the
seven components to help people, groups, organizations, or communities
to flourish or function optimally. The authors suggest it can be used as a
planning tool or as an audit tool to help schools to identify current areas of
strength and practices that might need to be further enhanced.

These four frameworks give just a taste of the many models and frame-
works that are available. Some schools choose to use these models to guide
measurement and practice; other schools have developed their own frame-
works or variants of these models to fit the values and context of their
school. Regardless of the model chosen, it is important that there is alignment
between the working definition of wellbeing chosen and the model adopted.
Such alignment between definition and model allows for assessments to be
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chosen and developed that fit with both the definition of wellbeing and
model being used.

Beyond definitions and models, consideration also needs to be given to the
content that is being assessed (i.e., the what), the process of assessment (i.e.,
the how), and the systems involved (i.e., the who). The next three sections
consider these aspects in more detail.

The Content of Assessment

While the definition and model can guide the focus of assessment, the next
question is what should be included in the assessment—the content. From
a psychometric perspective, perhaps one of the most accessible resources for
considering the content of an assessment is the OECD’s (2013) Guidelines on
Measuring Subjective Wellbeing. This guide points to the need for considering
conceptual frameworks, validity, and accuracy, along with various method-
ological considerations such as question construction, response formats,
cultural considerations, order effects, and survey context, to name just a few.
Various aspects of implementation are also considered. The OECD recom-
mends assessing life evaluation, affect, experienced wellbeing, and domain
wellbeing, and they provide examples of how to do so. However, while the
guidelines provide a comprehensive and useful resource, one drawback is that
the recommendations largely apply to adults, and thus are more relevant for
teachers, school staff, parents, and carers. The same guidelines, especially in
relation to the content that is included in an assessment, may or may not be
appropriate for young people.

Some measures specific to children and adolescents do exist. For example,
The Children’s Society (2019) in the U.K. developed the Good Childhood
Index which measures life satisfaction, happiness, and wellbeing in ten key
areas of children’s lives (e.g., friends, home, appearance, school). Huebner,
Suldo, and Valois (2003) developed a widely used 7-item life satisfaction scale
and the 5-item brief multidimensional student life satisfaction scale. Kern,
Benson, Steinberg, and Steinberg (2016) developed the EPOCH Measure of
Adolescent Well-being, which measures five positive psychological characteris-
tics: Engagement, Perseverance, Optimism, Connectedness, and Happiness.
Still, until recently, less attention has been given to the development and
validation of measures and best practice approaches for capturing children’s
wellbeing (Rose et al., 2017; Stevens & Jarden, 2019).

One consideration in determining the content to be included in an assess-
ment is the underpinning model of wellbeing that the school is embracing,
to ensure the assessment captures all elements of the relevant model. The
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model is the prerequisite base from which to link the wellbeing assessment
to, and as such, no assessment should take place until an appropriate model
and definition of wellbeing has been identified and clarified. A measure that
has evidence of validity and reliability is of little use if it is misaligned with
the school’s way of understanding wellbeing.

We suggest that it is important to not only consider wellbeing itself, but
also what might be impacting upon and driving wellbeing. For example, let
us say a school is working with the PERMAH model, and has implemented
a program that aims to build high-quality connections (Dutton & Heaphy,
2003) in the staff, with the intention of building better relationships amongst
staff (the “R” in PERMAH). The assessment should include a measure of
relationships, ensuring that the program achieves its intended outcomes. But
the assessment might also include the other elements of PERMAH, global
perspectives of wellbeing (e.g., life satisfaction, work satisfaction, overall
happiness), as well as personal and social characteristics of the staff. That
is, it is often beneficial if wellbeing assessments not only aim to assess the
impacts of positive education initiatives and changes in school community
wellbeing over time (i.e., “did it work?”), but also have enough sophistica-
tion and investigative depth to decipher potential broader impacts of the
program and to identify which elements are driving any impactful changes.
For instance, it may be possible that the PERMAH element of “Relation-
ships” does not change as a result of the high-quality connections program,
but the program helps staff enjoy themselves (Positive emotion increased),
they develop a greater sense of meaning (Meaning increased), and gener-
ally are more satisfied with their life as a whole. Further, the program might
have been useful for primary level teachers and not for secondary teachers or
depend upon how introverted or extraverted the staff member is. Such infor-
mation allows the practitioner to then investigate if the effects of the program
may be delayed, or due to other contextual factors, or if the program was not
successful and another approach may be needed to bolster that element of
“Relationships” in PERMAH. As the common business saying goes, “you can
only manage what you measure”. More comprehensive assessments can allow
better management, because well designed assessments allow for data-driven
decision-making.

At the same time, comprehensiveness must be balanced across the length of
assessment and participant burden in the particular context of use (Lopez &
Snyder, 2003; OECD, 2013; Rolstad, Adler, & Ryden, 2011). If assessments
are too long, students may not take them seriously or lose focus, which then
impacts data quality (validity and reliability). Therefore, there is a pragmatic
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aspect of what can be asked of students, especially younger students. Likewise,
all data captured should be planned to be used, as it is a waste of time and
resources to capture information that is not used.

The Process of Assessment

Once one determines what should be included, the next question becomes
how assessment should be done, or the process involved. The process of assess-
ment refers to the mode (e.g., self-report versus observation, online versus
offline), context and setting, frequency, and timeline of assessments. One
thing to consider is whether assessment is meant to provide a cross-sectional
snapshot across an array of areas, versus longitudinal tracking of wellbeing
and changes in wellbeing over time. Although there is no specific assess-
ment practice data in schools to draw on, from our experience, cross-sectional
assessments of wellbeing in school communities are the most common prac-
tice. The cross-sectional assessments sample different individuals without the
need to link responses over time. By comparing responses from one year
to another, trends across the school can be identified, testing for example
whether adding a wellbeing program during the year increased how students
on average performed in their classes. There are several reasons why schools
might opt for a single cross-sectional snapshot. It is challenging to assess
the same individuals over time and link their data, especially with very few
assessment platforms suitable for this purpose. With snapshots, responses
can be kept anonymous, potentially increasing comfort in revealing sensi-
tive information. It is also less time and resource intensive for both schools
and participants. But it also means that there is a greater amount of between
person variance, and numerous other factors that could be contributing to
differences, including historical events, characteristics of a particular group
of students, the timing of the assessment, and other confounding factors
(Shaughnessy, Zechmeister, & Zechmeister, 2014).

In contrast, longitudinal tracking of wellbeing involves multiple assessment
points tracking the same individuals over time and assessing change at both
the individual and group level. Longitudinal assessments more directly look
at changes in wellbeing over time, along with pointing to potential predic-
tors, enablers, and barriers to wellbeing as an outcome. But such data is
much harder to capture, as students change classes and schools. Data must
be identifiable or linkable in some ways, which can increase desirability
responding (OECD, 2013). Participants can tire of completing the same
survey multiple times or adjust their responses as the assessment becomes
predictable. The inclusion of identifiable mental health information raises
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a number of ethical questions around young people’s rights, confidentiality,
and protection (Kern et al., 2020). In addition, some psychometric measures,
especially those with short response scales (e.g., a Likert scale ranging from 0
to 4), are often not sensitive to capturing change over time, and are thus only
suitable for cross-sectional use (OECD, 2013).

Another important issue related to assessment process is the use of test
norms and comparisons. Our experience is that norms are often not useful,
unless the assessment is a one-off cross-sectional snapshot. For most well-
being measures, while diverse participants may have been included in the
development and testing of the measure, they are often not representative of
different populations, and thus may be an inappropriate comparison point
to the school’s population. In addition, if one’s school is reported to be
higher than the comparison group, this can cause complacency and lack of
continued investment in wellbeing. Alternatively, if one’s school is reported
to be lower than the comparison group, this may cause feelings of hopeless-
ness. We recommend capturing longitudinal data over several time points,
as any change from baseline provides valuable information regarding the
implementation of positive education initiatives. This changes the focus from
“others” which a school or practitioner cannot control, to “your school” and
aspects that are more within the schools and practitioners’ control. Such an
approach assists in setting growth and approach-based targets and aspirations
for schools.

To enable the incorporation of regular assessment of wellbeing, it can
be beneficial to link and align wellbeing data with data the school already
routinely collects, such as academic achievement or behavioural data (e.g.,
absences, bullying). Analysis of the link between these datasets can provide
useful information attuned to the interests of diverse stakeholders across the
school community.

The Systems Being Assessed

Beyond the content and process involved, consideration should be given
to who should be involved in assessments within the school community. A
systems informed perspective suggests that different perspectives are valu-
able, and there is value in considering assessment at different levels within
a system (Kern et al., 2020). Within a school community, as illustrated in
Fig. 12.1 (Jarden & Jarden, 2016, p. 427, used with permission), wellbeing
assessments and programs can happen at three distinct levels, regardless of the
structure or size of the school community: the individual level (Me; such as
a student, a teacher, a parent), the group level (We; such as pairs of students,
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Fig. 12.1 Me, We, and Us levels of wellbeing in a system (Original image published
in Jarden, A., & Jarden, R. (2016). Positive psychological assessment for the workplace.
In L. Oades, M. F. Steger, A. Delle Fave, & J. Passmore (Eds.), The Wiley-Blackwell
handbook of positive psychology at work (pp. 415-437), by John Wiley & Sons. This
image is licensed under an All Rights Reserved License, and is not available under a
Creative Commons license)

the student, and teacher, the teacher and parent, the class), and the organiza-
tional level (Us; such as the school as a whole). These levels are inter-related
and co-dependent, and each reveals unique but important information about
the wellbeing of the school community as a whole.

Individual-level (Me) wellbeing initiatives include strategies and tasks that
teachers or students can do by themselves, such as learning about and utilizing
their strengths or undertaking a mindfulness program (Niemiec, 2013). In
such cases, measures such as the Strength Use and Knowledge Scale (Govindji
& Linley, 2007) or the Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (Brown & Ryan,
2003) might be used for assessment of these constructs. Group level (We)
wellbeing initiatives include strategies and tasks that involve the individual
working on their wellbeing with at least one other person that they are
directly in contact with on a regular basis, such as job crafting (Wrzesniewski,
2014) or building high-quality connections (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003), and
for students strategies and tasks such as delivering gratitude letters to favourite
teachers (Norrish, 2015). In such cases, job crafting could be assessed with
the Job Crafiing Questionnaire (2013), and high-quality connections could be
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assessed with various connection measures (Dutton, 2003). Organizational
and whole school level (Us) wellbeing initiatives include strategies and tasks
that aim to have an impact over the whole of the school community, such as
creating a school wellbeing policy (HAPIA, 2009) or framework, directing
resources towards one-off or smaller scale wellbeing initiatives, whole of
school wellbeing assessments, or Appreciative Inquiry (Al) summits (Coop-
errider & Whitney, 2005). The Us level is best assessed with global wellbeing
measures that are anchored to the school’s definition of and model of well-
being—these could include scales such as the Happiness Measures (Fordyce,
1988) or Flourishing Scale (Diener et al., 2009).

These levels of Me, We, and Us can also be integrated for maximal effect.
For example, in a school setting a teacher (Me) can choose to identify and
work on their strengths (e.g., an individual strengths assessment such as
the Strength Profile: www.strengthsprofile.com). A team (We) can choose to
focus on team members strengths in the deployment of team projects (e.g.,
comparing strengths profiles or different patterns of strengths knowledge and
use—Govindji & Linley, 2007). The school (Us) can choose to invest in the
cost of a strengths development program for all teachers and school staff, or
focus on combined organizational strengths during an Al summit.

All three of these levels require different assessment approaches, with
arguably the Me level easiest to assess, followed by the We level, with
the Us level the hardest, based upon our current validated assessment
measures. Some measures at each level do exist. For example, at the individual
(Me) adult level, wellbeing measures include the Satisfaction with Life Scale
(Diener, Emmons, Larson, & Grithn, 1985), the Subjective Happiness Scale
(Lyubomirsky & Lepper, 1999), and the Hope Scale (Snyder et al., 1991),
for children the Good Childhood Index (Children’s Society, 2019) and Student
Life Satisfaction Scale (Huebner et al., 2003), and for adolescents the EPOCH
Measure of Adolescent Well-being (Kern et al., 2016). At the group levels (We),
measures such as the Workplace Wellbeing Index (Page, 2005) or Work on
Wellbeing (Jarden & Jarden, 2016) capture team functioning. At the organiza-
tion (U5s) level, individuals might reflect upon the organization more globally
(e.g., “does your organization invest in wellbeing?”), or measures such as the
School Wide Evaluation Tool (Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and
Supports, 2019) captures school-wide features impacting upon behaviour and
functioning.

At present, arguably, much of the emphasis within education focuses on
individuals. Further, when the group and organization levels are considered,
measures typically involve the aggregation of individual responses of persons
within the team or organization. From a systems perspective, the whole (e.g.,
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capturing the wellbeing of the community) is more than the sum of the parts
(Allison, Waters, & Kern, 2020; Kern et al., 2020). A key priority becomes
how to best integrate these levels, which are integral to the school community
context, with appropriate assessment within and across levels. How exactly
these levels are integrated, and what possibilities for integration exist, is yet to
be investigated, so is largely unknown. For example, a question from a school
might be “should we start at the Me level, then progress to the We level, and
then progress to the Us level, or should we do it the other way around?”,
or it could be “should we start at all three levels simultaneously?” It is also
unknown how to best capture the levels and integrations between the levels.
In practice, schools have already started at one or more of these levels and so
the challenge is to broaden, capture valid data across the levels, which may
point to a natural starting point at one level that is more obvious. Yet within
this integration perhaps lies the great possibility to increase organizational and
educational performance and flourishing, as we move towards “opening the
possibility for yet unimagined solutions that allow both current and future
generations to thrive” (Kern et al., 2020, p. 714). Nonetheless, a systems
perspective highlights the idea that both assessing wellbeing and intervening
at different possible levels within school communities may be one of the best
pathways to increasing overall and long-term wellbeing and sustaining it.

The language and idea of Me, We, Us provides a “wellbeing literacy”
(Oades, 2020) that is easily understandable and communicable to both
decision-makers, leaders, and staff, providing an accessible approach for
turning this priority into a reality. However, there is no measure, scale, or tool
that holistically accounts adequately for all three levels of the Me, We, Us. At
most it is our contention that further consideration of the We and Us levels,
along with intersections and relationships amongst the three levels, is both
needed and would be beneficial—both in practice, and from a research inter-
vention and assessment perspective.” We contend that it is time to consider
the Me, We, Us framework for guiding the implementation and assessment
of wellbeing programs.

Wellbeing Assessment Tools

There are many wellbeing assessment tools available, which range greatly in
quality. Some have been validated, some have been widely used despite being

2Social Network Analysis is one approach that does provide some optimism in this regard, however
is seldom used in positive education research.
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of poor quality, some provide feedback to users, some provide data that are
more useful than others, some are free and some are expensive, and some are
more reliable (from a technology perspective) than others. We contend that
validity is the benchmark for good assessment. Validity means that the assess-
ment actually measures what it says it measures and it consistently measures
the same things each time it is used (reliability). It is no easy job to deter-
mine whether a psychometric tool is valid or reliable, so we encourage test
users to gain expert insight from individuals or consultants knowledgeable
about psychometric testing and test properties. As a bare minimum, the test
providers should provide information about the psychometric properties of
their measures, which ideally have been peer-reviewed.

We contend that no measure, no matter how shiny or cheap, should be
used unless you can rely on its psychometric properties. Table 12.1 provides
a few examples of measures that have been validated in the literature. This
list is in no way exhaustive, but rather provides an illustration of some of the
sound tools currently available.

Examples of a Wellbeing Assessment Tool in Practice

To make the use of tools more concrete, we describe examples of how the
Wellbeing Profiler (https://www.wbprofiler.com) was beneficially used as part
of positive education efforts within an educational community. As summa-
rized in Table 12.1, the Wellbeing Profiler is a measurement and reporting
service developed for schools to examine the wellbeing of their students
from ages 10 to 25 years old. The Profiler measures wellbeing in 6 domains
(Emotional and Strengths, Psychological, Cognitive, Social, Physical, and
Economic) as identified in the research literature as important indicators of
youth wellbeing (Chin, 2017; Slemp et al., 2017).

The Centre for Wellbeing Science at the University of Melbourne in
Australia has used the Wellbeing Profiler to develop or refine the wellbeing
strategies and plans in schools across the three main education sectors in
Australia (Catholic, government, and independent) since 2015, as well as
local government agencies and networks in Australia (as described below).
Areas of cohort strengths and concerns have been identified through needs
analysis of the aggregate data, providing schools and councils with rich infor-
mation to assist with allocating appropriate funding and resources for targeted
interventions and support for young people in their care.

For example, since 2016, Maroondah City Council (outer east suburbs
of Melbourne, Australia) has utilized the Wellbeing Profiler to collect data
from young people attending school in the municipality. The project initially
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involved 4,777 students between the ages of 10 and 20 years from 19
different education settings (11 primary schools, 7 secondary schools, and
students in a professional diploma program?: Chin, Jiang, & Vella-Brodrick,
2016). Maroondah City Council (2017) used the survey findings and report
recommendations to inform their 2017-2019 Youth Strategy Action Plan.
This collaborative partnership has since grown to include all 27 government
schools in the local municipality and has also attracted additional project
funding from the Department of Education and Training in Victoria to
undertake a whole of systems approach in 2019 to measure and understand
the wellbeing needs of staff, students, and their parents/carers.

A second collaborative partnership occurred with the Rural City of
Wangaratta (Victoria, Australia), where over 1,400 young people across eight
schools and youth service providers participated in the Wellbeing Profiler
survey (Chin & Vella-Brodrick, 2018). The regional council utilized the
survey findings and recommendations to inform their 2019-2021 Yourh
Action Plan (Rural City of Wangaratta, 2019). Similar to Maroondah City
Council, youth strategies and plans were developed to address the identified
needs of their youth, which included physical health indicators (such as sleep
quality and quantity, physical and sedentary activities, perception of overall
health, and physical self-concept); mental health and emotional wellbeing
outcomes (including happiness, resilience, risk factors such as anxiety, stress,
anger); and as adaptive (cognitive reappraisal) and maladaptive (suppression
and rumination) emotion regulation strategies.

Through collaborating with grassroots organizations and schools, the Well-
being Profiler has provided valid and reliable data to guide wellbeing policy
planning, training, and to help determine how resources are best utilized.
The survey findings and recommendations from the commissioned school
and research reports have led to more targeted planning and development of
evidence-based strategies to address identified needs across local networks of
schools. This impact is evident from the use of data from the commissioned
reports to shape local councils’ youth strategy plans and policy documents
(e.g., Maroondah City Council Youth Strategy, 2017). In addition, the
localized data have been used to inform the participating schools” annual
implementation plans to address, plan and develop future programs. Impor-
tantly, the Wellbeing Profiler reports have provided the partner organizations
with enhanced capacity to seek external funding to develop targeted inter-
ventions to address the identified needs from the reports, with the councils
securing between $890,000 AUD and $2.7 million AUD in funding to

3VCAL students in one TAFE—known as “Technical And Further Education’ in Australia.
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advance their positive education efforts. The valid assessment of wellbeing
through the Profiler has been critical to these successes.

Questions to Consider for an Assessment

While there are many tools available, the process of determining the right
wellbeing assessment for a school can be daunting. There is no one right
measure or approach, as what is right and useful depends on the specific
context of the school, including the intentions of the assessment, the model
of wellbeing, the stakeholders involved, and the time and resources available.
When considering whether or not to use a particular tool, we find that it
is helpful to consider a series of questions, which together can aid in this
decision-making process.
First, we encourage you to ask these three questions:

1. What type or model of wellbeing does the assessment tool measure? Does
that model align with your schools’ model of wellbeing?

2. Has the complete assessment measure (the assessment battery, based on
all questions included) been validated as a whole (not just some of
the measures that might be included in the tool) and published in
peer-reviewed literature?

3. Who owns the data, who has access to the raw data, and how can the
data be used? Different standards often apply for internal school reporting
purposes versus research purposes, so your intentions with using the data,
and making sure you can meet those intentions with the data that will be
available to you, is helpful.

These are the three most important questions. If the answer is unclear to any
one of them, we suggest that undertaking the use of an assessment measure
may be risky and advise against it. If the answers are clear, Table 12.2 outlines
some further questions to consider for thinking about how valid and useful
the tool might be for your purposes.

There are no right or wrong answers to these questions. Rather, we suggest
that you consider the potential value of the tool based on your needs and
purposes in conducting the assessment. Key aspects that these questions focus
on include psychometric appropriateness, survey and tool flexibility, user
experience, data use and safety, and fit for purpose and alignment with the
school’s model of wellbeing.
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Table 12.2 Questions to consider in thinking about the validity and usefulness of an
assessment tool

How was the assessment measure developed? Did the development follow
standard test development procedures (see Boateng, Neilands, Frongillo,
Melgar-Quifionez, & Young, 2018; Shum et al., 2013)? If so, were those tests
performed by someone suitably qualified to do so?

How expensive is the assessment measure? Do you have sufficient resources
available? Will a more expensive measure provide a better return on investment?

How reliable is the infrastructure for administering the tool? For instance, if using
an online measure, are there any log-in or account problems or resource
bandwidth issues? You might ask the providers whether other schools have had
issues with this tool in the last year, and if so, when, what, and to what extent
were the issues

How many schools have used the assessment tool in the last year, and is it
possible to contact two of them for their opinions and perspectives?

Does the assessment tool comply with all industry standards and local regulations
for data storage and safety in the country it is being used?

Does the tool comply with the privacy legislation for your city/state/country?

What are the main benefits of using this assessment tool over choosing one of
the others available?

How flexible is the measure? For instance, can you easily adjust when the tool is
administered, add users, or change the questions that are included to fit your
context?

Who administers the assessment? Who is involved and how does the process
work? Is the process transparent or does it operate behind a black box?

Does the measure include the opportunity to capture qualitative data?

What age ranges are the assessment tool suitable for, and do different age ranges
get different assessments?

Has the tool been reviewed by an ethics review board? What ethical issues might
the tool bring? How does the tool handle consent or assent procedures?

What data, visual graphs, and reports will you receive at the end of the
measurement? What is reported back to the individual respondent versus the
school?

How long on average does the assessment take for students and adults of
different learning abilities and backgrounds? How often is the assessment
recommended?

Can the measure easily track the same individuals over time? How easily can the
data be linked to other information?

Is the assessment tool available in additional languages? Does it include the
languages spoken by people within your school?

Is the assessment measure available in additional formats? (e.g., paper-based,
mobile-based, text message)

Does the assessment tool work robustly on all technological platforms or devices
(e.g., phones, tablets, various web browsers)?

(continued)
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Table 12.2 (continued)

Does the assessment tool align with the objectives you have for your school’s
assessment?

Does the assessment tool have functionality related to duty of care, such as where
students report low wellbeing or mental health issues? How are these aspects
managed and reported?

Assessments create opportunities for conversations about wellbeing, and
conversations about wellbeing focus individual’s attention on wellbeing and in
themselves improve wellbeing. In this regard, what does your tool provide to
the users (e.g., individual-level reports, organizational level reports, summaries,
onscreen graphs, suggested actions, raw data)?

While these questions largely relate to the assessment tool that could aid
in your school’s positive education efforts, two further questions are also
important to consider in the broader context of wellbeing assessments as a
whole:

1. How receptive are students and teachers in your school to positive
education?

2. How much energy and sense of propriety is there for positive education
in your school?

If you do not know, how could you find out? Could answering these ques-
tions be part of the initial assessment? Answers to questions like these can
also support assessment decisions. For example, if receptivity, energy, and
proprietary are low, then a short, less frequent wellbeing assessment battery
would be optimal. It is also possible that at one point you may choose not to
use a formal assessment tool at all, but rather many insights and conclusions
may be drawn from data your school already collects—this may include data
relating to attendance, behaviour management, referrals to school counsellors
(positive and negative), and academic improvements.

Conclusion

A growing amount of evidence is demonstrating that wellbeing is beneficial
to workplaces (e.g., Foresight, 2008; Jarden & Jarden, 2016; Lewis, 2011;
Oswald, Proto, & Sgroi, 2009; Rath & Harter, 2010), schools (e.g., Jarden
& Jarden, 2015; Norrish, 2015; PESA, 2020; Waters, Sun, Aarch, & Cotton,
2016), families (e.g., Conoley, Winter-Plum, Hawley, Spaventa-Vancil, &
Hernandez, 2015; Sheridan & Burt, 2009), and communities as a whole
(e.g., Neto & Agueda, 2014; Schueller, 2009). The question then becomes
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how to cultivate and sustain wellbeing in schools. We suggest that assessment
plays a critical role. This chapter has summarized some of the basics of assess-
ment and outlined wellbeing assessments in schools: what assessments are,
why assessments are important, and examples of good assessment in practice.
We stressed the importance of a systems lens and highlighted the Me, We, Us
framework, demonstrated the benefits of assessment data in decision-making,
and provided a comprehensive list of questions schools and decision-makers
may find useful in considering assessment tools and approaches.

It is our hope that high-quality psychological wellbeing information can
be obtained with a focus on practices that are theoretically and research
based, and then be used to create positive school environments where staff
and students are able to engage in meaningful and enjoyable work and
learning that taps into their greatest strengths and their most important goals.
With such information, schools can capitalize on the unique intellectual and
personal strengths of each student and staff member. Rather than focusing
on making staff and students to do more work and learning, the focus can be
on how to enable them to do good work and learning based on the strengths
and values of that person and what they can contribute to others within the
school community. Coupled with good wellbeing assessment that acknowl-
edges and captures different types of information, we contend that schools
can go beyond fixing problems to promote excellence in a more sustainable
way for every individual within and beyond the school community.
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Wellbeing Literacy and Positive Education

Lindsay G. Oades, Lisa M. Baker, Jacqueline J. Francis,
and Jessica A. Taylor

How can educators best prepare and support students for the twenty-
first century world? Over the past several decades, educators worldwide
have targeted a number of capabilities, including knowledge, skills, and
behaviours, across learning and teaching domains. A capability may be
defined as what we can be and do (Sen, 1993). The development of capa-
bilities has supported student growth in multiple domains, including multi-
modal literacy, numeracy, information technology, and thinking. Capabilities
are inherently future focussed and emphasise potential. These qualities are
consistent with the “positive” lens of positive education.

However, it is imperative to ask if significant capabilities have been
neglected (Hinchcliffe & Terzi, 2009). If so, what are they and what benefit
can they provide? We suggest that wellbeing literacy (Oades & Johnston,
2017) is one of those neglected capabilities. As a capability, wellbeing literacy
refers to what we can be and do with wellbeing language for the purpose
of wellbeing. In this chapter, we first introduce capabilities and consider
their pedagogical role within positive education. We define wellbeing literacy,
describing its five components. We illustrate what wellbeing literacy looks
like in action and why it matters. We then consider implications for educa-
tors. As a whole, we suggest that wellbeing literacy may be the tool teachers
are seeking to articulate and validate previously disparate wellbeing practices,
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leading the way to system wide capacity to consistently and intentionally
use vocabulary, knowledge, and language skills about and for wellbeing in
a manner which is sensitive to the context.

Capabilities as Central to Twenty-First Century
Pedagogy

Teaching is shaped by underpinning pedagogical beliefs. Teaching methods
of the twenty-first century combine the wisdom of past philosophers with
necessary adaptations for a globalised and complex world. Education facili-
tates learning abour the world, and more importantly, learning how ro learn
about the world, through building capabilities.

In educational discourse, people often use the terms capability, capacity,
competence, skill, and ability interchangeably, however they are distinct
concepts (Scheffler, 1985; von Tunzelmann, 2009). Within the context of
this chapter, we define a capability as the fluid, dynamic, and interwoven
formation of skills, knowledge, opportunities, choices, and behaviours that
emerge as a dialectic between a person and the environment (Nussbaum,
2011; Scheffler, 1985; Sen, 1993). For example, Nina wishes to play the
piano. If Nina has some ability to play, and the opportunity to play is present,
then you could say that Nina has the capability to play the piano. If Nina
chooses to play, she has exercised the capability. This is distinctive from a
capacity, which is seen as the limit of her ability. A competency is the demon-
stratable and measurable aspect of one’s ability, but unlike the concept of a
capability, is silent on whether the opportunity to play a piano is present
beyond that situation. Nina has played the piano in the past, and therefore
has the demonstrated ability.

Positive education is an adaptation of traditional forms of education
focused on building academic competencies, blending the knowledge of well-
being science with effective pedagogy to promote learning for traditional
academic skills, optimal development, and wellbeing (Norrish, Williams,
O’Connor, & Robinson, 2013; Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, &
Linkins, 2009). Positive education seeks to develop students’ capabilities
in wellbeing (defined herein as “feeling good and functioning effectively”
(Huppert & So, 2013, p. 838). From that perspective, then, the key capability
that underlies positive education pedagogy is the development of wellbeing
literacy.
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Wellbeing Literacy

Wellbeing literacy has been defined as the capability (incorporating knowl-
edge, vocabulary, language skills) of comprehending and composing well-
being languages, sensitive to contexts, used intentionally to maintain or
improve the wellbeing of oneself or others; in short, mindful language use
about and for wellbeing (Oades et al., 2020). Language is central to this defi-
nition. Language is a lever for influencing wellbeing as a natural, universal,
and constant tool that is never put down (Brothers, 2005; Oades et al., 2020).

It is helpful to note that wellbeing literacy is an umbrella term that encom-
passes multiple domains of wellbeing. For example, emotional literacy can
be conceptualised as existing as a specific area within wellbeing literacy, not
as wellbeing literacy itself (Steiner, 2003). Health literacy and mental health
literacy similarly are conceptually different from wellbeing literacy; whereas
health literacy is intended to improve safety and quality in health (Australian
Commission on Safety and Quality in Health Care, 2014) and mental health
literacy concerns understanding mental disorder (Jorm et al., 1997), well-
being literacy is concerned with the flourishing end of the mental health
continuum.

Wellbeing literacy is necessary to realise an education system that equally
includes the promotion of academic and wellbeing capabilities. Possessing
the language, knowledge, and language skills of wellbeing makes it possible
to intentionally communicate for the wellbeing of oneself and others. We
suggest that individuals, groups, and systems, including those within educa-
tional contexts, require this capability to flourish. Further, as later discussed,
we consider wellbeing literacy as a fundamental tool to facilitate positive
education, including the implementation of positive psychology interven-
tions, providing an integrated model that can enable teachers to integrate
wellbeing education with other forms of education.

Wellbeing Literacy as a Capability

As a capability about and for wellbeing, wellbeing literacy is a relational
process between a person and their environment. As evident from the neces-
sary components about and for, wellbeing literacy as a capability model is
more than merely a fixed skill, competence, or ability. The term capability
is a distinct, dynamic core organising concept, possessing five components
that interact between people and their environments to create one’s capability
(see Table 13.1). Firstly, one must possess vocabulary and knowledge about
wellbeing. That is, does the person have one or more words for describing
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Table 13.1 The five components of wellbeing literacy

Component Description

Vocabulary and knowledge about Words and basic facts about
wellbeing wellbeing (i.e. content that is

signified)

Comprehension of multimodal text related Reading, listening, viewing about
to wellbeing and for wellbeing

Composition of multimodal text related to  Writing, speaking, creating about
wellbeing and for wellbeing

Context awareness and adaptability Awareness of differences across

contexts and adapting the use of
language to fit the relevant context

Intentionality for wellbeing Habit of intentionally using language
to maintain or improve wellbeing
of self or others

wellbeing that helps them understand the experience? Secondly, one must
have comprehension of multimodal texts—ithe ability to engage with words
and knowledge receptively. Third, arising from comprehension is composi-
tion—the ability to produce words and knowledge. Fourth, context sensitivity
matters—one needs to be able to demonstrate awareness of the contexts
within which we use this knowledge, combined with skills to adapt our
words for specific contexts. Lastly, actions are intentional—one demonstrates
behaviours that embrace choice and intentionality for using these words,
skills, and knowledge for the intent of wellbeing for self and others.
Vocabulary and knowledge. Wellbeing vocabulary includes language asso-
ciated with the wellbeing of oneself and of others. For example, words
might include mindfulness, perspective, and belonging. Wellbeing knowledge
includes declarative knowledge about wellbeing. For example, a child coming
into class after morning break may be able to articulate some words associated
with enhanced wellbeing, such as: “the mindfulness corner is comfortable.
Mindfulness helps me focus. I feel good when I can focus on my painting”.
Multimodal comprehension. Communicating about and for wellbeing,
includes both receptive (comprehension) and productive (composition)
aspects. Wellbeing literacy reflects a real-world, socially informed view of well-
being. Comprehension of wellbeing communication occurs through reading,
listening, and viewing (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting
Authority [ACARA], 2020a). For example, reading about, or for wellbeing
could include reading the novel “Tomorrow When the War Began” by John
Marsden in class, and discussing the different perspectives that appear to
build student empathy for people who have experienced war. Listening about
or for wellbeing could involve intentionally listening to a class playlist to
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boost student and teacher mood. Viewing about or for wellbeing could
involve viewing a portrait that generates positive feelings such as awe or
inspiration.

Multimodal composition. Beyond receiving wellbeing-related informa-
tion, communication also includes a productive aspect. Composition of
wellbeing occurs through writing, speaking, and creating (ACARA, 2020a).
Language is understood here as a socio-cultural phenomenon, which occurs
between people (Gee, 1998). Wellbeing experiences are likely composed
in congruence with one’s socio-cultural values and contexts. Examples of
intentionally composing for wellbeing could include writing a letter for a
grandparent, who lives some distance away to boost their sense of connec-
tion with the family. Speaking for wellbeing, could involve singing your
favourite song in the shower, exercising your personal strength of playful-
ness and boosting positive emotion. Creating abour wellbeing could involve
choreographing a dance representing the joys and sorrows of life.

Context sensitivity. The meaning of language varies across different times
and contexts. For instance, while the word “sick” traditionally refers to being
physically unwell, in an online context for Generation Z, it could indicate
crazy or cool. Words and communication modes differ across a student’s
life domains, such as home, school, with grandparents, friends, or work
colleagues. Wellbeing literacy requires identifying the context and adapting
language use to the context. Sensitivity to context is demonstrated when
an individual can use different language and modes to meet the needs
and situation of each context. A wellbeing literate person effectively adapts
their comprehension and composition of language according to the context,
evidencing a form of bilingualism.

Intentionality. Finally, wellbeing literacy requires intentionality (Malle &
Knobe, 1997). Our definition of intentionality is based on Malle and Knobe
(1997), involving belief, desire, intention, and awareness. It is purpose driven,
with wellbeing as an outcome being the source of that intentionality. Does
the sender or receiver of communication aim for wellbeing outcomes? In
common language, this could be called the “skillful” or “mindful” use of
language. From this perspective, wellbeing literacy assumes that language is
non-autonomous. That is, language does not use itself; it has a user within
intentions, aware of the contexts within which they are using the language.
Like learning a second language, at early stages, use of the language is
conscious and energy-ladened, but over time it becomes habitual, such that
the non-autonomous use of language naturally occurs, like the fluidity of a
bilingual individual.
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The Five Components in Action

The five-component model of wellbeing literacy is designed to assist people to
understand the components of the overall capability and how they are related.
A broad overview of the wellbeing literacy model within the school context is
shown in Table 13.2, with examples of the capabilities being developed and
how the capability might be taught across different ages. To bring this to life,
the following vignette illustrates the capability model in action.

Imagine a day within a primary school. The students gather together as the
teacher reads a book on mindfulness, asking what the students think mind-
fulness means. One child responds, “looking at the stars, being quiet”. She
writes the word “mindfulness” on the whiteboard, and reads: “mindfulness is
about connecting with the world around us and the present moment. It helps
to balance our minds and our bodies”. Students listen, periodically answering
questions and sharing ideas. Reading further, the book talks about mindful
listening and mindful tasting. The teacher asks, “If we stop and listen now,
what do we notice? What can we hear? What is your favourite food? How
does it taste? It is hot, salty, sweet, or sour?”

The children move to tables and use art materials to create giant sized
cakes and fruit, labelling their work with words about taste, savouring, feeling
happy, and being mindful. The teacher encourages the students to place their
artwork on display and will use the artwork stimuli for future discussion and
writing about ways bodies can be balanced in the present moment and feel
well. The teacher also takes photographs of the artwork and sends the photos
home with the children, providing a visual reminder for the children to see
and reflect upon at home. Then at lunchtime, as the children eat, the teacher
roves between small groups and asks, “If you stop and think mindfully, how
does your food taste? Is it hot, salty, sweet, or sour? Can you remind yourself
to stay in this moment of nourishing your body? How does your body and
mind feel after you have eaten?”

Later in the week, other sensory examples of mindfulness are explored,
such as touching and smelling. The teacher also introduces a formal practice
of mindfulness to the class. The art teacher provides the students with clay
and other materials, challenging them to create a sculpture what mindful-
ness may look like. Music is played at the start of maths to encourage the
students to reconnect with their bodies and focus on the present moment
and cognitive challenges.

This vignette illustrates that capabilities for and about wellbeing can
be built within and through the simultaneous meeting of key curriculum
learning requirements. The example could be adapted to the age and stage
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of students. Through these cross-curricular activities and interactions, the
teachers in this scenario provided opportunities for students to view, listen,
read, write, speak, and create about mindfulness. The term “mindfulness”
may not be considered as strictly “wellbeing” by some wellbeing scholars.
However, in the context of all five components of wellbeing literacy, if it is
used intentionally and in context, it is considered wellbeing literacy. That is,
a term gains its meaning within context. Through conversations and experi-
ences regarding nutrition, presence, physicality, senses, and the like, they were
teaching students language, knowledge, and skills about wellbeing, for the
wellbeing of students, intentionally and with sensitivity to their educational
context. The students in turn were developing their own wellbeing literacy as
they explored the language, knowledge, and language skills of wellbeing by
reading, writing, listening, speaking, creating, and experiencing mindfulness.

Why Does Wellbeing Literacy Matter?

We suggest that wellbeing literacy is important to positive education prac-
tices and future development. Wellbeing literacy suggests a refocus on the
intended outcomes of positive education, calling for a need to focus on
building student capabilities, rather than focusing on the state or condition of
feeling and functioning well. With a natural home in education, it provides
an avenue to better integrate positive education within the curriculum, rather
than being seen as an added on and separate component. It provides a
fundamental tool for incorporating positive psychological practices within
the classroom in ways that goes beyond simple activities to impact upon the
pedagogy itself, providing a systemic approach to understanding, building,
and measuring wellbeing.

First, wellbeing literacy reorients the outcomes that we might be trying
to achieve through positive education efforts. Positive education, even in its
definition, is about supporting wellbeing. But what does wellbeing mean for
the developing young person? If indeed we “treasure” positive education, we
must strive to measure it (White & Kern, 2018). Measurement ensures that
targeted constructs are actually fostered (Waters & Loton, 2019), safeguards
legitimacy and evidence base of training and positive psychology interven-
tions (White, 2016), and provides links between wellbeing and academic
mastery (Adler & Seligman, 2016). But what should be measured to support
positive education efforts? If the focus is on wellbeing, then evidence around
positive education efforts are often minimal at best. Students vary in how
they feel and function, as they traverse various social and emotional contexts.
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Rather than focusing on wellbeing per se, wellbeing literacy focuses on the
capabilities that will support positive functioning. When students engage in
various positive education activities, what did they learn? Do students apply
these learnings in the future? What are the mechanisms for change? Well-
being literacy provides intermediate constructs that might enable or modify
how and the extent to which students benefit from various program and
activities. Wellbeing literacy is not about a “quick fix” and/or short-term well-
being gains. Rather, wellbeing literacy is about a sustained shift in language,
knowledge, and skills, whereby language use and co-created actions result in
sustained wellbeing. Analogous to the well-known proverb, “Give a man(sic)
a fish and you feed him for a day; teach him to fish and you feed him for a
lifetime”, wellbeing literacy feeds for a lifetime (Oades et al., 2020).

Second, wellbeing literacy provides an avenue to integrate positive educa-
tion into the fabric of the education system. The link between wellbeing
and other discipline specific learning and teaching are not always immedi-
ately obvious (White & McCallum, 2020). As wellbeing literacy draws on
existing learning and teaching capacities associated with multimodal literacy
comprehension and composition (ACARA, 2020a), providing language and
approaches that educators are already familiar with. Wellbeing literacy
learning and teaching can occur while simultaneously addressing existing
curriculum requirements (ACARA, 2020a, b). As such, wellbeing literacy
re-positions positive education as a purposeful and effective direction for well-
being education that can be integrated with already over-crowded curricula,
making it more likely for educators to prioritise and integrate wellbeing. We
argue that by weaving wellbeing literacy into the fabric of education, positive
education may become more broadly accessible, acceptable, and sustainable
at multiple system levels (i.e., student, parents, teachers, wider community,
and governing bodies). Synergistic “buy-in” to positive education across these
levels and thus sustained practice may be better achieved through the shared
understandings and practices achieved through wellbeing literacy.

Third, wellbeing literacy supports systems-informed approaches to educa-
tion (Allison, Waters, & Kern, 2020; Kern et al., 2020). Positive psychology
has been criticised for overemphasising the individual within its approaches
and interventions (Kern et al., 2020). Positive education similarly often
fails to view wellbeing as a complex and adaptive system that goes
beyond the individual student. Education comprises a variety of systems.
Individual students are nested within multiple school systems, including
teacher/student, student/student, student/parent, parent/teacher systems.
These micro-systems are nested within larger school systems, such as
parent/teacher/student. These interrelated parts and systems are necessarily
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mediated by language. Individual wellbeing, systemic wellbeing, and language
are thus inseparable and interdependent. Wellbeing literacy helps us use
language to traverse all dimensions of wellbeing, as educators and students
interact with language itself, and with each other. This language system can
help generate wellbeing for the entire system.

As a language system, wellbeing literacy supports the repositioning and
reframing of communication interactions within education, becoming a
systemic approach to understanding, building, and generating wellbeing.
More effective and sustained learning for and abour wellbeing can be realised
through an understanding of these language systems. A systems concep-
tualisation of wellbeing via wellbeing literacy also allows for “unintended
wellbeing” literacy consequences (Hieronymi, 2013). Students have indi-
vidual levels of, and approaches to, wellbeing and wellbeing literacy, as do
teachers and parents. Previously unobserved, emergent benefits from well-
being conversations had between students, teachers and parents (Oades et al.,
2020) are visible through a wellbeing literacy model.

Implications for Educators

We have proposed wellbeing literacy as a capability for students and as a
language system and key to positive education. However, educators may ask,
so what? What impact, effective, useful or not, does wellbeing literacy have
on daily practice or pedagogy? Can it help students? Can it help me? These
questions are rightly expressed by those at the “coal face” of education.

Whether it is a new concept or one that immediately feels known, from our
experience, wellbeing literacy resonates with teachers. Languishing students
are not uncommon in classrooms, and teachers and educators ardently seek
student wellbeing (White, 2016). The Australian Report of the Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Teaching and
Learning International Survey (2018) records 99% of teachers believe student
wellbeing to be important (White & McCallum, 2020). However, while
teachers are passionate about their students and vocation, teaching is compli-
cated and practitioners require answers and pragmatism (Allen, Rowan, &
Singh, 2019; Fried, 2001).

Teachers are crucial for wellbeing science and contemporary positive
education practices, such as wellbeing literacy, to be successfully applied
within education systems. Wellbeing literacy must not only engage educators,
but also be practical, comprehensible, and does not add to an already crowded
curriculum and workload. With these factors in mind, we suggest that well-
being literacy offers a measurement tool, a frame for educational practices, a
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conduit for positive education, and a language system for students, teachers,
and families.

Wellbeing Literacy Offers a Measurement Tool

As discussed, wellbeing literacy offers the potential for capturing the true
ingredients of positive education practices, rather than wellbeing outcomes
that may or may not be detectable. Ongoing and rigorous assessment of well-
being programs is the key for the longevity of positive education (Seligman
& Adler, 2018; Waters & Loton, 2019). Additionally, educators pursue eval-
uation of the effectiveness of pedagogical and wellbeing practices. Teachers
need to know what outcomes are expected and if they are being reached.
A teacher-friendly, testable model of student wellbeing, such as the wellbeing
literacy model, is the next logical step for positive education and teacher prac-
tice (Waters & Loton, 2019). Notably, while work is still developing in this
area, wellbeing literacy potentially can be assessed via self-report measures
such as the Wellbeing Literacy 6-item Self Report Scale (Oades et al., 2020)
or via tracking the acquisition of skills (representing latent wellbeing literacy
through developmental stages).

Wellbeing Literacy as a Frame for Educational Practices

Positive educational practices are growing globally and rapidly (Rusk &
Waters, 2013; Seligman & Adler, 2018), offering a broad terrain of programs
and curricula for schools and educators to consider. However, conceptu-
alisations of wellbeing lack clarity in schools and policy, leading to frag-
mentation and inconsistent implementation (Thomas, Graham, Powell, &
Fitzgerald, 2016). Context, time, relevance, efficacy, and practicality need to
be weighed by busy educators. Ad hoc, one-off, inconsistent, and/or discon-
nected programs and activities might be enthusiastically or involuntarily
added on to curriculum, resulting in a variety of fads, rather than a sustainable
integrated approach to positive education. Despite efforts being well meant,
ineffective or harmful effects can thus result (White, 2016; White & Kern,
2018; White & Murray, 2015).

Wellbeing literacy, as a model of capability provides a frame for teachers
to view and deliver existing and/or new positive education practices. The
meta-construct of wellbeing literacy offers teachers a structure or lens through
which to select, convey, and connect specific activities. Previous disparate
practices, such as gratitude journaling in English, breathing exercises in phys-
ical education, reflective self-portraits in art, charity collections, and buddy
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activities can be connected as comprehension and composition of well-
being capabilities. Existing “caught” and “taught” curriculum of various labels
(pastoral care, social and emotional learning, character education, relation-
ships, personal identity, and positive education) that may not be formally
linked to discrete curriculum outcomes, can be woven together under the
higher order frame of wellbeing literacy capabilities. Overall, this can provide
a frame for embedding a focus on wellbeing within schools.

Wellbeing Literacy as a Conduit for Positive Education

For positive education to “stick” (White, 2016) teachers need reassurance
that positive education activities are working. But improvements in well-
being (or the lack thereof) often occur within a black box, unclear why some
students benefit while others do not, and whether any gains might be due to
specific activities or not. Oades (2017) argues wellbeing literacy is an essential
conduit between wellbeing education and student learning outcomes. Insight
on wellbeing gains is possible when students are viewed as developing a capa-
bility and intentionality, language skills, and knowledge related to wellbeing
that enable them to continue to improve wellbeing over time. Instead of an
external intervention being “done” to students (Oades & Johnston, 2017),
capability is built, and students are more likely to remain engaged.

Wellbeing Literacy as a Language System

As argued, positive psychology, with extensions to positive education, requires
a systems approach and interconnected view for effectiveness, sustainability,
and longevity (Kern et al., 2020). Teachers understand the inseparable and
interdependent relationships within their school system, primarily as a nest
or triad of student, teacher, and parent (or family). Student wellbeing is vital
to all parties in the triad; however, communication about this complex and
intangible construct can be challenging. Wellbeing literacy offers an intel-
ligible bridge for teachers to involve and inform parents about wellbeing
and positive education through the familiar and tangible reference of literacy.
With age and meta-cognitive abilities, older students can conceptualise and
value their own capabilities in communication for and about wellbeing. An
educator’s task is arguably easier when all parties share a common language
and expectation for wellbeing in education practice and pedagogy. Advan-
tages exist for students (and teachers) when parents can speak “the language of
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schooling” (Clinton, Hattie, & Dixon, 2007, p. 19) and parental expectations
and ambitions for their child are both shared and realistic.

Conclusion

Education has long been concerned with developing the distinct capacities
of individuals (Dewey, 1916). Positive education’s growth-based emphasis
is compatible with this notion of building capability. Wellbeing literacy is
focused on building wellbeing capabilities and teaching rather than treating
to proactively build student’s capability to flourish. With challenges to
sustaining positive education efforts, we suggest that the focus within educa-
tion systems should be on building wellbeing literacy, rather than wellbeing
per se. We must teach, rather than treat, for flourishing. Twenty-first century
learning and learners requires multi-literate, multimodal, and inclusive well-
being education. Educators and education systems need to know how well-
being learning is enabled, measured, and sustained. The 5-component model
of wellbeing literacy offers a language system for positive education practices
and interventions, fostering personalised, collective, and systemic approaches
to creating the conditions for students to flourish. Wellbeing literacy poten-
tially teaches people the vocabulary, knowledge, and skills to positively affect
their own wellbeing, as well as the wellbeing of others. Wellbeing literacy is
thus vital to positive education as a fundamental tool, an integrated model,
and a sustainable and measurable view of wellbeing.

The role of educators is central to this. Educators discern, deliver, and eval-
uate positive education-related practices daily. Wellbeing literacy offers educa-
tors a tool for framing those practices, creating connection across otherwise
disconnected components. Within the necessarily interconnected system of
education, wellbeing literacy also provides a bridge between students, educa-
tors, and families, helping all to share the language of wellbeing education
and school. Capabilities framed and articulated by educators, shared by fami-
lies, and embedded in students, hold promise for sustainable growth. This
overarching wellbeing literacy goal of capability building is well positioned in
the pedagogical hands of educators.
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The Role of Coping Skills for Developing
Resilience Among Children and Adolescents

Tammie Ronen

The Effects of Changes, Crises, and Traumas
on Children and Adolescents

Ensuring the wellbeing of children and adolescents comprises a major goal
for parents, educators, and mental health professionals. During childhood
and adolescence, a wide range of cultural and environmental transformations
occur as a result of young people’s rapid physiological growth, psychosocial
development, and cognitive changes—encompassing increased family respon-
sibilities, rising academic and social demands, separation and individuation
from the family unit, and exploration of stressful new experiences with peers
and novel adult activities (Steinberg, 2007). Taken together, these develop-
ments reinforce the emerging understanding of childhood and adolescence
as a critical or sensitive period for the individual’s reorganization of regula-
tory systems, which is fraught with both opportunities and risks (Steinberg,
2013).

The rapid pace of these changes and fluctuations, alongside young people’s
dependence on adults, renders them vulnerable and sensitive to environ-
mental circumstances that may adversely affect their physical or emotional
development (Levendosky, Leahy, Bogat, Davidson, & von Eye, 2006). This
is especially manifested when, in addition to experiencing developmental
changes, children and adolescence are exposed to traumatic experiences
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within the family (such as neglect, abuse, illness, divorce, death) or to envi-
ronmental and community stressors and disasters (such as war, terrorist
attack, or earthquake). Trauma symptoms have been reported in children as
young as one year old (Bogat, DeJonghe, Levendosky, Davidson, & von Eye,
2006).

Cicchetti (2006, 2013) claimed that children’s and adolescents’ limited
life experiences—together with their vulnerability and sensitivity—preclude
them from dealing effectively with stress, threats, and crises, which can affect
their physical development as well as their personality and emotional devel-
opment and may predispose them to behavioural, emotional, or cognitive
disorders. Other researchers have noted that stressful life events may also
impair family relationships, increase behaviour problems, and decrease social
competence (Davies, Winter, & Cicchetti, 2006; Levendosky et al., 20006).

There is no doubt that change, crisis, and trauma render tremendous influ-
ence on young people’s psychosocial development; however, debates remain
about how such experiences impact them. While some traumatic experiences
seem to increase the mental health problems of children and adolescents, who
demonstrate symptoms ranging from mild distress to severe dysfunction, it
appears that other traumatic experiences, paradoxically, seem to affect them
positively (Garbarino, 2002).

Two main trends have characterized research studying children’s and
adolescents’ behaviour disorders under adverse conditions. The environ-
mental approach conceptualizes changes and stress as the most impor-
tant components influencing children’s disorders (Levendosky et al., 2000).
According to this approach, change (of any kind) acts as a stimulus eliciting
stress and anxiety, dependence, and regressive symptoms. It can jeopardize
future growth and development, lead to disabling emotional disorders, and
leave permanent psychological scars, which are then followed by behavioural
and emotional changes and might disrupt the development of basic compe-
tencies, threatening the child’s ability to process and manage emotions
effectively (Martinez-Torteya, Bogat, von Eye & Levendosky, 2009). The new
or exacerbated symptoms might disappear after a short period of time, or they
may develop further into post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD; Garbarino,
2002). For years, research coinciding with the environmental approach
has concentrated on the negative consequences of adversity, conceptualized
primarily in terms of risks for psychopathology, dysfunction, breakdown, and
other adverse impacts on individuals and families (Masten, 2018).

The second group of studies, in line with a resilience approach, has focused
on normal development, asserting that children and adolescents generally
respond ‘normally’ even to severe crises. These studies suggest that although
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children may evidence an increase in their frequency of behaviour problems,
they often do not develop PTSD after exposure to trauma or stress, and after
a time they return to their usual patterns of behaviour, relating to the event as
a challenge (Ronen, Rahav, & Rosenbaum, 2003). Accordingly, while some
individuals or families appear to be more vulnerable to adversity, there are
others who seem to be better protected or to recover better after exposure
to objectively similar traumas or family crises. Sometimes these ‘buffering’
effects may reflect children’s individual functioning at the positive end of a
continuum (such as strong levels of emotional regulation or problem-solving)
along indices previously shown to exacerbate the risks posed by adversities
such as poverty or family violence. In other cases, these young people may
have access to ‘buffering’ environmental influences (like a supportive friend
or mentor) that help protect them from the vulnerabilities typically studied
in earlier models of stress and coping. According to this approach, resilience
is the component that determines the difference between those individuals or
families who continue on successfully and those who do not (Angelkovski,
2016).

Positive adjustment in general, and in high-risk samples in particular,
demonstrates the influences of personal traits, coping behaviour patterns, and
specifically the ability to adapt to change. During recent decades, scholars
have shifted their focus from studying trauma and risk to studying personal
and environmental strengths and resources in the context of risk or adver-
sity—including capabilities, processes, or outcomes denoted by desirable
adaptation (Masten, 2007, 2018). The present chapter upholds the view
that stress is a challenge, which requires that children and adolescents be
resourceful, cope, and adapt to the changing environment and their changing
selves.

Resilience: Definitions and Ecological Levels

The concept of resilience emerged from the phenomenon of exposure to
trauma, crisis, and change that necessitates coping with and living with
adversity (Masten, 2007). The construct has several definitions; some high-
lighted responding to an event (Ungar, 2008) while others defined resilience
as a trait characteristic of an individual or family (Luthar, 2006) or even
of a community (Pike, Dawley, & Tomaney, 2010). Others have empha-
sized resilient processes, outcomes, or patterns (2 way of life). Richardson
(2002) reviewed three waves in scholars’ identification of resilient qualities.
The first wave, from the early twentieth century, identified developmental
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assets and protective factors phenomenologically. The second wave, in the
mid-twentieth century, described the process of disruption followed by rein-
tegration in order to access resilient qualities. The third wave, exemplifying
the postmodern and multidisciplinary view, identified resilience as the force
that drives a person to grow through adversity and disruption.

In that vein, this chapter upholds that resilience occurs in the presence
of significant adversity or threat. It infers the human capacity for adapting
to adversity or overcoming the challenges posed by a threat or pressure
while observably maintaining healthy successful functioning or ‘bouncing
back’ after an initial distress response (Masten, 2007, 2018). As part of the
tendency to focus on positive virtues and strengths rather than on pathology
and risk within the framework of positive psychology, the study of resilience
emphasizes its adaptation and coping characteristics. Thus, the goal is not
to look at the absence of pathology but rather to pinpoint behavioural and
cognitive competencies and the mastery of appropriate developmental tasks
that may explain the capacity for resilience (Cornum, Matthews, & Seligman,
2011; Kim-Cohen, Moffit, Caspi, & Taylor, 2004; Seligman, 2011). Masten
(2018) emphasized the importance of both external adaptation to the envi-
ronment and an internal sense of wellbeing as part of a comprehensive
assessment of resilience. Moreover, resilience is better characterized as a
dynamic process, because individuals can be resilient to specific environ-
mental hazards or resilient at one time period but not another (Rutter, 2000).
Through growth, children acquire new skills and resources that help them to
‘bounce back’ and develop an ability to succeed when faced with negative
events later in life (Richardson, 2002). Evidently, whether one understands
resilience as a developmental outcome, as a set of competencies, or as coping
strategies, there is much overlap between these conceptualizations.

Moreover, although the definition of resilience has focused primarily
on the individual and his or her outcomes to a traumatic or stressful
event, coping also depends to a great extent on the developmental compo-
nents and social determinants of health surrounding that individual (Luthar,
2006, Luthar, Sawyer, & Brown, 2006). This is important because resilience
is a coping process necessitating the interactions between the child or adoles-
cent and his/her surroundings (Gilligan, 2004). Thus, resilience has been
conceptualized as reflecting protective factors at the individual level (e.g.,
the capacity to navigate health-sustaining resources and seek out opportu-
nities to experience feelings of wellbeing) and also protective conditions in
the individual’s family, community, and culture that provide these health
resources and experiences in culturally meaningful ways (Luthar et al., 2006).
Therefore, resilience is influenced by the child’s environment, such that the
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interaction between individuals and their social ecologies may determine
the degree of positive outcomes experienced. Rutter (2006) emphasized the
need for environments such as schools to examine their balance of risk and
protective factors in order to build support mechanisms and provide more
protective situations.

Furthermore, cultural variation is hypothesized to exert an influence not
only on specific children’s resilience but also on their local communities’
resilience. Pike et al. (2010) asserted that resilience has emerged as a notion
seeking to capture the differential and uneven ability of geographical regions
to react, respond, and cope with uncertain, volatile, and rapid change.
Resilient communities adapt well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy,
threats, or even significant sources of risk. Pike et al. (2010) emphasized
that analysis of regional development and functioning has recently broad-
ened from a mere focus on growth to a wider perspective on regions’ relative
resilience in responding to the modern world’s ever-increasing diverse array of
external shocks and transitions, including financial crises, dangerous climate
change, terror campaigns, and extreme weather events.

Hence, overall, resilience depends not only on the individual child’s or
adolescent’s developmental pathway and the family and immediate envi-
ronment, but also on broader community resources. This constellation of
characteristics may converge when high-risk, vulnerable children and adoles-
cents grow up happy and successful despite being born and raised under
disadvantaged circumstances. In this sense, resilience refers to better-than-
expected developmental outcomes and to the ability for competence under
stress (Ungar, 2008).

Basic Components Encompassing Resilience

As discourse on childhood and adolescence has expanded to focus on health
instead of just on illness, Rutter (2006) underscored the need to relate to the
correlations between risk and protective factors in explaining the processes
underlying resilience. With regard to risk dimensions at the individual level,
Seligman (2011) offered the ‘3 Ps” of resilience—three perception distortion
tendencies that can hinder recovery from adversity: personalization, perva-
siveness, and permanence. Personalization is a cognitive distortion that makes
people believe they are to blame for every problem, instead of looking at
other, outside factors that may play a part in the adverse situation. People
should take responsibility for a failure, but they should not see themselves as
a failure. Pervasiveness refers to the distorted belief that an adverse event will
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affect all areas of life instead of just one. People who have this mindset may
find it hard to carry on with life because they feel there is no way out of their
situation. Permanence is the distorted belief that one’s feelings or situation
will last forever. This may cause the person to feel overwhelmed. The truth
is that time passes by, and life’s challenges go with it. Pain and pleasure are
temporary. By recognizing these thoughts and beliefs as counterproductive,
individuals can better understand their own tendencies to perceive situations,
events, and themselves and can learn to foster resilience.

With regard to the vulnerability and protective factors explaining the
processes underlying resilience, such dimensions characterize not only the
individual child or adolescent but also the factors at play in the young people’s
social and political context (Luthar, 2006; Luthar et al., 2006), spanning the
family and community levels. The fact that some children and adolescents
develop and function successfully even under dire circumstances accentuates
the need for parents and professionals to become aware of the very different
resources that may sustain young people’s wellbeing in various families and
communities under stress, especially in schools.

Importantly, children and adolescents are capable of learning new skills
that can increase their likelihood of adaptation to adversity (Luthar et al.,
2006; Shannon, Beauchaine, Brenner, Neuhaus, & Gatzke-Kopp, 2007).
Studies have pinpointed coping resources (Folkman, 2008) and learned
resourcefulness (Rosenbaum, 1990, 2000) as crucial variables affecting the
human response to stress. Among such skills, Ungar (2008) mentioned the
importance of a sense of belonging, personal meaning, the experience of
self-efficacy, life skills, vocational competencies, and the expression of one’s
cultural and ethnic identification as aspects of healthy functioning associated
with resilience (Ungar, Ghazinour, & Richter 2013).

The next sections of this chapter discuss some resilience-related skills
mentioned in the literature. These include individual components such as
self-control skills, self-efficacy, subjective wellbeing in general, and positive
affect in particular, as well as familial and environmental components such as
social support and interpersonal relationships.

The Role of the Individual in Developing
Resilience

Self-control skills. Research has shown that self-control is of great impor-
tance to human psychological health and involves a crucial personal
component for coping with stressful events—therefore a major element for
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becoming resilient (Ronen & Rosenbaum, 2010). The human desire to
control is powerful, and the feeling of control is rewarding, while the loss
of control is the main reason for the development of a large range of disor-
ders. Hence, it is important to help children and adolescents feel that they
can control situations (Gilbert, 2005).

Self-control may therefore be viewed as a coping mechanism, as skills
and strategies, or as a protective factor in coping with life’s demands. Self-
control comprises a goal-directed learned repertoire of behaviours that help
people overcome stressful situations, pain, and disturbing emotions and be
more resilient (Rosenbaum, 1990, 2000). This repertoire of self-control skills
enables people to act upon their aims, overcome difficulties, delay gratifica-
tion, and cope with distress. Thus, it targets both internal as well as external
disturbing situations. Self-control necessitates that people assess disruptions
in their habitual way of thinking, believe that their actions can improve their
coping, and expect themselves to be capable of creating the desired change.

A considerable body of research has previously shown that children
and adolescents who were high in self-control behaviours—such as post-
poning gratification, planning the future, and using cognitions to guide
actions—were less likely to behave aggressively (Blair, Denham, Kochanoff,
& Whipple, 2004; Gyurak & Ayduk, 2008). Self-control skills are positively
related to students’ academic competence and performance, independent of
general intelligence, cognitive ability, and prior achievements (Liew, Chen, &
Hughes, 2010; Valiente, Swanson, Lemery-Chalfant, & Berger, 2014).

Self-control skills increase coping both via a direct main effect and an
indirect buffer effect. Directly, self-control increases one’s sense of value, self-
efficacy, or self-evaluation while feeling support from others. The buffer effect
refers to the decreased negative impact experienced as an outcome of stress
and becoming more resilient (Ronen & Rosenbaum, 2010). Self-control can
also have an effect on one’s subjective wellbeing by mediating the connec-
tion between stress and subjective wellbeing, thereby influencing a person’s
primary or secondary appraisal of the distressing situation. Conceiving
support as more available leads to better feelings about one’s ability to cope,
to evaluate and resolve problems, and to decrease the potential threat (Orkibi
& Ronen, 2015, 2017).

Studies of Israeli adolescents have found significant links between high
self-control skills and fewer negative emotions, as well as higher self-efficacy
beliefs, positive emotions, and a higher positivity ratio and ability to be
resilient while facing stress. For example, among children and adolescents,
during the first and the second Gulf Wars in Israel, higher levels of self-control
skills were connected to lower levels of fear and to fewer symptoms (Ronen
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et al.,, 2003; Ronen & Seeman, 2007). The existence of self-control skills
was also found to enable the development of fewer symptoms while facing
parents divorce or sickness (Hamama & Ronen-Shenhav, 2012; Ronen,
Hamama, Rosenbaum, & Mishely-Yarlp, 2014).

Traditionally, self-control skills have been associated with reductions in
maladaptive outcomes such as aggressive behaviour. Students with higher
self-control skills reported a less hostile attribution bias (i.e., interpreting
others intentions or behaviours as hostile and threatening) and less physically
aggressive behaviour (Agbaria, Hamama, Orkibi, Gabriel-Fried, & Ronen,
2016). Further, self-control skills have been associated with increases in
adaptive outcomes such as interpersonal and prosocial outcomes. Studies
have demonstrated that when students showed high self-control skills, they
reported higher perceived social support than their peers with low self-control
skills (Orkibi & Ronen, 2015; Ronen, Abuelaish, Rosenbaum, Agbaria,
& Hamama, 2013) as well as a higher rate of positive emotions and the
subjective cognitive appraisal of being happy (Gilbert, 2005; Ronen et al.,
2014). Some researchers view self-control as resulting from positive emotions
because the latter create a good foundation for applying skills to achieve goals
(Baumeister & Sparks, 2008; Baumeister, Vohs, DeWall, & Zhang, 2007;
Tice, Baumeister, Shmueli, & Muraven, 2007). Considering that self-control
skills have been highlighted as a crucial component in coping with crisis and
in maintaining high levels of subjective wellbeing, it may be assumed that
children and adolescents who possess a higher level of self-control skills will
achieve higher levels of subjective wellbeing and develop better resilience.

Self-efficacy. Whereas self-control relates to behaviour, self-efficacy relates
to beliefs about oneself. Self-efficacy comprises beliefs in one’s capabilities to
organize and execute the courses of action required to achieve one’s goals
(Bandura, 1997). Efficacy beliefs influence thought patterns, which can then
enhance or undermine performance (Bandura, 1997). Such beliefs shape the
plans and behaviours that people choose to pursue, how much effort they put
forth in given endeavours, how long they will persevere in the face of obstacles
and failures, their resilience to adversity, and whether their thought patterns
are self-hindering or self-aiding. Thus, perceived self-efficacy may constitute
a primary mediation agent in behavioural change.

Stronger perceived self-efficacy leads people to set higher personal goals
and to commit themselves more firmly (Bandura, 1997). Inasmuch as chal-
lenging goals raise the level of motivation and performance attainments, the
capacity to influence one’s own process of change actually comprises a compo-
nent of control (Bandura, Caprara, Barbaranelli, & Pastorelli, 2001). Thus,
once a person possesses the necessary self-control skills, it is crucial for the
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person to believe that s/he possesses those skills and that s/he is capable of
executing the actions needed to achieve the desired change.

By predicting outcomes, people foster adaptive preparedness and exercise
control that helps bring significance to their lives (Bandura et al., 2001). The
way people think or believe in their own ability constitutes a most important
feature in the process of change and may best be predicted by the combined
influence of efficacy beliefs and the types of performance outcomes expected
within given social systems (Bandura, 1997). The outcomes people anticipate
depend largely on their judgement as to how well they will be able to perform
and the anticipated consequences (Bandura, 1997). For example, Ronen,
Hamama, and Rosenbaum (2013) found that children who wet the bed at
night were able to overcome their bedwetting when they actively participated
in predicting the process of change, such as their pace of decreasing weekly
bedwetting frequency. Thus, predicting outcomes can become an important
component involving children’s beliefs and the change process itself (Masten,
2007).

Self-efficacy has also been found to correlate with wellbeing. For instance,
studies of Israeli adolescents revealed significant links between stronger self-
efficacy beliefs and a higher positivity ratio—the positive ratio between posi-
tive emotions to negative emotions—which is an indication of a high level of
wellbeing (Orkibi & Ronen, 2015; Ronen & Seeman, 2007). Self-efficacy
was also shown to be important for improving family life and happiness
(Waters, 2011, 2015). Caprara, Steca, Gerbino, Paciello, and Vecchio (20006)
reported that self-efficacy was a significant determinant of happiness.

Becoming active in change processes, believing in one’s ability to influence
change, and predicting one’s own outcomes are all acquired skills (Rosen-
baum, 1990, 2000). These crucial components in the process of change
are skills needing to be taught and practiced with clients (Masten, 2007;
Ronen & Rosenbaum, 2010). Considering that self-efficacy beliefs have been
pinpointed as a crucial component in overcoming difficulties and stress as
well as in becoming happier and increasing wellbeing, it may be assumed
that children and adolescents who possess a higher level of self-efficacy are
more likely to develop better resilience.

Positive affect. Researchers have claimed that happiness is a protective or
coping mechanism to help children and adolescents become resilient. Studies
have presented good outcomes for happy people, who appear to be less aggres-
sive and less anxious, to have better interpersonal relationships, and to be
more inclined to be kind and charitable (Keyes, 2006, 2013; Lyubomirsky,
King, & Diener, 2005).
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Within the framework of positive psychology, happiness has been studied
as a positive personal resource, as a major life goal, and as a factor impor-
tant for the optimal flourishing and functioning of people, groups, and
institutions (Carr, 2004; Frederickson, 2009; Gable & Haidt, 2005). Keyes
(2006, 2013) suggested that happiness incorporates two abilities: achieving
subjective wellbeing by expressing positive emotion, and achieving positive
functioning towards oneself and one’s environment. Research showed that in
order to become happier, people need to gain a sense of mastery, connect-
edness, and self-acceptance (Keyes, & Simos, 2012). Being happy does not
mean that people do not experience stress, crises, or problems; rather, happi-
ness encompasses a ‘secret weapon’ in trying to cope with such distress. For
example, ‘happy’ people may understand that although distress exists, happy
moments will return and one can work towards achieving more happiness
(Diener, 2019; Keyes, 2006; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Ryff, 2014).

Many concepts relate to happiness: subjective wellbeing, satisfaction with
life, flourishing, thriving, and more. The present chapter focuses on posi-
tive affect as an easier concept to explain, assess, and teach children and
adolescents to be aware of and use.

Emotions have long been recognized as a major cause of human behaviour.
Positive emotions increase positive human behaviour (Fredrickson, 2009).
Positive emotions like enthusiasm, pride, and determination operate as inde-
pendent bipolar constructs from negative emotions (e.g., fear, frustration,
guilt), so that the existence of one does not necessarily point to a lack of
the other (Bradburn, 1991; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Research has
shown that the psychological impacts of unpleasant phenomena outweigh
those of pleasant phenomena (Baumeister & Sparks, 2008) and that the
impact of good events dissolves more rapidly than the impact of bad events,
whereas a single bad event has greater impact than a comparable good
event (Baumeister et al., 2007). Thus, it takes a larger quantity of positive
emotional experiences to counteract the impact of adverse ones.

Positive affect and negative affect are often studied as part of a posi-
tive—negative rating scale (Watson et al., 1988). Positive emotions broaden
momentary thought-action repertoires, resulting in a higher likelihood of
pursuing a wider range of thoughts and actions, because one can see more
possibilities (Fredrickson, 2009). While positive affect correlates with satisfac-
tion from life as well as with high levels of self-confidence and a richer social
life (Bood, Archer, & Norlander, 2004), negative affect correlates with reports
of stress symptoms (Bood et al., 2004; Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson,
2005). Negative affect narrows momentary thought-action repertoires and
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causes humans to see fewer opportunities (Fredrickson, 2009; Magyar-Moe,
2009).

The experience of positive emotions is associated with better functioning
and, in the long run, correlates with enhanced physical, intellectual, and
social resources (Johnson, Waugh, & Fredrickson, 2010). It is therefore a
crucial component for achieving resilience.

In several studies, we demonstrated the importance of positive affect for
children’s and adolescents’ coping. Coping is regarded as an internal mecha-
nism within the individual, which comprises a main way to manage diverse
situations in life and to master environmental and internal conflicts, and thus
to develop resilience (Folkman, 2008). Adolescents were shown to cope better
with fear of wars and missile attacks when they maintained positive affect
(Ronen & Seeman, 2007). Among Arab adolescents, lower rates of symptoms
and of aggression emerged when they could express higher levels of positive
affect (Ronen, Abuelaish et al., 2013), and when Israeli students expressed
positive affect, they flourished, even while under exposure to risk (Orkibi &
Ronen, 2015).

Thus, teaching children and adolescents to express positive affect, to over-
come negative affect, and to look for activities and situations that increase
their happiness may be major tools for helping them become more resilient,
cope with difficulties, and be able to flourish.

The Role of the Family and Peers in Developing
Resilience

The previous section presented self-control skills, self-efficacy, and positive
affect as individual coping mechanisms for helping children and adolescents
achieve resilience. However, children do not grow up alone; their family and
society hold main roles in helping them develop those resilience skills. As
Gilligan (2004) stated, while resilience may previously have been seen as
residing in the person as a fixed trait, it is now more usefully considered as a
variable quality that derives from a process of repeated interactions between
a person and favourable features of the surrounding context in that person’s
life. The degree of resilience displayed by a person in a certain context may
therefore be said to be related to the extent to which that context has elements
that nurture this resilience. It is therefore important to ask: How can families
and communities increase resilience among children and adolescents? How
can we train them to do so?
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The desire to belong and to form attachments with family and friends
is considered a fundamental human need. Multiple positive health and
adjustment effects have been associated with a sense of belonging and with
interpersonal attachments. It is also through supportive relationships that self-
esteem and self-efficacy are promoted. Having social competence and having
positive connections with peers, family, and prosocial adults are significantly
related to children’s ability to adapt to life stressors (Masten, 2007).

Family-level protective factors include resources and supportive relation-
ships, such as family coherence, stable caregiving, and parental relation-
ships. Children whose mothers are available and supportive developed self-
regulation, self-efficacy, and self-esteem abilities. (Grolnick & Ryan, 1989).
Strength-based parenting, parental warmth, support, positive expectations,
and low derogation predict children’s behavioural and emotional adaptation
under a wide variety of adverse circumstances (Kim-Cohen et al., 2004).
Parents who are aware of and use their children’s strengths enable them
to enhance their self-efficacy beliefs, thus resulting in higher levels of well-
being (Waters, 2011, 2015). Effective parenting is associated with decreased
externalizing behaviours and increased positive adaptation (Levendosky et al.,
20006).

For children, the development of friendships and the ability to get along
with peers individually and in groups is paramount. Friendships provide
support systems that can foster emotional, social, and educational adjust-
ment. Positive peer relationships have been shown to protect children during
times of family crisis. Being part of at least one best friendship may also
improve children’s adjustment. As children enter adolescence, these friend-
ships may carry even more weight, as teens shift from being dependent on
their immediate environment (the parents) to relating more to their peers.
Society plays major roles in affecting adolescents self-identity, self-image, and
self-evaluation (Steinberg, 2007).

Social support encompasses personal, social, and familial relationships
(Sarason & Sarason, 1990). In the course of adolescence, relations with
peers become a more central source of social support, and perceived support
from parents either remains constant or decreases. Research has identi-
fied four kinds of social support: informative, instrumental, emotional, and
companionship (House, 1981). The need for relatedness (the emotional and
companionship aspects of support) refers to the need to feel significant,
connected to, and cared for by important others rather than isolated or
disconnected from others (Milyavskaya & Koestner, 2011). During recent
decades, social support has been identified as one of the most crucial factors
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helping human beings cope, overcome difficulties, and enable a healthy
lifestyle (Keyes, 2006, 2013; Keyes & Semoes, Simoes 2012).

In all our studies, we have found that children and adolescents presented
higher levels of wellbeing and a greater ability to flourish—even when
exposed to terror, war, and aggression—when they had either family support
or peer support (Orkibi & Ronen, 2015; Ronen et al., 2014). We can there-
fore conclude that children and adolescents can be resilient once they acquire
the basic needed skills and live in a protective supportive environment of
family and peers. Parents and communities can help enable children and
adolescents to become resilient, which is important because professionals, on
the one hand, can train children to enhance their social skills for obtaining
support from others and, on the other hand, can train parents and families to
increase children’s strengths, focus on those strengths, and help them express
positive affect on the path towards greater resilience.

The Role of Schools in Developing Resilience

A major focus of research into resilience has investigated close figures in
the child’s and adolescent’s extrafamilial environment as influencing young
people’s coping ability. Beyond examining individual developmental path-
ways of vulnerable children and youth and their family resources as discussed
previously, these studies have explored the health-enhancing capacities of the
community and, especially, of the school system. Thus, protective factors
at the community level may include peer relationships, non-family-member
relationships, non-family-member social support, and religion, among others
(Keyes, 2006; Gavriel-Fried & Ronen, 2016; Orkibi, Hamama, Gabriel-
Fried, & Ronen, 2018).

There is broad agreement among educators, policymakers, and the public
that schools are the child’s main life setting and has an important role
to play in raising healthy children, by not only fostering their cognitive
development but also their social and emotional development (Durlak,
Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Wehmeyer & Shogren,
2017). Considering the amount of time the average child spends at school
during their lifetime, the influence of schools should never be underesti-
mated (e.g., Howard & Walton, 2015). Schools provide environments for
children with opportunities for positive peer interactions, significant relation-
ships with adults other than their parents/caregivers, and promotion of social
and emotional learning (Graham, Phelps, Maddisson, & Fitzgerald, 2011;
Howard & Walton, 2015). Many schools have well-developed programs
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aimed at building resilience that are implemented across the board by teachers
(Nolan, Taket, & Stagnitti, 2014). Educators can choose to enhance, or add
to, these programs for the benefit of their students, employing various explicit
or implicit strategies in doing so.

Students’ self-control skills are linked directly to their resiliency and well-
being at school and may also be mediated through students’ perceived
satisfaction of their basic psychological needs; hence, attaining basic needs at
school is a key feature determining wellbeing (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Ryan
and Deci (2000) posited that the satisfaction of students’ basic needs for
autonomy, relatedness, and competence is crucial for students’ motivation,
optimal development, effective functioning, and good health (Milyavskaya
& Koestner, 2011). At school, subjective wellbeing consists of school satis-
faction and the experience of more frequent positive emotions than negative
emotions in school, as well as feeling confident, protected, a sense of trust,
and autonomy—which enables students” development of self-determination
(Wehmeyer & Shogren, 2017).

In the United States, students who were higher on school satisfaction also
scored significantly higher on measures of general life satisfaction, hope, and
internal locus of control. Good teacher—student relationships and perceived
peer social support are the basic components needed to achieve resiliency
and wellbeing (Jiang, Huebner, & Siddall, 2013) as well as better in-school
behaviour (Suldo, Bateman, & Gelley, 2014). School satisfaction was posi-
tively linked with positive emotions in school and negatively linked with
negative emotions in school (e.g., Long, Huebner, Wedell, & Hills, 2012).
Perceived goal mastery and teacher and peer support were significantly linked
to school engagement and hope, whereas perceived autonomy was also linked
to academic achievement in middle and high school students in the United
States (Van Ryzin, 2011). In an extensive line of studies with Chinese
adolescent students, wellbeing in school was generally significantly linked
to perceived social support, scholastic competence, and social acceptance,
and predicted students’ sense of school belonging and students’ wellbeing in
school (Liu, Tian, Huebner, Zheng, & Li, 2015; Tian, Chen, & Huebner,
2014).

The field of positive psychology strives to understand the strengths within
individuals, families, and even communities, and what they need to flourish.
It is therefore natural to place emphasis on positive education to develop the
art of ‘bouncing back—the ability to spring back from negative events to
live a high-quality life (Angelkovski, 2016). An important purpose of educa-
tional institutions is to equip students with the essential life skills required to
become competent members of society after they complete their school years
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(White & Waters 2015). One of those vital capabilities is developing the
capacity to be resilient. From an education perspective, children and adoles-
cence should understand that things do not always go according to plan,
and that remaining positive in these instances can help to ensure the best
possible outcome (Angelkovski, 2016). In line with this view, we reasoned
that because self-control skills are goal-directed skills that help people regu-
late their emotions, they will lead to greater self-determination in terms of
helping students experience a greater sense of autonomy, volition, and self-
endorsement of their behaviour in school as well as a sense of relatedness,
belonging, and genuine connection with teachers and peers, and a sense of
competence by enabling them to effectively interact with their school envi-
ronment and maximize opportunities to express or develop their capabilities

and strengths (Orkibi & Ronen, 2017).

Resilience-Promoting Projects

Many projects have developed over the last decade to impart resilience skills
to children and adolescents. Their shared components entail interactive iden-
tification of protective factors, free play, behavioural methods, rehearsal,
training in relaxation and self-control techniques, practice in generalizing
the acquired skills, active parent involvement, and harnessing of teachers’
strengths (Alvord & Grados, 2005; Lavy, 2019).

In three large-scale national projects adopted by the Israeli government,
our research and intervention team has targeted children and adolescents to
impart self-control skills for decreasing behavioural disorders, increasing posi-
tive affect, and enhancing resilience. Each of the three projects started as a
university-based controlled trial, implemented by university students to chil-
dren and adolescents. As research outcomes supported these interventions’
efficacy, we started training teachers and educators in the field to apply these
resilience-promoting projects as part of their regular school curricula while
initially receiving supervision from us. Today, schools all over Israel now apply
these projects independently.

The first project, initially called Be Strong (Ronen, 1994), offered children
and adolescents a weekly course (adapted to age level) that focused on ‘how to
become strong’. Participants first learned about strong people in the history
of the world and in their country. They identified the characteristics and
strengths that helped these people. Second, participants learned about human
beings in general, while focusing on the links between thoughts, emotions,
and behaviours in order to understand how people process experiences and



360 T. Ronen

function. In the third phase, participants observed and charted their own
behaviours, trying to understand antecedents of those behaviours, the way
they process information, and the links between their behaviours and their
environment’s responses. They learned self-control skills and practiced them
both at school and after school. In the last phase, each participant was asked
to set a goal for change and to implement it using the material they had
learned. The course was taught using the scientific method, where partici-
pants had to raise hypotheses about their own behaviours and find ways to
observe and try to support those hypotheses.

Evaluation of the initial university-based program demonstrated that
participating children and adolescents were able to change their behaviour,
apply self-control skills, reduce behaviour problems such as disobedience or
aggression, and improve prosocial goals such as increasing their social skills
or number of friends. Higher self-control skills were found among those who
participated in the program in comparison to classmates who were on the
waiting list to begin the program.

This program was also adapted to small groups of high-risk aggressive
young people, who studied their own aggressive patterns and thus learned
to change their hostile thoughts and negative affect and to express more posi-
tive affect. This program targeting at-risk youth, called Empowering Children
and Adolescents, is applied nationwide by the Israeli Ministry of Educa-
tion. A controlled study assessing participating children/adolescents and their
parents and teachers demonstrated substantial increases in self-control skills,
prosocial behaviour, and school achievements alongside decreases in aggres-
sive behaviour, showing significantly better outcomes compared to waitlisted
students (Ronen & Rosenbaum, 2010).

Next, we were interested in learning if effective intervention requires
explicit verbal training or if children and adolescents could boost their self-
control skills and resilience by engaging consistently in structured activities
that they enjoy, such as sports or music. In our Through Sports interven-
tion, students who were assessed by their teachers as aggressive were offered
the opportunity to join an extracurricular afterschool program involving six
hours of sports each week, which integrated challenging and competitive
athletic activities. The physical education teachers or coaches oversaw the
program, and our only request was for them to give students feedback on
their participation and to help students set goals each time for the next sports
practice. Our controlled study of the program’s effectiveness demonstrated
two different paths for reducing aggression among the student participants:
One way was to reduce hostile thoughts and angry feelings, and the other way
was to promote positive thinking and positive affect. Compared to peers who
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did not participate in the sports program, participants revealed significantly
higher levels of self-control skills, positive affect, and happiness (Shachar,
Ronen-Rosenbaum, Rosenbaum, Orkibi, & Hamama, 2016).

In another extracurricular program, Sulamot: Music for Social Change, we
targeted the same goals via music. Together with the Israeli Philharmonic, we
established children’s orchestras in boarding schools and institutions for chil-
dren at risk, teaching all students to play an instrument and participate in
the school’s orchestra. Empirical studies showed that even those children who
were hyperactive, who were diagnosed with attention deficit disorders, who
had been sexually or physically abused, or who had not successfully learned
to read and write were able to learn musical notation, instrument playing,
and skills of coordinating with peers in the orchestra. These studies (master’s
theses and doctoral dissertations available only in Hebrew) demonstrated that
playing music regularly in such high-status orchestras enabled children to
reduce aggression, increase self-control and happiness, and become similar
to children who were not assessed as high-risk.

Conclusion

The concept of resilience has been proposed as an answer to help young
children and adolescents cope with exposure to change, crisis, and trauma—
whether in low-risk or high-risk populations. Over recent years, it has become
apparent that every human being faces difficulties in life, even young people
in childhood and adolescence, and that trauma is not a direct outcome of
an event but rather the way one deals with it. It is therefore necessary for
all those involved in caring for, raising, and teaching young persons to work
towards resilience as a developmental resource or set of natural coping skills
for each individual child, in order to increase wellbeing and happiness and to
better cope with the challenges, fluctuations, and adversities encountered in
life.

Thus, the facilitation of children’s and adolescents’ resilience must be a
shared undertaking by parents, extended family, schools, and the commu-
nity—to impart them with those skills and to set up optimally protective
environmental conditions. In addition to nurturing children and ensuring
that their basic needs are met for food, sleep, and warmth, the adults in
their lives should foster trust, confidence, the ability for healthy relation-
ships, joyful and satisfying experiences, and self-acceptance. Children and
adolescents who attain these crucial skills will be more resilient to deal with
whatever they encounter in their lives.
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Taking this approach one step further by describing resilience as a quality
of the broader societal environment as much as of the individual and
his/her closer circles, policymakers may do well to pay ‘careful attention...
to the structural deficiencies in our society and to the social policies that
families need in order to become stronger, more competent, and better
functioning in adverse situations’ (Seccombe, 2002, p. 385). This view of
resilience that integrates multilevel factors related to individual dispositions,
family resources, community opportunities, and social policy offers hope for
improving resilience in significant ways, thereby ‘changing the odds’, espe-
cially for at-risk children, rather than expecting individual-level change alone

to ‘beat the odds’ (p. 385).
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