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Agenda

• Positive psychology – in school

• Wellbeing and high performance 

• Practices to enhance wellbeing: 
• personal

• and whole-school level



Positive psychology

SELIGMAN, M. E. P., & CSIKSZENTMIHALYI, M. (2000). Positive psychology: An 
introduction. American Psychologist, 55, 5–14. 



Positive psychology is the scientific 
study of optimal human functioning 
that aims to discover and promote 
the factors that allow individuals 
and communities to thrive. (Positive 
Psychology Manifesto, 2000)



• Positive psychology is a scientific approach to studying 
human thoughts, feelings, and behavior with a focus on 
strengths instead of weakness, building the good in life 
instead of repairing the bad, and taking the lives of 
people up to “great” instead of focusing solely on 
moving those who are struggling up to “normal” 

 (C. Peterson, 2008)



The sailboat metaphor











Gilman, E. S. Huebner, & M. J. Furlong (Eds 2009.), Handbook of positive 
psychology in schools (433-445). New York, NY: Routledge

hope, optimism, empathy, prosocial 
behaviour, emotional regulation, self-
efficacy, motivation, perseverance, goals, 
creativity, curiosity, engagement, flow, 
meaningful activities, feedback, mindset, 
effect of praise, mindfulness, peer 
relations, coping, satisfaction, school 
climate



PP & gifted education

Wellbeing Performance

‘Achievement’, ‘Thinking Skills’, ‘Success’, 
‘Conformity’, ‘Literacy’, ‘Mathematics’, 
‘Discipline‘ 

What do you most want for your children? What do schools teach?

‘Happiness’, ‘Confidence’, ‘Contentment’, ‘Balance’, 
‘Good Stuff’, ‘Kindness’, ‘Health’, ‘Satisfaction’

Seligman, MEP, Ernst, RM, Gillham, J, Reivicha, K, Linkins, M. (2009). Positive education: positive psychology and classroom 
interventions. Oxford Review of Education 35, (3). 293–311



Rationale: KEY DATA ON WELLBEING IN SCHOOLS



More well-being is related to better learning. 
• Increases in wellbeing are likely to produce 

increases in learning. 
• Positive mood produces broader attention 

(Fredrickson, 1998; Bolte et al., 2003; Fredrickson 
& Branigan, 2005; Rowe et al., 2007), more 
creative thinking (Isen et al., 1987; Estrada et al., 
1994), more holistic thinking (Isen et al., 1991; 
Kuhl, 1983, 2000), negative mood produces 
narrower attention (Bolte et al., 2003)



B. Fredrickson: Broaden-and-Build theory



Benefits of happiness/positivity 
(Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005)

Lower turnover at work Higher longevity

Better reports of customer service Fewer fatal auto accidents

Better supervisor evaluations Lower incidence of alcohol or other drug abuse

Lower emotional exhaustion Faster recovery from illness or injury

Higher job satisfaction More likely to be judged worthy of receiving a pay 
raise

Better organizational citizenship behavior More likely to be judged as creative

Fewer work absences More likely to resolve conflict through collaboration

Fewer emergency room and hospital visits Increased motivation

More volunteerism Better decision-making efficiency

Others perceive as friendlier, more assertive, and 
more confident

Increased creative thinking

Higher annual salaries More inclusive thinking toward others



Recent research at ELTE:

• Character strengths & wellbeing in adolescence (resilience, self-efficacy, 
anxiety)

• Future-orientedness, goal-setting and motivation
• Translation and adaptation of VIA-Youth questionnaire
• Character strength intervention for students
• Character strength intervention for teachers (online)
• Effectiveness of e-learning materials in positive psychology
• Teacher wellbeing, character strengths - burnout
• Mapping the wellbeing of students: reflexive photography 



APA dictionary
well-being

• n. a state of happiness and contentment, with 
low levels of distress, overall good physical and 
mental health, or good quality of life.



Seligman (2011): PERMA model







What is your level of satisfaction in each of these 
domains? Use the wheel. A score of 1 indicates that 
you are not satisfied at all and a score of 10 means 
you are highly satisfied. Connect the lines to form an 
inner wheel. This gives you an overview of the level of 
satisfaction in life.

Discussion:
In what ways you would want to change the shape of 
the inner wheel?
Which domains draw your attention?
Why does this domain need attention?
What would it take to raise your satisfaction by one 
score in this domain?
What can you do to raise your satisfaction in this 
domain?



Activities:

• Shankland, R., Rosset, E. (2017) Review of Brief School-Based Positive Psychological Interventions: a 
Taster for Teachers and Educators. Educational Psychology Review 29, 363–392. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-016-9357-3

• Mindfulness

• Character strengths

• Gratitude

• Positive relations

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-016-9357-3


Mindfulness

• The awareness that arises from paying attention to the present 
moment, deliberately and without judgment (Kabat-Zinn 1996). 
This allows seeing thoughts and emotions as mental events 
instead of facts.

• We frequently ask children to pay attention but give them no 
instruction as to how to do so. Mindfulness programs work by 
directing attention to the present moment and focused 
attention.

• Mindful bell, Brief Body Scan





Character strengths
• Intrinsically valued ways of behaving, thinking, and feeling which 

promote well-being, positive relationships, and successful goal 
achievement (Peterson and Seligman 2004)

• When people work from their strengths—as opposed to their 
weaknesses—both their learning curve and their performance 
are improved at work (Clifton and Harter 2003) - they learn faster 
and perform better; they are also more motivated and have a 
higher level of satisfaction, feelings of mastery, and competence, 
which then can impact self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura 1997).

• Identifying strengths, Strength 360O, Secret Strengths Spotting



A strength-story (storytelling)
• Tell a story about an event in your life that showed yourself at your 

very best! (A strength story) „That was me at my best, and I am 
proud when I am able to act this way.”



Gratitude

• A sense of thankfulness and joy in response to receiving a gift, whether 
the gift be a tangible benefit from a specific other or a moment of 
peaceful bliss evoked by natural beauty (Emmons 2004, p. 554)

• Grateful individuals report experiencing higher levels of life satisfaction, 
optimism, and vitality, while also reporting less depression and envy 
(McCullough et al. 2002) higher well-being and benefits on specific 
academic variables such as school satisfaction and academic 
achievement (Froh et al. 2011). 

• Gratitude plays a unique role in social bonding and relationship 
maintenance.

• Gratitude Journal, Gratitude letter, Gratitude box



• Gratitude letter/visit
• Call up the face of someone still alive who years ago did something 

or said something that changed your life for the better. Someone 
who you never properly thanked. Your task is to write a letter of 
gratitude to this individual and deliver it in person. The letter 
should be concrete and about three hundred words: be specific 
about what s/he did for you and how it affected your life. 



Positive relationships

• Supportive interactions and cooperation with both teachers and 
students. They appear to be essential to well-being in general 
(Baumeister and Leary 1995) and in schools (e.g., Segrin and 
Taylor 2007). The only factor that consistently predicted 
happiness across widely differing cultures was the quality of 
social relationships.

• Diener and Seligman (2002): ways of coping with stressful 
situations was increased through social support. 

• Connectedness
• Supportive sticky notes, Secret acts of kindness



The gift of time

• Think of a person about whom you care. Plan a gift of time for this 
person and give it, whether it means doing something with them 
or something for them on your own. Spend as much time as 
needed to do the favor well and do not take any shortcuts. You 
might even consider taking of your wristwatch or switching off 
your phone ☺ Regardless, do not tell the recipient of your gift how 
much time you spent. Let the gift speak for itself!



SEARCH: A Meta-Framework and Review of the Field of 
Positive Education. (2019) L. Waters & D. Loton
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s41042-019-00017-4.pdf

https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s41042-019-00017-4.pdf


https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/ec1136e2-0d3a-11ef-
a251-01aa75ed71a1/language-en

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/ec1136e2-0d3a-11ef-a251-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/ec1136e2-0d3a-11ef-a251-01aa75ed71a1/language-en






Main take-aways

• Positive psychological perspective is  relevant and needed in 
schools

• Well-being and performance go hand in hand

• One swallow DOES make a summer 

• More swallows make it faster
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