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Abstract

An increased interest in youth development has shined the spotlight on the wellbeing,
academic thriving and mental health of children and young people. With a
rejuvenated interest in positive youth development and a plethora of research over the
past few decades we are beginning to appreciate some of the complexities of learning
and development across the years one spends at school. Alongside this trend the rise
of positive psychology is changing our conception of youth, education and
development. The ground swell of support for a new era of child centric teaching
practices dedicated to student wellbeing enhancement has come from not only
researchers and psychologists, but also schools and governments themselves who are
showing an increased appetite for integrating positive psychology based programs
into the learning curriculum. However while researchers are beginning to express
cautious optimism regarding the effectiveness of such interventions, a large disparity
exists between the initiatives being researched and those that are being taught in
classrooms. The logistical constraints relating to limited resources, overcrowded
curriculums, accessibility of information, teacher factors and quality training all play
a role in shaping the effectiveness with which an intervention is implemented. This
article reflects on the development of positive psychology school-based programs
within the modern context and offers insights into how these initiatives can be
enhanced to reach a wider demographic of youths and be translated more effectively

into classrooms.

A note about gender used in this article — we have opted for the male pronoun to

include both males and females.



Positive psychology school-based interventions: a reflection on what has been

achieved so far and the work yet to be done.

The current educational context

The 21% Century has bought with it new pedagogies and teaching practices
and the age of inclusive education has led to increased differentiation and learning
support within classrooms (Boyle & Topping, 2012). As the world’s population
swells there is growing pressure on schools to support a rising number of students.
This has led to increases in class size (Berliner & Glass, 2014). However what would
undoubtedly strike most of us about the changing face of education is the new role
played by technology. With the rise of the Internet and the birth of the digital age,
schools are increasingly integrating technology into classrooms to support teaching
practices and provide students with a new set of skills now required of the modern
workforce. Smart boards, laptops and tablets are changing the way students engage
with their learning, while online software and internet platforms give students

unlimited learning opportunities at their finger tips (Stevenson, 2013).

Among the vastness of educational reforms one element has remained the
same across generations - the goal of schools to equip students with the necessary
academic skills for success. As a matter of fact it seems that we as a society have
become even more invested in this goal. This was most poignantly seen when the
USA passed the ground-breaking No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (Rudalevige,
2003) in a move to establish a high set of learning standards and measurable academic
goals for all students. The rippling effects of this educational reformation have been
felt across the globe. Schools are now not only being expected to provide a high

standard of education, but to show that each student is learning and retaining these



skills as well, heralding in the era of high-stakes testing. School students are
increasingly being asked to sit exams designed to assess students’ and schools’ ability
to meet educational standards both nationally and internationally (Connolly,
Klenowski, & Wyatt-Smith, 2012). While there are definite benefits to such
assessments, they are also fraught with unintentional negative implications. For one,
such testing has been accused of distorting the priorities of schools (Hursh, 2008;
Popham, 2001; Powers, Bowen, & Bowen, 2010), as schools that are ranked and
compared by test results, such as PISA, may shift their gaze towards improving
student test performance at the expense of other important skills. Some have also
questioned the impact that examination pressure may have on young students who
may not have developed the skills to manage high levels of stress (Cefai & Cavioni,

2015; Polesel, Dulfer, & Turnbull, 2012).

As a final note on the changing face of education, consider that students of
today are spending more time at school than ever before. An increased emphasis on
education and qualifications has meant that more students are finishing high school
and moving on to tertiary education. The Grattan Institutes 2014/15 analysis of the
Australian tertiary education system reported rapid growth in student enrolments over
the last 30 years (Norton & Cherastidtham, 2014). With almost one million
Australians enrolled in tertiary studies at higher education institutes, the proportion of
young people currently studying is more than double that of the 1980s. However not

all of societies progress has been in a positive direction.

Almost everything is better now than it was 50 years ago....there is more education,
more music, and more women’s rights, less racism, less pollution, fewer tyrants, more
entertainment, more books, and fewer soldiers dying on the battlefield. Everything is

better, that is, everything except human morale. Depression and anxiety are rampant,



and average individual and average national happiness ... has not remotely kept up
with improvements in the world (Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins,

2009, p. 294).

It seems the greatest paradox of our time is the seemingly inverse relationship
between social progress and mental health. Despite the reforms in education and
schooling, children and young people are also showing increased psychological
distress and mental illness (Oades, Robinson, & Green, 2011; Woods & Pooley,
2015). The Australian Government’s 2015 report into the mental health of children
and adolescents revealed 13.6% of individuals aged 4 — 11 years were affected by
mental illness within any 12 month period, with anxiety disorder and ADHD being
the most common. In older individuals, aged 12 — 17 years, the prevalence rises to
14.4%, with a noted increase in incidence of major depressive disorder (Lawrence et
al., 2015). Many feel that modern society has in fact resulted in children and youths
being faced with more stressors than ever before (Bothe, Grignon, & Olness, 2014;

Powers et al., 2010).

In 2015 the Australian Broadcasting Corporation surveyed 20,000 youths aged
6 — 16 to find out how much children worry (Blumer, 2015). Results showed that 62%
of youths worry at least sometimes, with 20% reportedly worrying most of the time or
always. The report also revealed that worries typically increase as one gets older, with

38% of youths aged 16 years reporting a high level of overall worry.

While the statistics and research is warning of a mental health epidemic across
the developed world, at the same time people of today are increasingly infatuated with
the pursuit of happiness. Whitley, Huebner, Hills, and Valois (2012) wrote that our

obsession with happiness is evident from the thousands of self-help books, DVDs,



workshops, and life coaches now available to consumers. A search of the online UK
bookstore amazon.co.uk produced 20,854 self-help books about happiness (search
made on 10.01.2016). Parents have not been immune to the happiness craze. Diener
and Lucas (2004) asked over ten thousand adults from 48 countries across six
continents about the hopes for their children. Their research found that across the
globe adults consistently desired a high level of happiness for their children. With the
increased attention being placed on happiness, Lyubomirsky (2007) claims that
happiness is being lifted from the class of ‘fad’ to being considered a ‘serious,
legitimate and worthy aim’ (p.2). He is not the only one who sees the worth in the
happiness concept; with happiness being defined as both a positive catalyst for
personal improvement and a positive outcome in itself (Kirkpatrick, 2015; Mulnix &

Mulnix, 2015).

With the roots of adult happiness said to form in childhood (Seligman,
Reivich, Jaycox, Gillham, & Kidman, 1995) ‘wellbeing’ is becoming a 215 Century
buzzword now part of the everyday vernacular within educational circles. It is
nowadays the aim of most modern schools to build resilience and maximize wellbeing
among students. While some simplistically equate the term wellbeing with happiness
not everyone supports this one-dimensional view. Dodge, Daly, Huyton, and Sanders
(2012) dedicated their article to debating ‘The challenge of defining wellbeing’,
concluding, ‘Wellbeing is when individuals have the psychological, social and
physical resources they need to meet a particular psychological, social and/or physical
challenge’ (p. 230). Such a definition of wellbeing shifts the axis toward how well an
individual functions not just how happy they are (Richards & Huppert, 2011). By

doing so wellbeing can be more successfully measured and meaningfully



operationalized, especially when it comes to fostering wellbeing, or optimal

functioning, in children and young people.

Clearly educating students of today is markedly distinct from the classrooms
of yesterday. With the change in practices, technologies, policies and trends it is
important that our education system is flexible to meet the learning needs and
challenges of tomorrows students. Society is currently left looking for ways to support
the needs of a generation of youths experiencing increased stress and mental illness,
meet societies demands for optimal happiness and instil youths with tools needed for
success. We are now more than ever before looking to researchers in the fields of
education and psychology to better understand the correlates of learning, thriving and
positive developmental trajectories (Boonen, Pinxten, Van Damme, & Onghena,

2013; De Castella, Byrne, & Covington, 2013; Yeung, Craven, & Kaur, 2014).

The complexities of learning and development during preadolescence

Students in elementary school, high school, and university...are required to apply
themselves over a sustained period of time to develop their academic skills, engage
with key performance demands, negotiate the rigors of competition, deal with setback
and adversity, cope with possible self-doubt and uncertainty, and develop
psychological and behavioural skills to effectively manage the ups and downs of the

ordinary course of academic life (Martin, 2009, pp. 794-795).

The time one spends in school is a crucial phase, shaping the adult that one
eventually becomes and setting the foundations on which one’s life is built. How
young people learn and develop across this period is both fascination and complex. A
multitude of interrelated factors influence each child’s developmental course and

academic growth (Bronfenbrenner & Bronfenbrenner, 2009; Martin, Nejad, Colmar,



& Liem, 2013; Weiner, 2010). The schools that one attends, the teachers one has, the
level of support one receives from parents, the wider community in which one grows
and one’s own internal abilities, attitudes and aspirations all play a main role. Within
this larger picture the separate stages of development and learning bring with them
unique sets of challenges. While there are distinct features that resonate across the
span of an individual’s schooling, this article focuses primarily on characteristics of

learning specific to preadolescence.

Preadolescence in Australia marks the time in which youths are coming to the
end of their primary school education and moving into the early years of high school.
By this stage young people already have experiences of formal education. These early
educational and life experiences come to form the basis on which preadolescents
build their self-perceptions. Research shows that students who have had a negative
experience of learning due to repeated failure or disappointment have significantly
lower self-perceptions compared to their more successful classmates (Au, Watkins, &
Hattie, 2010; Weiner, 2010). It is widely recognized that students who have
experienced learning difficulties are at a higher risk of developing negative self-
perceptions during this stage (Au et al., 2010; Nufiez et al., 2005). What is equally
influential is the relative nature of success. We are increasingly understanding how
social comparison, as opposed to pure achievement, defines accomplishments. The
little fish big pond effect shows that even academically strong students can perceive
themselves to be failing in a high achieving environment (Bakadorova & Raufelder,
2014; Fisher, 2014; Pinxten et al., 2015). A student compares himself to his
classmates, siblings and friends when deciding on his own worth and often feels
disappointed if he does not meet their level of success. Marsh et al. (2015) research

found the negative effects of class comparison to be present in both 4™ and 8" graders



across schools in 13 countries. By the time a student reaches adolescents, therefore,
his complex history of success and failure experiences has already played a key role

in forming his self-identity and perception of himself as a learner (Weiner, 2010).

Preadolescence is also marked by a shift in the style of educational instruction
and the learning demands placed on students. During this time learning material
becomes more complex and study becomes increasingly self-guided. With increased
workloads and a new emphasis on independent study students need to develop healthy

study behaviors and self-regulatory skills (Boiché & Stephan, 2014).

While research shows that psychological factors influence learning from an
early age (Fyrstén, Nurmi, & Lyytinen, 2006) , it can be argued that these factors start
to have their greatest impact during this preadolescent period. Let’s take for example
motivation. It is widely accepted that a student will learn best when he is motivated to
do so (Boiché & Stephan, 2014; Richardson, Abraham, & Bond, 2012). Much of the
sticker charts, principal awards and achievement certificates awarded to students
throughout primary school are a way of motivating those students to learn. However
as students get older they are required to be intrinsically motivated, to want to learn
for learning sake. This is important as motivation has been linked to how engaged a
student is in the learning process, how much effort he will exert, the time he spends
on a task and how likely he is to persist in the face of difficulty (Boiché & Stephan,
2014; De Castella et al., 2013; Richardson et al., 2012). A student’s ability to
maintain motivation during preadolescence and into higher-level education is

therefore an important factors shaping ones future success.

Lastly, preadolescence is a time of physical, social and emotional change. It is

a time where individuals start becoming increasingly independent. A time when the



main influence in a young person’s life shifts from his parents to his peers (Ohl, Fox,
& Mitchell, 2013). Each individual is aware of the changes and challenges that
accompany adolescence because we all experienced them first hand. Schonert-Reichl
et al. (2015) believes that the thinking patterns one forms in preadolescence solidifies
as one moves into adolescence and becomes harder to change as that person grows
older. Evidence also shows that school disengagement and mental health issues spike
in adolescence (Bakadorova & Raufelder, 2014; Horn, Possel, & Hautzinger, 2011;
Madden, Green, & Grant, 2011). Preadolescence may therefore be a crucial time in
which an individual’s learning and developmental path is being paved. As such a
better understanding of this developmental stage will be important when

endeavouring to induce positive growth in lifelong wellbeing and functioning.

The first steps to fostering student wellbeing

When researchers discuss fostering increased youth wellbeing their discourse
typically falls into two distinct categories: bolstering academic success or reducing
mental illness. Both of these areas are of importance to the experience of youths.
Before a researcher can begin fostering increased wellbeing, he must first understand
the psychological and behavioural correlates related to learning and healthy
development, as these hold the key to designing an effective psychology-based

intervention.

The last 50 years has seen an influx of research looking to understand the
factors that optimize learning and increase academic achievement. It is now widely
accepted that over and above a student’s underlying cognitive ability, emotional and
psychological characteristics play a defining role in shaping academic outcomes

(Bandura, 1978; Martin, 2007; Weiner, 1979). Of all the academic correlates studied



self-perceptions have arguably received the most attention, and for obvious reason.
When making the decision to learn, to dedicate considerable time and effort to a task
that may or may not be intrinsically enjoyable, a student is faced with answering one
poignant question, ‘do I have the ability to achieve this goal?’ A student who answers
yes to this question is more likely to work hard and achieve highly (Bakadorova &
Raufelder, 2014; Pinxten, Marsh, De Fraine, Van Den Noortgate, & Van Damme,
2014). Alternatively a student who does not believe he has the abilities needed to
succeed is more likely to disengage from the learning activity and experience more
academic challenges (De Castella et al., 2013; Schwinger, Wirthwein, Lemmer, &
Steinmayr, 2014). Studies have overwhelmingly supported this notion finding a
strong positive correlation between favourable self-perceptions and academic success
(Arens, Yeung, Craven, & Hasselhorn, 2011; Banks & Woolfson, 2008; Bodkin-
Andrews, O'Rourke, & Craven, 2010; Marques, Pais-Ribeiro, & Lopez, 2011; Pinxten
et al., 2014; Yeung et al., 2014). Clearly believing that you are capable helps you take
the first curial steps on the way to success, it is however not the only step one has to
take. There now exists a large body of work dedicated to identifying the ideal factors
linked to healthy learning. High academic success has been linked to students who are
highly motivated (De Castella et al., 2013; Yeung et al., 2014), set positive goals (Yu
& Martin, 2014); hold optimistic future expectations (Boonen et al., 2013; Fyrstén et
al., 2006; Marques et al., 2011); use healthy reasons to explain events (Chodkiewicz
& Boyle, 2015; Chodkiewicz & Boyle, 2014); have the ability to self-regulate
(Boiché & Stephan, 2014; Drake, Belsky, & Fearon, 2014); and are adaptable to new

learning situations (Martin et al., 2013).

As in the area of learning, researchers studying mental health have been

looking to better understand the psychological and emotional factors that play a role



in the development of disorders. Identified correlates include self-regulation (Baker et
al., 2012; Holen, Lervag, Waaktaar, & Ystgaard, 2012; Zimmerman, Phelps, &
Lerner, 2008), self-perceptions and life satisfaction (Marques et al., 2011),
explanation styles and expectations for the future (Au, Watkins, Hattie, & Alexander,
2009; Seligman, Schulman, & Tryon, 2007) as well as maladaptive thinking patterns
(Punaméki, Paavonen, Toikka, & Solantaus, 2013) and positive emotions (Richards &
Huppert, 2011). If any of these seem familiar, that is because (not surprising) many of
the factors positively correlated with optimal learning are also important for healthy
mental development. A lack of- or maladaptive profile on- these elements increases

the risk of a young person developing a mental illness.

There is optimism in the research field regarding the malleability of many of
these constructs, with the belief that mental illness in young people can be prevented
and youth functioning along with academic achievement can be improved (Punaméki
et al., 2013). Martin Seligman has been leading the charge in preventative youth
programs aimed at reducing young peoples’ risk of developing depression and
anxiety, with promising results (Seligman, 2002; Seligman et al., 2009; Seligman et
al., 2007). Seligman’s work has shown that if we can change thinking at a young age
we can also change the trajectory of youth mental health. The evidence highlights the
need for youth support in: developing positive self-perceptions and adaptive thinking
styles; learning to set constructive goal and make healthy future predictions; and build
skills to help manage emotions and cope with difficulty (Madden et al., 2011; Pinxten
et al., 2014; Weiner, 2010; Yu & Martin, 2014). Such a program of youth support
have developed within the field of positive psychology and promise to enhance
student learning, preventatively tackle the issue of youth mental disorder and arm the

next generation with life skills to help them flourish.



What does positive psychology have to offer schools?

Growing recognition of the need for youth program has arisen alongside the
rise of positive psychology. This is by no means a coincidence as positive psychology
personalities, such as Martin Seligman, have been instrumental in promoting and

developing youth support programs. So what is positive psychology?

To answer this question we first need to take a look back at the history of
psychology to uncover the antecedent of the positive psychology movement. In his
paper ‘Positive psychology, positive prevention and positive therapy’ Seligman
(2002) recounts that the last 100 years has seen marked change in the field of
psychology. Seligman writes that before the 1930s the field of psychology was driven
by three central desires: to cure mental illness; to improve productivity and life
fulfilment; and nurture talent. Following WWII the model of psychological practice
transformed to take on the scientific medical model familiar to mental health
practitioners today. In doing so the focus of psychology became restrictive,
concentrating almost exclusively on mental illness and pathology (Seligman, 2002;
Vella-Brodrick, 2011). In 1954 Maslow eloquently encapsulated the shift in

psychology of his time,

The science of psychology has been far more successful on the negative than on the
positive side. It has revealed to us much about man’s shortcomings, his illness, his sins,
but little about his potentialities, his virtues, his achievable aspirations, or his full
psychological height. It is as if psychology has voluntarily restricted itself to only half

its rightful jurisdiction, and that, the darker, meaner half.

(Maslow, 1954, p. 354)



One of the central criticisms of psychology at the time was that the research
and theories failed to acknowledge a large and significant part of people’s lives, that
of positive emotions and functioning (Lewis, Huebner, Reschly, & Valois, 2009).
Additionally, in the midst of this period child and adolescent psychology as a
discipline was far from the minds of most in the field. In 1977 Lipsitz wrote a review
claiming youths were simply forgotten, reasoning that a failure to promote mental
health and positive development among young people resulted from a pervasive

acceptance of the inevitability of youth difficulties.

The end of the 20" Century, however, marked a change in the breeze.
Seligman’s inaugural speech as the president of the American Psychological
Association in 1998 can be viewed as marking the birth of positive psychology
(Vella-Brodrick, 2011). Seligman proposed a new form of psychology to swing the
pendulum back in the positive direction by building ‘what is right’ not just fixing
‘what is wrong’. Seligman proclaimed positive psychology as the study and
proliferation of characteristics such as: wellbeing, satisfaction, joy, happiness,
optimism, hope and faith, positive personal traits, perseverance, interpersonal skills,
nurturance and tolerance (Fowler, Seligman, & Koocher, 1999). While the
fundamental concepts underlying positive psychology were not in themselves new in
1998, Seligman’s speech was instrumental in rejuvenating the ideas and inspiring

twenty years of new theory and innovation (Vella-Brodrick, 2011).

Positive psychology quickly gained a strong following within the
psychological community and strong interest from the general public (Vella-Brodrick,
2011). People were inspired by the emphasis on positive emotions and flourishing,

along with the idea that every individual is born with personal strengths and



potentialities. Such thinking gave birth to a flourish of research investigating
happiness and wellbeing along with theories mapping the positive correlates of
healthy development, such as the 5 C’s model (competence, confidence, character,
connection and caring; Lerner, von Eye, Lerner, Lewin-Bizan, & Bowers, 2010). The
Character Strengths and Virtues (CSV) handbook (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) was
also designed to provide a descriptive manual of positive human characteristics in
stark contrast to the existing manual of pathology, the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorder (DSMS5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The
proponents of positive psychology were also instrumental in advocating for a
preventative model, where individual strengths are supported and adaptive skills are
taught to promote healthy and positive development (Seligman, 2002; Seligman,
Railton, Baumeister, & Sripada, 2013; Terjesen, Jacofsky, Froh, & Digiuseppe,
2004). Many saw the value in giving individuals’ skills to deal with problems before
they arise instead of trying to fix things after they are broken, leading to a growing
industry of preventative programs and interventions (Owens & Patterson, 2013;

Seligman et al., 2007; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009).

Positive psychology has however not been without its’ critics. The field has
been accused of focusing too singularly on happiness. One cannot always be happy,
rather happiness is an emotion that is by nature a relatively short-lived reaction to life
events (Lundqvist & Kenttéd, 2010). The simple promotion of the positive has been
questioned by findings that suggest promoting the good does not simply reduce the
bad (Lerner et al., 2010), but rather positive and negative emotions are fundamentally
different in nature (Coffey, Warren, & Gottfried, 2014; Lundqvist & Kentti, 2010).
Lazarus (2003) in his scathing review ‘Does the positive psychology movement have

legs?’ criticized the simplistic practice of categorizing emotions into bipolar valence



labels, positive and negative, claiming that such a practice is ‘unwise and regressive’
(p. 99). Lazarus (2003) rather states that every emotion can have a positive or
negative valence shaped by the context and situation in which it occurs. Debate has
also surrounded positive psychology’s manual of character strengths and virtues,
questioning who has the authority to define a set of virtues ascribed to be optimal
across the globe (Miller, 2008). Aside from problems associated with the authoritarian
nature of such a venture, the vastness of cultural and religious interpretations of
desired virtues makes the task of setting a globally applicable set of standards seem
naive at best (Sandage & Hill, 2001). Frawley (2015) reviewed two decades worth
critical responses to positive psychology, noting others’ assertions that positive
psychology is incoherent, fraught with measurement issues, lacking evidence to

support grandiose claims and simply ‘bad science’.

Supporters of positive psychology, on the other hand, have appealed for the
discipline to be seen as an umbrella under which theory and research are linked
through the shared pursuit of common goals. Vella-Brodrick (2011) defined these
goals as: fostering an optimal level of individual and collective wellbeing; equipping
individuals with the strengths and skills needed to face the challenges of everyday
life; and mitigating dysfunction through a preventative model. While one can reflect
on the potential shortcomings of the positive psychology movement and hope for
maturation in the field, one cannot deny the swell of mass support the movement has
attracted and the glaring fact that positive psychology is here to stay. The time is ripe
to infuse positive psychology ideas and techniques into current practice, no place
more so than in schools where positive psychology has been pushing for the
promotion of optimal functioning and improved quality of life for the next generation

(Huebner & Kimberly, 2011).



How is the implementation of positive psychology initiatives working in schools?

The turn of the 21%* Century was crucial in shaping the course of future
educational policies. The changing view of youth that came with the rise of positive
psychology, the increased awareness of the psychological and emotional correlates of
learning and the move towards a preventative model of mental health spurred the
wheels of change into motion (Miller, Short, Garland, & Clark, 2010). Discussion
turned towards a more holistic view of students and education, with many advocating
for educators to go beyond simply teaching academics to supporting the development
of the whole child (Oades et al., 2011; Waters, 2011). Ever increasingly schools are
being urged to take on a larger role in the support of student mental health and the
nurturing of social, emotional and psychological skills. Schools have been asked to
transform their curriculums and teaching practices to increase students wellbeing and
happiness (Lewis, Huebner, Malone, & Valois, 2011), foster optimal youth
functioning (Earhart et al., 2009), teach social skills (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2015),
support student self-image, equip students with higher level cognitive skills (Waters,

2011) and tackle the issue of youth mental health (Seligman et al., 2007).

It is not just the fields of academia that has been calling for an increased role
of schools in supporting positive youth mental health, a shift in rhetoric and
government policies towards education is also being seen (Askell-Williams, Dix,
Lawson, & Slee, 2013; Cheney, Schldsser, Nash, & Glover, 2014). The United
Kingdom have established the Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL)
program (Hallam, 2009) while the United-States have initiated the Collaborative for
Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). In Australia

similar policy changes are being seen. The Council of Australian Governments



(Council of Australian Governments, 2013) pledged extra support for youth mental
health programs in schools and outlined a number of initiatives being made around
the country to better support youth development and reduce mental illness. One such
initiative includes the Department of Educations (Department of Education NSW,
2015) “wellbeing for school’ released in 2015. In light of such progress Cefai and
Cavioni (2015) postulate that mental health promotion in schools is becoming a

permanent fixture of our education system.

As a result over the past two decades schools have been increasingly
incorporating positive psychology ideas into the classroom (Madden et al., 2011;
Nielsen et al., 2015). First, let’s take a moment to consider why schools are at the
centre of these discussions. The research community is unanimous - school is the
ideal location for positive psychology interventions supporting the development of
youths (Askell-Williams et al., 2013; Bothe et al., 2014; Cefai & Cavioni, 2015;
Cheney et al., 2014; Mychailyszyn, Brodman, Read, & Kendall, 2012; Nielsen et al.,
2015). For one a large proportion of a young person’s waking hours are spent at
school (Neil & Christensen, 2009; Seligman et al., 2009). Consequently schools offer
an ideal platform to reach the widest possible population of youths (Bothe et al.,
2014; Cheney et al., 2014; Nielsen et al., 2015). Integrating positive psychology

programs into schools is also cost effective (Baker - Henningham & Walker, 2009;

Bothe et al., 2014), as existing resources and personnel can be utilized to reduce
additional costs associated with running new initiatives. Research is also showing the
monetary advantages of school-based prevention, finding that the cost of running
preventative programs is much cheaper than the subsequent costs associated with later
mental health care. Cheney et al. (2014) reported that it is ten times more expensive to

support the needs of a child experiencing mental health or behavioural difficulties



than one that is not. It is also important to note that youths affected by mental illness
are not always receiving the support they need and many who are engaged in a
treatment may terminate this support prematurely (Cheney et al., 2014; Neil &
Christensen, 2009). School-based interventions offer the chance to provide help and
support to a wider scope of students in need by breaking down the financial, practical
and cultural barriers associated with external mental health services (Casserly, 2013;
Miller et al., 2010). School is the place where a student experiences many of the ups
and downs of life. Having these interventions implemented within the school context
allows an intervention to meet students where they are (Owens & Murphy, 2004) and
model the techniques in a setting where students need them the most (Miller et al.,
2010; Seligman et al., 2009). Lastly schools are a place of learning. Students are
accustomed to learning new skills and techniques in schools making them potentially
more open and ready to engage in interventions (Cheney et al., 2014; Neil &

Christensen, 2009).

Positive psychology school-based interventions, while diverse and varied, are
united by a shared goal to improve the developmental trajectory of young people and
prevent future difficulties by teaching skills to encourage positive self-perceptions,
positive emotions and positive behaviours (Galassi & Akos, 2004; Kuperminc,
Thomason, DiMeo, & Broomfield-Massey, 2011). There has been strong support for
the implementation of these programs in schools. Cefai and Cavioni (2015) write such
initiatives are ‘leading to the formation of academically, socially and emotionally
literate young people who have the skills, abilities and emotional resilience necessary
to thrive in a challenging world’ (p. 54). Collins, Woolfson, and Durkin (2013)
postulate that, ‘school based interventions...have the potential to alleviate multiple

problems, as well as optimizing application of new skills learned as opportunities



arise in the day to day life of the school’ (p.86). Finally, Vella-Brodrick (2011, p. 12)
states that the aim of positive education is to ‘transforms schools into places where
assets such as empathy, optimism, creativity, self-efficacy and resilience are
identified, appreciated and cultivated’. What follows is a concise summary of only a
few of these school-based programs. This list is by no means exhaustive, given the

breadth and number of interventions currently available.

Collins et al. (2013) implemented an intervention using cognitive behavioural
therapy (CBT) techniques in the hope of improving students’ coping skills and
positive outcomes. In Scotland 182 students aged 9- to 10-years participated in ten
intervention sessions, which explored topics such as the link between thoughts and
emotions; positive self-statements; differentiating controllable and uncontrollable
problems; and developing coping tools. Sessions were run by either classroom
teachers or trained psychologists. By teaching problem solving strategies in a
structured group program Collins et al. (2013) were able to successfully reduce
anxiety among the students and increase the use of helpful coping skills. These
improvements were also maintained when reassessed 6-months following the

program.

Madden et al. (2011) piloted a strengths-based coaching program. The
intervention was rooted within a solution-focused framework and set out to raise
students’ self-awareness of their own character strengths, identify new ways to use
these personal resources and work through an adaptive cycle of self-regulation and
goal setting. The sample of students included 38 males aged 10- to 11-years from
Sydney, Australia. Each participating student attended eight group coaching sessions

running for approximately 45-minutes. While this was a small-scale pilot study, the



results were nevertheless promising, with participating students reporting increases in
levels of engagement and hope. These findings are however limited by the lack of a
comparison group and the failure to measure the maintenance of treatment effects

following the conclusion of the program.

The ‘Aussie optimism program’ was designed for students in the seventh
grade to encourage healthy thinking and social competencies (Roberts et al., 2010).
The intervention was divided into two separate segments. The first ten weeks of the
intervention were concentrated on educating students on thinking patterns and
teaching coping skills based on CBT techniques, with the second half dedicated to the
promotion of social skills. Following the program parents reported significantly lower
levels of internalizing, but not externalizing, behaviours and fewer students were
referred to external mental health services. However students themselves did not
report any significant improvements. Of further concern to the researchers was the
finding that improvements reported by parents were not maintain when measured
again 6 months following the intervention, suggesting the improvements may be short

lived (Roberts et al., 2010).

Taking a slightly different approach Horn and colleagues (2011) implemented
the ‘JES youth prevention program’ hoping to improve student cognitions, learning
behaviours and grades. The JES program taught adolescents about the links between
emotions, stress and the body. The intervention was conducted with students in Grade
8 attending ten sessions running for approximately 45 minutes each. Each session
included two-minutes of body warm-up exercises, comprising stretching and deep
breathing, followed by a 20 minute discussion on topics related to emotional

regulation and coping. The end of the sessions were reserved for students to spend on



expressive writing tasks. Small academic improvements were seen following the
program, however these were not maintained overtime. Notably students who
attended the program showed a significant decrease in the number of days absent

from school compared to students who did not participate in the sessions.

Finally, Owens and Patterson (2013) approached the task of supporting
students’ wellbeing in schools with a much more simplistic model. Everyday for a
week 62 students recruited from several after school care and summer day camp
programs were ask to spend time drawing. Students aged 5 — 11 years were divided
into three groups, one that drew pictures of something for which they were grateful,
another depicted one’s projected best possible selves, while their peers simply drew
something done that day. In spite of the simplistic nature of this intervention the
results were cautiously promising. Students who had spent the week imagining their
best possible self showed a boost in self-esteem as measured by the Perceived
Competence Scale for Children (Harter, 1982). No other measures of wellbeing (such
as life satisfaction or affect) showed improvements for these students, and no changes
at all were seen for the gratitude group. Owens and Patterson (2013) are not alone in
believing that the simple act of reflecting on the positive may have a lasting impact
(Froh, Kashdan, Ozimkowski, & Miller, 2009; Froh, Sefick, & Emmons, 2008; Suldo,
Savage, & Mercer, 2014), however like most of these interventions the effectiveness

of such an approach is yet to be definitively confirmed.

While positive psychology youth programs are often more varied than they are
similar, it is possible to see some parallel themes across the interventions. Firstly the
bulk of youth programs have been targeted at late childhood and early adolescence.

There are several reasons for this trend, one of which is the neural plasticity



associated with youth. Late childhood and early adolescence is seen as a time when
young brains are sufficiently developed to be able to effectively engage in the
cognitive demands of internal reflection and thought restructuring associated with
many of the psychology based programs (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2015). At the same
time these young students promise a level of malleability and willingness to change
not often seen in older populations when thinking patterns become increasingly
entrenched (Lerner et al., 2010). This period of development is also seen as a crucial
turning point before the decline in learning motivation and escalated risk of difficulty
seen in adolescence (Bakadorova & Raufelder, 2014; Madden et al., 2011). Programs
teaching adaptive skills may be instrumental in helping youths manoeuvre through the
treacherous adolescent years (Dubow, Huesmann, Boxer, Pulkkinen, & Kokko, 2006;

Horn et al., 2011; O’Connor et al., 2011).

Secondly, the majority of school-based interventions are short in nature,
typically running for between 6 — 10 sessions (Chodkiewicz & Boyle, 2015; Horn et
al., 2011; Lavasani, Sharifian, Naghizadeh, & Hematirad, 2012; Miller et al., 2010;
Ohl et al., 2013; Stice, Rohde, Gau, & Wade, 2010; Suldo et al., 2014). While some
have bucked the trend and run much longer youth programs (140 lessons - Beets et
al., 2008; 20 lessons - Roberts et al., 2010; 25 lessons - Seligman et al., 2009; 6
months - Toland & Boyle, 2008) such interventions are far from the norm. Rather
longer programs are often seen as time-consuming (Toland & Boyle, 2008) and
logistically impractical to fit in to an already full school curriculum (Chodkiewicz &

Boyle, 2014).

Finally, the majority of school-based interventions are firmly rooted within

either a single or duo theoretical framework. A popular trend has been to model youth



programs on the principals of CBT (Boyle, Topping, Jindal-Snape, & Norwich, 2011;
Collins et al., 2013; Stice et al., 2010; Woods & Pooley, 2015). Being one of the most
widely used contemporary therapeutic forms and shown to have positive effects on
youth mental health (Dawood, 2013; Reynolds, Wilson, Austin, & Hooper, 2012;
Spielmans, Pasek, & McFall, 2007), CBT is an obvious choice when designing
psychological programs in schools. Other approaches have included attribution
retraining (Chodkiewicz & Boyle, 2015; Dresel & Haugwitz, 2008); solution focused
therapy (Madden et al., 2011); strength based coaching (Seligman et al., 2009); and
mindfulness training (Huppert & Johnson, 2010; Nidich et al., 2011; Schonert-Reichl
et al., 2015). While some initiatives are taking a more comprehensive approach by
combining various positive psychology interventions, such as the Wellness-Promotion

Program (Suldo et al., 2014), such approaches remain few and far between.

The downside of interventions designed adhering to a singular theoretic
framework is that the pool of possible techniques and skills accessible to each student
are restricted. Furthermore such an approach reflects a naive assumption that positive
student development can be stimulated through a one size fits all intervention. Not
surprisingly youths do not all follow the same developmental trajectory, with each
individual holding his own set of strengths and facing a unique array of obstacles and
challenges. As such Zimmerman et al. (2008) implored that school-based programs
should be as rich and diverse as the student populations they are trying to inspire.
When designing the school-based programs of the future we need to start looking to
each other, to what has worked across the field, to develop diverse programs that do
not simply teach a single skill, but rather endow youths with a tool kit of techniques to

enrich and fortify their lives.



The few researchers who have attempted to collate findings across studies
have been cautiously optimistic that positive psychology school-based programs are
leading to improvements and helping students thrive. The largest of these meta-
analysis studies was a review by Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, and
Schellinger (2011) of 213 Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) programs within
schools. Durlak et al. (2011) concluded that SEL program did indeed enhance social-
emotional skills along with positive attitudes and behaviours. A decrease in emotional
distress and conduct problems was also attributed to the interventions. Contrary to
findings by others (Dresel & Haugwitz, 2008; Morris, 2013; Stice et al., 2010),
Durlak et al. (2011) found that in general SEL programs maintained treatment effect
over a 6-month period following intervention, albeit with noted reduction in the
magnitude of effects. However Durlak et al. (2011) review excluded research based
on targeted interventions, self-selection or small group programs. While whole class
interventions may be ideal, such interventions are not always practically possible or
theoretically warranted. Therefore Durlak et al. (2011) review may only show one
small part of a much larger field of school-based interventions supporting youth

positive development.

In a smaller-scale review Sin and Lyubomirsky (2009) collated data across 74
studies with a total of 6,047 students aimed at improving students wellbeing or
preventing depression. The meta-analysis revealed both forms of intervention to be
effective, crediting wellbeing interventions with a 96% effect size and depression
interventions at 80%. The authors concluded that positive psychology interventions
were a viable and potentially a more effective alternative to standard treatments
across the lifespan. In a similar vein Neil and Christensen (2009) reviewed 27

randomized controlled trials implementing school-based positive psychology



programs aiming to prevent youth anxiety through building student resilience. The
meta-analysis by Neil and Christensen (2009) supported the value of school-based
programs finding that in three-quarter of research studies anxiety symptoms among
youths decreased. Finally Waters (2011) carefully selected studies for review that
represented a broad spectrum of positive psychology interventions, being
implemented among diverse school populations and settings using large samples and
covering five positive psychology foci (resilience, serenity, hope, gratitude and
character strength). Based on the twelve interventions reviewed Waters (2011)
endorsed the effectiveness of positive psychology interventions in schools

concluding, ‘taken together, the results are significant, robust and promising’ (p. 83).

While the current reviews of interventions are overwhelmingly positive, one
must keep in mind that this field of research is still in its’ infancy, with only a limited
number of comprehensive large-scale reviews available. It will not be until the
discipline has matured and researchers have dedicated time to comprehensive and
longitudinal research studies along with extensive meta-analyses that we will begin to

know the true potential of school-based positive psychology program.

The teacher’s role in implementing school-based initiatives and understanding

implementation barriers

Once evidence-based interventions are developed and accepted by the research
community they still needs to be implemented in schools to have a wide and
meaningful impact (Mohammadi, Rowling, & Nutbeam, 2010; Sanetti, Dobey, &
Gallucci, 2013). The Australian National Health Report released in 2013 reported that
37% of schools were implementing mental health frameworks, 52% were offering

mental health programs while 64% were incorporating mental health literacy into



their curriculum (Department of Health and Ageing, 2013). This leaves many schools
across Australia still not as yet using positive psychology interventions. Even schools
that do incorporate intervention programs do not always implement them correctly
(Durlak, 2015; Evans, Murphy, & Scourfield, 2015; Sanetti, Dobey, et al., 2013), with
Forman, Olin, Hoagwood, Crowe, and Saka (2009) charging that the fidelity of
positive psychology interventions is so low in real world contexts that positive effects
are being severely mitigated. Clearly an intervention that is implemented correctly is
going to have a far greater impact than one that is not. More needs to be done to
assure that these positive initiatives are being accurately and effectively delivered

within schools.

The low fidelity of intervention implementation in real world settings is a
central concern to all researchers and educators working to improve the wellbeing and
developmental trajectory of youths. Classroom teachers are typically found at the
centre of discussions on school-based intervention implementation. There are many
theoretical and logistical advantages of teachers running such programs in schools
(Baker et al., 2012; Beycioglu, Ozer, & Ugurlu, 2010; Miller et al., 2010). Classroom
teachers have a monopoly on students’ time while they are at school as well as having
pre-existing rapport and influence over their students (Bakadorova & Raufelder,
2014; Baweja et al., 2015; Collins et al., 2013; Gut, Reimann, & Grob, 2013). Cost
wise, it is much cheaper and sustainable in the long run for schools to use pre-existing
personnel when implementing school-based initiatives (Bradshaw, Koth, Thornton, &
Leaf, 2009; Collins et al., 2013). Teachers also have the added advantage of
continuous contact with the students outside of the prescribed intervention times,
allowing them to promote the use of skills throughout the school day (Beets et al.,

2008; Miller et al., 2010). Not only are teachers theoretically ideal, they are also



typically the ones found running the programs within real world settings (Beets et al.,

2008; Sanetti, Dobey, et al., 2013; Waters, 2011).

Nonetheless there remains questions over whether teachers can effectively
implement psychological interventions, as Urhahne, Chao, Florineth, Luttenberger,
and Paechter (2011) claims, ‘teachers are not trained to focus on aspects outside of the
area of student achievement’ (p. 171). In an attempt to answer this question
researchers have looked to compare the differences in student outcomes following
teacher and expert led programs. Unfortunately a string of contradicting findings has
made it impossible as of yet to definitely come to a conclusion on this issue. Some
have raised concerns over the effectiveness of interventions implemented by teachers
within schools (Forman et al., 2009; Horner & Gaither, 2004; Pas & Bradshaw, 2012;
Sanetti, Dobey, et al., 2013). Others have found evidence supporting teachers’ ability
to effectively run psychological based interventions (Miller et al., 2010; Roberts et al.,
2010; Ziegler & Heller, 2000) concluding that they are just as skilled at implementing
interventions as expert researchers. Some have even proposed that teachers may be
superior to researchers because they are able to deliver a larger dose of the
intervention throughout the school day (Collins et al., 2013; Durlak et al., 2011;
Schuitema, Peetsma, & van der Veen, 2014). A meta-analysis of twenty school-based
programs by Neil and Christensen (2009) found teachers to be the better
administrators, with a higher percentage of interventions led by teachers leading to
significant outcomes, albeit with smaller effect sizes compared to researcher led

Initiatives.

As the debate rages on among the research community schools are the ones

left having to piece together support programs for their students in an effort to



promote optimal students wellbeing and development. Educators working within
schools across the globe are trying to balance the recommendations of evidence-based
best practice with the practical constraints and competing stakeholder agendas when
trying to select and implement positive youth interventions (Fabiano, Chafouleas,
Weist, Sumi, & Humphrey, 2014). Unfortunately there currently exists an undeniable
gap between research theory and educational practice when it comes to supporting
youth positive development (Ahuja, 2012; Baweja et al., 2015; Bearman, Wadkins,
Bailin, & Doctoroff, 2015; Chodkiewicz & Boyle, 2014). The reason for this lies in a
multitude of differences between the idealistic research setting and the real world of
schools and teachers. Barriers hindering the seamless implementation of interventions
in schools are numerous and varied across settings. The barriers discussed in this
section focus primarily on those at the teacher level and reduce the chance of teachers

and schools implementing interventions effectively.

Access to information and knowledge regarding the newest innovations and
evidence-based practices has been a long-standing barrier to intervention
implementation in schools (Ahuja, 2012; Chodkiewicz & Boyle, 2014). It seems a
contradiction that researchers developing positive psychology school-based programs
are publishing their works in coveted scientific and academic journals far removed
from the real schools, teachers and students they are trying to benefit. In a study of
teacher behaviours. Beycioglu et al. (2010) reported that approximately 32% of
teachers have not read any research articles since graduating. Similarly Ahuja (2012)
found 41% of teachers were not interested in research studies, while less than 20% of
teachers prioritized reading research journals. Powers et al. (2010) made a poignant
argument stating that teachers and schools often do not have subscriptions to journals

or online databases needed to access information on the latest research findings. As a



result instead of basing their classroom practices on evidence-base research, Miller et
al. (2010) asserts that teachers prefer, ‘whatever method they were trained in or
simply what feels right’ (p.88). Furthermore even if a teacher is lucky enough to read
an academic article outlining a school-based intervention, the programs themselves
are often poorly explained and therefore difficult to replicate (Nielsen et al., 2015;
Sanetti, Dobey, et al., 2013), with teachers favouring interventions with easy to follow
guidelines requiring minimal time and resources (Castro-Villarreal, Rodriguez, &
Moore, 2014). Fortunately with the rise of the Internet and a proliferation of
educational resource publications the tides are slowly turning. There is growing
information being made available to teachers, through online platforms such as
ResearchGate offering free access to online publications. Furthermore new initiatives
such as Australia’s KidsMatter, which offers schools access to over 100 interventions,
are bringing evidence-based mental health interventions into the educational domain
(Askell-Williams et al., 2013; Powers et al., 2010; Wyn, Cahill, Holdsworth,

Rowling, & Carson, 2000).

Knowledge of available school-based interventions and programs is clearly a
necessary first step for educators wanting to implement such initiatives in their
schools (Castro-Villarreal et al., 2014). Equally important, however, is an educator
seeing a need for such an intervention, have an understanding of the theorized
outcomes associated with the program, and holding the belief that students will truly

benefit (Baker - Henningham & Walker, 2009; Durlak & DuPre, 2008). With the

ever-increasing demands being placed on teachers’ time, educators need to weigh up
whether the benefits to students are large enough to outweigh the time and resources
required to run an intervention (Fabiano et al., 2014). Once the decision to run a

school-based initiative has been made, teachers’ perceptions and attitudes then come



to impact how the program is implementation (Borrelli, 2011; Mohammadi et al.,
2010). Teachers with positive attitude have been shown to administer a higher
quantity and quality of program then their less positive colleagues (Beets et al., 2008).
Teachers will also put more effort into implementation if they ‘buy in’ to the theory
underlying the program and see the program as worthwhile (Forman et al., 2009).
Castro-Villarreal et al. (2014) listed the important factors influencing teacher
implementation quality as: motivation, knowledge and willingness to engage in the
process. Just as self-belief is vital for student success, research has shown that a
teacher’s confidence in his own ability to successfully implement new programs
directly correlates to the fidelity of implementation and student outcomes (Beycioglu

et al., 2010; Durlak & DuPre, 2008; Sanetti, Kratochwill, & Long, 2013).

Given the way an individual’s own attitudes and self-belief can shape their
ability to effectively implement a school-based intervention these factors may hold
the key to finding the ideal intervention leaders. The current debate over whether
teachers or experts should run programs in schools was noted above. Weissberg,
Kumpfer, and Seligman (2003) however challenged that it may not be the
qualifications of an individual that defines their competence as a program leader, but
rather their personal qualities such as: personal efficacy, warmth, relationship skills,
humour, empathy and the skills in fostering positive learning environments. Similarly
Neil and Christensen (2009) advocated a need to look at intervention parameters and

program leader quality as prime influences on treatment effectiveness.

A mundane program that is incorrectly delivered by a disinterested and unprepared
leader is likely to produce poorer results than one that is innovative, based on up-to
date knowledge and delivered in an enthusiastic and engaging manner (Neil &

Christensen, 2009, p. 212).



The key to facilitating integration and successful implementation of positive
psychology interventions in schools may be through widespread distribution of
teacher targeted information and high quality teacher-training programs (Ahuja, 2012;
Bradshaw et al., 2009; Evans et al., 2015; Nielsen et al., 2015). Educating teachers on
the importance of psychological factors in learning, highlighting the potential benefits
of school-based programs and illustrating the concrete application of skills within the
learning environment stands to greatly improve the number of schools effectively
integrating positive psychology into the classroom. It seems that while all eyes are
fixed on schools to improve implementation the research community needs to be
doing more to understand how teachers can be best prepared for the additional role of

infusing positive psychology ideas into the classroom.

Durlak (2008) posits that it is not enough for researchers to develop an
intervention and expect it to be implemented effectively and widely. Rather
researchers need to have knowledge of their target market by: understanding the
obstacles and barriers inherent in school-based initiatives (Mohammadi et al., 2010);
playing a larger role in the dissemination of research findings in forms accessible and
appropriate for educators (Ahuja, 2012); and offering maintained support and
assistance with implementation (Castro-Villarreal et al., 2014; Sanetti, Kratochwill, et

al., 2013).

Concluding thought

The promise of universal implementation of positive psychology teaching in

schools seems to be within our reach. However it will be up to the researchers of this



generation to assure that this becomes a reality. From what we now know there is a
clear link between psychological factors and positive youth development. Growing
evidence is showing that school-based interventions rooted in various theoretical
frameworks can produce positive effects for student achievement and mental health.
The next step must see researchers stepping out of the comfort zone of a one-size fits
all model of intervention, rather we should start to look across the field to create rich
and varied programs to reflect the diversity of the youths we are trying to reach.
Researchers of the future can no longer naively limit their work to intervention
development to the detriment of investigation into effective implementation in real
world settings. Schools and teachers are the true future of this discipline; they are the
ones ultimately responsible for delivering positive psychology interventions and
nurturing the healthy development of growing minds. We need to therefore start
investing in high quality teacher training and support if we hope to one day have
every school student benefiting from the teachings of positive-psychology ideas and

techniques.
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