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Educators’ perspectives on positive education: A case study in 

Singapore   

 

Abstract 

This thesis reports an investigation into the implementation of positive 

education in an independent secondary school in Singapore. Positive education, or 

the application of positive psychology in education, has been a rapidly growing 

movement in schools internationally over the past decade. In conjunction with 

Singapore’s education policy shift towards character enhancement and social 

emotional development of students, several schools have embedded positive 

education practices into their student development initiatives. This study sought the 

views and experiences of secondary school teachers and teacher leaders who were 

directly involved in the implementation of positive education in the high school and 

junior college sections of one school. The aim was to generate theory, grounded on 

educators’ perspectives, to explain the process of implementing positive education 

in a Singapore school setting, with a view to enhancing current practice.  

  The study was interpretivist in nature, using a qualitative longitudinal case 

study methodology (mid 2015 – mid 2017). The sample comprised 19 educators, 

purposively selected to provide variability across: different grade levels and subject 

areas; number of years of teaching experience; and teaching, leadership and 

administrative roles. The qualitative data included mainly individual semi-structured 

interviews and focus group discussions, supported by document collection and 

classroom observation. The data were analysed using grounded theory coding 

techniques. The empirical findings led to the development of five theoretical 

propositions which, together, reveal that the ways in which a school conceptualises 

and implements positive education impacts teacher practice. The propositions are 

as follows: 
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Proposition 1 – Appreciating the alignment of positive education with existing 

Student Development initiatives motivates educators to apply it in their own 

professional practice. This underpins a collective school endeavour to foster well-

being and flourishing. 

Proposition 2 – Strategies employed that facilitate the practice of positive education 

are driven by the desire to foster student well-being and strength of character. A 

whole school approach to positive education facilitates and embeds successful 

strategies in areas such as positive discipline, leadership development, relationships 

and communication into the school culture.  

Proposition 3 – Attempting to balance the priorities of excellence in achievements 

(in both academic and non-academic areas) on one hand and well-being on the 

other creates tension for educators. The tension can be reduced when strategic 

congruence between achievements and positive education is realised via a stronger 

whole-school approach that integrates positive education with existing priorities, 

educational frameworks and academic subjects. 

Proposition 4 – There is value in schools establishing their own brand of positive 

education that is contextualised to their own identity and needs. Branding is 

significantly related to the context of schools, including the position they are at in 

terms of student development needs and the ethos and values unique to their 

identity. 

Proposition 5 – Investment in personal and professional development of educators 

in positive education and their flourishing is valuable. 

The study has implications for the nurturing and development of educators to 

implement positive education. In addition, it highlights leverage factors which 

schools seeking to undertake a whole school approach to positive education could 

utilise, and also concerns and challenges they need to address. 
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

This thesis reports an investigation into the implementation of positive 

education in an independent secondary school in Singapore. The aim was to 

generate theory, grounded in educators’ perspectives, to explain the process of 

implementing positive education, with a view to enhancing current practice.  
 As Singapore’s education policy moves towards enhancing the character 

and social emotional development of students, there is effort to do so in schools 

through various programmes. The approach adopted by the school that is the focus 

of this study is ‘positive education’, based on the principles of positive psychology. 

There are two positive education programmes in the school, one for the high school 

section (Grades 7 – 10) and another for the college section (Grades 11 – 12), and 

investigation of each programmes was undertaken.     

This introductory chapter presents an overview of the thesis in seven main 

sections. The first main section outlines the background and context of the study. 

The second section provides an overview of the literature on positive psychology 

and positive education as it pertains to the present study. The third section states 

the significance of the study. The fourth section presents the central and guiding 

questions. The fifth section describes the methods employed in the study. The sixth 

section summarises the key findings of the study. The concluding section provides 

a structured overview of the remaining chapters of the thesis. 

 
Background and context  

To reiterate, this study investigated educators’ perspectives on ‘positive 

education’ in one school, which is referred to in this study as School X, in Singapore. 

Positive education is based on positive psychology, the study of optimal human 

functioning, centering on discovering and advancing factors that promote the thriving 

of individuals, communities and societies and how people can lead more fulfilling 

lives (Haidt & Gable, 2005). Martin Seligman, in 1998 (during his tenure as President 
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of the American Psychological Association), highlighted the need for the psychology 

movement to move beyond the solving of problems and addressing mental illness, 

to focus on what is right and good and to help people enhance well-being in their 

lives, which has much value and is deserving of equal if not more attention 

(Seligman, 1998; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).  
The key focus of positive psychology is human flourishing. Flourishing, at its 

basic level, is the opposite of experiencing the symptoms of common mental 

disorders (Huppert & So, 2013). Beyond that, it comprises a “social-psychological 

construct” (Waters, 2011) that includes having rewarding relationships, feeling 

confident and capable, and believing that life has meaning and purpose (Diener, 

Kashdan & Minhas, 2011). To flourish, Seligman (2011) proposes five elements that 

would lead to a life of fulfillment. These elements (coined in the acronym PERMA) 

that humans could pursue to increase their well-being are: positive emotions (P), 

engagement (E), relationships (R), meaning (M) and achievement (A) (Seligman, 

2011). This theory, forming the foundation of well-being by looking at the positive 

side of life, is supported by the exercise of resilience and character strengths 

(Seligman, 2011). The work of Seligman and his team in the Positive Psychology 

Centre (University of Pennsylvania) in promoting resilience most notably lies in the 

Penn Resilience Programme, building on the pioneering work of Peterson and 

Seligman (2004) and Park and Peterson (2006). Positive psychology – with its 

emphasis on flourishing, character and virtue – “aligns strongly with the ethos of 

whole-student learning in 21st century schooling” (Waters, 2011, p. 84). It is, hence, 

very much relevant in the educational field. 
The definition of positive education has been subjected to debate by 

practitioners and theorists, and it appears that the boundaries of what positive 

education specifically encompasses is still being negotiated. However, this present 

study has taken the largely accepted definition of positive education as the 

application of positive psychology in education (Green, Oades & Robinson, 2011; 

Norrish, 2013; White & Waters, 2015). This definition involves an approach to 

education that inculcates skills for happiness, character and well-being, besides 

those for traditional academic competence (Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & 

Linkins, 2009; IPEN, 2017). Positive education is essential for several reasons. 
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Firstly, positive education can help to prevent depression in adolescence 

(Seligman, 2011). Such action is especially crucial given that the World Health 

Organization has predicted that depression is on a pathway to being the top global 

disease by 2030, with suicides accounting for more deaths annually than wars and 

natural disasters (WHO, 2011). In the United States alone, for example, 

approximately 4–8 percent of adolescents are found to suffer from depression in 

any given year (Costello et al., 2002), statistics reinforced by a National Mental 

Health Survey conducted in 2004 which indicated that an estimated 5.5% are 

affected by depression during their lifetime. Secondly, positive education is a useful 

vehicle for schools to build character and promote well-being, whereby attributes 

such as autonomy, social competence and sense of meaning can serve to build 

inner strength that students can draw from in dealing with adversity (Benard, 1995). 

In addition, positive education can also increase life satisfaction and foster better 

learning and creative thinking (Seligman et al., 2009). Ultimately, the skills and 

mind-set in positive education which promote positive emotions, positive 

relationships and character strengths will also foster greater academic success 

(Bernard & Walton, 2011). Indeed, there is increasing research evidence that 

student well-being directly correlates to academic performance (Waters, 2011).    

 

Efforts and concerns of existing character building, social 

emotional and well‐being initiatives 

Before the advent of the positive psychology and positive education 

movements, many schools were already engaged in the work of promoting the 

development of character, values, social emotional learning and well‐being to some 

extent, with increasing recognition of their importance, as noted by Foster et al. (as 

cited in Seligman, 2009). For example, the education policy in Britain explicitly 

promotes moral or character development, and most states in America mandate or 

encourage character education, with many having standards related to social and 

emotional learning (CASEL, 2009).  Asian societies have schools that teach ‘Asian 

values’, which promote family and community relationships over individualism, and 

responsibilities that come along with (or even taking precedence over) rights (Bigger, 

1999). 
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Despite their evident potential, there are concerns about the limitations and 

drawbacks of such school‐based efforts. There are concerns by: researchers such 

as Spence and Shortt (2007) over the lack of empirical evidence for most 

programmes; parents who worry that programmes will teach values determined by 

educators or politicians and that are not congruent with those of their own families; 

and parents, educators and politicians who are unsettled that these programmes, 

which are in competition for academic programmes for funding, will compromise 

students’ achievement (Seligman, 2009). However, it is argued by Seligman et al. 

(2009) that well‐being programmes can: produce measurable advancements in 

students’ well‐being and behaviour; enhance and promote skills and strengths that 

are valued by most, if not all, parents; and facilitate students’ engagement in 

learning and academic achievement. Positive education builds on and provides an 

effective framework for these well‐being initiatives. Indeed, the value and benefits 

of positive education have drawn various schools in Singapore and internationally 

into incorporating its approach into their programmes. 

 

Positive education in school‐based programmes 

Positive education has been implemented in various ways in schools in 

different countries; for example, through training in resilience, engagement, intrinsic 

motivation, self‐control and purpose. Two signature evidence‐based school 

programmes, the Penn Resiliency Programme (PRP) and Strath Haven Positive 

Psychology Curriculum, have shown positive results in mitigating ill‐being and 

enhancing well‐being for students (Seligman et al., 2009). Primarily focused on 

helping students identify and develop their strengths, these programmes help 

students work out and assess how well they use their strengths, take control of their 

responses, cultivate healthy relationships, and find purpose in school (O’Grady, 

2013).  

On an institutional scale, a whole‐school approach infusing positive 

psychology into the education of their students was undertaken by Geelong 

Grammar School and St Peter’s College in Australia and Wellington College in the 

United Kingdom. Geelong Grammar School (GGS), a premier private school in 

Australia for elementary through to high school students, was the first to implement 
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it and to have done so on a most extensive scale (Seligman, 2011). Since 2008, 

GGS has infused positive education throughout the school, using various methods 

such as: the explicit teaching of positive education (resilience, gratitude, strengths); 

and embedding positive education into the curriculum - for example, students 

measure the well‐being of nations in Geography classes and language teachers 

examine character strengths in their respective folklore (Seligman, 2011). Taking a 

whole‐school approach has its advantages over isolated one‐off programmes, as 

there is greater all‐round coherence and impact. The school in turn serves as a 

natural setting for well‐being to be cultivated, recognized, celebrated and 

encouraged, which makes sense given the amount of time that children and 

teenagers spend in school. Since 2008, there have been many other schools in 

Australia embracing positive education and using its tenets to frame the affective 

education of their students. Several of these schools have grouped themselves into 

associations, such as the Positive Education Schools Association (PESA) formed 

in 2012, and various institutions have been set up by academics or independent 

private educators to advance the cause of and research into positive education. In 

the last few years, Singapore has also seen various institutions endeavour to use 

positive education to address the needs of students.  

 

Positive education’s complement to Character and Citizenship 

Education (CCE) in Singapore 

Establishment of CCE 

Since Singapore established self-governance in 1959, there have been 

efforts through various programmes to develop character, values, citizenship and 

mental health for the holistic development of students (MOE, 2014). The key 

programmes include learning experiences such as Co-Curricular Activities (CCA), 

Civics and Moral Education, National Education and Social Emotional Learning 

(MOE, 2010). Social Emotional Learning (SEL) has been emphasised by 

Singapore’s Ministry of Education (MOE) in line with rising global awareness over 

the need to develop students in the social, emotional and moral domains (Waters, 

2011). The SEL programme seeks to enable students to acquire skills for “life‐

effectiveness” (MOE, 2010, p. 1), which consists of self and social awareness, self 
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and social management, and responsible decision making. To expand on SEL for 

further holistic affective development, it was subsumed under and augmented by 

the launch of Character and Citizenship Education (CCE) in March 2010.  

The new CCE curriculum is significant in providing an overarching umbrella 

for existing character development and well-being programmes, shifting the focus 

from the practice of programmes to a common purpose behind these programmes 

(MOE, 2014). CCE comprises three key components. The first core component is 

values – seen as the foundation of character – such as harmony, respect, 

responsibility, resilience and care. The second core component is SEL, which aims 

to empower students with the skills, knowledge and dispositions to understand and 

lead themselves and others well. The third core component of CCE is civic literacy, 

global awareness and cross cultural skills to help students to play an active 

citizenship role in Singapore. CCE’s centrality within the Framework for 21st Century 

Competencies and Student Outcomes (21CCSO), established in 2012, further 

underlines the importance that emotional intelligence and character development 

play as competencies in preparing students for the future. The curriculum typically 

schedules between 60 and 75 instructional hours per year for teaching these skills 

(MOE, 2014). 

 

Singapore’s practice of and objective for CCE: The issue of tension  

The planning and practice of CCE in the national context of Singapore, 

however, is driven by the overriding objective to ensure the survival and success of 

the nation state. There are, however, competing priorities. Firstly, there is a contrast 

between the prioritisation of academics and that of CCE. It is often the former that 

takes precedence, because academic ability and achievement is traditionally 

perceived by Singapore society as key to success, especially in one’s career. So 

even though most educators and school leaders believe in the importance of CCE, 

it is often the case that high-stakes academic subjects take priority in the school 

curriculum in terms of allocation of time and resources. Given that more focus is 

placed on academics, implementation structures and systems for CCE are relatively 

weak (Kanagaratnam, 2015).  
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Secondly, even in the promotion of holistic development through CCE, there 

is a division in the objective of doing so – on one hand, between a utilitarian purpose 

to make “useful citizens” (MOE, 2014) out of students for state survival and success, 

and on the other, to foster genuine well-being for its own sake, for the flourishing and 

happiness of our children and youths. It is the former objective that often prevails. 

This issue of tension is further discussed in Chapter 2, which elaborates on the 

background and context of the present study. 

 

The link between CCE and positive education  

The CCE groundwork in Singapore shares a common objective with positive 

education in seeking to build character and holistic development. Leveraging on 

PERMA, Seligman’s five sided model of well-being (Seligman, 2011), positive 

education can build on the foundation of these previous and current initiatives by: 

fostering positive emotions and building resilience (P); promoting the identification 

and use of character strengths and working through specific strategies for greater 

student engagement (E), helping them learn how to build better relationships (R), 

find greater meaning, purpose and identity (M), and live out differentiated pathways 

to mastery and achievement that are true to themselves (A). Hence, positive 

education extends the concept of well‐being from that of ‘life‐effectiveness’ promoted 

by MOE to that of a ‘thriving and flourishing life’ as advanced by the proponents of 

positive psychology (Seligman, 2011; Yeo, 2011). While CCE facilitates the learning 

of values and life skills through various avenues, positive education provides the 

conceptual underpinning with scientific and empirical grounding and practical 

strategies as to how to do so. 

Positive education in Singapore 

Positive education (unlike CCE) is not a policy direction of Singapore’s MOE, 

but is the independent initiative of several institutions in Singapore, practised by 

them in various ways. Apart from School X, the school examined in this study, two 

very notable examples are Westwood Primary School, which has adopted it in its 

goal to develop flourishing students through its THRIVE framework (Westwood 

Primary School, 2016), and Da Qiao Primary School, which has leveraged on the 

PERMA framework in its implementation of Character and Citizenship Education 
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(Da Qiao Primary School, 2017). Details of their work in positive education, and that 

of other institutions, are provided in the next chapter. 

As indicated, the engagement with positive education in Singapore schools 

has been practised to varying degrees in recent years. However, according to Ong 

(2013), positive education needs to be infused and embarked upon more holistically 

and thoroughly in the schools’ curriculum and culture for a sustained impact in 

enhancing well‐being, and there is a need for an implementation that is more 

“systematic, evidence‐based” (p. 5). 

Positive education in School X 

School X, building on its previous work under its Student Development 

initiatives to nurture students in their character and other aspects of holistic growth, 

has sought to teach and implement positive education in a way that allows it to be 

infused into various aspects of school life. The high school section (Grades 7–10) 

of the institution piloted positive education in 2011 in one of its four consortiums, 

the ProEd consortium, comprising about 500 students which makes up a quarter of 

the student population from Grades 7 to 10. It has designed and implemented the 

practice of incorporating positive education into the language used, the behavior 

expected and also the entire mind‐set and practice of the whole consortium through 

the ‘Positive Relationships, Positive Language, Positive Action’ plan. This plan, 

respectively, includes fostering positive student–student and student–teacher 

relationships, speaking the language of positivity and practising positive behavior. 

Subsequently, the programme has also been extended to and practised in varying 

ways by the other consortiums in the high school section. The focus throughout 

lower secondary (Grades 7–8) is the explicit teaching of resilience skills (through 

the Penn Resiliency Programme), and in upper secondary (Grades 9–10), 

character strengths. The positive education approach of School X’s college section 

(Grades 11–12) has two components. One component reaches out to the whole 

student population through an infusion of positive psychology principles in the 

Pastoral Civics and Moral Education (PCME) Programme. The other is targeted to 

address the needs of students in the Learning Support Programme (LSP), who 

have challenges academically. Underpinning both components is an emphasis on 

relationship building and motivation, and strategies to help students find meaning 
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and purpose in their studies and in life. There is a focus theme each month and 

corresponding skills taught in line with the theme. 

There is effort in School X to apply positive education in a somewhat holistic 

and structured manner that is incorporated into various aspects of school life. This 

enables the school to both fulfill the aims of the MOE’s CCE and also add value to 

their current practice and application. School X’s experience is unique in being the 

first school in Singapore to implement positive education through a six year 

programme from Grades 7 to 12. Hence, this study, in investigating the 

perspectives of the educators, offers valuable insight into a holistic approach to 

positive education in Singapore that is relatively new. The context of the case study 

school is provided in more detail in Chapter 2. 

 

Rationale  

As outlined above, positive education has been rising in significance and 

recognized in education circles as such. However, in spite of positive education’s 

acknowledged importance and the increase in its practice, there currently appears 

to have been few published qualitative studies done on the topic, specifically on 

educators’ perspectives of positive education, and with educators as the subject of 

study; features of the present study. Understanding educators’ perspectives is 

important because people act on their perspectives, beliefs and motivations; hence, 

researchers, policy makers and school leaders need to know educators’ 

perspectives for any change and implementation of programmes to take place 

effectively (Blackledge & Hunt, 1989). In addition, while Singapore schools, 

including School X, have witnessed an increasing appreciation and application of 

positive education, there is a dearth of research into positive education in the 

Singapore context. There is value in studying practices from different countries, 

especially one’s own, which contribute to student well-being (Sandage, Hill & Vang, 

2003).    
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Overview of the literature 

Historical and contextual significance of positive psychology 

As positive psychology is the foundation of positive education, it is useful to 

briefly highlight its history and contextual significance. The premise of positive 

psychology was laid out a long time ago. The history dates back to William James’ 

work in 1902 on what he termed “healthy‐mindedness” (Haidt & Gable, 2005). It 

was also reflected in the humanistic psychology movement championed by Rogers 

(1951) and Maslow, with the latter in fact using the term “positive psychology” as a 

chapter title in his book Motivation and Personality (1954), pointing out that while 

psychology has revealed to us much about man’s shortcomings, it has done little 

about his “virtues, his achievable aspirations, or his full psychological height” 

(Maslow, 1954, p. 354). It was foreshadowed, as Peterson (2006) observed, in 

various works through the decades with regard to: positive human characteristics 

(Allport, 1958); utopian visions of education (Neill, 1960); primary prevention 

programmes based on the ideals of wellness (Albee, 1982; Cowen, 1994); 

conceptions of intelligence as a multiple entity (Gardner, 1983; Sternberg, 1985); 

self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci & Ryan, 2002); human agency 

and efficacy (Bandura, 1989); research on the quality of life that went beyond an 

exclusive focus on their symptoms and diseases (Levitt, Hogan, & Bucosky, 1990); 

choice theory and reality therapy (Glasser, 1998); and perspectives on giftedness 

(Winner, 2000). 

Positive psychology’s emergence into prominence occurred during Martin 

Seligman's tenure as president of the American Psychological Association in 1998 

when he made a call for an increased focus on what makes life worth living. It 

appears that much of psychology in the second half of the twentieth century has 

focused on the identification and treatment of mental illnesses, at the expense of 

the building of fulfilling and productive lives and the identifying and nurturing of high 

talent, which are equally important for a flourishing life (Seligman et al., 2009). As 

human beings are often motivated by the future more than they are by the past, “a 

science that measures and build expectations, planning and conscious choice will 

be more potent than a science of habits, drives and circumstances” (Seligman, 

2011, p. 106). Hence, there was a need for psychology to move beyond an illness‐
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centred model of remediating what is wrong, to a preventive approach by focusing 

on wellness and cultivating what is right to help people enhance well‐being in their 

lives, which has much value and deserving of equal if not more attention (Seligman 

& Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Seligman, 1998). This is the need that positive 

psychology seeks to meet, thereby underlining its significance. 

The goal of positive psychology, ultimately, is well‐being (Seligman, 2011), 

and research highlights an increasing recognition of the importance of well‐being 

globally, with the realization that a rise in economic growth over the decades has 

not been commensurate with an increase in happiness and life satisfaction of its 

people (Easterlin, Morgan, Switek & Wang, 2012; Helliwell et al., 2012). This 

renewed appreciation of well‐being as a global imperative is underpinned by the 

2011 United Nations resolution to promote additional steps that better capture “the 

importance of the pursuit of happiness and well‐being in development with a view 

to guiding their public policies” (United Nations, 2011, para. 8). This further 

reinforces the importance of positive psychology, which has implications and 

relevance for different domains of life, such as education. 

 

Positive psychology and positive education 

Positive psychology interventions can be defined as treatment methods or 

activities, programmes and practices “aimed at cultivating positive feelings, positive 

behaviours, or positive cognitions” (Sin & Lyubomirsky 2009, p. 467). Seligman’s 

framework of positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning and 

accomplishment (PERMA model), together with his work on resilience and that of 

Peterson’s on character strengths, proposes that these are enabling factors that 

should be incorporated into positive psychology interventions. Hence, positive 

psychology interventions can differentiate themselves from other well‐being 

initiatives that aim to improve well-being through the removal or reduction of 

negative factors such as anti‐bullying programmes, ‘quit smoking’ programmes, 

and programmes that deal with depression (Seligman, 2009). 

A review of empirical literature has revealed that in various places and 

contexts, schools that have made efforts in embarking on positive education in 

various ways have witnessed various positive outcomes such as an increase in the 
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well‐being of their students. The Penn Resiliency Programme (PRP), for instance, 

has been used to build resilience in pre‐adolescents, among various groups, and 

has been found to reduce and prevent symptoms of depression, hopelessness and 

anxiety (Gillham, Brunwasser & Freres, 2008). The PRP has produced positive and 

reliable improvements in students’ well‐being. Besides addressing pessimism and 

depressive symptoms, PRP’s also has observable effects on a broader range of 

outcomes, including students’ social skills, positive emotion and engagement in 

learning (Seligman et. al., 2009). The High School Positive Psychology 

Programme, that aims to promote strengths and several aspects of PERMA in older 

teenagers, has resulted in various positive outcomes such as increased student 

enjoyment and engagement in school, more achievement in language arts, and 

improved social skills, with most of these gains still evident two years after 

intervention (Seligman et al., 2009; Waters, 2011). The Promotion of Alternative 

Thinking Strategies programme, which develops youths in the areas of social 

awareness and problem‐solving, has been found to enhance social skills and 

prevent behavior problems (Greenberg, Kusche & Riggs, 2004). The Strath Haven 

Positive Psychology Curriculum, designed to help students identity their character 

strengths and use them in their daily lives, has likewise been successful in terms of 

enhancing well‐bring and academic success for students (Seligman, 2011).  

Research also established the value of numerous other strength-based 

programmes or interventions for students, where learning to recognise and leverage 

their own strengths and to appreciate strengths in others is directly correlated to 

improved well-being, stronger academic performance and better social functioning 

(Kern & Kaufman, 2017). A noteworthy point is that through various studies, positive 

psychology interventions in education have been found to positively impact student 

academic performance (together with their well-being and relationships) in a 

significant way (Seligman & Adler, 2018).     

Studies have investigated the development of school-wide approaches to 

positive education in GGS and St Peter’s College (Vella-Brodrick, Rickard, & Chin, 

2014; Vella-Brodrick, Rickard, Hattie, Cross, & Chin, 2015; White & Kern, 2017; 

White & Murray, 2015). In the evaluation of programme processes and outcomes for 

students who participated in positive education in these two schools, results revealed 
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that student participants demonstrated stronger flourishing in a whole spectrum of 

areas, whether in the personal or inter-personal, academic or affective domains, 

lending credence that a whole school approach is more effective and desirable than 

disparate approaches based on the efforts merely within departments, subjects, or 

programmes. In the Asian context, empirical research has sought to investigate and 

did indeed discover that positive education applied in the Asian schools also had 

positive outcomes, with results demonstrating positive correlation between positive 

psychological traits and students functioning, positive socio-cultural contexts in 

promoting well-being and the positive effects of various positive psychological 

interventions (King, Caleon, Tan, & Ye, 2016).  

The review of literature outlined above shows, firstly, that research into 

positive psychology and positive education has been primarily quantitative in nature, 

with the data being obtained mainly from students, and the target group tested being 

predominantly students (Gillham et al., 2007; Seligman et al., 2009; Waters, 2011; 

Shoshani & Slone, 2012). This is understandable because in the earlier stages, the 

priority may lie in justifying the usefulness, value and effectiveness of the positive 

education programme, and on students who are the beneficiary group. Therefore, 

the studies have been in mainly quantitative in nature, and focused on students. 

Moreover, there is an apparent lack of studies surveying teachers’ and educators’ 

perspectives on positive education, and on positive education programmes and their 

implementation However, given that positive education is becoming more 

established now, there needs to be a more holistic approach to empirical studies. 

There is a need for further complementary studies that are qualitative in nature, to 

understand in-depth the why and how, and focused on the very voice from which 

positive education reaches the students – the educators themselves.  Hence, a 

useful balance and augmentation would be to include qualitative studies on 

educators’ perspectives, with educators as the subject of study, which are currently 

lacking.  

Secondly, the literature review highlights that a number of intervention studies 

have focused on groups of students that are limited in scope – for example, a 

particular grade level or age group (Gillham et al., 2007; Seligman et al., 2009; 

Waters, 2011; Shoshani & Slone, 2012), and it appears that few have reported on 
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choater (Peterson, 2006) is one of the three domains that positive psychology seeks 

to promote, along with positive experiences and positive traits. As discussed above, 

in 2008, the practice of positive education on an institutional level was started in the 

GGS (in Melbourne, Australia) with the Positive Psychology Centre in the University 

of Pennsylvania (directed by Professor Martin Seligman) and in 2011, St Peter’s 

College began its positive education journey. With these two institutions having 

proven through empirical research that there is value in applying and investigating 

such school-wide practices, there are calls for more schools to do likewise. 

Thirdly, the countries that have been the focus of empirical literature to date 

are primarily located in the Western world (namely, America, Australia and the 

United Kingdom) (Seligman et al., 2009; Waters, 2011; Shoshani & Slone, 2012). 

Though there are empirical studies published on positive education work done in 

Asia, they are significantly fewer in comparison (Martin, 2016), with apparently none 

in the Singapore context. It is important that we identify and study cultural practices 

from different parts of the world that contribute to the good life within societies 

(Sandage, Hill, & Vang, 2003; Peterson, 2006). Hence, there is value in studying a 

school from Singapore, which, possessing strong Asian characteristics while using 

English as a medium of instruction, may hold lessons for schools in the East or 

schools in the West with large Asian populations. 

 

Significance  

The study of perspectives is valuable because people act on their 

perspectives, which include their beliefs and motivations; so an understanding of 

the perspectives of people concerned is necessary if changes and improvements 

are to be made (O’Donoghue, 2007). Given its focus on educators’ perspectives 

and educators as the subject of study, this research specifically provided insights 

into how educators can be better trained and prepared in delivering positive 

education, how schools can tap into educators’ strengths to help them grow and 

flourish and subsequently better engage students in positive education, and it has 

discussed implications for the professional development of educators. At the policy 

level, it may have relevance for school leaders and MOE policy makers in catering 
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to the character and social-emotional needs and holistic education of students in 

Singapore; and in academia, it will hopefully prompt other studies into positive 

education for Singapore (which is under-researched). Further, it might have 

implications for the direction of qualitative research into positive education for 

schools in other countries. 

 

Research questions 

Central research question  

Perspectives (of educators), which this study investigated, are defined as 

frameworks through which people make sense of the world (Woods, 1992) and 

theory, which this study generated, is “a set of well‐developed concepts related 

through statements of relationship, which together constitute an integrated 

framework that can be used to explain or predict phenomena” (Strauss & Corbin 

1990, p. 15). Though no claim can be made for the generalizability of interpretivist 

theories, which this qualitative study undertook to develop, they can have reader or 

user generalizability, where the reader can relate to the study and gain a better 

understanding of the situation that they or others are in (O’Donoghue, 2007; Stake, 

2003). In other words, generalizability is basically linked to what the reader is 

seeking to learn from such studies. Though theories generated in such a study does 

not serve as prediction for any other context, it would be useful in providing a source 

of guidance (O’Donoghue, 2007). 

Hence, the central research question was as follows: What are educators’ 

perspectives on positive education? This question was aimed at generating theory 

to explain the process of understanding, implementing and experiencing positive 

education for educators at School X, as they make sense of it. This central question 

was augmented by further guiding questions. 

 

Guiding questions 

The guiding questions were based closely on Blackledge and Hunt’s (1989, 

p. 234) definition of the key components of ‘perspectives’, which are intentions, 

strategies, significance and outcomes, and the reasons for these components: 
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1. What are the intentions of educators engaging in positive education? What 

reasons do they give for their aims or intentions?  

2. What strategies do educators say they have for realizing their aims and 

intentions? What reasons do they give for utilizing those strategies?  

3. What do the educators see as the significance of their aims or intentions and 

their strategies? What reasons do they give for this?  

4. What outcomes do the educators expect (for themselves and their students) 

from pursuing their aims or intentions? What reasons do they give for this?  

The guiding questions have led to the development of interview questions (See 

Appendix A) regarding the range of objectives sought, the underlying values and 

beliefs, how students and educators interact, and the content and methods 

prescribed and used (O’ Donoghue, 2007).   

 

Methods 

Given that the aim of this study was to generate theory from the perspectives 

of participants, the researcher required an investigative method that enables 

interpretation of social phenomena. This study is therefore located within the 

interpretivist paradigm because it sought to understand “how people define events 

or reality” and “how they act in relation to their beliefs” (Chenitiz & Swanson, 1986, 

p. 4), or in other words, the social meanings people assign to situations and 

behaviour, which they use to comprehend their world and respond to them 

(O’Donoghue, 2007; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998).   

Participant selection from School X was purposive (Punch, 2009), involving 

educators engaged in positive education in the high school ProEd consortium and 

the college section’s Learning Support Programme and Student Development 

Programmes. This is because these educators were most closely involved in the 

positive education programme of the school, and therefore were in the best position 

to provide information. The sample of educators comprised nine teacher-leaders 

who exercised different leadership roles but also undertake some responsibility in 

teaching, and 10 teachers.  
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The methods of data collection included a focus group discussion, individual 

semi--structured interviews, document collection and non-participant observations, 

as follows. Data was gathered in an iterative process to follow up themes as they 

arose. The focus group discussion with selected teachers was conducted early to 

allow group interaction among participants in order to yield insights into issues that 

would inform subsequent individual interviews as to what follow-up questions to ask 

participants during the subsequent individual interviews. 

Semi-structured, individual interviews were the primary means of data 

collection they allow access to “people’s perceptions, meaning, definitions of 

situations and constructions of reality” (Punch, 2009, p. 144), which this study 

sought to investigate. Individual interviews were conducted with ten participants 

from the high school section of the school and nine from the college section, drawn 

from the pool of classroom teachers and teacher-leaders.  

Document collection was conducted as it provided a wealth of data for 

authentic educational research (Punch, 2009; Sarantakos, 2005). Documents 

included the school’s overall strategic direction for positive education, teaching 

materials and online documents. The data served to provide added insights which 

was analyzed in tandem with interviews and data collected via other methods.  

Unstructured non-participant observation, aided by a guiding checklist of 

focus items, was employed as a means to generate further questions for data 

gathering. Observations were made of a variety of areas where positive education 

was practised, such as workshops, assemblies and programmes such as service 

learning and the community involvement programme.  

Data collection and analysis were carried out in tandem, in line with the 

interpretivist research approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The principle of 

theoretical sampling was practised, whereby subsequent data collection was guided 

by theoretical directions that arose from the data analysis (Punch, 2005). Analytic 

induction was used in this study to raise the level of abstraction and to identify 

relationships between concepts (Punch, 2009). The methods included coding to 

attach meaning to data, identify themes and patterns (Sarantakos, 2005), and 

memoing to theorise ideas and their relationships to enable ideation and conceptual 

elaboration (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Glaser, 1978).  
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Overview of the findings 

This section presents an overview of both the empirical and theoretical 

findings and how they have added to the existing body of knowledge on positive 

education.  

The empirical findings are as follows. Firstly, the findings show how positive 

education relates to the Student Development (SD) efforts of School X; in particular, 

how it is congruent, coherent and enhancing of SD efforts, and how it is aligned with 

the teaching and learning of Chinese values. Secondly, the findings illustrate the 

implementation strategies of positive education in the high school and college 

sections of School X, and how these strategies are unique to or common across both 

sections. Thirdly, the findings demonstrate the existing and desired outcomes of 

positive education on students and educators, and how the school can maximise 

strengths and enhance the current implementation of positive education through 

addressing issues of tension between priorities faced by educators and students and 

the training and development of educators. Fourthly, the various ways in which 

positive education is perceived to be significant is revealed through metaphors 

provided by the participants.  

The empirical findings led to the generation of new theory, in the form of 

theoretical propositions, as follows: 

Proposition 1  

Appreciating the alignment of positive education with existing Student Development 

initiatives motivates educators to apply it in their own professional practice. This 

underpins a collective school endeavour to foster well-being and flourishing. 

Proposition 2 

Strategies employed to facilitate the practice of positive education are driven by the 

desire to foster student well-being and strength of character. In this regard, a whole 

school approach to positive education facilitates and embeds successful strategies 

in areas such as positive discipline, leadership development, relationships and 

communication into the school culture.  
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Proposition 3 

Attempting to balance the priorities of excellence in achievements (in both academic 

and non-academic areas) on one hand and well-being on the other creates tension 

for educators. The tension can be reduced when strategic congruence between 

achievements and positive education is realised via a stronger whole-school 

approach that integrates positive education with existing priorities, educational 

frameworks and academic subjects. 

Proposition 4 

School investment in the personal development of educators as part of professional 

development programmes in positive education enhances its implementation. 

Developing potential and building human capital strengthens educator commitment 

to positive education and builds a positive school culture.    

Proposition 5 

There is value in schools establishing their own brand of positive education that is 

contextualised to their own identity and needs. Branding is significantly related to the 

context of schools, including the position they are at in terms of student development 

needs and the ethos and values unique to their identity. 

 

These empirical and theoretical findings have added to the existing body of 

knowledge on positive education. Firstly, they have demonstrated the importance 

of the alignment of positive education with existing initiatives to foster the well-

being, character or holistic development of students, where, to date, most literature 

has focused on the research of schools using positive education but seemingly not 

on how it is aligned with or adds value to prevailing efforts or structures of the school 

in question. Secondly, the findings reveal specific implementation strategies that 

are present in a whole school approach to positive education (some of which are 

unique to School X), unlike the majority of studies which do not showcase specific 

strategies, and their efficacy, in a whole school approach. Thirdly, the discussion of 

the tension of priorities in embracing positive education in Singapore is unique to 

this study, in terms of the types of tension, why they are present and the measures 

that can be taken to alleviate them. Fourthly, the value of personal and professional 

development is highlighted, specifically regarding what needs to be covered and 
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how it can be carried out; there could usefully be greater emphasis in this area in 

future research. Fifthly, the importance for schools to establish their own brand of 

positive education that is customised to their own identity and needs is elucidated, 

where the discussion of such an issue of branding and contextualisation for 

individual schools is lacking in existing studies. Sixthly, the significance of positive 

education as expressed through metaphors is illuminated, which is not apparent in 

current literature.  

 All these are on top of the fact that – as elucidated in the ‘Rationale’ section 

above – this study was qualitative and focused on educators as the source of data 

and subject of study, unlike most studies that are quantitative and focused on 

students. In addition, the study is framed not only in the Asian setting (where there 

are significantly fewer studies compared to ones set in the West), but specifically in 

Singapore, where there are hardly any published studies on positive education, 

particularly in the K-12 context. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter provided an overall framework of the research and thesis, by 

outlining the background and context to the study, an overview the relevant body 

of literature, the rationale and significance of the study, and research methodology. 

Chapter 2 elaborates on the background and context of the study. Chapter 3 

reviews relevant empirical literature underpinning the research. This will be followed 

by Chapter 3 with an overview of empirical literature. Chapter 4 details the research 

design and methods in the study. Chapter 5 presents the empirical case study 

findings and Chapter 6 develops and discusses the theoretical propositions.  The 

concluding chapter summarises provides an overview of the research and 

discusses the implications for professional practice and recommendations for 

further research. 
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CHAPTER 2 – BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 

 

Introduction  

This chapter describes the background and context to the present study of 

educators’ perspectives on engaging students in positive education in one 

Singapore school (Grades 7 – 12). The first section of the chapter locates positive 

education within the broader context of positive psychology, describing the 

precedents of character and well-being educational initiatives in schools. This 

section also addresses the promotion of positive education through institutions, 

associations, networks and conferences. The second section describes the 

international context of positive education, illustrating its varied implementation in 

the schools of various countries. The third section elaborates on the background and 

context of positive education in Singapore. The fourth section discusses the 

approach to positive education taken in School X, the focus of this study. 

 

Global trends in positive psychology and positive 

education 

Positive education is the practical application of positive psychology in the 

realm of education (Green, 2011). Research shows that it is considered less as an 

inter-disciplinary endeavour combining positive psychology and education, but 

more as an undertaking to imbue positive psychology into the educational domain 

(Kristjánsson, 2012; Noble & McGrath, 2008; Seligman et al., 2009). Positive 

psychology, in seeking to move beyond traditional psychology’s focus on maladies, 

highlights the need for well-being and human flourishing (Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Seligman, 1998), conceptualising well-being not as the 

absence of maladies, but the opposite (Huppert & So, 2013). The investigation into 

and quest for well-being predates modern day concerns to ancient times. This is 

evident in Western history on the one hand: from the writings of Herodotus, to the 

epics of Homer, to Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and the thinkers in the era of 
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enlightenment – and in Eastern traditions on the other hand: with the works of 

Confucius, Mencius and Siddhartha Gautama, and more. These canonical literary 

writings (some secular, others, religious) bear witness to the fact that exploration of 

character and the pursuit for understanding of what it means to live a good life go 

back a long way (Waters, 2011). 

Positive psychology has also stood on the shoulders of giants in the recent 

past, building on the work that has gone before. For instance, the many principles 

and components of positive psychology are consistent with those of humanistic 

psychology, such as the emphasis on the importance of positive experiences and 

emotions, a focus on positive human potential, diversity and self-acceptance, the 

role of empathy, and the quest for peak experiences and self-actualisation (Resnick 

et al., 2001). Positive psychology is also consistent with the tenets and practices of 

Cognitive Behaviour Therapy, an umbrella term for cognitive-based psychotherapy 

interventions for the treatment of mental disorders (Trull, 2007). Both have a similar 

focus on: achieving a happier life instead of only addressing problems; an emphasis 

on meaningful goals rather than merely therapy; the present rather than the past; 

realistic and positive reframing of negative thoughts; developing competency in 

helpful and reality-based thinking as a bulwark to future challenges; incorporating 

pleasant activities accompanied by mood monitoring; identification and review of 

success experiences; and the development of problem-solving competencies (Beck, 

2011; Noble & McGrath, 2008).  

It has been argued by Cabanas (2018) that positive psychology, quite 

controversially, by stating that acquiring happiness is the most important aim in life 

for all (e.g., Diener, 2000; Seligman, 2011), has yielded the noblest purposes in life 

to a strong individualistic way of feeling, thinking and acting, which supports several 

critical accounts that positive psychology is based largely on the dominant Western 

ideology of individualism (Richardson & Guignon, 2008; Sundararajan, 2005). This 

individualistic conceptualization of happiness, in turn, is deemed problematic, 

because several studies have related individualism to increased pursuit of self-

interest and high rates of depression and mental illness. Hanson-Peterson (n.d.) 

argues, therefore, that the moral structure and aims with which we apply positive 
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psychology is important, and needs to be grounded on principles that include 

responsibility towards a moral, greater good. 

Over the years, there has largely been confluence in the concepts of well-

being among scholars in the field. Ryff (1989) and Ryff and Keyes (1995) proposed 

that well-being comprises the six domains of: autonomy, environmental mastery, 

personal growth, positive relationships, purpose in life, and self-acceptance. These 

six domains in their work are reiterated by Diener et al. (2011), who highlighted the 

importance of rewarding and positive relationships, feeling confident and 

competent, and believing that life is meaningful, and also by Deci and Ryan (2002), 

proponents of the Self Determination Theory (SDT), who pointed out that a person 

will enjoy well-being when the needs for relatedness, competence and autonomy 

are fulfilled. There is alignment between these concepts and Seligman’s theories 

and findings on positive psychology. In addition, the concepts broaden and build 

theory of positive emotions by Frederickson (2004) – highlighting the important role 

that positive emotions play in broadening one's awareness and encouraging 

innovative, diverse and exploratory perspectives and actions; and how over time, 

this broadened behavioural repertoire builds practical life skills and resources – is 

in line with Seligman’s emphasis on positive emotions (which is the ‘P’ in his PERMA 

model). Csikszentmihalyi’s (2008) work on ‘flow’ is congruent with the concepts of 

competence in SDT and engagement in Seligman’s PERMA. Also, the research of 

Dweck (2006) on the importance of a growth mind-set versus a fixed one, which 

concludes that people need to believe that their basic abilities and qualities can be 

cultivated through effort, ties in with Seligman’s work on resilience. So all these 

views above converge with those of Martin Seligman, who in his recent book 

‘Flourish’ (2011), propounded that there are five ‘keys’ to well-being; namely positive 

emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning and achievement (PERMA). 

Moreover, they supported by the exercise of resilience and character strengths. 

Seligman’s work is further supported by Huppert and So (2013), who have identified 

ten features of flourishing – positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, 

accomplishments, competence, resilience, emotional stability, vitality, optimism and 

self-esteem – as the opposite of internationally agreed symptoms of anxiety and 

depression. The first five features identified by Huppert and So are perfectly aligned 
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with Seligman’s PERMA, while the remaining five can be considered qualities 

displayed by flourishing people (Norrish, 2015). 

In the last two decades, there has been a proliferation of studies into various 

domains of well-being. There are peer-reviewed academic journals, conferences 

and post-graduate university courses being established in increasing number of 

countries, with different organisations, educational or otherwise, being involved in 

applying and evaluating various interventions and approaches (Kashdan & Steger, 

2011). It is postulated that the current trends of positive psychology will include 

seeking more of its applications in the following areas: microscopically at the 

neuropsychological level; macroscopically into larger systems such as economy, 

social justice, culture, the environment and medicine; and certainly into existing 

social establishments such as couples relationships, family life and educational 

institutions. In the last category, the school does appear to have been attracting the 

most attention amongst the other institutions (Seligman, 2011). Indeed, positive 

psychology and its application in the educational sphere – in other words, positive 

education – has advanced rapidly, relative to other scientific and applied disciplines 

(Kashdan & Steger, 2011). 

Positive psychology has strong relevance in education, with its focus on 

flourishing, character, and virtue which is strongly aligned with the ethos of holistic 

student education (Waters, 2011). Positive education captures the scientific and 

theoretical framework of positive psychology on one hand and also acknowledges 

the “unique features and complexities of school based approaches to well-being” 

(Norrish, 2015, p. 19) on the other. Its value has been established as preventing 

depression, which is significant as a large number of adolescents suffer from it 

currently (Costello et al., 2002). Moreover, positive education is a useful vehicle for 

schools to build character and promote well-being, which will in turn likely lead to 

greater academic success (Bernard & Walton, 2011). Indeed, there is increasing 

research evidence that student well-being directly correlates to academic 

performance (Waters, 2011). Unsurprisingly, therefore, the State of Positive 

Education report, submitted for the World Government Summit 2017, noted that 

there is a rising interest in policy-makers, educators, and parents around the world 

to infuse elements of positive education in the national curricula, or even 
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mainstream it (Krekel, 2017). This trend is evident in increased public and private 

research spending on positive education, in a growing number of research centres 

dedicated to the cause, and also in various pilot projects conducted in different 

countries. Certainly, the benefits of positive education have drawn various schools 

into incorporating its approach into their programmes. 

 
Initiatives in character building and well‐being   

While the implementation of positive education is a rapidly growing trend in 

schools (Seligman et al., 2009), it has been preceded by other movements. 

According to Cummings, Gopinathan and Tomoda (1988), numerous schools and 

school systems around the world had already professed, or at least recognised, the 

importance of character development and values education in their official 

statements of policy; namely, in Asian countries such as China, Japan, Korea, 

Taiwan and Malaysia, and in European ones such as West Germany, Denmark, 

Sweden and the Netherlands. 

As highlighted in Chapter 1, though schools today are increasingly 

acknowledging the significance of positive education, they were already engaged in 

the work of promoting the development of character and well-being to varying 

degrees (Seligman et al., 2009). For example, in the United States, Social and 

Emotional Learning (SEL), which was spearheaded by key organisations such as 

Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), has been 

practised in various parts of the country (CASEL, 2009). CASEL, through the 

Collaborative Districts Initiative, has assisted schools in nine large urban districts to 

implement SEL, and it has published two major guides, in 2012 and 2015 

respectively, with evidence-based programmes for schools to teach SEL. In 2016, 

CASEL founded the Collaborative States Initiative with the intention of partnering 

with states on the development of policies, goals and guidelines to support 

implementation of SEL state-wide (CASEL, 2018). In the United Kingdom, Personal, 

Social, Health and Economic (PSHE) education has been promoted in various forms 

as part of the National Curriculum for schools since 2000 (PSHE Association, 

2018). In 2005, the UK government published a SEAL (Social and Emotional 

Aspects of Learning) pack to be implemented through the PSHE curriculum.   
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Various concerns about the limitations and drawbacks of school‐based well‐

being initiatives have been addressed by Seligman et al. (2009). One key concern 

of parents, educators and politicians are that these programmes, which are in 

competition for academic programmes for funding, will compromise students’ 

achievement (Benninga et al., 2006). However, Seligman argued that well‐being 

programmes can result in measurable advancements in students’ well‐being and 

behaviour, enhance and promote skills and strengths, and increase students’ 

engagement in learning and academic achievement. He pointed out that there are 

three reasons that positive education programmes should be delivered in schools: 

first, there is evidence that they prevents depression; secondly, they enhance 

youths’ happiness and life satisfaction, and thirdly, more well-being produces better 

learning outcomes, the traditional objective of education, as positive mood 

produces greater levels of attention, creative thinking, and holistic thinking 

(Seligman, 2016). Moreover, while positive education supports intellectual 

development and the cultivation of the mind by introducing young people to the best 

that’s been thought and known, it places equal value on the development of 

character strengths to help young people flourish (IPEN, 2017). In turn, there is 

strong evidence that students can be taught PERMA, character strengths and 

virtues, in such a way that also supports and amplifies their academic studies 

(Seligman, 2016). Indeed, as mentioned earlier, there is a clear correlation between 

well-being and academic performance (Park, 2013; Waters, 2011).  The evidence 

will be elaborated in the following chapter. 

 

The promotion of positive education internationally 

The apparent value of positive education has engaged various institutions all 

over the world in exploring, developing and implementing related programmes 

(Waters, 2015). Academic or research institutions and key individuals leading this 

movement have embarked on what this researcher has termed ‘awareness, action 

and advocacy’. First, they came to an awareness of positive education from a 

certain exposure, their own research, and the subsequent training that they 

received; then secondly, they took action to apply it according to their own 

capacities or within their own institutions; and thirdly, they advocated it through 
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networks and associations they formed or joined. It is also observed that the 

development of positive education associations and networks have undertaken a 

particular three-pronged approach: firstly, branding themselves through sharing 

their convictions, experiences or findings with others online via their own websites 

or social media, and making a pitch for collaboration or membership; secondly, 

providing consultancy and professional development through their writings and 

offers of programmes; and thirdly, participating in investigation, validation and 

consolidation through opening up to academic researchers and/or doing research 

on their own.  

 At first, various institutions, some fronted by particular centres, sought to 

research on positive education and to promote its cause, as part of their work on 

various applications of positive psychology. Then, as positive education rapidly 

expanded worldwide, research was increasingly directed to empirically validate 

programmes and further develop them.  These institutions or centres, academic (as 

in university-linked) or otherwise, offered not only online resources and workshops, 

but also certified diplomas and degrees, facilitated the forming of associations and 

networks, and the organization of conferences. Such institutions and centres in the 

USA include the University of Pennsylvania’s pioneering Positive Psychology 

Centre led by Martin Seligman (with Karen Reivich and James Pawelski) and the 

Character Lab within the Positive Psychology Centre, the Quality of Life Research 

Centre (Claremont Graduate University), the Centre for Compassion and Altruism 

Research and Education and also the Project for Education Research That Scales 

(PERTS) (both at Stanford University), the Greater Good Science Centre (University 

of California, Berkeley), the Centre for Health and Happiness (Harvard University), 

the Centre for Positive Organizations (University of Michigan) and the Imagination 

Institute (Philadelphia, USA). Outside the USA, institutions and centres include: in 

the UK – the Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues (University of Birmingham), 

the Well-being Institute (University of Cambridge) and the Centre for Confidence 

and Well-being (Scotland); and in Australia – the Centre for Positive Psychology 

(University of Melbourne), the Centre for Positive Psychology and Education 

(University of Western Sydney), and the Institute for Positive Psychology and 

Education (Australian Catholic University). Certain centres (eg. Centre for Positive 
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Psychology) or sections within centres (eg. Character Lab in the Positive 

Psychology Centre) are primarily or exclusively devoted to positive education.  

Positive education has also come to be promoted through a growing number 

of positive psychology associations, including the International Positive Psychology 

Association (IPPA) of the USA, the Canadian Positive Psychology Association 

(CPPA), the European Network of Positive Psychology, and in Asia, the Global 

Chinese Positive Psychology Association (GCPPA). These associations all seek to 

promote flourishing and well-being through the research, development and 

application of various aspects positive psychology (including positive education), 

and also facilitate collaboration, sharing of findings, and provision of services in 

research, consultancy and training. Each of these associations organise their own 

regular conferences and meetings, such as, since the 2000s, IPPA’s World 

Congress on Positive Psychology, the European Conference on Positive 

Psychology, and the South African Conference on Positive Psychology. In Asia, 

there are the China International Conference on Positive Psychology and the Asian-

Pacific Conference on Applied Positive Psychology at Tsinghua University of China, 

and the Asian Conference on Positive Psychology in Hong Kong. There is also the 

Australian Positive Psychology and Well-being conference, held biennially and 

previously hosted by Sydney University, Monash University, Wollongong 

University, and the University of Melbourne. Positive education would be typically 

featured as one of the key conference strands. 

Positive education exclusively, however, has also recently seen its 

mushrooming share of conferences specifically devoted to its cause. Though 

positive psychology was founded in America, positive education actually took off in 

Australia, as discussed in the following section. The Positive Schools Initiative, a 

combined Australian and UK effort, is a well-known annual conference series since 

2011, supported by academic and educational institutions (The University of 

Western Australia Faculty of Education, the University of Cambridge Well-being 

Institute, and GGS Institute of Positive Education) and Australian Government 

initiatives (beyondblue, MindMatters and KidsMatter). The Positive Schools Initiative 

was extended abroad to Singapore for the first time in 2015. The Australian Positive 

Education Summit/Conference has run biennially over the past six years and has 
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been co-hosted by Sydney University, The Positive Psychology Institute, The 

Positivity Institute and Knox Grammar School. Campaigns have also been held 

around to publicise the cause of positive education and its activities and 

programmes. Campaigns range from smaller ones like the PESA iPhone Video 

Project, to bigger ones such as The Positive Detective (+D) Campaign. Both seek to 

capture and celebrate demonstrations of positive education and PERMA in action 

(Waters, 2015). While the former involve the school community capturing positive 

behaviours on video in their smartphones, the latter extended beyond schools to 

workplaces and society at large, calling on people to be ‘positive detectives’ by 

catching others doing good and sharing the positives they have witnessed via twitter 

(under the hastag of #posdetective and @ProfLeaWaters).  Both serve to spread 

and celebrate positive news, building on experiences of gratitude, savouring and 

kindness. People (particularly children and youths) learn that by taking greater 

control over what they notice, and spreading good news and positive stories, they 

can enhance positive emotions in themselves and others, and build positive 

relationships in the process. 

Of the various positive education associations and networks that have sprung 

up in Australia, one of the main associations (if not the main one) is PESA (Positive 

Education Schools Association). It was first mooted in 2012 and officially launched 

in early 2014 when a few schools that were involved in positive education formed an 

alliance with the University of Melbourne’s Centre for Positive Psychology for the 

purpose of promoting student well-being through the adoption of positive education, 

facilitating collaboration amongst schools in Australia, and equipping all members 

with a deeper understanding for the development and implementation of positive 

education. PESA now has over 600 institutional and individual members, 

predominantly from Australia, and holds its PESA National Conference hosted by 

different schools in Australia annually. After the establishment of PESA, the world 

saw an even bigger step forward with the setting up of the International Positive 

Education Network (IPEN), which has a strong global reach. IPEN launched a 

campaign to promote the development of students’ character strengths and well-

being as being equal in importance to academic achievement to their future success 

and happiness, through supporting collaboration, changing education practice 
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and reforming government policy. It sought to bring together teachers, parents, 

academics, students in educational institutions, together with charities, 

companies and governments to promote positive education (IPEN, 2017). 

Educators have the opportunity of utilising these associations and conferences for 

resources, connections, knowledge and support. 

However, besides those above initiatives that distinctly promote positive 

education, there are also government policies or quasi-government efforts that serve 

to complement positive education. The efforts demonstrate a growing awareness by 

government or quasi-government agencies of their role in promoting well-being. 

Distinct from earlier efforts which precede positive education, these seem to be 

influenced by the positive education movement. Though these organisations may 

not explicitly label their policies or efforts as positive education per se, but the 

influence of the movement is clear. In fact, if one were to take the definition of IPEN, 

where positive education is broadly described as “character and well-being” 

complementing “academics” in a “double helix with intertwined strands of equal 

importance” (IPEN, 2017), then these policies or efforts can actually be broadly 

deemed to be positive education in nature. As highlighted by Krekel (2017) in the 

State of Positive Education report, they include the work as discussed in the 

following paragraphs. 

The U.S. Department  of Education recently gave four research grant awards 

of USD $2 million, under the new ‘Skills for Success’ grant  competition  to  improve  

students’ mind-sets  and  learning skills, with projects over three years involving 

more  than 10,000 students  in  various school districts. It also started the ‘Mentoring 

Mind-sets Initiative’ so that mentors can teach these skills to their mentees. Mind-

sets and learning skills have been identified as a key initiative of the administration’s 

college and career readiness strategy, with the administration having identified 

socio-emotional qualities like grit, tenacity, or perseverance as vital ingredients for 

success in today’s workplace (U.S. Department of Education, 2013).  

In the United Kingdom, the Values-Based Child and Adolescent Mental 

Health System Commission, made up of the Royal College of Psychiatrists, 

YoungMinds and Children & Young People’s Mental Health Coalition, published a 

joint report in 2016 advocating for the improvement of mental health services for 
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children and young people. Making a total of ten recommendations, it called for 

schools and the wider education sector to play the main role in doing so, and to give 

mental health the same priority as literacy and numeracy. The Department of 

Education implemented a ‘Character Awards’  scheme, given annually for diverse  

areas ranging from perseverance, resilience, and grit over conscientiousness,  

curiosity, and focus on honesty, integrity, and  dignity; and  schools are encouraged 

to apply for recognition in the field of character education (U.K. Department of 

Education, 2016).  

In Australia, Krekel (2017) noted that the Australian National Safe Schools 

Framework began adopting a whole-school approach to  well-being in recognition of 

the importance  of student well-being as a prerequisite for learning and achievement, 

defining guiding principles, including the promotion  of positive student   behaviour, 

the provision  of  opportunities  for  students   to   develop  a  sense  of meaning 

and purpose,  and  the nurturing   of  key  socio-emotional  skills. The ‘Student 

Well-being Hub’ was set up as a one- stop  online shop  for  al l  stakeholders 

such as students,  educators and  parents  t o  provide information  and  materials, 

for example, on  how to  foster responsibility, resilience or  respectful relationships  

among students. Resources are made in coordination with the Australian curriculum.  

At the sub-national level, various individual states – New South Wales, Victoria, 

Queensland, Tasmania, South Australia have also begun developing their own well-

being framework, giving priority and funding to promote flourishing in students 

(Krekel, 2017).  

In New Zealand, the ‘Youth Mental Health Project’ was launched to build the 

resilience and psychosocial well-being of young people (New Zealand Ministry of 

Health, 2016) and the ‘New Zealand Curriculum’ guides schools in the designing of 

their curricula to nurture key competencies for life and lifelong learning  (New  

Zealand Ministry   of   Education,   2016).   Similarly,  Scotland’s  ‘Curriculum  for 

Excellence’ is  underpinned  by   positive educational  principles aimed  at  making  

students  confident   individuals, responsible  citizens,  and   effective  contributors 

(Education Scotland, 2016). South Korea, in 2014, passed the ‘Character Education 

Promotion Act’, making it a requirement for schools at kindergarten, primary, and 

secondary levels to teach character skills (Korean Federation of Teachers’ 



32 
 

Associations, 2015), The Singapore government, as discussed in Chapter 1 and 

other parts of this chapter, has also been undertaking various initiatives to promote 

character education and socio-emotional life skills. All these efforts in various 

countries demonstrate the growing advancement of positive education, and its 

complements, internationally.  

 

The international context (schools) 

While the previous section focused on positive education by academic 

institutions, associations, networks and government agencies, this section 

addresses positive education as practised in schools, and partnerships between 

schools and academic, public or private institutions/organisations. Positive 

education has been implemented in various ways in schools in different countries; 

for example, through training in resilience, engagement, intrinsic motivation, self‐

control and purpose. The country with the most widespread practice of positive 

education across its schools is, arguably, Australia. 

 

Positive education in schools in Australia 

On an institutional scale, a whole‐school approach infusing positive 

psychology into the education of their students was notably undertaken by Geelong 

Grammar School and St Peter’s College in Australia. Each has published a book 

documenting their journey through positive education. Geelong Grammar School 

(GGS), a premier private school in Australia for elementary through to high school 

students has the distinction of being possibly the first school in the world to 

advocate for and implement a whole-school approach to positive education 

(Seligman et al., 2009; Seligman, 2011). Indeed, in June 2007, Seligman noted that 

it was “the foremost bastion of positive education in the world” (Seligman, 2017, p. 

7). It has designed and employed a ‘learn it, live it, teach it, embed it’ process, which 

involves both implicit and explicit implementation methods (Norrish, Williams, 

O'Connor, & Robinson, 2013). It has infused positive education throughout the 

school using the following methods: the explicit teaching of positive education 

(resilience, gratitude, strengths); embedding positive education into the curriculum 
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– for example, students measure the well‐being of nations in Geography lessons 

and examine character strengths in folklore during language classes (Seligman, 

2011); and finally, applying positive education in their daily lives (Seligman et al., 

2009). Taking a whole‐school approach has its advantages over isolated one‐off 

programmes, as there is greater all‐round coherence and impact. The school in turn 

serves as a natural setting for well‐being to be cultivated, recognized, celebrated 

and encouraged, which makes sense given that many children and teenagers may 

spend most of their waking hours of the day in school. The application and success 

of positive education at GGS is evident especially in its Timbertop programme, 

where outdoor education is blended with academics for Grade 9 students who learn 

and practise life skills. The school launched its Institute of Positive Education in 

2014, in its first year training over 3500 educators from Government, Independent 

and Catholic schools from each State and Territory in Australia with a range of four 

specific one-day training courses and customised ones, playing its part extensively 

as a pioneer to advocate for the cause.  

St Peter’s College embarked on positive education in 2011 with an 

Appreciative Inquiry summit which led staff to discuss and experience the benefits 

of taking a strengths-based approach and buy-in with the new direction the school 

was undertaking. The school created a “dashboard framework of well-being” (White 

and Murray, 2015, p. 69) that incorporated a whole school approach, reaching out 

to teachers, students and non-teaching staff in the understanding and practice of 

positive education. Using quantitative and qualitative approaches, St Peter’s College 

measured its interventions (to be discussed further in Chapter 3), being the first 

institution to have its school-wide approaches empirically validated and published 

(White & Murray, 2015). It has been embedding well-being into academic and 

enrichment lessons, in and out of the classroom, through staff training, counselling 

and health care (Waters, et. al, 2011). A total of 2400 students in the school were 

projected to have completed one or more well-being and positive psychology 

interventions by the end of 2015 (White and Murray, 2015). Student leaders 

organised the 3rd Appreciative Inquiry National Student Leadership Summit for 106 

School Captains, with leaders across States and sectors attending. Staff members 

have completed various courses, and the school is now in the process of conducting 
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courses and workshops to spread its message and best practices. Over 40 staff 

presented at peer-reviewed workshops on well-being and its application to literature, 

computing, sport, pastoral care, the arts and humanities. The school also 

collaborated with Melbourne Graduate School of Education (University of 

Melbourne) to bring the Professional Certificate in Positive Education to Adelaide 

(IPEN, 2017). 

Since 2008, many other schools in Australia have embraced positive 

education and used its tenets to frame the affective education of their students, with 

several having grouped themselves into associations, such as the Positive 

Education Schools Association (PESA) formed in 2012, and various institutions set 

up by academics or independent private educators to advance the cause of and 

research into positive education. The following, as highlighted by the PESA chair 

Simon Murray, offers a snapshot of the positive education efforts in a sample of 

schools in PESA (Murray, 2013; 2015):  

 Burgmann Anglican School (ACT) encouraged students to speak up about 

concerns and recognise and affirm that which is deserving of praise. Students 

are also taught to build resilience to manage challenges. 

 Oakleigh Primary School & Kindergarten (Victoria) started off with the 

focus on staff development and well-being, to ensure the principles were 

internalised by staff before classroom projects were initiated. A signature 

programme comprised of each year level team completing an Action 

Research Project on one of the key principles of PERMA, which would be in 

turn fused into curriculum and inquiry units.  

 Christ Church Grammar School (WA) has expanded period allocation to 

the Personal and Spiritual Development classes and hosted the first WA 

PESA Network meeting for staff in local schools to collaboratively learn more 

about the various positive education programmes on offer.  

 Euroa Secondary College (Victoria) utilised its School Wide Positive 

Behaviour Support, especially in developing student capacity to exhibit the 

College Core Values (Challenge, Empowerment, Resilience, and Respect) 

which are reinforced through celebration of examples of behaviours which 

display them. 
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 Knox Grammar School (NSW) in implementing positive education, 

especially utilising character strengths in schools, has been extending its 

outreach to parents through its Positive Psychology for Parents seminars and 

to staff from Catholic and Diocesan Schools through professional 

development programmes, including its Certification in Positive Education 

Course.  

 St Catherine’s School (NSW) developed new Academic Care programmes 

that include mentors explicitly teaching skills in three key areas in order to 

build PERMA, and staff adapting and developing age-appropriate activities 

for use in their teaching skills in each of this area.   

 The Peninsula School (Victoria) has been sharing about how the school 

has set about promoting a better understanding of the encouragement 

needed by students to adopt growth mind-sets within the classroom and co-

curricular programs. A new focus was the area of ‘academic buoyancy’ with 

the aim of cultivating resilience in students to help them better deal with the 

day-to-day challenges of life on campus.  

 Mount Barker High School (SA), working with the District Council of Mount 

Barker to introduce positive psychology to the wider community, has 

presented information sessions and training to over 120 teachers to schools 

in the community. A comprehensive whole school Positive Education Pastoral 

Care programme has been designed.  

 Kambrya College (Victoria) used the Visible Well-being approach 

developed by the Centre for Positive Psychology to integrate student well-

being into the learning of the academic curriculum, with educators teaching 

their academic curriculum using certain strategies or tools that also boost 

student well-being. Well-being has become a concrete, observable 

phenomenon that is visible in class from its previous subjective, internal 

experience within each student. 

There are regular updates to the above as PESA schools grow in number 

and strength annually. Apart from the above, there are other similar ‘lighthouse 

schools’ in Australia (Waters, 2014) that have and generously shared their training 

and resources with other schools and championed the cause of positive education, 
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such as Ballarat Grammar, Seymour College, Kew High School, Melbourne High 

School, Tully High School, Malvern Central School and Camberwell Primary School 

(Waters, 2014, p. 121).  

Waters (2014, p. 5) argues that, to fulfil the potential of positive education in 

Australia, there is a need to “act on the system level and ensure that research, 

curriculum design, training and professional development is coordinated within and 

across government, independent and Catholic education systems”. In addition, 

there is a need for positive education be ‘scaled-up’ such that it reaches large 

numbers of students across all school systems so as to transform schooling. This 

can be done via adopting either universal or tailored approaches. The universal 

approach applies a chosen well-being curriculum and framework across a system, 

or a cohort of schools. Such an approach has been utilised by Australian schools 

with programmes such as Building Resilience, MindMatters, KidsMatter, Bounce 

Back! YouCanDoit! and SensAbility. The tailored approach, after training teachers 

in the core principles of positive education to provide a common framework, 

empowers them to create customised positive education initiatives that are 

contextualised to the needs of their respective schools. This tailored approach was 

implemented, for instance, between 2010 and 2013 through a partnership between 

the Department of Education, Early Childhood Development Victoria and the 

University of Melbourne’s Graduate School of Education (of which the Centre for 

Positive Psychology is a part), supporting 52 positive education projects in schools 

at primary and secondary levels in country and metropolitan settings in Victoria 

(Waters, 2014). 

Among the various organisations that have supported or initiated positive 

education work in Australian schools, a notable one is the Centre for Positive 

Psychology (CPP) in the University of Melbourne (Melbourne Graduate School of 

Education, 2017). For instance, it has worked with St Peter’s College in 

investigating its positive education programme, with a number of articles in the book 

by St Peter’s College documenting its work – Evidence-based Approaches to 

Positive Education in Schools: Implementing a Strategic Framework for Well-being 

in Schools – being co-authored by staff of CPP (including its chair, Lea Waters). 

CPP has also been involved in the Australian Research Council Linkage project in 
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evaluating GGS’s positive education programme since 2012. It has worked on 

tailoring the GGS positive education programme to selected public schools, and 

delivering and evaluating it. It has been carrying out longitudinal assessments 

which included on-line surveys, psychophysiological and biological experience 

sampling and focus group data. CPP also piloted the Visible Well-being project with 

Kambrya College, which integrates student well-being into the learning process 

across any subject matter and is applicable by teachers at all educational levels 

(early learning, primary and secondary). In 2015, the CPP launched the Well-being 

Profiler it developed to assess student well-being in schools, which can meet the 

large international market need of schools seeking to measure student well-being.  

The Well-being Profiler, an online measurement tool that is a student-report 

questionnaire, measures well-being in the six domains as identified in the research 

literature (see Chapter 3) as important indicators of youth well-being. It seeks to 

understand what is important to young people and how they experience the world 

with the goal of developing better customised well-being interventions (Melbourne 

Graduate School of Education, 2017). 

 

Positive education in schools in other largely Western countries 

outside Australia 

Non-Asian countries outside Australia have also witnessed organisations 

championing various positive education programmes and efforts in the school 

context. In the USA, the arguable equivalent of GGS and St Peter’s, where positive 

education has  been  mainstreamed in entire  school curricula, is KIPP (Knowledge 

is  Power Programme), a non-profit network of about 200 publicly funded, college-

preparatory charter schools in largely deprived communities, benefiting more than 

80,000 elementary, middle, and high school students across the  country. As noted 

by Krekel (2017), the KIPP network has put  character education at the forefront, 

and has sought to cultivate seven character strengths that are highly correlated 

with well-being: vitality, grit, optimism, self-control, gratitude, social intelligence, and 

curiosity. Evidence indicates that  students have made  significant achievement 

gains  in  standardized  test  scores  in  Mathematics  and  English, and  that these 

gains are higher for students with lower achievement  at   baseline. Students have 
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also demonstrated higher motivation and e n g a g e m e n t , overall satisfaction with 

schooling, and higher goals and aspirations. Another school to note is the Shipley 

School, which recently started its whole school positive education transformation in 

2017 in collaboration with the University of Pennsylvania with the ‘learn, live, teach, 

embed’ model, beginning with training for all adults employed in the school 

(Seligman & Adler, 2018).  

Numerous other schools in the USA have also used positive education in a 

variety of ways through various evidence‐based programmes. Two renowned 

programmes are the Penn Resilience Programme (PRP) and Strath Haven Positive 

Psychology Curriculum, both of which have been implemented in schools and have 

shown positive results in mitigating ill‐being and enhancing well‐being for students 

(Seligman et al., 2009). The Penn Resilience Programme, developed by 

researchers at the Positive Psychology Centre (University of Pennsylvania) and one 

of positive education’s most extensively tested programmes, serves to develop 

resilience, well-being and optimism through practical skills to help individuals deal 

with stress, challenges and adversity, and to thrive (Positive Psychology Centre, 

2018). The Strath Haven Positive Psychology Curriculum primarily focuses on 

helping students identify and develop their strengths, enabling students to work out 

and assess how well they use their strengths, take control of their responses, 

cultivate healthy relationships, and find purpose in school (O’Grady, 2013).  

US teachers and students also tap on the services of the VIA Institute on 

Character (headquartered in Ohio, Cincinnati) which advances the science and 

practice of character strengths, a key pillar of positive education (VIA Institute on 

Character, 2018). The publication of the groundbreaking Character Strengths and 

Virtues: A Handbook and Classification (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) heralded the 

creation of a scientifically derived classification of character strengths (Linkins, 

Niemiec, Gillham & Mayerson, 2014). The list with the 24 strengths under the six 

domains is provided in Appendix B. The VIA Classification of Character Strengths 

and Virtues provides a common language for students and teachers to understand 

and develop what is best in themselves and others. It embraces and transcends the 

core virtues and character strengths that are valued by various cultures, religions, 

philosophies, belief systems across different countries and time periods (Peterson 
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& Seligman, 2004). Traditional character education approaches to teaching 

character are notably prescriptive in nature, whereby character is defined in terms 

of a certain set of selected core character traits are to be instilled in children (Linkins 

et al., 2014). Most character education programmes promote a prescribed range of 

traits within merely three of the six VIA virtue clusters (courage, justice, and 

humanity), but with the many strengths within the virtue clusters of wisdom, 

temperance, and transcendence being neglected (Linkins et al., 2014). In contrast 

to such a prescriptive approach, Peterson (2006) suggests that character capacities 

reside within each of us. With this paradigm, the objective of character education 

would not be to enforce a certain set of values, but rather to support in the revealing 

and development of existing strengths that students already possess. Hence, 

instead of a prescription of particular character traits that teachers need to enforce 

in children, the language provides a description of each individual’s character-

related dispositions and qualities. Character is not seen as a construct that is fixed 

and with a limited definition, but rather perceived as “multifaceted, dynamic, 

idiosyncratic, and unique to the individual” (Linkins et al., 2014, p. 65).  The VIA 

Institute on Character provides online surveys and tools to help individuals, teams 

and classes in educational institutions recognize and understand their strengths, 

and online resources and on-demand courses to help them explore the use of their 

strengths with others (VIA Institute on Character, 2018). Character strengths leads 

to and are closely connected with PERMA and flourishing. As Seligman explains, 

“these twenty-four strengths underpin all five elements, not just engagement: 

deploying your highest strengths leads to more positive emotion, to more meaning, 

to more accomplishment, and to better relationships” (2011, p. 24). 

Many schools in the USA have also benefitted from the work of the Character 

Lab steered by Angela Duckworth, which has launched several initiatives for 

students through the following: designing and implementing in schools useful 

strategies and practices that build character; translating scientific research into 

practical educational tools such as interactive online activities for students and 

professional development materials for teachers; creating new measures of 

character for learning and growth of students; and providing thought leadership by 

highlighting the significance of character development in K-12 education for all 
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children (Character Lab, 2017). The KIPP family of charter schools, together with 

Riverdale County School, have adopted the resources of the Character Lab to 

develop character strengths in their students (KIPP, 2016). An on-going study is 

being conducted in Riverdale County School’s Elementary and Middle School to 

investigate a programme that develops grit and other essential character strengths 

in students (Seligman, 2016).  

Between the US and Central America, on the tertiary level, Universidad 

Tecmilenio in Mexico has dedicated itself to creating an ecosystem of well-being 

and happiness for its students. In 2013, it created the first Well-being and 

Happiness Institute” in Mexico and also organised the International Well-being and 

Happiness Summit. It was found that students who attended the university’s 

required introductory positive psychology programme had significant increases 

in their PERMA, mindfulness, gratitude  and even GPA on completion of the 

programme compared to before they had undergone it (Escamilla, 2017). 

In Canada, a key initiative was the setting up of the Canada Positive 

Psychology Association (CPPA). In November 2013, the CPPA held its first 

Educating for Resilience Conference, bringing together educators, and those 

interested and involved in the psychological health and resilience of youth in 

Canada, together with some of the top international experts in this field. In June 

2014, the CPPA, in conjunction with University of Toronto Schools, began its first 

pilot of the Strengths-Based Resilience programme for the entire Grade 7 cohort in 

lessons in positive psychology to increase well-being and personal resilience, and 

rolling out the programme out to the entire school thereafter. The CPPA has 

established a Resilience Mastermind Group for greater discussion and 

collaboration amongst educators over the implementation of positive psychology-

based interventions in their schools (Canada Positive Psychology Association, 

n.d.). 

Of notable mention Canada’s Ridley College in St. Catherine (Ontario), which 

has facilitates staff participation in a variety of webinars on positive education, and 

promotes positive education through literature, blog posts, and on social media with 

the hash tag #RidleyFlourishes to curate and share resources (Webster, 2015).  

The College has created a Positive Education Mastermind Group where schools 
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engaging in positive education can learn from and with others, has established 

Positive Education and Wellness Committees, developed a school-wide 

professional development programme, and employed a positive education 

consultant. The College’s year-end Professional Development for staff is dedicated 

to positive education. A taskforce has been formed to promote reciprocity learning 

with other schools. 

In the UK, Wellington College lays claim to “pioneering the teaching of well-

being in mainstream education” (Wellington College, n.d.), being the first school in 

the UK to implement a programme in happiness and well-being in 2006, 

spearheaded by then headmaster Sir Anthony Seldon (the founding President of 

IPEN). The well-being programme in Wellington College sought to move away from 

focusing on measures to prevent disease and disaster, as many PSHE courses do, 

to use evidence based approaches to educate students how to make the best of 

their potential. The Wellington well-being course is based on the six elements of 

Physical Health, Positive Relationships, Perspective (developing a psychological 

immune system), Engagement, The World (living sustainably) and Meaning and 

Purpose. All students in their first four years at the school receive about one hour 

per fortnight of well-being lessons, with each lesson equipping students with a skill 

they can use to enhance their well-being. Beyond the classroom, mindfulness is 

promoted regularly on House and year group levels, through regular lectures on 

various topics that help their students reflect on making the most of their lives. 

Wellington College, n.d.). 

The Floreat Education Academies Trust in the UK has maintained three primary 

schools since 2014, and is about to open two more, in and around London. It is similar 

to  KIPP  in that  its  g o a l s  a r e  t o  n u t u r e  a balanced set of four core  virtues 

– curiosity, honesty, perseverance, and  civic service –  but  i t  i s  broader  in reach  

that  it  targets  students  of  all socio-economic backgrounds.  Teachers of all schools 

are given a toolkit to foster character education in their classes by the Floreat 

Character Programme (Floreat Education Academies Trust, 2016). 

Models of well established, multidisciplinary partnerships in the UK between 

schools and mental health services in the community were highlighted by the Values-

Based Child and Adolescent Mental Health System Commission (which published a 
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report as mentioned in the previous section), such as in Water Hall Primary School 

in Milton Keynes. This includes a joint effort by a child and adolescent psychiatrist 

and an educational psychologist to reach out to students with attention-deficit 

hyperactivity disorder, and child psychiatrists conducting anti-stigma campaigns in 

the school. This results in the delivery of better mental health services to the 

students.  

The Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues in the University of Birmingham 

is an “interdisciplinary research centre focusing on character, virtues and values in 

the interest of human flourishing” (Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues, n.d., 

p.1). Promoting a moral concept of character, the Centre is a leader in the informing 

of policy and practice through its range of projects contributing to a revival of 

character virtues in individuals family, school, community and the wider workplace. 

The Centre has conducted projects focusing on the exploration of 

gratitude (Gratitude Britain), with the examination of its meaning, promotion and 

impact, and extending to service in various domains, and how that service can be 

underpinned by personal and public virtues. Another successful example is the 

Knightly Virtues project, seeking to educate character through four classic stories, 

which has been used by thousands of schools in the UK. The Centre has contributed 

significantly to the positive education in schools through its creation of a wealth of 

resources for teachers and other education stakeholders for use in educational 

settings. These resources range from customised programmes for both primary and 

secondary students, to full programmes of study, which can be used to teach 

character as a distinct subject, focusing on specific virtues, and also materials to 

teach character through subjects.  

The Well-being Institute (WBI), a cross-disciplinary initiative at the University 

of Cambridge, promotes research in the science of well-being, and its integration 

into evidence-based practice and policy. WBI has incorporated the positive 

Relationships, Engagement and Meaning in PERMA and added in their own 

concepts of Physical Health, Perspective (developing a psychological immune 

system) and The World (living sustainably). Since 2006, it has conducted in-house 

lessons for students, well-being taster classes for parents, and held conferences to 

reach out to other school communities (Department of Psychology, 2017). Indeed, 
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while there appears to be greater application and implementation of positive 

education by elementary and secondary schools, universities can certainly also 

benefit from positive psychology and positive organizational scholarship and work 

toward being positive institutions, as noted by Oades, Robinson, Green and Spence 

(2011) who gave various recommendations how PERMA can be applied in five key 

environments of the university: classroom and formal learning settings (e.g. 

curriculum, academic achievement), social sphere (e.g. student relationships), local 

community and external organizations (e.g. volunteerism), faculty and administration 

work domains (e.g. employee stress) and residential environments (e.g. student 

well-being).  

Other notable initiatives with schools include The Healthy Minds Project, with 

the objective of establishing the link between emotionally stable, self-efficacious 

students and improved behaviour and academic attainment in school, is being 

piloted over a period of four years for more than 10,000 secondary school students 

across 33 schools. The organisation responsible, How to Thrive, has been set up 

based on the Penn Resiliency Programme of the University of Pennsylvania, which 

conducted a three year study involving 4000 students in 21 secondary schools in 

three cities and three primary schools in Hertfordshire (How to Thrive, 2018).  

Besides North America and the UK as discussed above, initiatives in positive 

education are spread across a range of other countries. Intervention programmes 

targeting non-academic well-being skills have been implemented on a large scale in 

secondary schools  in  countries such Peru (694 schools) and Bhutan (18 schools), 

for example, reaching a total of 771,300 students (Adler, 2016). Research shows 

that participating students attained higher levels of both well-being and academic 

achievement on standardized national exams after the intervention. The results 

collectively suggest that, independent of social, economic, or cultural conditions, 

teaching well-being in schools on a large scale is both feasible and positively 

impactful (Seligman, 2016). 

Initiatives in Europe include, in Spain, the ‘Happy Classrooms’ programme 

launched in Oct 2010 sought to develop mindfulness and character strengths in 

students aged three to 18 years old. Today, there are over 200 schools in Spain and 

Spanish speaking countries implementing this programme (Rey, n.d.). In Denmark, 
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True North School has a positive education curriculum, Unlocking Potential, which 

focuses on personal leadership and social competency. This marks the boarding 

school’s shift away from the focus on academic skills towards the cultivation of 

character strengths, virtues and well-being in students (Kern & Kaufman, 2017).  

In South Africa, the Maharishi Institute conducted one of the first large scale 

Consciousness-Based Education experiments in government schools, running for 

four years and involving 9,000 students. Children practised meditation techniques 

for 20 minutes at the start and end of the school day. Tracking more than 100,000 

of their school marks and comparing them to the grades of a control group of 12,000 

students who did not do the meditation, it was found that school marks of participants 

went up by an average of 25 per cent, while the students in the control group 

dropped by one percentage point (Kern & Kaufman, 2017).   

Seligman & Adler (2018) note emergent work in the Middle East. The 

United Arab Emirates, which recently conceptualised the National Programme 

for Happiness and Positivity, has (in late 2017), in partnership with various 

Australian organisations, witnessed the following: launching of a pilot in 

positive education with a sample of 10 public schools; analysis of the well-being 

needs of 70,000 Grades 6 to 9 students at all private schools; commencement 

of well-being programmes by various private schools based on Australia’s 

Institute of Positive Education model (Learn It, Live It, Teach It, Embed It). Saudi 

Arabia and Jordan are embarking on plans this year in 2018 to begin their whole-

nation positive education journey in partnership with the Positive Psychology Centre 

of the University of Pennsylvania. The work of the broad selection of countries 

discussed above indicates the increasing prevalence and variety of positive 

education programmes around the world. 

 

Positive education in Asia 

The Asian context – the gap in positive psychology and positive education 

research 

For a long time, there has been a significant gap in positive psychology and 

positive education research in that the socio-cultural contexts were not taken into 

proper consideration (King, Caleon, Tan, & Ye, 2016). While two-thirds of people in 
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the world live in Asia, the vast majority of published studies have been conducted 

in what Henrich et al. (as cited in King et. al, 2016) described as WEIRD societies 

(Western, educated, industrialized, rich, democratic). The paucity of Asian samples 

is evident in the Journal of Positive Psychology, home journal of positive 

psychology, where until 2016 (Volume 11), only approximately two percent of the 

empirical studies were conducted in Asian societies (King et al., 2016). Indeed, a 

recent report on the State of Positive Education published by IPEN in 2017 notes 

that: 

Much of the existing evidence for both positive psychology interventions and 
positive education have occurred in better resourced schools, primarily 
western in nature, with most students middle to upper class. Limited research 
is available on the models, interventions, and approaches that are most 
appropriate in developing, non-westernized, economically under-resourced, and 
historically challenged backgrounds (Kern and Kaufman, 2017, p. 31). 

Another aspect of this particular report is revealing. The report cited work done in 

various countries in Section 1 – namely the USA, Australia, the UK, India, Mexico, 

Bhutan and Peru.  However, the three case studies featured in the report in Section 

2 – Geelong Grammar School (Victoria, Australia), St Peter’s College (Adelaide, 

Australia) and Universidad Tecmilenio (Monterrey, Mexico) – are all institutions from 

the West, with the first two clearly in the WEIRD category. What is revealing is the 

introduction to that section, where it is stated that “due to space limitations we were 

not able to include all the work being done by places like Tsinghua University with 

schools in China, CorStone’s work with developing states in India, or many others 

ground-breaking work being done in positive education” (Larson, 2017, p. 14). Given 

“space limitations” as cited above, the work in Western countries was chosen to be 

featured over the ones in Asia. This brings to light the point that not only is more 

positive education research needed in Asia, greater attention and publicity also 

needs to be given to the work already being done in the Asian context.   

Researching, highlighting the research and promoting positive education in 

Asia is especially significant for various reasons from microscopic to macroscopic 

levels. First, on an individual level, Asian students, in contrast to their European 

peers are found to have lower levels of life satisfaction and higher levels of 

depression (Stankov, 2013). Therefore, insights drawn from positive education 

research would be especially valuable for Asian students, especially when 
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customised for their socio-cultural contexts. On a societal level macroscopically, 

there is evidence aplenty that culture plays an important role in learning and well-

being, with findings highlighted by various researchers such as Deiner et al.,  Kasser, 

King and McInerney, Suh and Oishi, and Zusho and Clayton (as cited in King et al., 

2016). On top of that, the factors that enable student learning, well-being, and 

flourishing in Asian societies could be different compared to those among Western 

ones – which has been demonstrated in several studies such as those by Ahn et al., 

Caleon et al., King, King and Ganotice, Liem, Mesurado et al., and Low et al. (as 

cited in King et al., 2016). This includes the following: a different perception with 

regard to dealing with suffering and negative emotions (Wong, 2011); differing 

motivations whereby Chinese students who do their schoolwork in order to please 

their parents and teachers are more likely to be motivated in school (in a complex 

interplay of relationships and socio-familial obligations) while Western students who 

seek social approval are conversely more likely to reveal maladaptive outcomes 

(Cheng & Lam, 2013; King & McInerney, 2014); the fact that Asians in general adopt 

more avoidance goals (focused on avoiding the loss of something) than non-Asians, 

and though avoidance personal goals are a negative predictor of subjective well-

being in individualistic countries like the United States, it was not so in collectivistic 

ones such as South Korea (Elliot, Chirkov, Kim, & Sheldon, 2001). This makes the 

study of positive education in the Asian context all the more valuable. Thirdly, on an 

international level, Martin (2016) notes that for the last half century, Asia’s growth 

has led it to acquire expanding strategic impact and influence on a global scale, 

with its momentous internal transformation within individual Asian nations 

impacting other nations beyond Asia. Given the tremendous changes taking place 

in Asia, researchers have indicated that it is of crucial importance to grasp psycho-

educational constructs that that can help schools and families in Asia as they 

navigate the substantial changes and future challenges they will experience on 

economic, geo-political, socio-cultural, technological, medical, and other fronts. 

These too will require an understanding of factors and processes that optimize 

individuals’ capacity to deal with challenge into the future. Therefore, positive 

education is an important platform is to enabling individuals and communities to 

understand and maximise capacity to successfully change and challenges and take 
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advantage of opportunities of the present and the future. All these reasons make 

expanding the research and practice of positive education in Asia, and publicising 

them, highly significant and pressing.   

 

Historical context of Asian values and its ties with positive psychology and 

positive education  

For a long time, there has been a significant gap in positive psychology and 

positive education research in that specific socio-cultural contexts were not taken 

into proper consideration. Martin (2016) discussed the importance for a coherent 

integration of the Asian context with its values and philosophies on one hand, and 

with positive psychology and positive education on the other, and necessary 

considerations for this assimilation to take place. This is because Asian traditions 

and philosophies have provided a unique lens through which about human nature, 

well-being and learning can be understood, and it is essential that positive education 

takes this paradigm into account. Central to this paradigm is the tradition of 

Confucius, one of the major philosophers whose work has been invoked when Asian 

(mainly Chinese) educational orientations and whose values are being explained 

and interpreted (Martin, 2016). On one hand, there are parallels between Confucian 

tradition and positive education, such as the recognition of various positive 

constructs, such as effort, love, kindness, respect, and gratitude (Martin, 2016). 

Indeed, it has been found that the key attraction of positive education to parents and 

students in China, apart from its scientific underpinnings, is that its best practice 

dovetails with their own values, and indeed the science behind positive psychology 

confirms many teachings in Eastern philosophy, including Confucianism (Peng, 

2014). However, on the other hand, there are also various constructs that are 

distinct. Recognising and taking into account these differences is necessary to 

maximise the development, research and use of positive education for the benefit of 

students in Asia. (Sundararajan, 2005). One key difference is the acceptance and 

embracement of the concept of negativity in Confucianism, but not in positive 

education. This includes negative emotions such as sadness, sorrow, fear, shame, 

and anxiety, and its valuable role in life. There is a need for integration between the 

‘positive’ focus in positive psychology and having to deal with the inevitable pain and 



48 
 

suffering which is typical of human existence. A further difference is the role of 

protective and preventive orientations to children and young people by Confucianism 

(Sundararajan 2005), which may run counter to positive psychology’s (and positive 

education’s) predominant promotive focus and its criticism of the historical emphasis 

on risk and risk prevention. 

The Asian model is thus a dual-system (Wong, 2011), stressing the 

importance of the interactions between avoidance (protective) and promotive 

(expansive) concepts and negotiating the tensions between positive and negative 

emotions, balancing the Yin and Yang. The logic is that people need to learn how 

to live and excel within the boundaries of limitations and, circumventing or 

transforming negatives and balancing the opposites, making meaning through 

dealing with setbacks and suffering that would characterize human existence 

(Wong, 2011). It is therefore necessary, argues Sundararajan (2005), to take into 

account Confucian recognition of the concept of complexity beyond positive 

psychology’s typical characterization of the human psyche in terms of global 

positivity. Therefore, there are implications for positive education. Firstly, there is a 

need to examine how negative factors or processes can be adapted positively into 

educational effects; for instance, pessimism can have potentially positive effects 

that can be harnessed (Norem, 2008). Second, it is important to examine how to 

better integrate duality, which may result in an appreciation of how of positive and 

negative psycho-educational phenomena can be jointly utilised for students’ well-

being and learning. Thirdly, it is necessary to foster a deeper integration of the Asian 

context in positive education theory and research, with customised research 

designs and analyses (Martin, 2016).  

 

Examples of positive education taking place in Asia  

Though Bhutan is the smallest country among all the ones under discussion, 

it has the distinction of being the country with the most widespread implementation 

of positive education. Indeed, one could argue that its small size makes it convenient 

for the implementation of practice. However, this could not have happened without 

Bhutan placing priority on the well-being of its people, as it is unique in having a 

Gross National Happiness (GNH) Index to measure the happiness of its people 
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(Adler, 2016). The Gross National Happiness Centre introduced its positive 

education programme to schools in 2009, training 580 head teachers, one university 

and 11 colleges (Adler, 2016). The GNH Curriculum, designed in collaboration with 

the Positive Psychology Centre of the University of Pennsylvania, targeted 11 

treatment schools which implemented the GNH Curriculum from June 2012 to 

August 2013, with significant increase in well-being and academic achievements of 

the students being registered (Seligman & Adler, 2018). 

 China is an important country to feature here, first for the reason that it is the 

most populous in the world, and secondly, for the strides it has taken in positive 

education. The Bureau of Education funded the 19th Middle School of Beijing in their 

efforts to integrate positive education with traditional Chinese philosophy to design 

courses, train teachers and change school culture, with their rate of first class 

college entrances rising from 69.6% in 2012 to 75% in 2015 (Seligman & Adler, 

2018). The Positive Psychology Research Center (PPRC) at Tsinghua University, 

since its inception in 2008, has received requests of trainings, lectures, research 

projects and textbooks from schools, government departments, NGOs as well as 

teachers, principals and parents themselves every week (Zhao, 2015; Zeng & Peng, 

2015). A noteworthy mention is Tsinghua University Primary School, which was the 

first school to roll out an extensive positive education programme in collaboration 

with the PPRC in 2015. Recognised as one of the best known schools in the country, 

its involvement sends the message to the Chinese education community of the 

acceptance of positive education by mainstream schools (Seligman & Adler, 2018). 

The PPRC has also trained educators from all over China through the ‘Happy 

Gardener project. It has also done training schools for the principals, heads of staffs 

and moral teachers from local elementary and middle schools, and held the positive 

education forum in the China International Conference on Positive Psychology. The 

team has been developing a new set of survey tools, leveraging mobile technology, 

so that schools can track the happiness levels of the students, and students can 

know their own and each other’s character strengths. (Zhao, 2015; Zeng & Peng, 

2015). 

In Zengcheng city in Guangzhou, China, a positive education movement has 

been gathering momentum (IPEN, 2017). Initiated and supported by the municipal 
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government and sparked by the visit of Martin Seligman whose speech generated 

city and region wide interest, many principals and staff subsequently underwent 

intensive and extensive  training in various topics on the subject. Positive education 

programmes were implemented across 50 elementary schools with more to come. 

Students, parents and staff alike have reported greater well-being among students 

(IPEN, 2017). 

In Hong Kong, the Chinese International School has sought to make well-

being, as promoted through positive education, foundational, rather than as another 

additional programme. The school has also customized positive education for  the 

Hong Kong Chinese education context by bottom up experimentation as well as 

leadership from the top, with initiatives such as a positive education interest group, 

staff participation at workshops and conferences, and integration into curriculum at 

various student levels (IPEN, 2017). 

In India, CorStone, an international non-profit organisation, has conducted 

numerous programmes. Conducting an observation trial of the Children’s Resilience 

Programme for Girls in Gujarat among urban slum-dwelling 500 girls, it was found 

that programme attendance predicted enhanced optimism and prosocial behaviour 

and decrease in behavioural problems. Possibly the most significant positive 

education project is the Girls First programme in Bihar, which is a resilience-based 

curriculum that integrates positive psychology, social-emotional learning, emotional 

intelligence, and restorative circles (Leventhal, 2016). Girls from 76 schools in the 

region attend facilitated peer support groups during the school day for one-hour each 

week. A typical lesson combines 20-30 minutes of skill building followed by 30 

minutes of group discussion and problem solving. Up to 2015, over 3500 girls 

schools have participated, with over 70 women from local communities trained to 

facilitate and deliver the curriculum. It was ascertained that Girls First has had a huge 

impact on young women and their communities, with the discovery that girls in the 

combined curriculum did better than girls in other conditions on many indicators of 

psychosocial assets and well-being, physical health and education. From 2015 to 

2017, the programme has been scaled up to impact 11,000 girls in more than 100 

schools in five districts of Bihar (Leventhal, 2016; Seligman & Adler, 2018).  
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The work of positive education has also begun in the Philippines in recent 

years, in areas pertaining to psychological capital, self-regulation, and academic 

performance and health outcomes, among others. Research into these programmes 

shows that psychological capital has positively impacted the well-being of the 

participating students in (Datu & Valdez, 2016; Ganotice, Yeung, Beguina, & 

Villarosa, 2016). Moreover, Villavicencio and Bernardo (2016) have found that 

students who report higher levels of both positive emotions and self-regulation had 

better grades. However, those who reported lower levels of enjoyment and self-

regulation had poorer grades. The Positive Psychology Centre of the University of 

Pennsylvania have introduced positive education in Quezon in the Philippines, 

beginning with 20 pilot schools to investigate the domains of well-being, academic 

performance, and health outcomes. It covered training of educators in the skills to 

teach and practice positive education (Seligman, 2016). 

UNICEF has just recently introduced its ‘Happy Schools’ framework to  

improve student well-being in the Asia-Pacific region (Kern & Kaufman, 2017), and 

equipping students with socio-emotional or life skills is seen as vital to raising 

learning levels and reducing labour market skills mismatches in developing 

countries. 

 

The Singapore context  

Tension between paradigms 
 No discussion about any key aspect of education in Singapore can take place 

without consideration of the national psyche of survival. Singapore is a vulnerable 

city-state born in angst in tumultuous times, after an acrimonious ‘divorce’ from the 

Malaysian federation of which it had been a part; an island state without natural 

resources, economic underdevelopment, societal pluralism, among other 

considerations, and left to fend for its survival (Lee, 2000). The nation is constantly 

obsessing about how to succeed, how to maximise its opportunities, reduce threats, 

create space for itself globally, and ensure its continued relevance to other countries, 

so as to secure its success in the world (Gopinathan, 2013). The ‘politics of survival’ 

(Gopinathan, 2013, p. 8) has held sway in education, using the latter domain to 
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mould society and meet Singapore’s imperatives for survival as a country with no 

natural resources. People are seen as Singapore’s only resource, and so money 

and energies are poured into education, from the paradigm of serving the country’s 

needs and objectives for economic and social survival and success.  

The larger goal of education is an "elaborate social mechanism designed to 

bring about in the persons submitted to it certain skills and attitudes that are judged 

to be useful and desirable in that society" (O'Connor, 1968, p. 7). Internationally, 

education is most often seen as a vehicle to meet societal needs, whose aims, 

policies and practices need to be customised to take society along the journey it 

needs to progress. This is very true in Singapore, where the school is often used as 

the “chosen instrument for social engineering” (Gopinathan, 2013, p. 135) and a 

“major cornerstone of the state’s drive to establish values and norms that will 

strengthen state capacity” (p. 7).  It is for this purpose that the objectives, policies 

and implementation of education for Singapore have been designed and customised 

(MOE, 2012). 

Following Singapore's independence in 1965, the government quickly 

implemented 'survival-driven' education (1959-1978) to equip the population with 

basic education and build an export-driven economy to quickly bring employment to 

the people and stimulate economic growth. This was followed by the 'efficiency-

driven' education phase (1979 to 1996) to meet the needs of Singapore as a newly-

industrializing economy which had to transit from a labour to a capital and skills-

intensive one. The needs of the economy were reflected in the education system 

which moved from a ‘one-size-fits-all’ to a differentiated approach, where students 

were provided with multiple pathways through streaming via ability. When the world 

headed towards a knowledge-based economy after the Asian Financial Crisis of 

1997, Singapore’s the education system moved towards an 'ability-driven" phase of 

education (1997 to present) in the ‘Thinking Schools, Learning Nation’ (TSLN)  

vision. This was part of the overarching effort to secure the country’s continued 

success in an uncertain future with three key features, described by then Prime 

Minister Goh as: intensely competitive with no permanent competitive edge; 

mandating innovation and knowledge as absolutely critical to keep afloat; and 

dealing with rapid and unpredictable change as a constant in all domains of life 
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(Gopinathan, 2013). This was operationalised in the ‘Teach Less, Learn More’ 

(TLLM) initiative which was subsequently started under the TSLN umbrella in 2014 

by the succeeding (and current) Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, offering a different 

paradigm of learning. This paradigm seeks to reduce the dependence on rote 

learning and give more emphasis more experiential leaning, differentiated teaching, 

and significantly, the learning of lifelong skills and building character, as noted by Ho 

Peng (MOE 2010), then Director-General of Education. This has implications in 

greater emphasis being placed on a more holistic education and SEL in Singapore. 

As mentioned earlier, Singapore’s SEL concept drew inspiration from the 

work of Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), a 

Chicago-based organisation, which focuses on supporting US schools in 

programme implementation and research in SEL, to develop students’ social and 

emotional competencies which included self and social awareness, self-

management, relationship management and responsible decision-making. 

Researchers found that schools which taught SEL showed evidence of positive 

outcomes on academic performance and character development (Frydenberg, 

Martin, & Collie, 2017). However, Kanagaratnam (2015) noted two differences. The 

first is that while Singapore based its conceptual framework on the CASEL model, 

its local SEL framework placed values at the core. This means that while social and 

emotional competencies are regarded as essential, six core values – namely, 

respect, responsibility, care, harmony, resilience and integrity (MOE, 2012) – took 

central place. The second difference Kanagaratnam was that beyond social and 

emotional learning, Singapore’s SEL stated character and citizenship as its broad 

outcomes, and it was subsequently subsumed under Singapore’s 21st Century 

Competencies and Student Outcomes (21CCSO). 

With the changes and challenges of the 21st century witnessing rapid 

technological advances upending old ways of working and living and connecting, 

“holistic education beyond the academics is an urgent imperative” (Ong, 2013, p. 

17). Therefore, to meet the demands of the 21st century, MOE in 2010 implemented 

a new framework of 21st Century Competencies and Student Outcomes (21CCSO) 

where the “emerging trends and global development that impact our society such as 

societal changes, globalisation and technological advancements” (MOE, 2010, p. 5) 
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are taken into account, revealing the constant worry over how changes in the world 

affect Singapore, and how the country must strive to be ahead of the curve. 

 
Figure 1: MOE Framework of 21st Century Competencies and Student Outcomes (Source: Ministry 
of Education [MOE], 2015) 

The core values of respect, responsibility, resilience, integrity, care, and 

harmony form the nucleus of the MOE Framework of 21st Century Competencies. 

SEL, together with civic literacy, global awareness and cross-cultural skills, were 

subsumed under the broader umbrella of Character and Citizenship Education 

(CCE) in 2011. CCE was then positioned as a journey towards fulfilling the vision of 

a “student centric, values-driven education” (MOE, 2012, p. 17), which would in turn 

meet the goals for 21CCSO. SEL is taught within the CCE curriculum as it fulfils the 

larger objective of CCE, for one of the principles of SEL is that “children equipped 

with social and emotional skills, anchored on sound values, will be able to 

demonstrate good character and citizenship” (MOE, 2015, p. 18) and CCE is seen 

as critical to the building loyal and useful citizens for the state. CCE and other newly-

identified 21CCSO competencies such as Critical and Inventive Thinking, and 

Information and Communications Skills were brought under the 21CCSO framework. 

The 21CCSO Framework positioned core values and SEL competencies at the 
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centre, indicating their primacy at the foundation of this educational initiative 

(Kanagaratnam, 2015). 

As previously mentioned, IPEN has sought, in positive education, the 

promotion of ‘character & well-being’ as a complement to ‘academics’. As evident 

from the discussion above, Singapore has already been moving beyond academics 

in its efforts towards holistic education. However, it has striven to focus on character 

development of students with the ultimate utilitarian purpose to mould them be of 

service to society and the country, and not so much for the sake of the students’ 

well-being. There is tension, therefore, between the quest for national excellence 

and success on one hand and the primal need for personal flourishing on the other. 

However, these two different objectives are not irreconcilable. Positive education 

can actually complement and augment the existing CCE programmes of Singapore 

to, besides building ‘useful’ character traits, nurture greater well-being and thriving 

of students which in turn can only be good for the country and contribute towards its 

goals for success. 

 

Positive education implemented to complement existing 

programmes in Singapore 

Positive education, as mentioned above, can further build on the previous 

and current initiatives of CCE as it shares a common objective with CCE in nurturing 

character and holistic development. For instance, schools can and (some actually 

do) tap on the PERMA framework, and focus on various aspects of positive 

education such as resilience and growth mindset, and the building of character 

strengths in the VIA classification. Therefore, beyond merely ‘life‐effectiveness’ 

promoted by MOE with its utilitarian intent, positive education can extend the 

concept of holistic development and to that of a thriving and flourishing life as 

advanced by the proponents of positive psychology (Seligman, 2011; Yeo, 2011). 

This would empower students to attain more than ‘competencies’ (as in the 21st 

Century Competencies). In addition, while CCE facilitate the learning of values and 

life skills through various programmes, positive education can provide the 

theoretical framework grounded in scientific and empirical underpinnings. Even so, 

while positive education is being practised, it is not a policy direction of Singapore’s 
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MOE or labelled as such (unlike CCE), but is the independent initiative of a few 

institutions in Singapore, enacted by them in various ways to fulfil their objectives 

for CCE.  There are a few key examples of the practice of positive education in 

Singapore. 

Westwood Primary School’s goal is to develop flourishing students through 

its THRIVE framework – Think Mindfully (positive accomplishment), Healthy Coping 

(positive health), Relating Well (positive relationship), In the Moment (positive 

engagement), Values-driven Action (positive meaning), and Emotions of Positivity 

(positive emotion) – drawing inspiration from the PERMA model and Geelong 

Grammar School’s adoption of it. Taking on a whole school approach, Westwood 

has developed strategies employed by teachers to actualize THRIVE, and they 

include: Think Mindfully – nurturing children to be mindful of their actions and 

intentions by facilitating the children’s regular reflections and personal goal-setting, 

and using process praise by creating reward charts to institute specific praise by 

teachers for students’ effort rather than just achievement in tasks and building 

support for peer encouragement of effort and behavior; Healthy Coping – 

implementing regular ‘Brain-breaks’ and ‘Mindfulness Activities’; Relating Well – 

nurturing gratitude through ‘Gratitude Postcards’ to friends, teachers and family, and 

building relationships via buddy programmes and teacher-student connections; In 

the Moment – helping students to identify their virtues and strengths, and learning 

how to use them to succeed emotionally and academically; Values-driven Action – 

helping students to find meaning in tasks by seeing connections across different 

experiences and subjects, and its ‘Positive Design’ programme, where children 

create games, tools and gifts to serve positive purposes for themselves or friends; 

Emotions of Positivity – with regular reflection on ‘What Went Well’ (Westwood 

Primary School, 2016). The school has also sought to reach out to parents to 

educate them about positive education and to encourage them to follow up with 

these practices at home through its Parents Symposium, communication through 

letters and social media, and appointing ‘Pos Ed Advocates’ in its Parents Support 

Group. Recognising that teachers play a crucial role, it has provided various 

opportunities for staff development, including: in-house training; sharing its best 

practices with other schools; and even organising for key personnel from Geelong 
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Grammar School to train its staff via a two day workshop in 2016 and a four-day one 

at the end of 2017, which they also opened to teachers from other schools in 

Singapore (Westwood Primary School, 2016). 

  Da Qiao Primary School has developed two strategic priorities – ‘Skills in 

Achievement’ and ‘Skills in Well-being’ – that are not unlike the two strands of IPEN’s 

“academics” and “character & well-being”. It has implemented positive education 

through helping students to work on their strengths, practise mindfulness and 

develop resilience. Students are taught to begin the day with ‘Three Good Things’ at 

least once a week, practise ‘Back-praising’ and create ‘Strength Trees’ to develop 

and track their strengths, and exercise mindful sportsmanship during Physical 

Education lessons. The school also celebrates Good Stories and provides 

opportunities to practise gratitude and celebrate achievements (Da Qiao Primary 

School, 2017). Positive education practices are modelled by school leaders who give 

out ‘I am a Character Star’ and ‘Great Character! Ticket Award’ to teachers to affirm 

them for displaying various character strengths in the course of their work or in 

relating with colleagues and students, and by the department heads who seek to 

match the duties they assign to the teachers to their character strengths. Providing 

teachers opportunities for staff development, the school has: appointed Pos Ed 

Champs to integrate positive education into the CCE programme and advocate for 

the cause; established a Pos Ed Core Team; developed knowledge and 

competencies of teachers through ‘Mindfulness Training’, ‘Growth Mindset Series’, 

and ‘Resilience Training for Teacher Leaders’. It has also sought to spread positive 

education to the Singapore educational fraternity by organising and hosting 

SymPosEd 2017 (Singapore’s first nation-wide symposium on positive education) 

and Learning Fest on PosEd 2018 (Da Qiao Primary School, 2017). 

Besides Westwood and Da Qiao which are beacons of positive education in 

Singapore, other educational institutions have also made steps towards promoting 

well-being in their school community. De La Salle School adopted PERMA as its 

guiding framework. It has promoted: positive emotions through the gratitude 

movement to foster the expression of appreciation in the school community; 

engagement by introducing mindfulness and flow; positive relationship using the 

‘Five Love Languages’, framing questions carefully and non-judgmentally to seek 
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clarification, and using the appropriate volume and tone of voice in communication; 

meaning in the sharing on intrinsic motivation; and accomplishment with the setting 

and achieving of goals. Juying Primary School focused on the development of the 

growth mindset and resilience, teaching the children the skills through seven lesson 

packages, with communication to the parents for the skills to be reinforced at home. 

North Vista Primary School has sought to promote gratitude, one of the positive 

emotions (represented by the P in Seligman’s PERMA) through a road show to 

provide students with a chance to get a taste of the daily challenges faced by the 

elderly and physically challenged so that students can better appreciate what they 

themselves have. Dunman Secondary School also promoted gratitude amongst its 

students, piloting the Gratitude Project through the explicit teaching of gratitude and 

application in projects, such as celebrating unsung heroes in the school, and having 

a ‘Care & Share’ Day to give back. River Valley High School taught the A-T-C 

(Adversity-Thinking-Consequence) concept to students to build their resilience.  

At the tertiary level, the University of Social Sciences (previously known as 

SIM University) hosted a Well-Being Conference in 2016 to raise awareness of the 

positive education cause. The National University of Singapore operationalised the 

Centre for Future-Ready Graduates in 2016 with its Roots and Wings programme 

which is grounded in positive psychology principles and involved taking graduates 

through an understanding and development of personal and interpersonal 

effectiveness that would be important for fulfilment and success in the real world. 

Apart from the above government educational institutions, private schools in 

Singapore are also taking up initiatives in positive education. For example, the 

Australian International School of Singapore held a ‘Discovering Positive Education 

Singapore’ course led by a team from Geelong Grammar School, which provided 

personal and in-depth exploration of the science of well-being. The United World 

College (South-East Asia) has also based its high school well-being programme on 

Seligman’s PERMA model. It hosted a Positive Education Conference in Singapore 

in 2015, as an off-shoot of the Positive Schools Conference series in Australia.  

As it can be seen, the engagement with positive education in Singapore 

schools is not novel as it has been practised to varying level over the last few years. 

To strengthen and exploit this nascent momentum, positive education needs to be 
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better integrated and embarked upon more systematically and thoroughly in the 

practising school’’ syllabus and culture to be impactful and sustainable in the long 

run. There is also a need for an implementation that is evidence‐based (Ong, 2013), 

as currently there appears to be a scarcity of empirical studies done on the positive 

education work of schools in Singapore.  

In 2017 the Singapore MOE’s Student Development and Curriculum Division 

(Guidance Branch) published A Guide for Strengthening Students’ Resilience and 

Well-being (or SSR Guide) to help Student Development Teams in Singapore 

schools: review current efforts related to resilience-building; consolidate student 

development efforts and school programmes with coherence and a resilience-

building focus; and enhance capacity-building of teachers accordingly. The SSR 

Guide explains that “as part of students’ holistic development, schools can 

strengthen their resilience and well-being through six key enablers in the following 

two broad domains (MOE, 2017, p. 4): 

 
 
Figure 2: Strengthening students’ resilience and well-being through six key enablers 
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This highlights that positive education concepts, such as resilience and well-being, 

has begun to influence the mainstream guiding policy and language of Singapore’s 

Education Ministry. 

 

 
Context of the case study school 

School X’s programmes to nurture character, values and social emotional 

growth, and holistic development in general began decades before the advent of 

positive education in the school. With its inception as a Chinese medium school, 

School X’s foundation was first established in core values of the Chinese culture. 

The school later became one of only 11 designated Special Assistance Plan (SAP) 

schools out of the 160 secondary schools in Singapore. As such, it teaches Mandarin 

(the ‘mother tongue’ of Chinese Singaporeans) as a first language together with 

English, which is different from the non-SAP schools in Singapore which teach 

English as a first language and mother tongue languages as the second language. 

The identity and reputation of School X as a bastion of Chinese culture and values 

is burnished with its Language Elective Programme (Chinese) and Bicultural Studies 

Programme to enable students to appreciate their cultural inheritance, learn about 

China, as well as understand contemporary Chinese developments. Selected 

students go for long term exchange programmes in China in Grade 9 and are offered 

scholarships to top universities in China after A levels in Grade 12. However, School 

X, over the decades as it leveraged on the forces of cosmopolitanism and 

globalisation, has been much exposed to educational and student development 

ideas and practices in the West and all over the world as it sought to acquire for 

students the best of a balanced and holistic education. The teaching of its Chinese 

values came to be aligned with the “Core Values” in MOE’s CCE framework. 

To fulfil its vision and mission to give students a holistic education, School X 

has come up with a Student Development (SD) model organised under three 

categories: Character and Citizenship Education (CCE), Guidance Education and 

Leadership Education. Guidance Education and Leadership Education broadly 

covers the other aspects of Singapore MOE’s 21CCSO not covered by CCE.  Under 

these three domains, various approaches are used. The main ones are as follows: 
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a. Character and Citizenship Education 

 PCME (Pastoral Care & Moral Education) – This involves the teaching of 

values and aspects of emotional intelligence, which often takes place for an 

hour each week during the mass assembly session or in the classroom by 

homeroom advisors (who are known as Form Teachers in High School and 

Civics Tutors in College). 

 CCA & ODE (Co-Curricular Activity & Outdoor Education) – This offers sports 

(eg. Basketball, Fencing), clubs and societies (Drama Club, Astronomy Club) 

and uniformed groups (eg. Scouts, St John’s Ambulance Brigade) together 

with a compulsory outdoor education camp in Grade 8 to help students 

develop their interests and build responsibility, teamwork and life skills in the 

activities in which they participate. 

 Values-in-Action –There are three programmes under this umbrella – CIP 

(Community Improvement Programme) in which students do basic manual 

work to serve the community (eg. cleaning the homes of the elderly who live 

alone, distributing food to the poor), SL (Service Learning) where students 

do problem solving in identifying a need in a targeted underprivileged group 

or organisation and seek to address it in meaningful ways, and CEP 

(Community Engagement Programme) which is somewhere in between CIP 

and SL in its scale and depth. National Education also occurs.  Elaboration 

will be provided in the next sub-section. 

b. Guidance Education  

 Counselling – this involves providing interactive care and guidance to help 

students deal with challenges and embrace their student life, employing 

Psychotherapy Approach, Cognitive Behaviour Therapy and Choice Theory 

and Reality Therapy. 

 Education and Career Guidance – this involves equipping students with skills 

and knowledge to explore higher education opportunities and pursue suitable 

careers after Grade 12. 

 Discipline – this involves helping students to develop self-discipline and 

implementation of necessary consequences to minimise negative behaviour 
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 Sexuality education –  this enables students to understand the changes they 

experience as they mature, develop healthy relationships including those with 

members of the opposite sex, and make wise and responsible decisions on 

sexuality matters. 

c. Leadership Education 

 Student leadership platforms – opportunities for students to rise to leadership 

positions are provided through the Student Council, Consortium Council, 

Faculty Committees, and CCA Executive Committee.  

 Programmes and Events – specialised programmes are provided for selected 

students, such as the Grassroots Attachment Programme, and numerous 

seminars, talks, forums and workshops are available to all students. 

The Student Development initiatives seek to nurture the holistic development 

of students through the three main domains of character and citizenship education, 

guidance education and leadership education, to build the student as a whole to 

become a useful and responsible citizen of good character.  School X made positive 

education one of its four key strategic thrusts from 2012, expressed as ‘Meaning and 

Purpose in Life’ for the period 2012 – 2016 and incorporated into ‘Values and Inclusiveness’ 

in 2017-2021. In doing so, the school aligned current Student Development 

programmes with positive education terms and practices. Those three main domains 

used positive education to further enhance students’ development and experiences.  

With an already existing framework to develop students in various non-

academic domains, School X did not, and perhaps even could not, adopt positive 

education wholesale, but sought to forge its own path, synthesising various 

approaches and incorporating positive education into its Student Development 

model. In fact, that positive education was a new initiative led to a situation of school 

leaders not wanting educators to perceive that they have to shoulder yet another 

additional responsibility, so positive education was promoted to the staff as being 

integrated with what the school was already doing, and at least with the values and 

vision of what the school stood for. However, school leaders also did want positive 

education to be seen as redundant either, given the large number of initiatives that 
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the school is already involved in, so it became important that positive education was 

also seen to be adding value to current programmes. 

Besides the explicit sharing of the positive education lessons, School X over 

the years has also built up its Positivity Package which promotes positive education 

beyond formal lessons, covering Positive Emotions, Positive Character and Positive 

Culture. These include the following programmes and initiatives:  

a. Positive Emotions  

 Power Up and Shine  

E-posters are put up during assembly and on the school internal TV comprising 

positive quotes to encourage the students. This is done very Monday to start the 

week off positively for everyone. 

 Motivational cards  

A stack of playing cards with different motivational quotes are given to each form 

teacher with which to ‘perk’ students up. 

 Celebrations and Recognitions  

Chinese New Year ‘Lou Hei’, class barbecue/ parties/ outings, lunch time concerts 

and free ice-cream days are organised to foster class bonding. Recognitions and 

awards such as the ‘Zi Qiang Bu Xi’ (resilience) award are created to recognise 

individuals and teams that have demonstrated particular qualities. 

b. Positive Character  

 Compact for Excellence exercise  

At the beginning of the year, every class will come up with its own class creed, 

comprising values and/or character strengths that the students would like to focus 

on. There are some guidelines that are given to them to help them craft it out through 

a lesson that the form teacher conducts, but the students take ownership. The creed 

is printed on a big poster and pasted at the back of the classroom as a reminder to 

them of their class philosophy and direction for the year.  

  “Me at my best” exercise  
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This is a platform where students reflect on their successes, the challenges that they 

faced and how they managed to overcome them and, this, what character strengths 

they demonstrated.  

 Reflections in CCE digital portfolio  

Students do reflections in their CCE digital portfolio throughout the year, and also a 

semester reflection summary, where they look back at the last six months and reflect 

on their progress, enabling them to consolidate half yearly. This is a criterion for 

school awards such as the ‘Zi Qiang Bu Xi’ (resilience) award, where the assessors 

will look into the portfolio for evidence of character qualities demonstrated to give 

the award. 

 Values-In-Action (VIA) activities (namely, CIP, SL, CEP) 

As mentioned earlier, students are involved in Values-in-Action activities. Students 

get involved in serving the community, putting into concrete practice the values they 

learn in class, such as: compassionate service; respect and empathy for others; 

leveraging on their passion and talents to give back. Activities include CIP and SL 

(which are conceptualised by Singapore’s MOE), and CEP which is School X’s 

initiative. For the Community Involvement Programme (CIP), the form teacher liaises 

with the organisations, with which students will be involved either weekly or 

fortnightly on a regular basis to provide manpower for the beneficiaries on tasks such 

as area cleaning, providing enrichment activities, giving homework coaching, and so 

on. Service Learning (SL) is a higher level of involvement conducted by older 

students in Secondary 3 and 4 who will take ownership in organising whatever they 

intend to do. In an eight-step process, they identify their own beneficiaries (whether 

it is the elderly, orphans or the disabled), do a needs analysis, understand the needs 

that their beneficiaries have and come up with a strategy, and plan of action to deal 

with it. They are assessed on their quality of service (and not simply the hours of 

involvement, unlike CIP). But because many students would like the intellectual 

rigour and service depth of SL but are tight with time, especially those involved in 

competitive sports, the school has come up with its own abridged version of SL, 

called the Community Engagement Programme (CEP), which comprises a reduced 

four-step model. So it is a simple SL project, which can even take place internally. 

For instance, the Class Management Committees of some classes have done CEP 
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by taking over the duty of the form teacher and organising a CIP activity for the class. 

For example, the Sec 3 student council members could do CEP by organising the 

Secondary 1 Annual Camp. They go through an abridged four steps of identifying 

the needs, strategizing, developing an action plan and executing it, and doing 

constant reflection mentored by a teacher. In the college section, students can also 

opt for the Overseas Community Involvement Programme (OCIP), where they will 

serve an underprivileged community in a developing country; for example, by 

building a physical section of a school for a village and teaching its children English. 

In the past, while VIA was used as platform for the application of values taught in 

CCE, it is now also seen as a vehicle for students to develop and apply the character 

strengths that they developed in positive education, as students need to do a 

reflection how they have demonstrated or built their character strengths in the 

process of undergoing the service. 

c. Positive Culture  

 Student-Led Forum 

Previously the school would have Parent-Teacher Meetings where the teacher 

would give updates on the students to their parents. However, this was changed to 

the Student-Led Forum where the student, in the presence of the teacher and his 

parents, discusses the progress he has made in the past term, his areas for 

improvement, and his goals and action plan for the following term. The focus is on 

him sharing his strengths and aspirations. This empowers the student and puts him 

firmly in the driver’s seat. 

 Positive discipline  

Students are not just punished for having done what is wrong, but teachers, via a 

positive discipline form, help students reflect on what they did, what was wrong about 

it, and how they can and need to make amends to put things right. So mistakes that 

students make become the very platform for their growth. 

 Gratitude Letter and Gratitude Month  

At the end of the term, the school teacher explains to students the purpose of the 

activity and shows them some samples, and students are provided coloured paper 

to write gratitude letters to anyone they wish, whether parents, teachers or friends. 

Students have in particular expressed gratitude to often-neglected members in or 
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outside the school community, such as school attendants doing manual labour 

around the school, and migrant construction workers who have built the train station 

outside the school.  

 “Count your blessings” exercise  

This involves students writing reflections to take stock of what went well for the week, 

month or term, specifically in their CCE digital portfolio. Previously this was made 

compulsory, but students found it a chore and Form Teachers found it stressful as 

they had to ensure it got done. So now the school X incentivises its students to write 

by making use of their portfolio reflection in various ways. For instance, firstly, it is 

used in the Student-Led Forum (SLF) when students are encouraged to share with 

their parents what they have written. Secondly, when it comes to making decisions 

on giving out certain awards, the school leaders will take the nominations from 

teachers, go to the portfolio to read the students’ reflection and make the decision 

from there. This process is made clear to the students from the start. Previously, it 

was the nominating teachers who had to write the nomination forms. But it was felt 

that this could be somewhat artificial, so the onus is on students to write their 

achievements into their portfolio instead. This has motivated more students to take 

it more seriously.  

While the above represent many similarities, there is also differentiation in 

the focus and curriculum of School X for the students over six years: 

Grades Focus Curriculum Topics 

7 – 8  To build resilience in 

students through the 

Penn Resilience 

Programme. 

 

 Adversity, Belief and Consequences - The 

ABC Model  

 Thinking Traps & Alternative Thoughts 

 Overcoming Procrastination 

 Assertiveness 

 Negotiation Skills 

 Turning Crisis into Opportunities 

9 – 10  To build character 

strengths and virtues 

(CSV). 

 Introduction to Character Strengths and 

VIA Survey  

 Diligent & Capable Performer 
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  Socially & Emotionally Skilled Person 

 Ethical Thinker 

 Respectful and Responsible Moral Agent 

 Purposeful and Meaningful Life 

 Living with Passion 

 

11 – 12 To develop 

flourishing individuals 

with passion for life 

and a sense of 

purpose [PERMA]. 

 Optimism and Resiliency Skills for JC1, 

Scholars & IP Support Programme 

 Meaning & Purpose in Life for JC2 

 

School X began its positive education journey in 2011 with its first concept paper 

and PRP Research. This was followed by the piloting of some PP lessons and 

activities in 2012, and full implementation in 2013. The following years saw fine-

tuning of existing lessons and further inclusion of PP into more school activities, 

such as camps.  

In School X’s positive education journey, as mentioned in Chapter 1, the 

practice of positive education in the high school section (Grades 7 – 10) was actually 

piloted in the ProEd consortium. But because there was a foundation already set in 

place through previous Student Development programmes, it was not challenging 

for positive education concepts and practices to be cascaded down to the rest of 

the school. In the college section (Grades 11 – 12) positive education elements are 

infused into existing programmes for all students school-wide, such as in PCME for 

instance. But there was special emphasis on positive education in the Learning 

Support Programme (LSP) for academically less able students and through specific 

Student Development (SD) units such as VIA and OCIP. Therefore, educators who 

were interviewed for this study were drawn primarily from the ProEd consortium in 

the high school section and those actively involved or helming the LSP and SD units 

in the college section, as detailed in Chapter 4. 
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Role and professional development of teachers and teacher-

leaders 

In both sections of the school, the positive education programmes are 

overseen by the Deputy Principals/Student Development, under whom the 

Dean/Student Development (High School section) and Director/Well-being (College 

section) lead the planning and implementing of the programme. In the High School 

section the school is divided into four consortia, each led by a Director and Assistant 

Director who oversee the day-to-day running of academic and affective matters of 

students in their consortia. In the College section the school is divided into four 

faculties, led by two Principal Consultants and four Senior Consultants who look 

after the Student Development needs of the students, especially the 

underperforming ones (for example, those in the Learning Support Programme). 

The various approaches mentioned above are organised and actualised in the two 

sections of the school by the respective Senior Consultants in charge. The teachers, 

especially if they are Form Teachers or Civics Tutors, carry out the programmes 

with the students under their direct care. 

Professional development opportunities have been provided for educators. 

To date, 200 staff members have attended an introductory two-day positive 

psychology workshop, eight educators have been trained to teach the Penn 

Resilience Programme to students, one teacher-leader has attained a Masters 

degree in Applied Positive Psychology, and another (this researcher) has conducted 

doctoral research into positive education. There are also selected educators who 

have attended various Positive Psychology conferences held in Australia, the US 

and China, and a few have presented conference papers and conducted ‘best-

practice’ sharing for others in the educational fraternity, both locally and overseas. 

Educators were also led into an envisioning exercise in 2015 to determine 

what should define an educator of the school. The key questions were: What do 

students need to live a good life when they are out of school? What should be the 

role of School X’s educator to guide the students towards a good life in the 21st 

century? How is the role of School X’s educator discussed in the previous question 

different from your role now? What are the obstacles and lubricants that prevent/ 
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facilitate you playing your role? The outcome was the following ‘Belief Statements of 

the School X Educator’ that crystalised the educators’ responses to those questions:  

We care for students by… 

 Guiding them to find meaning and purpose in life 

 Educating them to make ethical decisions 

We enable students to… 

 Cultivate the ability to constantly renew their subject mastery 

 Be passionate and self-directed life-long learners who understand the 

world around them 

 Develop as entrepreneurial problem-solvers who connect with and 

contribute to the larger community 

In the statements, strong elements of PERMA can be seen in the stated 

mission and goal of the educators, who seek to empower students to: be engaged 

as passionate and self-directed life-long learners; be relational through connecting 

with and contributing to the larger community; embrace meaning in finding their 

purpose; achieve through constantly renew their subject mastery and developing as 

entrepreneurial problem-solvers; and develop character strengths and virtues that 

would help make ethical decisions. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter described the contextual background of the present study of 

positive education, highlighting trends around the world in positive psychology, and 

past and current initiatives similar to positive education, such as the teaching and 

promotion of character and values education, social and emotional learning, and 

holistic education. It then discussed the advocacy of the positive education cause by 

various associations, institutions, networks and conferences, followed by the 

actualising of positive education in school-based programmes in the international 

context. The focus then narrowed to the Singapore context, illustrating how positive 

education fits in with current CCE programmes, before concentrating on School X 

itself and positive education’s place in its Student Development structure. The next 

chapter reviews literature germane to the present study. 
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CHAPTER 3 – LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter reviews empirical literature that informs the present study of 

educators’ perspectives on the implementation of positive education. Within the field 

of research into positive psychology interventions, this chapter is focused on the 

application of positive psychology in school settings. It should be noted, however, 

that the term ‘positive education’ was coined relatively recently in the positive 

psychology movement, at the turn of this decade. Prior to that, such interventions 

were typically referred to under the umbrella of ‘positive psychology interventions’. 

This term is used accordingly in this chapter.   

 The chapter has four main sections. The first section reviews empirical 

literature on school-based well-being intervention programmes. The second section 

relates the concern of positive education with academic achievement as well as the 

improvement of well-being. The third section concerns the development of whole-

school approaches to positive education. The fourth section focuses specifically on 

research into positive education in the Asian context.  

 

School-based Well-Being Intervention Programmes 

Penn Resiliency Programme and Strath Haven Positive Psychology 

Curriculum 

According to Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich and Linkins (2009), skills to 

develop resilience, positive emotion, engagement and meaning can be taught to 

schoolchildren. Their review of two major well-being programmes, the Penn 

Resiliency Programme (PRP) and the Strath Haven Positive Psychology Curriculum, 

concludes that “well-being should be taught and that it can be taught in school” 

(Seligman et al., 2009, p. 302). 
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 The key objective of the PRP curriculum is to build resilience by increasing 

the ability of adolescents to handle day-to-day problems they commonly encounter. 

PRP is one of the most widely researched programmes designed to prevent 

depression in young people, with 17 intervention studies using randomised 

controlled designs with a combination of targeted and universal samples (N = 2,498) 

conducted over two decades (Brunwasser, Gillham, & Kim, 2009; Seligman et al., 

2009). The PRP studies included a diverse sampling of 2000 children and 

adolescents between the ages of eight and 15 from a variety of racial/ethnic 

backgrounds, community settings (urban, suburban and rural) and countries, (e.g., 

United States, United Kingdom, Australia, China and Portugal). Recently, there was 

an additional three year study embarked upon by How to Thrive, an organisation in 

UK set up to implement the PRP, which has reached out to 4000 students in 21 

secondary schools and three primary schools (Seligman & Adler, 2018). 

 The benefits of PRP compared to control groups include: reducing and 

preventing depression; reducing hopelessness and increasing optimism; preventing 

clinical levels of depression and anxiety; and reducing behavioural problems. 

Moreover, PRP works equally well for children of diverse racial or ethnic 

backgrounds (Brunwasser & Gillham, 2008). Positive benefits of the PRP appear to 

be sustained with significant continued reductions in depression found at follow-up 

checkpoints after six, eight and 12 months (Brunwasser et al., 2009). There were 

also major improvements discovered in the academics of PRP participants, with 

achievements in English and Mathematics recorded (Seligman & Adler, 2018).  

Research indicates that PRP produces positive and reliable improvements in 

students’ well-being. However, a closer scrutiny of individual studies reveals mixed 

findings. For instance, significant benefits of PRP in a study of 271 11- and 12-year-

olds with elevated depressive symptoms were experienced only among the higher 

symptom participants, and primarily among girls rather than the boys. Generally, 

PRP’s effects on depressive symptoms (measured through standard depression 

inventories, diagnostic interviews, and parental consultations) were rated as lacking 

in impact and consistency (Gillham, Hamilton, Freres, Patton, & Gallop, 2006). In 

addition, most studies of PRP have explored effects on pessimism and depressive 

symptoms that are self-reported. Seligman et al. (2009) argue that more studies 



72 
 

need to be done on observable behaviours and a wider range of outcomes, such as 

adolescents’ social skills, positive emotion and learning engagement.  

 The Strath Haven Positive Psychology Programme was billed as the first 

empirical study of a positive psychology curriculum for adolescents (Seligman et al., 

2009). It comprised a randomised controlled study of 347 Year 9 students in 

Language Arts classes. Standard questionnaires completed by students, their 

parents and teachers before and after the programme, and through two years of 

follow-up, measured students’ strengths (e.g., love of learning, kindness), social 

skills, behavioural problems and enjoyment of school, and their grades. The key 

objectives of the programme were to help students identify their signature character 

strengths (e.g., courage, wisdom, perseverance) that are described in the VIA 

Classification developed by Peterson & Seligman (2004), and to increase students’ 

use of these strengths in day-to-day life. The curriculum, conducted over the 9th 

grade year, consisted of 20–25 sessions of 80 minutes each involving the discussion 

of character strengths (or other positive psychology concepts and skills), an in-class 

activity, a real-world homework activity that encouraged students to apply concepts 

and skills in their own lives, and a follow-up journal reflection.  

 The basic findings of the Strath Haven Positive Psychology programme 

relative to control are as follows: enhanced engagement in learning, enjoyment of 

school, and achievement, especially for students in regular (non-Honours) classes; 

increased Language Arts achievement through 11th grade; and improved social 

skills (e.g., empathy, cooperation, assertiveness, self-control) according to the 

reports of mothers and teachers. However, the programme did not improve other 

outcomes measured, such as students’ reports of their depression and anxiety 

symptoms, character strengths, and participation in extra-curricular activities. It was 

concluded that better effects may be obtained through combining the PRP and 

positive psychology programmes, or through more intensive interventions. However, 

with this being the first study of the positive psychology curriculum, Seligman et al. 

(2009) argue that it is necessary to replicate the findings and to determine whether 

the programme is effective with students from more varied socio-economic and 

cultural backgrounds.  
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 The intervention studies of the Penn Resilience Programme (PRP) and the 

Strath Haven Positive Psychology Curriculum have employed mainly quantitative 

methodology. The present study builds on and complements those studies with a 

qualitative case study of the perspectives of educators engaged in a positive 

education programme in a Singapore school.  

 

Character strengths  

 It has been noted that the development in the new science of character over 

the last decade has provided valuable new options to character education in schools 

(Linkins et al., 2014).  Increasing interest in positive education is reflected in the 

growing body of literature on character strengths in school-based programmes. In 

fact, a major portion of positive education research has been carried out on character 

strengths, as most positive education programmes include ‘strengths-based 

elements’ (Kern & Kaufman, 2017). Given the prevalence of research and 

application of character strengths as a core component of positive education, this 

sub-section therefore is devoted to an overview of the interventions that have taken 

place in this domain. The strengths-based research is primarily centred on the VIA 

Classification of Character Strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2 0 0 4 ), which was 

discussed in Chapter 2.  

 Kern and Kaufman (2017) cited a large variety of successful strengths-based 

programmes by various researchers including: Happy Classrooms Program in Spain by 

Rey, Valero, Paniello and Monge; Celebrating Strengths Programme in the UK by Fox 

Eades; Strengths Gym by Proctor et al.; Strong Planet by Fox; and SMART Strengths 

in the US by Yeager, Fisher and Shearon. Research reveals that the value of strength-

based programmes for students is learning to identify and use their own strengths and 

to recognize and appreciate strengths in others, with correlation to improved well-being, 

stronger academic performance, good social functioning, and fewer behavioural 

problems (Kern & Kaufman, 2017). 

Character strength interventions for pre-adolescents and adolescents   

 While there is a lot of research into character strengths, the following three 

studies specifically examine how character strength interventions impact pre-

adolescents and adolescents. In particular they investigate the effects of the 
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interventions on the pre-teenagers and teenagers in various areas, whether personal 

or inter-personal, academic or affective. 

 Quinlan, Swain, Cameron and Vella-Brodrick (2014) examined a six-session 

character strengths programme for 9–12-year-old students in New Zealand, from 

nine classroom groups (N = 196; 88 female, 108 male) from one intermediate and 

five primary schools, where students learned to identify their strengths and practise 

strengths-related goal setting. The study sought to investigate the effects of the 

classroom-based strengths intervention on class cohesion and friction, relatedness, 

engagement, well-being and strengths use. The three-months post-test, multi-level 

modelling revealed that intervention group participants scored significantly higher on 

class cohesion and relatedness need satisfaction, and lower on class friction than 

the non-randomised control group, with also higher reported levels of positive affect, 

classroom engagement, autonomy need satisfaction and strengths use. A key 

significance of the study’s findings is that identifying and developing character 

strengths, beyond individual outcomes that improve well-being, academic 

engagement and achievement, can produce positive group or relationships effects.  

(Quinlan et al., 2014).  

 A study by Proctor et al. (2011) investigated the impact of Strengths Gym, a 

character strengths-based positive psychological intervention programme, on 

adolescent life satisfaction. It employed a quasi-experimental treatment-control 

condition design and compared student outcomes for life satisfaction, positive and 

negative affect, and self-esteem. The sample comprised 319 students from Great 

Britain, namely 218 adolescent students aged 12 to 14 who participated in character 

strengths-based exercises in the school curriculum, and 101 students in the control 

group who did not. Results showed that the teenagers who participated in character 

strengths-based exercises experienced markedly increased life satisfaction 

compared to adolescents who were not involved in them, hence providing support 

for the use of character strengths-based exercises in the school curriculum as a 

means of enhancing well-being among adolescent students (Proctor et. al., 2011). 

 Another study examined well-being among urban adolescents through the 

use of a school-based character strengths programme (Oppenheimer, Fialkov, 

Ecker, & Portnoy, 2014). Participants included 70 eighth-grade African-American 
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students from an urban middle school in Philadelphia, USA, assigned to either an 

intervention group or a comparison group. Students identified and built upon 

character strengths through a series of activities. Participants in the intervention 

reported an overall increase in well-being from the start to the conclusion of the 5-

day intervention as measured by the EPOCH Measure of Adolescent Well-Being, 

which comprises 25 items that seek to explore adolescent psychological well-being 

through five specific factors, including engagement, perseverance, optimism, 

connectedness, and happiness. The results support previous findings that the 

teaching of character strengths in the school setting is related to improved student 

well-being (Seligman et al., 2009) and increased academic achievement, greater 

student engagement and enjoyment, and improved behaviour among students 

(Rashid, 2009; Seligman et al., 2009). Thus, this study holds promise as a model for 

interventions intended to enhance the achievement of urban, minority adolescents 

of specifically African-American origin (Oppenheimer et al., 2014). 

 

Different or particular groups of people have different strengths 

 Many studies investigate the character strengths of students, but the following 

three studies specifically explore and reveal how different character strengths may 

be exhibited uniquely by different groups of people (namely, boys versus girls) or 

particular groups of people (namely, class clowns and young children). 

 Ferragut, Blanca and Ortiz-Tallo (2014) conducted a study with 282 school 

students of largely Spanish nationality to ascertain if character virtues change over 

a three-year period during adolescence (12–14 years) and if there were any 

differences between boys and girls. This study used longitudinal methodology to 

analyse character virtues over three consecutive years, which was significant as 

character formation during adolescence takes time and a longitudinal study provides 

the tracking of character evolution over time. The findings reveal that character 

virtues remain relatively stable between the ages of 12 and 14 years, though 

humanity and justice showed a slight increase in scores over time, and that girls 

scored higher than boys on the virtues analysed, with this trend sustaining over time 

(Ferragut et al., 2014). 
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 A Swiss study used a variable-centered approach to study ‘class clown’ 

behaviour in the context of character strengths, and its correlation to happiness and 

life satisfaction. A sample of 672 Swiss children and adolescents completed an 18 

item self-report instrument depicting class clown behaviours. While class clowns 

were shown to be low in strengths like prudence, self-regulation, modesty, honesty, 

fairness, perseverance, and love of learning, they were high in humor and 

leadership, with in fact 75% of class clowns possessing humor as a signature 

strength. However, while humor in general could positively predict life satisfaction, 

class clowning specifically was found to correlate with diminished satisfaction with 

life (Ruch, Platt, & Hofmann, 2014).  

 A study analysed 680 parents’ written descriptions (average length = 211 

words) of children between the ages of 3 and 9 years. The content was analysed for 

the presence of the 24 character strengths in the VIA Classification and the level of 

child’s happiness. Results showed that for children, similar to previous research with 

youth and adults, the character strengths of love, zest, and hope were associated 

with happiness; and gratitude was associated with happiness among older children. 

There is implication for the early development of character strengths and possible 

ways of fostering them (Park & Peterson, 2006). 

 

Different strengths were found to have particular benefits 

 Research shows that different character strengths have certain benefits for 

students. From the studies discussed below, particular character strengths were 

found to have benefits in specific areas such as: current well-being and happiness; 

vocational interests; prediction of future well-being; subjective well-being; school 

adjustment; overall school success; romantic relationships; school achievements 

and health; and school leadership. 

 The first three studies reviewed here demonstrate the impact of character 

strengths on well-being. Firstly, an Australian study was carried out with 501 high 

school students aged 15 to 18 who completed a series of questionnaires online, 

including VIA-Youth. The aim was to examine the structure of character strengths 

and the relationship between strengths and subjective well-being. The study 

revealed evidence for five distinct strengths in participants, with temperance, vitality, 
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and transcendence independently associated with well-being and happiness. The 

study contributes to the understanding of the structure of character strengths and 

virtues in teenagers and their relationship to well-being, which could in turn support 

the development of positive institutions and effective educational programs for youth 

(Toner, Haslam, Robinson, & Williams, 2012). 

 Secondly, in Israel, research involving 417 students and 13 teachers at 

seventh and eighth grades from four public middle schools sought to examine the 

longitudinal associations of adolescents’ character strengths with subjective well-

being and school adjustment during middle school transition. Participants completed 

questionnaires about their character strengths, life satisfaction, and positive and 

negative affect, and students’ school adjustment was measured through their 

academic grades and questionnaires given to their teachers. The results indicated 

that students’ intellectual and temperance strengths correlated with their school 

performance and achievements, while interpersonal strengths were predicted social 

functioning at school. Temperance and transcendence strengths were strong 

predictors of students’ subjective well-being (Shoshani & Slone, 2012). 

 Thirdly, another research indicates that character strengths can be predictors 

of well-being. Gillham et al. (2011) investigated whether character strengths predict 

future well-being; this differs from previous studies which indicated that character 

strengths correlate with current subjective well-being in adolescents. Participants of 

the study comprised 149 suburban high school students in Northeastern United 

States who completed the VIA Inventory of Strengths for Youth and measures of 

subjective well-being (depression, happiness, life satisfaction) at several 

assessments. Results revealed that other-directed strengths (e.g., kindness, 

teamwork) predicted fewer symptoms of depression and transcendence strengths 

(e.g., meaning, love) predicted greater life satisfaction, indicating that strengths that 

forge relationships and connections with people and purposes ‘larger than the self’ 

could predict future well-being (Gillham et al., 2011). 

While the above three studies explored the impact of character strengths on 

well-being of middle and high school students, the following study investigated the 

effect of parental and children’s character strengths on the children’s school 

adjustment during the critical period of school entry at first grade. Questionnaires 
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were completed by 479 parents on their character strengths and those of their 

children, and by 16 first-grade teachers about their students’ cognitive, social, 

emotional, and behavioral school adjustment. Findings showed that there was 

positive correlation between the intellectual, interpersonal, and temperance 

strengths of parents and the school adjustment of their children. In addition, there 

was positive correlation found between children’s intellectual, interpersonal, group-

interaction, temperance, and transcendence strengths on one hand and broad 

aspects of first-grade adjustment on the other. The findings highlight the contribution 

of personal and parental strengths to young children’s optimal adjustment to 

elementary school (Shoshani & Aviv, 2012). 

 Next, character strengths are also found to contribute to success in school in 

various areas, as the next two studies illustrate. Firstly, in the research by Weber 

and Ruch (2012a), various strengths were found to positively correlate with school-

related satisfaction and academic self-efficacy. Results supported postulations that 

predicted the power of classroom-relevant character strengths and positive 

classroom behavior on school success, including academic grades. This study 

shows that good character has impact on different contexts at school, and is relevant 

for subjective (e.g., satisfaction) as well as objective (e.g., grades) outcomes, and 

for positive behavior in classrooms (Weber & Ruch, 2012a). 

Secondly, there are numerous well documented community-based initiatives 

and interventions on self-control and perseverance adopted since 2000, from 

primary schools to universities (e.g., Huppert & Cooper, 2014; White, 2016). 

Individuals’ levels of perseverance for long-term goals (grit) predicted several types 

of achievements academically, including ranking in a national spelling competition, 

grades at top US universities and retention in elite military academy courses 

(Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007). Self-control was found to be a 

better indicator than IQ in the area of high school grades, absences, and study habits 

at home (Duckworth & Seligman, 2005). A longitudinal study by Duckworth, Quinn, 

and Tsukayama (2012) of over 500 middle school students found that self-control 

determined homework completion, classroom conduct, and report card grades; and 

as the trait of self-control can increase or regress, changes in students’ level of self-

control also predicted changes to their school grades over six months.   
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 Besides benefits in broad areas such as well-being or several different areas 

pertaining to school success which the above studies have illustrated, character 

strengths have also been found to have effects on specific areas such as vocational 

interests or romantic relationships among adolescents.  An online study tested the 

relationship between character strengths and vocational interests, whereby 197 

teenagers aged 13 to 18 in Switzerland completed a questionnaire measuring 

character strengths and a multi-method measure for interests (questionnaire, 

nonverbal test, and objective personality tests). The results showed that there is a 

correlation of: intellectual strengths with investigative and artistic interests; 

transcendence and other-directed strengths with social interests; and leadership 

strengths with enterprising interests. This study is significant as the first study to 

empirically examine the relationships between character strengths and vocational 

interests. The findings have implications for use in career counselling; fostering 

student awareness of their signature strengths, knowledge how to use them, and 

living in accordance with them could guide them towards decisions to a fulfilling 

career (Proyer, Sidler, Weber, & Ruch, 2012). 

 Weber and Ruch (2012b) explored the role of 24 character strengths in 87 

teenage romantic relationships in Switzerland, focusing on their role in partner 

selection and their role in mates’ life satisfaction. Measures used comprised the VIA 

Inventory of Strengths for Youth, the Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale, and an Ideal 

Partner Profiler for the composition of an ideal partner. It was found that students 

most preferred honesty, humor, and love in an ideal partner; and the strength of 

hope, religiousness, honesty, and fairness showed the most substantial assortment 

coefficients. This study was significant as it was the first on this topic, and it showed 

that character strengths play an important role in adolescent romantic relationships 

(Weber & Ruch, 2012b).  

 The above studies reviewed have advanced the progress of the positive 

education movement in various ways: firstly, highlighting various benefits to children 

and adolescents, such as their well-being and academic engagement, when 

character strengths and its practice are taught to them in school; secondly, 

examining how different groups of people have different strengths; and thirdly, 

demonstrating that different strengths have different benefits in enhancing 
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happiness, well-being, school adjustment and performance, vocational interests and 

romantic relationships. A common thread in all these studies is that the methodology 

used was quantitative in nature and carried out with students as subjects of the 

study. The subjects were all children or adolescents, though some studies included 

teachers and parents as participants for gathering feedback about the students. The 

present study complements this body of research, employing a qualitative 

methodology to explore perspectives of educators, and with educators as the subject 

of research. 

A qualitative reflective approach was taken by Waters and Stokes (2015) to 

explore the effects of positive education on gratitude in school leaders. The study 

investigated the effect of two gratitude interventions designed to trigger emotion-

gratitude (gratitude diary) and action-gratitude (gratitude letter). The case study 

method was used to analyse the reflective journals of 27 school leaders, from the 

government and private school sectors across two states in Australia (Victoria and 

South Australia). Participants were asked to reflect on their own conceptualisations 

of gratitude. It was found that the gratitude diary encouraged the following: a greater 

balance in perspective between the positive and negative events that occur at 

school; more appreciative problem solving; cherishing of relationships; and 

experiencing positive emotions such as hope, happiness and optimism. The 

gratitude letter likewise had beneficial effects of resulting in: emotional catharsis; a 

desire to develop professional relationships, plans to increase use of gratitude in 

their role as leaders, reciprocal expressions of gratitude from recipients. On the down 

side, however, the gratitude diary resulted in some frustration in school leaders who 

were dealing with the tension of having to look for things to feel grateful for at school 

when they perceived their role as requiring a focus on fixing problems, and the 

gratitude letter led to awkward feelings of vulnerability and anxiety that the recipient 

may feel unease. Nonetheless, as gratitude has been found to be useful in both 

savouring good times and dealing with challenging times, the results suggest that 

both types of gratitude interventions are valuable for school leaders. This study was 

significant and unique on two counts. Firstly, it used the qualitative methodology, 

whereas the vast majority of empirical studies in positive education are quantitative. 

Qualitative approaches are vital in offering researchers understanding into the 
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unique, in-depth stories of individuals and insight into their experiences of positive 

education. In fact, there have been calls by Miller, Nickerson, and Jimerson (as cited 

in Waters & Stokes, 2015) and Hoy and Tarter (as cited in Waters & Stokes, 2015) 

for researchers within the field of positive psychology and positive education to use 

qualitative methods so as to appropriately customise school programmes. Secondly, 

where most studies focused predominantly on student samples or used student 

subjects, this study targeted staff, specifically school leaders, thus being in line with 

calls made for positive education’s application to school staff as well as students.  

However, while study by Waters and Stokes (2015) examined school leaders, 

the perspectives of the rank-and-file teachers are yet to be explored. Another notable 

point is that this study looked specifically into how the practice of positive education, 

and even more specifically, gratitude, can be applicable and beneficial to staff. The 

present study builds on this knowledge by examining educators’ perspectives of 

positive education as a whole.  

 

Other school-based positive psychology interventions  

 Waters (2011) conducted an evaluation of evidence from 12 school-based 

positive psychology interventions (PPIs). The evidence revealed that PPIs impact 

student well-being, relationships and academic performance in a significant way. 

The PPIs reviewed were drawn from international studies, and covered five specific 

PPI domains: gratitude; hope; serenity; resilience; and character strengths. The 

studies covered a cross section of different school systems (e.g., public schools and 

private schools), gender settings (co-educational and single gender), age range (five 

to 19 years), and students of various ethnicity. Therefore, taken together, the results 

are rigourous and significant. 

 Waters made several note-worthy observations. First, large sample size was 

found to be a strength in several of the studies. Some studies used small sample 

sizes, but this was due to the intensive nature of the programme or the small size of 

the class in which the PPI was administered. Secondly, the use of control groups to 

compare the efficacy of the PPIs was found to be a strength of the PPI research 

examined. Some studies were able to randomly allocate students into condition 

versus control groups, which better validated the study results. However, this was 
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not the case for most of the studies, which were unable to use random assignment 

due to specific year levels student groups being targeted for the intervention. Thirdly, 

looking forward, the validity of the PPIs could be enhanced by analysing the 

responses of parents and teachers about the students, as was done by Seligman et 

al. (as cited in Waters, 2011), rather only relying on the self-report of the students. 

Also, as many of these studies were evaluated in their preliminary stages, further 

evaluation of these programmes would be necessary as they are developed for use 

with diverse student groups, larger sample sizes and across multiple settings. 

 Waters’ review highlighted features of the 12 PPIs reviewed that can be taken 

into consideration in the future development and implementation of positive 

psychology well-being programmes. The first feature was that most of the PPIs were 

implemented by the teachers. This may be a cause in the success of the 

programmes, given that teachers, who have an ongoing relationship with the 

students, can reach them better with the lessons and can also keep reinforcing the 

learning points after the programme has been formally completed. Next, though 

programmes that were part of pastoral care, such as those by Green et al. and Nidich 

et al. (as cited in Waters, 2011), produced positive outcomes for student well-being, 

the second design feature that was promising and foreshadowed the future is the 

infusion of teaching positive psychology skills (e.g., character strengths and 

meditation) into the current existing school curriculum in the arts, language, health 

development and religion (Waters, 2011).	

The evidence shows that positive psychology interventions are related to 

student well-being and their academic success to a large extent. These encouraging 

results can motivate researchers, teachers and practitioners to help students build 

well-being in areas such as developing their positive emotions, resilient mind-sets 

and positive character. The findings can also provide guidelines for schools to adopt 

positive education. There is justification, therefore, for this positive education 

approach.  

Datu and King (2016) conducted a study on prioritizing positivity, which 

revealed the degree to which individuals made choices in ways that would maximize 

their experience of happiness, which has been found to be related to higher levels 

of well-being through positive emotions. The study aimed to address previous gaps 
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in research whose cross sectional nature made temporal constructs ambiguous, and 

which did not examine reciprocal relations among key constructs. A three-wave 

longitudinal quantitative study was conducted among 408 Filipino secondary school 

students, 184 males and 224 females, from Grades 7 to 10, which evaluated the 

degree to which prioritizing positivity relates with positive emotion and life 

satisfaction. Findings indicated “strong support for the prioritizing positivity → 

positive emotions → well-being Pathway” that was previously proposed by Catalino 

et al. (as cited in Datu & King, 2016). This finding indicates that consistently making 

choices that result in positive emotions leads to greater levels of positive emotions 

which then foster well-being. In addition, evidence of reciprocal effects was also 

found, with prior positive emotions predicting the subsequent prioritizing of positivity.  

Shoshani and Slone (2017) conducted a study with the aim of examining the 

effects of a positive psychology-based intervention in Israel on pre-school children’s 

subjective well-being, mental health and learning behaviours. This study was 

significant in addressing the lack of research investigating positive psychology 

interventions for pre-school children. The intervention took place within a school year 

with 160 children, aged three to six and a half years old, who underwent eight 

modules of basic concepts in positive psychology and were compared to 155 

children in a control situation. The results were measured via a pre-test and post-

test administered to the children and also via questionnaires to parents and teachers. 

The findings revealed significant increases in subjective well-being and positive 

learning behaviours among the participants, which in turn highlighted the benefits of 

positive psychology interventions and positive approach to learning for children at 

young ages. 

Halliday, Kern, Garrett and Turnbull (2018) has engaged in a case study of a 

participatory action research (PAR) project carried out by students (N = 10) at a 

publically funded Australian school aiming to implement positive education. This 

study was done with the aim of involving student voices in the development and 

implementation of a school’s positive education strategy (of which the researchers 

point out that little research has been done), as assumptions are frequently made 

about what students require for their well-being with little input from the students 

themselves. They researched the school community regarding well-being during the 
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school year via mixed methods assessing PAR students’ well-being, self-efficacy, 

autonomy, social and emotional assets, and other competencies before and after 

the process. Student involvement allowed the school to better understand their 

students’ well-being, and student-led communication about positive education laid 

the groundwork for its implementation. Results indicated benefits for the participants, 

especially in engagement and self-efficacy, and the study highlighted that the 

methodology of involving students using a framework of PAR is a very useful and 

evidence-based approach to the implementation of positive education. 

 Very recently, Seligman and Adler (2018), in their chapter on positive 

education as part of the Global Happiness Policy Report 2018 for the World 

Government Summit, briefly listed several well-validated interventions by various 

researchers:  

• What Went Well (Seligman, Rashid, & Parks, 2006). Students record typically 

three events that went well on a given day and the reasons why they went well. 

• Gratitude Visit (Emmons, 2007). Students pen a letter of expressing gratitude 

and read it to the person in question. 

• Active, Constructive Responding (Gable, Reis, Impett, & Asher, 2004). Students 

are taught to respond in an active constructive manner to another person’s 

victories. 

• Best Self (Roberts, Dutton, Spreitzer, Heaphy, & Quinn, 2005). Students write 

about the moments when they demonstrate their best selves and proudest 

moments. 

• Meditation and Mindfulness (Davidson et al., 2003). Students practice the 

techniques in mediation and mindfulness. 

• Empathy training (Bryant, 1982). Students learn about and employ strategies in 

empathy. 

• Decision-making (Albert and Steinber, 2011). Students learn to select the best 

action plans from available choices. 

• Problem-solving (Steinberg, 2014). Students employ effective heuristics to 

address theoretical and practical problems. 



85 
 

• Critical thinking (Marin and Halpern, 2011). As a guide to beliefs and actions, 

students learn how to conceptualize, synthesize, apply, and evaluate 

information. 

 As with the vast majority of studies reviewed in previous sub-sections, the 

studies reviewed here are predominantly quantitative in nature, and have students 

as their subject of research. This body of work can be complemented by qualitative 

studies that examine in-depth the perspectives of educators engaged in these types 

of intervention, and which have educators as their subject of research. This is the 

approach and focus of the present study. 

While the focus of this literature review is on interventions pertaining to 

positive education, it is worth noting that many interventions have also been 

conducted on social and emotional learning (SEL) programmes, including the meta-

analysis carried out by Durlak, Weissberg and Pachan (2010) on 68 after school 

SEL programmes (N=34, 989) and by Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor and 

Schellinger (2011) on 213 universal SEL programmes (N=270,034) for students 

from kindergarten to high school. These researches revealed that students who 

engaged in the SEL programmes demonstrated positive outcomes in attitudes and 

behaviours towards self and others and improved social skills and emotional skills.   

 

Positive education and academic performance  

Positive education, according to the International Positive Education Network, 

is the “double helix” combination comprising “Academics + Character & Well-being” 

(IPEN, 2017). It underscores the importance of skills that go beyond academic 

knowledge such as facts about mathematics, readings, science, languages, or 

historical events, to the development of character and virtues and promotion of well-

being and flourishing (Seligman et al., 2009). However, a concern of some 

researchers, parents and educators is whether allocating time and focus on 

character and well-being in education would compromise academic competencies 

and results, given limited time and resources (Seligman et al., 2009). Various studies 

confirm that positive education, besides improving the well-being of students, has 

actually enhanced the academic learning and improved the grades of students in 
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academic subjects. This is in line with other research that has shown that 

programmes focused on enhancing social and emotional health have positively 

correlated to academic achievement (Durlak et al., 2011). In addition to the research 

of Seligman et al. (2009) and other studies, as discussed earlier, a number studies  

provided evidence for the positive impact of well-being on academic results.  

 Studies in Bhutan, Mexico and Peru were conducted by Alejandro Adler 

showing that teaching well-being improves academic performance (as cited in Adler, 

2016; Seligman & Schulman, 2016). The findings were recently supported and 

substantiated in Seligman and Adler (2018). In collaboration with the respective 

Ministry of Education in each of the three countries, Adler undertook a large-scale 

randomized controlled trial (RCT) in secondary schools – 18 schools with 8,385 

students (Grades 7 –12) in Bhutan, 70 schools with 68,762 students (Grades 10 –

12) in Mexico and 694 schools with 694,153 students (Grades 7 – 12) in Peru. The 

schools were divided between intervention and control schools. The students in the 

intervention programme received a positive education curriculum targeting ten non-

academic well-being skills. Results revealed that these programmes designed to 

improve student well-being have not only increased their well-being in intervention 

schools, but it also significantly and substantially enhanced students’ academic 

achievements in standardized national exams at the end of the 15-month 

intervention. This shows that investment in well-being, far from being antagonistic 

with academic aims, as some have suggested, can actually help fulfil them.  

 That conclusion, as strongly illustrated by Adler’s research discussed above, 

was supported by an earlier study by Romo-González et al. (2013) who investigated 

the impact of positive education interventions in psycho-emotional variables on 

students in a university in Mexico. The invention consisted of 15 sessions over three 

weeks to promote positive emotions and traits, applied to a sample of 30 students. 

The quantitative findings showed that most of the students improved in their 

academic performance (with an increase in average grades). Though the positive 

effect of these interventions on the students’ scores showed some individual 

variations, they were generally higher than before these interventions, even after 

four months later. It was noted, however, that it would appear necessary that the 



87 
 

students continue practicing and the skills learned from these interventions so as to 

maintain the positive effects. 

 According to IPEN (2017), such studies would go a distance to resolve the 

conflict between focusing on academic results on one hand and well-being on the 

other, because they are complementary and not mutually exclusive. Indeed, with 

rising evidence highlighting significant positive association between well-being and 

academic performance, there is support for the Broderick & Metz’s assertion that 

student well-being “seeps into the fabric of their academic pursuits” (as cited in 

Waters, 2017, p. 240). This would be particularly important to Asian societies, 

including Singapore, whose parents, educators and even students themselves are 

generally very concerned about academic grades. The results show that investing in 

positive education and well-being can and does enhance academic performance. 

 

Whole-school approaches to positive education 

 The section above primarily discussed the research of positive education and 

its findings with regard to distinct programmes. Positive education has been criticised 

for its emphasis on isolated classroom-based interventions that focus on students 

alone, when work on the larger school environment is necessary (Kern, Waters, 

Adler, & White, 2015). Therefore, moving forward, the call is for the focus to not be 

on specific programmes in schools, but on ‘positive institutions’, with a whole school 

approach (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Schools need to be strategic about 

embedding positive psychology not only into programmes other than student-

centred ones (such as teacher training and school leadership) but also “system-wide 

educational initiatives” (Waters, 2011, p. 7), so as to create a positive and productive 

environment for students and staff. This sub-section discusses efforts towards this 

goal. 

 Positive psychological interventions, when applied beyond the level of 

individual students to that of the institution, can develop what Peterson (2006) 

termed ‘enabling institutions’ where virtues and well-being are present beyond 

individual members of an institution to the whole institution collectively (White & 

Waters, 2015). Two such schools, Geelong Grammar School and St Peter’s College, 
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are featured here. Intensive work into positive education at each school provides 

compelling evidence of the effectiveness of whole school approaches. 

 

Geelong Grammar School (GGS) 

 Since GGS began its journey in 2008 following training by Seligman and his 

staff, it has been at the forefront of positive education, adopting the PERMA model 

with the addition of "health" as its guiding framework, undergirded by a strengths-

based approach. Positive education programmes have been extensively infused in 

the culture and curricula at GGS, especially in Years 9 and 10 where there is an 

explicit year-long positive education curriculum.    

 The Centre for Positive Psychology (University of Melbourne), with funding 

from the Australian Research Council Linkage Grant, undertook an independent 

three-year study (2014 – 2016) to evaluate programme processes and outcomes for 

students who participated in positive education at GGS compared with a control 

group with matching students from other schools who did not receive an explicit 

positive education programme. Vella-Brodrick, Rickard and Chin (2014) and Vella-

Brodrick, Rickard, Hattie, Cross and Chin (2015) conducted an independent 

evaluation of positive education at GGS both in the Year 9 Timbertop programme 

and the Year 10 curriculum, but also tracking students from Year 9 through to Year 

12. The main objective was to evaluate the longer term effects of positive education. 

The data collection the study utilised included both subjective and objective 

measures of programme outcomes, including standardized questionnaires, in-the-

moment behavioural reports, biomarkers and physiological indices (e.g., salivary 

cortisol and heart rate variability), and focus group discussions. The study also 

collected information about the students' real-world experiences of positive 

education, using a youth-friendly app specially developed to prompt students four 

times a day over the course of a week to reflect on the following – what they are 

doing, how they are feeling, who they are with, what significant events or situations 

happened since they were last prompted, what strategies they used to respond to 

these events, where they learned those particular strategies and how effective they 

were. This enabled the researchers to uncover how young people were relating to 
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the positive education program and whether and how they were applying what they 

were learning in the program to their everyday lives. 

 The findings of Vella-Brodrick et al. (2014) and Vella-Brodrick et al. (2015) 

are that Year 9 students undergoing positive education (n = 119), compared with 

best-matched control students (n = 79), reported a significant improvement in mental 

health (decreased depressive and anxiety symptoms) and well-being (e.g., life 

satisfaction, positive emotions, engagement, meaning), and they attributed the 

positive education programme as a major contributing factor. They also reported 

greater use of positive education strategies such as expressing gratitude, using 

strengths, resilient thinking, and responding to everyday situations. Later in the year, 

when the students had more exposure to the positive education programme, they 

reported being able to focus more in the present, used more relaxation, savouring, 

and "keeping-things-in-perspective" strategies compared with earlier in the year. 

 The impact of positive education was not as widespread and pronounced in 

Year 10 students (n = 162). Nonetheless, there were significant improvements in 

hope, meaning, and growth mind-set for those in the positive education programme 

compared with the control group (n = 83). Positive education students also 

demonstrated improved heart rate variability from pre- to post-assessments, 

indicating greater adaptability to environmental changes or challenges and thus 

greater resilience. Data from the focus group discussion (subgroup of 42 students) 

also indicated that student satisfaction with positive education averaged five out of 

seven, though it depended on perceived teacher engagement levels and 

opportunities for class interaction (Vella-Brodrick et al., 2014; 2015). 

 All in all, the preliminary results of the positive education programme across 

Years 9 and 10 indicated many specific benefits of positive education, which can: 

prevent youths from experiencing deteriorating mental health as they progress 

through middle and senior school; increase well-being relating to hope, life 

satisfaction, positive affect, engagement, and meaning; help students to effectively 

respond to everyday life events; enhance physiological well-being indices such as 

heart rate variability; and augment well-being through the Timbertop programme 

dedicated to health promotion through physical activity, team work, and experiential 

learning (Vella-Brodrick et al., 2014; Vella-Brodrick et al., 2015).  
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 Nonetheless, not all study outcomes measured in this study showed 

statistically significant improvements following the positive education programme, 

especially for the Year 10 students. However, the typical decline in well-being toward 

the end of the school year compared with the beginning of the year generally 

experienced by students was less pronounced for students who received positive 

education classes than for those who did not, testifying to the likely benefits of 

positive education in helping to maintain well-being levels during times of stress, 

especially around intense examination periods (Vella-Brodrick et al., 2014; Vella-

Brodrick et al., 2015). 

 A qualitative pilot study was conducted of GGS graduates who received 

positive education training between 2008 and 2012, investigating the long-term 

effects of positive education (Stevanovic, Hoare, Mckenzie, & O'Connor, 2017). At 

the time of study, all 21 participants reportedly still used positive education strategies 

(such as resilient thinking, optimism, changing mind-sets, gratitude, and 

mindfulness) to manage challenges during their young adulthood. However, 

participants also described challenging circumstances that discouraged them from 

continuing use of these skills, such as: a perceived lack of relevance outside the 

context of school, with difficulties applying skills to post-school challenges; and a 

lack of cues to help them remember to use those skills (in contrast to prompting at 

school by teachers to use them). These findings suggest that although graduates 

used positive education skills to deal with challenges to some degree, youths need 

help to generalize these skills to new challenges and to recall available strategies 

for regular application. 

 These studies on GGS were significant in being conducted school-wide, 

across the entire grade levels and with a combination of quantitative and qualitative 

methodologies.   

 

St Peter’s College 

 Since St Peter’s College embarked on positive education in 2011 with the 

decision to make it a key strategic thrust of the school, it has made huge strides, 

being the first school to scientifically validate its institution-wide positive education 

practices (White & Murray, 2015). In a study by Kern et al. (2015) on the school’s 
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work, the researchers empirically tested the PERMA framework and psychological 

function of the school with 516 Australian male students (Grades 8 through 11) and 

43 staff members via a well-being survey. A second student well-being survey was later 

completed by 709 students Grades 5 through 12 using a refined measurement (Kern et 

al., 2015). 

 A subset of items theoretically relevant to PERMA was selected from an 

extensive well-being assessment. The researchers examined four of the five PERMA 

elements and two ill-being factors (depression and anxiety), and investigated the 

nomological net surrounding each factor. They did so through the exploration of 

cross-sectional associations with life satisfaction, hope, gratitude, school 

engagement, growth mind set, spirituality, physical vitality, physical activity, somatic 

symptoms, and stressful life events. In this quantitative methodology, the 

researchers discovered that factors differentially related to these correlates, hence 

offering support for their proposed multidimensional approach to measuring well-

being. They purport that their direct assessment of subjective well-being across 

multiple domains presents to schools a model to more systematically understand, 

measure and promote well-being (Kern et al., 2015).  

 The study found that students experiencing engagement, perseverance, overall 

well-being, grit, and a sense of meaning and purpose was significantly related to them 

scoring higher Grade Point Averages (GPA), which indicated that well-being and 

academic achievement are complementary outcomes that are supported through 

positive education. The students also demonstrated strong increases in their 

understanding and appreciation for: the science of well-being and resilience generally; 

the character strengths of themselves and others; the significance of the well-being of 

themselves and their peers; and the value of positive education classes in helping them 

to become better friends and students. It is noteworthy that students who benefitted the 

most from the positive education programme were those who are otherwise 

academically at-risk. As for staff, it was found that the five PERMA components were 

related to better self-rated health, higher job satisfaction and greater organisational 

commitment. 

 White and Kern (2017) subsequently conducted a third student survey of 

positive education at St Peter’s College at the end of  2016, using a  further refined 
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measurement. On the individual level, it was found that while students continued to 

thrive, they were more mutually in touch and expressive about both their well-being 

and the challenges they faced. Socially, one of the strongest effects of positive 

education appears to be students’ improved relationships with their peers, with 

whom have a better understanding of their well-being, resilience and character 

strengths. On a school-wide level, students further report a greater sense of 

acceptance and inclusion at the school. It has been noted that positive education 

appears to have been significant in shifting the culture of the school towards their 

vision to be “a world-class school where all boys flourish, and in creating a safe, 

inclusive, supportive and respectful learning and working environment for  all  

members  of  the  school community” (White & Kern, 2017, p. 17). These findings 

suggest that the whole school approach may be more effective and desirable than 

disparate approaches based on departments, subjects or programmes.  

 

 

Positive education in Asia 

 The importance, and yet current lack, of examining positive education in the 

Asian context was underscored in Chapter 2, supporting the need for the present 

study. The Asia-Pacific Education Researcher, June 2016, Volume 25, Issue 3, is a 

seminal work covering the progress of positive education in various Asian sites. This 

portion of the chapter highlights key aspects of the research discussed in this 

particular journal issue. The studies are discussed below in the three sections as 

categorised by the editors, King et al. (2016). 

 

Positive psychological traits and students’ functioning  

 The first section drew attention to the correlation between positive 

psychological traits and students’ functioning. Bernardo, Salanga, Khan and Yeung 

(2016) explored how the role of hope impacted students’ learning strategies. 

Distinctively drawing on a cross-cultural data set with 964 university students 

recruited from four Asian cities (Hong Kong, Macau, Manila, and Kuala Lumpur), the 

results indicated that internal locus of hope predicted the use of individual learning 

strategies such as rehearsal, elaboration, and organization, and external peer locus 
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of hope predicted the use of collaborative learning strategies. Their study builds on 

the theories generated on the role of hope in educational contexts by demonstrating 

how hope (anchored on one’s friends) has implications for collaborative learning. 

The results were generally consistent across the four cities. It was recommended 

that future research explore hypotheses regarding culture, hope, and learning, with 

the use of appropriate cross-cultural research designs. 

Chen (2016) and Fan, Zhou, Cheung, Zhang and Zhou (2016) investigated 

the correlates and domains of resilience among Chinese students. Chen (2016), in 

a study of 239 Chinese university students, found that those who were resilient has 

greater life satisfaction and positive emotions. Fan et al. (2016) investigated the 

mental health and resilience of over 1000 Chinese secondary students who survived 

the 2008 Sichuan earthquake. They used a culturally relevant model of resilience 

that included not only the typical individualistic type of resilience reflected by goal 

planning, affect control, and positive thinking, but also a more communal type of 

resilience reflected by family support and help-seeking, which is more typical of 

Asian cultures. Both domains of resilience negatively predicted emotional and 

behavioural problems among those students concerned. The studies by both Chen 

(2016) and Fan et al. (2016) were important in demonstrating the link between 

resilience and well-being, with recommendations that future research enhance 

understanding of that relationship. 

Two studies in the Phillipines have investigated the role of psychological 

capital, which is a positive motivational state comprised of hope, optimism, efficacy, 

and resilience (Datu & Valdez, 2016). Datu and Valdez (2016) found that the positive 

effects of psychological capital had positively impacted the well-being of the Filipino 

secondary school student participants (n=606) in various fields: academic 

engagement, positive affect, interdependent happiness, and flourishing. Ganotice et 

al. (2016) examined the role of psychological capital among 180 Filipino university 

teachers, discovering that psychological capital positively correlated with various 

work-related outcomes: interpersonal fit, thriving, feelings of competency, 

recognition, involvement, job dedication, and work performance. These studies 

highlight the significance of psychological capital in the flourishing of both students 

and educators, and propose further research into the role and value of psychological 
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capital in well-being and performance-related outcomes. These issues were a focus 

of the present study. 

 Also in the Philippines, Villavicencio and Bernardo (2016) explored how the 

positive academic emotions of enjoyment and pride impacted Mathematics learning 

outcomes among 1345 Filipino engineering college students. They sought to move 

away from previous research focus on negative emotions in educational contexts 

such as anxiety. Results show a positive correlation between enjoyment and pride 

on one hand and Math achievement, self-regulation, and self-efficacy on the other.   

 Switching from the school to the family domain, Xie, Fan, Wong and Cheung 

(2016) explored the role of Chinese personality traits and parenting style on the life 

satisfaction of 718 junior secondary students. Using a native personality model in 

Chinese culture, they discovered that social potency, emotional stability, 

interpersonal relatedness, and dependability influenced various areas of life 

satisfaction. They also found that among the three parenting styles, authoritative 

parenting was found to most strongly predict the life satisfaction of students. The 

authors suggested that future studies could use quantitative methods to explore 

whether certain factors (such as achievements, emotional reactivity, and cognitive 

processes of emotional stimuli) would mediate the relationship between personality 

and life satisfaction, and qualitative methods to examine how students perceive the 

role of parenting style in their life satisfaction. 

A study published in a different journal had a similar theme of how positive 

psychosocial states affected students’ optimal functioning, specifically in the area of 

physical health. This study by Leventhal et al. (2016), which was undertaken in India 

and addressed the need for psychosocial well-being of girls there, sought to examine 

the impact of the programme ‘Girls First’, an intervention that integrates a 

psychosocial component to a physical health component – in contrast to the impact 

of the physical health intervention alone and controls. This intention was to ascertain 

whether the inclusion of a psychosocial component into the physical health one 

would actually improve physical health more than if the latter were carried out alone. 

The participants comprised 3000 girls in 76 government middle schools in rural 

Bihar, India. Interventions were carried out through peer-support groups in school, 

facilitated by pairs of local women. Using a quantitative methodology, results showed 
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that such a combined psychosocial and adolescent health programme magnified 

effects achieved by either curriculum alone. The findings indicate that psychosocial 

well-being should be paid greater attention, not only from those concerned about 

improving psychosocial outcomes but also from those interested in improving 

physical health outcomes. 

 

Positive socio-cultural contexts  

 The second section cited above featured four papers discussing the role of 

positive socio-cultural contexts in promoting well-being. Focusing on gratitude, Yu 

and Jin (2016) researched the role of family functioning and classroom environment 

in predicting how grateful 202 Chinese elementary students were. It was found that 

the cohesion (emotional bonds) between family members led to greater gratitude 

towards helpers and adversity, and family adaptability to stresses positively 

predicted gratitude towards life and sense of abundance in life. It was also found that 

positive relationships with classmates predicted gratitude towards helpers, adversity, 

and life.   

 Maulana, Helms-Lorenz, Irnidayanti and van de Grift (2016) focused on the 

classroom environment in Indonesian society. They investigated the extent to which 

the autonomy support, relatedness support, and competence support of teachers 

(n=202) could positively predicted the autonomous motivation of Grades 10-12 

students (n=4396). They discovered, using multi-level modelling, that these three 

teacher support dimensions led to both intrinsic motivation and identified motivation 

in students. However, results showed that competence and relatedness support 

appear to have a greater impact on intrinsic and identified motivation in comparison 

to autonomy. This could be due to the socio-cultural context of Indonesia which 

valued collectivism. The writers suggested that future research include data from 

other Asian countries, and acquire findings that go beyond student perceptions. This 

strengthens the rationale for the present study which sought data from a different 

Singapore, taking into account educators’ perspectives.  

Ng and Ye (2016) examined the role of societal values in predicting 242 

university students’ life satisfaction in Hong Kong. They adopted a longitudinal 

approach to study the impact of values and life satisfaction on each other across 
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time, leveraging on the seminal work of Schwartz (as cited in Ng & Ye, 2016) on 

human values. They discovered, even after controlling for autoregressor effects, that 

conformity and benevolence positively predicted life satisfaction while the adoption 

of power values negatively predicted life satisfaction. Interestingly but unsurprisingly, 

their results were very different from those of their Western counterparts as 

previously discussed by Sagiv and Schwartz (as cited in Ng & Ye, 2016). This was 

due to the collectivist nature of Hong Kong society which was different from the more 

individualist one in the West. It was recommended that future research investigate 

the extent to which culture moderates the relationships between human values and 

university life satisfaction. This relates to the present study, which examined features 

of positive education in a unique cultural context, albeit in a school setting. 

Zhang (2016), using a qualitative case study approach, investigated how the 

leadership practices in a Chinese secondary school contributed in enhancing 

student well-being among students (n=514). She found that the school leaders 

prioritized student well-being in a variety of ways: in the school vision; involving 

students in decision making; providing social support for students; and changing the 

examination-oriented culture of the school into a well-being-oriented one by reducing 

examinations, restructuring the curriculum, using student-centred pedagogy. 

Findings reveal that student learning and well-being were significant enhanced after 

the school had adopted the well-being-oriented education for three years. One 

challenge was that although teachers were required to implement changes decided 

by the school leaders, not all of them were motivated to do so. This indicated that, 

for school leaders who want their well-being programmes for students to be truly 

successful, it would be necessary to ensure the buy-in and well-being of teachers 

and the provision of greater empowerment and professional or personal 

development for teachers. Indeed, examining educators’ perspectives with regard to 

these issues and more was a focus of the present study. 

 

Positive psychology interventions 

The third section cited here discusses the findings of two studies that 

evaluated the effects of positive psychological interventions. Liau, Neihart, Teo and 

Lo (2016) got 162 student participants from an institute of higher learning (post-
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secondary) in Singapore to engage in the “best possible self” activity, which involves 

them projecting themselves into the future and imagining that they have met all their 

goals in every part of their life – an activity previously discussed by Sheldon and 

Lyubomirsky (as cited in Liau et al., 2016). The researchers discovered that those 

who participated in this particular activity had larger decreases in negative affect in 

contrast to those in the control group. This decrease in negative affect was found to 

be due to decrease in depressive symptoms and improvements in life satisfaction. 

The researchers cautioned against assumptions about the transferability of results 

and proposed that more studies be replicated, so as to avoid promoting a one-size-

fits-all approach to well-being due to the “complexity of cultural differences and 

psychological processes” (Liau et al., 2016, p. 5).   

Ji, Tao and Zhu (2016) researched the impact of two forgiveness intervention 

programs conducted among 24 Chinese university students. They compared the 

Western-centric process model forgiveness programme and the more culturally 

relevant Chinese cultural-values forgiveness programme – respectively discussed 

by Enright and Tang (as cited in Ji et al., 2016). While the mixed-method results 

showed that both programmes were equally effective in helping participants forgive 

their offenders and improving life satisfaction, it appears that those in the Chinese 

cultural-values forgiveness programme experienced a slightly higher increase in 

prosocial intentions and a greater reduction in negative emotional forgiveness. Jie 

et al. (2016) proposed that schools should develop skills of well-being such as 

forgiveness as part of the curriculum, taking into account cultural and contextual 

elements. 

 All the above papers in the journal issue (King etet al. (2016) highlighted the 

diversity and significance of the research of positive education in distinctively Asian 

contexts. These papers, with their theoretical contributions and methodological rigor, 

have advanced the frontier of the understanding of student optimal functioning in 

Asia, and also for positive education as a whole. Ultimately, the suggested future 

directions concluding the studies support the need for this present study. For 

instance, all the above studies, except for the one by Ganotice et al. (2016) who 

examined the role of psychological capital among Filipino teachers, were focused on 

students as the subject of research. The study by Zhang (2016) investigated the 
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practices of school leaders in a Chinese secondary school, but the goal was also 

student-centred in nature, examining how student well-being was enhanced by the 

school leadership and teachers. There is clearly room for an exploration of 

educators’ perspectives.  Another interesting point to note is that only one of the 

studies is qualitative in nature, and one located in Singapore, again indicating that 

the approach and context of the present study would enhance research base in this 

field. 

 Apart from the studies in the Asia-Pacific Education Researcher journal 

discussed above, there were earlier studies, by Chan (2009; 2010) of positive 

education in an Asian context reported elsewhere. One was a quantitative study that 

aimed to investigate the hierarchy of VIA Character Strengths in Chinese prospective 

and in-service teachers in Hong Kong (Chan, 2009). It examined the different 

strengths and subjective well-being that could be broadly conceptualized to include 

people’s emotional responses, domain satisfactions, and global judgments of life 

satisfaction. A sample of 228 teachers completed three self-report scales assembled 

in a questionnaire, with the three scales being the Strengths Inventory, Satisfaction 

with Life Scale, and Positive and Negative Affect Schedule. It was found that 

teachers who had higher levels of emotional strengths such as strengths of hope 

and zest reported greater life satisfaction, experiencing more positive and less 

negative emotions.  

 The second study by Chan (2010) was also a quantitative one, where 

dispositional gratitude and its relationships with orientations to happiness and 

burnout were investigated. The study explored the impact of an eight-week gratitude 

intervention programme using a pre-test/post-test design with outcome measures of 

subjective well-being in a sample of 96 Chinese school teachers in Hong Kong. The 

results indicated that the dispositional gratitude of teachers had positive correlations 

with a meaningful life orientation to happiness and with personal accomplishment, 

and had negative correlations with emotional exhaustion and depersonalization (the 

two components of burnout). The effects and importance of the gratitude intervention 

were revealed in the increase in scores on satisfaction with life and on positive affect, 

particularly for teachers in the low-gratitude group. These studies suggest that these 

emotional strengths that are most strongly related to well-being could be the target 



99 
 

for intervention, so as to help teachers to cultivate these strengths to combat their 

stress and burnout. These present study builds on the findings of Chan’s work, 

examining not only on the impact of positive education on educators, but on different 

aspects of positive education as a whole.  

 

Conclusion  

 The empirical literature clearly illustrates that positive education, applied in 

various ways, benefits students and enables them to flourish, thus cementing its 

importance in schools. Some level of benefit is evident, for whatever aim, on 

whatever scale or in whatever location/context that the empirical research is carried 

out. In other words, whether: firstly, to test the impact on students’ specific well-being 

elements, academic results or use of character strengths; secondly, on individual 

programmes on certain grade levels or practices undertaken as a whole-school 

approach; or thirdly, in the West or in Asia. Nonetheless, a limitation of existing 

empirical research is that the bulk of it has been quantitative in nature, so more 

qualitative feedback on its benefits and impact is needed.   

 In spite of positive education’s acknowledged importance and the rise in its 

practice and research, there currently appears to be few published qualitative studies 

done on the topic, in contrast to the many quantitative ones. The present study 

sought to address this lack. Also, this study deals with the perspectives of educators 

of positive education, and not the perspectives of students which several studies 

have already explored. Another differentiating aspect about this study is that it did 

not aim to gather data from educators about their students’ well-being or flourishing 

after a positive education intervention, unlike most studies which have students as 

their subject of research. Rather, this study makes the educators themselves the 

subject of research. Understanding the general perspectives of educators is 

important because they are at the ‘coalface’ of the educative activity. Hence, 

researchers, policy makers and school leaders need to have a better understanding 

of holistic perspectives of educators for any change and implementation of 

programmes to take place effectively (Blackledge & Hunt, 1989). The next chapter 

describes the research methodology the study.   
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CHAPTER 4 – METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the research methodology for this study in five main 

sections. The first section describes the theoretical framework of the study, which is 

informed by interpretivism and symbolic interactionism. The second section 

describes the longitudinal case study method that was employed, including sampling 

procedures and sample profile. The third section details the methods of data 

collection and analysis. The fourth section addresses issues of trustworthiness.   

 

Theoretical framework 

Interpretivism  

Given that the goal of this study is to generate substantive theory about the 

perspectives of educators on positive education in School X, the researcher required 

an investigative method that enabled interpretation of social phenomena. Therefore, 

this study is located within the interpretive paradigm, with emphasis on the socially 

constructed nature on reality (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In particular, it sought to 

understand “how people define events or reality” and “how they act in relation to their 

beliefs” (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986, p. 4), or in other words, the social meanings 

people assign to situations and behaviour, which they use to comprehend their world 

and respond to them (O’Donoghue, 2007; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). Adopting an 

interpretivist paradigm calls for the researcher to be interested in subjective 

meanings of reality. In this study this involved considering the ways in which 

educators made sense of positive education in School X and the ways in which they 

attributed meaning to it (Sarantakos, 2005).  

Interpretivism is also appropriate for this study because it allowed the 

researcher to uncover meanings that participants (that is, educators) attribute to the 

various practices of positive education – in the domains of behaviour, communication 

and culture – and how meanings influence their actions in positively educating the 
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students (O’Donoghue, 2007). Educators in this study, according to interpretivist 

principles, acquired meaning from their own experience of teaching positive 

education, specific to the situations at hand. Furthermore, because they are 

constantly interacting with the situations, students and colleagues in school, that 

meaning may be confirmed or changed in the school context (O’Donoghue, 2007).  

This significance of these various interactions and the related negotiation of 

meanings point to the importance of symbolic interactionism as the theoretical 

position. 

 

Symbolic interactionism  

The study has also adopted a symbolic interactionist perspective, which 

concerns the interaction among individuals and groups, with an emphasis on the 

importance of meaning and interaction as essential human processes. Blumer 

(1969), in elaboration of the work of G.H. Mead in 1934, formulated three principles 

of symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969). The first principle is that human beings 

act towards things based of the meanings they associate with them. This is unlike 

other approaches which stipulate that the behaviour of humans is determined by 

external societal forces, or internal psychological desires. The first principle points 

to individuals attaching meaning to ‘things’, (which refer to “material objects, people, 

institutions, concepts in their environment” (O’Donoghue, 2007, p. 19) and these 

meanings in turn influence their behaviour and action (Woods, 1992). This is in line 

with the goal of understanding the meanings that educators attached to positive 

education in School X, and how these meanings influenced their teaching of students 

in the framework of positive education. 

Blumer’s second principle is that meaning is derived from social interactions. 

Thus the actions of other people influence the meanings that a person has for a 

thing, with the meanings that an individual has for a thing growing out of ways in 

which others act toward that person in regard to the thing (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984, 

p. 9). This also implies that the person’s meanings towards the thing may be altered, 

depending on the changes of the actions of other people and the interactions with 

them. Therefore, as the practice of positive education takes place within a 

community, in the school being studied, the study examined the perspectives of the 
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teaching community in the ProEd consortium of the high school section and those of 

the Student Development and Learning Support Programmes of the college section. 

This principle is valuable in understanding the perspectives of educators, as the 

communication, behaviour and interaction of the educators in that community are 

investigated. 

The third principle is that meanings are handled in and changed through a 

process of interpretation used by a person as they deal with the things they 

encounter. One first identifies the things that have meaning. Then one selects, 

investigates and transforms the meaning in the light of one’s situation and action. 

This process, a means by which individuals align their actions with those of others 

in a group, creates shared meanings which comprise and contribute to the human 

experience (O’Donoghue, 2007). This principle informed the researcher’s 

investigation of the dynamic process of how educators negotiated their perspectives 

of positive education as they practised it.   

 

Perspectives  

Perspectives are defined as “frameworks through which people make sense 

of the world” (Woods, 1983, p. 7) or interrelated words used by the observer to make 

sense out of situations and order physical reality, or ‘point of view’ (Charon, 2001, p. 

3). They are on one hand a part of how individuals cope with reality; on the other 

they are also a way of thinking and acting evolved by a group which has to deal with 

similar situations. Through asking questions about educators’ perspectives, the 

researcher sought to generate theory. Theory’ is defined as “a set of well-developed 

concepts related through statements of relationship, which together constitute an 

integrated framework that can be used to explain or predict phenomena” (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990, p. 15).  

Though no claim can be made for the generalisation of interpretivist theories, 

such as one which this qualitative study undertook to develop, they can have reader 

or user generalisability, where the reader can relate to the study and gain a better 

understanding of the situation that they or others are in (O’Donoghue, 2007; Stake, 

2003). In other words, generalisability is basically linked to what the reader is seeking 

to learn from such studies. Though a subsequent theory generated in such a study 
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does not serve as prediction for any other context, it can be useful in providing a 

source of guidance (O’Donoghue, 2007). 

Therefore, in adopting a symbolic interactionist theoretical position within the 

interpretivist paradigm, this researcher intended to reveal the perspectives of the 

participants from empirical data, the actions and behaviour as a result of these 

perspectives, and the patterns which developed through the interaction of 

perspectives and actions, enabling a generation of theory through grounded theory 

method of data analysis (O’Donoghue, 2007), described later in this chapter. 

  

The case study method 

The study was designed to gather data about the experiences of participants 

engaged in positive education and their insights with regard to it. Comprehending 

the participants’ unique perspectives and interpretations of the positive education 

phenomenon required understanding of the context within which those conceptions 

were developed. The significance given to the context in qualitative research also 

rendered the approach appropriate, as the goal of the research was to understand 

the perspectives of the participants. The case was bounded by the context of the 

positive education programme and could be termed naturalistic (Punch, 2009; 

Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Hence, a case study was made of educators engaged in 

positive education in one school in Singapore. The case study approach was suited 

to this study as it facilitated the investigation of the views of participants, allowing for 

the aggregating of shared views in the perspectives of the educators and the 

elucidating of differing views.  

Case studies were made of two groups of educators engaged in positive 

education in one school, School X, in Singapore; educators within the high school 

section, and educators within the college section. The case studies were carried out 

longitudinally from mid-2015 to mid-2017. A cross-case comparison then allowed the 

identification of common emergent themes. This approach was chosen to draw 

attention to the differences in educators’ experiences across the two different 

contexts, and to provide a fuller picture of the phenomenon under investigation.   
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Punch (1998) describes four main characteristics of a case study: it has 

clearly delineated boundaries; it is a case of something; the entirety of the case is 

preserved; and there is a likely use of multiple sources of data. He also describes a 

case study as seeking to develop as complete as possible an understanding of that 

case in question. These characteristics are aligned with and build on previously cited 

features, such as the case study being: an empirical inquiry investigating a 

contemporary phenomenon in its real-life context (Yin, 1984); a study of an enclosed 

system, with focus on the integrity of that system, but restricting attention to particular 

areas that are relevant to the research problem at that time and effective when 

investigating actions and interactions (Stake, 1994). 

Therefore, in seeking to accomplish the objectives of this study, the case 

study method, where the participant is perceived not just as a source of data but an 

expert (Sarantakos, 2005), was employed to develop a comprehensive 

understanding of the perspectives of educators. These perspectives were in relation 

to how the educators negotiated and dealt with positive education, according to the 

meanings they associated with it, the interactions and actions with the students, and 

the adaptations and changes the educators made accordingly based on their 

interpretations of the challenges, opportunities or impact they experienced. This 

framework has been described by Punch (1998) as understanding a case in its 

complexity, entirety and context. Besides facilitating understanding of the processes 

and outcomes of the case, it also helps to augment the “the precision, the validity, 

and the stability of the findings” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 29).  

This case study is instrumental in nature (Stake, 1994) in that this study is 

pertinent not only in leading to understanding of this particular case, but also 

because the researcher can produce results by: firstly, conceptualising in developing 

new concepts to elucidate certain aspects of what has been studied; and secondly, 

developing propositions that links concepts within the case. These, in turn, can be 

assessed for how they can be applied and transferred to other situations (Punch, 

2009). Generalisation is not intended, but there is opportunity for transferability, 

where other institutions in a similar context may wish to adapt certain ideas and 

practices of positive education from School X.  
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The case study context 

As mentioned, the case study involved two positive education programmes in 

School X: one in the high school section (Grades 7 – 10) and one in the junior college 

section (Grades 11 – 12). In the high school section of School X, the educators (from 

which sample was drawn) sought to teach and implement positive education in a 

way that is integrated into the Student Development framework of the school and 

infused into various aspects of school life so that the impact can be more clearly 

seen and sustained. The high school section piloted positive education in 2011 in 

one of its four consortiums, the ProEd consortium, comprising about 500 students, 

which is a quarter of the student population from Grades 7 to 10. It has designed 

and implemented the practice of incorporating positive education in a variety of ways 

as examined in Chapter 2. In the recent years, positive education has also been 

extended to the other three consortiums in the high school section. However, as the 

ProEd consortium has the most extensive experience with positive education, the 

sampling of educators was taken only from the ProEd consortium and not the other 

three. 

The educators implementing positive education in School X’s college section 

(Grades 11–12) adopted a two pronged approach. One component reached out to 

the whole student population through an infusion of positive psychology principles in 

the Student Development Programme (such as Pastoral Civics and Moral Education, 

Values in Action and Outdoor Activities and Overseas Service Learning). The other 

component, constituting a stronger practice of positive education, was targeted to 

address the needs of students in the Learning Support Programme, who had more 

challenges academically and/or attitude-wise and had been underperforming in their 

studies relative to the majority of the cohort. Underpinning both components was an 

emphasis on relationship building and motivation, and strategies to help students 

find meaning and purpose in their studies and in life. There were monthly focus 

themes and corresponding skills taught in line with the themes. The sampling in the 

college section was therefore taken primarily from the pool of educators who were 

at the forefront of these two prongs, namely appointment holders or key practitioners. 

There was effort by educators in School X to apply positive education in a 

holistic and structured manner that was incorporated into various aspects of school 
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life. This enabled the school to both fulfill the aims of the MOE’s CCE and also add 

value to their current practice and application. School X’s experience is unique in 

having been the first school in Singapore to implement positive education through a 

six year integrated programme from Grades 7 to 12. Hence, this study that collected 

and analysed data on the perspectives of the educators in question, expected to lead 

to fresh, valuable insights into a holistic framework to positive education in 

Singapore. 

 

Sampling 

The study adopted a purposive sampling procedure (Punch, 2009), selecting 

19 participants in total. This approach enables the researcher to provide rigourous 

explanations for analyses and interpretations and to generate conceptual 

frameworks (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2002). The participants were 

selectively chosen from educators involved in positive education in the high school 

section’s ProEd consortium and the college section’s Student Development and 

Learning Support programmes. This was because these educators were most 

closely involved in the positive education programme of the school, and therefore 

were in the best position to provide information. 

Stratified purposeful sampling highlights sub-groups (Punch, 2009), which in 

this case  involved the following pairs of sub-groups: classroom teachers and teacher 

leaders; educators in the high school section (Grades 7-10) and in the college 

section (Grades 11-12); educators who taught students from all backgrounds (the 

practice in the high school section for the ProEd consortium) and those who worked 

with academically weak students (the practice in college section for the students in 

the Learning Support Programme) or who were main drivers of Student 

Development Programme (in both college and high school). 

It is important to note that the educators interviewed from the ProEd 

consortium in the high school section were recommended by their consortium 

Director (DC) and Assistant Director (ADC), because these teachers were further 

ahead than the other teachers in the consortium in terms of their familiarity with, 

belief in and practice of positive education.   
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Across both high school and college, maximum variation in sampling (Punch, 

2009) was sought. Hence, educators were selected from different grade levels and 

subject areas, to represent characteristics including experience and involvement in 

Positive Education. From the high school, the researcher selected for interview four 

classroom teachers from lower secondary (Grades 7 – 8) and three teachers from 

upper secondary (Grades 9 – 10) levels; and the following teacher-leaders – Director 

and Assistant Director of ProEd consortium, and Dean/Student Development. To 

further elaborate, classroom teachers were selected from both the upper and lower 

secondary levels so that there is representation across the school. A few were 

selected for both levels so as to broaden the scope to get better data. They were 

selected based on varying years of involvement to get more varied perspectives. For 

example, some would have been involved in positive education right from the start 

three years before the interview, while others more recently, perhaps a year before 

the interview. Teacher-leaders such as the Director and Assistant Director of ProEd 

consortium were selected because, apart from the fact that they also do some 

classroom teaching and mass assembly presentations to the consortium about 

positive education matters, they are also the drivers and strategic planners in 

positive education in the ProEd consortium. Hence, it was considered valuable to 

find out their perspectives. (Each consortium is run quasi-independently by its own 

Director, who reports to the Principal). The Dean/Student Development, besides 

being involved in teaching the programmes, was also selected to provide a valuable 

a ‘bird’s eye view’ as he is in charge of the overall direction and strategic planning of 

Student Development of high school section. 

From the college section (Grades 11 and 12), the Director/Well-being, who 

runs the positive education programme for the college section and oversees efforts 

for whole school, was selected to provide a valuable overview. The Senior 

Consultant/Counseling was selected because she is in charge of crafting the 

Pastoral Care and Moral Education programme and has conducted various courses 

on positive education, and in her position counseling needy students with low well-

being, would have valuable insights about the workings of positive education on the 

student population. 
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The two Principal Consultants/Faculty who are overall in charge of the 

Learning Support Programme, and a teacher teaching the Learning Support 

Programme were also interviewed, as they could give first-hand accounts of the 

working of positive education for those students. Given that there are only two 

classes in each of two levels for the Learning Support Programme, they provided 

adequate representation. To cover Student Development, those selected were the 

Senior Consultant/ Holistic Education (who is in charge of Education and Career 

Guidance), the Education Consultant/ Outdoor Education and Overseas Community 

Involvement Programme and the Senior Consultant/Character and Citizenship 

Education, all of whom cover different aspects of Student Development into which 

positive education had been incorporated. 

 

The role of the researcher 

It is significant for the role of the researcher as both ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ to 

be examined, as the paradoxical dual-role, on one hand, enabled the researcher to 

leverage the advantages, and on the other, necessitated that he took into account 

or dealt with the constraints and challenges. 

The researcher, though a staff member of the school, is not in the same 

department as any of the educators interviewed and does not work with them 

directly; there is no power differential involved. Nonetheless, having taught in the 

case study school for over ten years, the researcher is an ‘insider’ with the advantage 

of access to participants and archived documents, with a level of experience and 

understanding of the setting of the study, and the challenges and issues that the 

participants faced (Tan & Chapman, 2016). However, such prior knowledge could 

also lead to an undesirable element of subjectivity, with possible assumption-making 

based on the researcher’s prior knowledge and experience, with particular 

biasedness being brought into the study or an overlooking of certain important 

information or areas of inquiry (DeLyser, 2001). On the other hand, the researcher 

by nature of his very research role was concurrently an ‘outsider’, a situation which 

separated him from the participants and might compromise connection. Such 

distance, though, provided useful objectivity necessary for the researcher to make 

independent sense of the data. Therefore, balance had to be negotiated between 
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the conflicting demands of maintaining a rapport with the participants and yet 

keeping the distance required to interpret the data (Gerrish, 1997). With the role of 

the researcher actually moving along a continuum between being a ‘complete 

participant’ on one hand and ‘complete observer’ on the other (Ellis & Bochner, 

2000), these different roles thus had to be taken into account by this researcher as 

the data were collected and analysed, and meanings constructed. 

 

Data collection and analysis  

Methods of data collection 

 Data were collected via individual interviews, focus group discussions, 

document analysis and observations; highly appropriate methods for a study 

adopting an interpretivist approach (O’Donoghue, 2007). 

 

 

Interviews 

  Individual semi-structured interviews were the primary means of data 

collection. The goal of a qualitative interview is to see the research topic from the 

perspective of the participant, and to understand how and why they came to have 

this particular perspective (Punch, 2009). This was a suitable data collection method 

for the proposed study because it allowed access to “people’s perceptions, meaning, 

definitions of situations and constructions of reality” (Punch, 2009, p. 144), which this 

study sought to investigate. 

To reiterate, the central research question was: What are educators’ 

perspectives on positive education in School X?  
This central question was augmented by further guiding ones. The guiding 

questions were based on Blackledge and Hunt’s (1989, p. 234) definition of the key 

components of ‘perspectives’. The planned questions were originally the following: 
 1. What are educators’ beliefs about positive education and what is the extent 

to which these beliefs are aligned with their personal & professional 

identities? What reasons do they give for these? 
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 2. What are the aims or intentions of educators engaging in positive 

education? What reasons do they give for these intentions?  

 3. What are the understandings of educators about positive education? 

What reasons do they give for these understandings?  

 4. What strategies do educators say they have for realizing their aims and 

intentions? What reasons do they give for utilizing those strategies?  

 5. What do the educators see as the significance of their aims/ intentions 

and their strategies? What reasons can they give for this?  

 6. What outcomes do the educators expect (for themselves and their 

students) from pursuing their aims or intentions? What reasons can they give 

for this?  

 7. What are the experiences of the educators as they engage in positive 

education? What reasons can they give for this?  

 8. What is the formal/informal support and training they have received in 

their practice of positive education? How adequate and effective do they find 

it? What reasons can they give for this? 

Eventually, the questions in the Aide Memoire were developed into data gathering 

questions, which are provided in Appendix A. 

 This interview format comprised a set of pre-determined open-ended 

questions, with other questions emerging from the conversation between the 

interviewer and participant. The format of open-ended, in-depth, qualitative interview 

was suitable as a data collection procedure, with the study seeking to explore the 

perspectives of individuals on a phenomenon (O’Donoghue, 2007) and focusing on 

how the participants understand attending to issues (Bryman, 2004). Interviews 

enabled participants to express their views “in their terms…. and in a depth which 

addresses the rich context that is the substance of their meanings” (Jones, 1985, p. 

46). The format afforded flexibility, with the open ended nature of the questions 

providing focus for the topic in question, yet making provisions for both interviewer 

and interviewee to discuss some topics in more detail, especially for the former to 

probe the latter on an original response or to follow a train of discussion initiated by 

the interviewee (Hancock, Ockleford, & Windridge, 2009). Specific follow-up 
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questions were asked, the nature and wording depending on the direction of the 

interview and the response given by the participants (Punch, 2009). 

  The interview questions were first pilot-tested. The participants selected for 

the pilot interviews were then emailed an interview guide with the actual questions 

for them to consider their responses. This was valuable in obtaining indirect 

feedback as to how the questions needed to be improved or amended before the 

interview took place. The pilot test gave the researcher the opportunity to ask for 

elaboration, clarification or more in-depth responses during the face-to-face 

interview based on the written responses given, so as to maximize the precious face-

to-face time and to harvest richer data. 

Interviews were conducted with ten participants from the high school section 

and nine from the college section of the school, drawn from the pool of classroom 

teachers and teacher-leaders, as described earlier in this chapter.   

The actual interviews were held in a place conveniently accessible to the 

participants, where they would feel comfortable to talk about important issues (Taylor 

& Bogdan, 1998). This was in various conference rooms and meeting rooms near 

the staff room. Each interview took about one to one and a half hours on average, 

which was sufficient time to address the interview questions and follow up issues 

raised during discussions, yet not too long as to wear the interviewee out. Interviews 

were conducted after school, or during educators’ free periods in between lessons, 

as decided according to what is most convenient for them. Each participant was 

given a copy of the aide memoire, or interview guide with the questions prior to the 

interview to provide time to think about the questions beforehand to allow for 

preparation (McHugh, 1994). These considerations are important as they can have 

decisive influence on the quality of the data (Punch, 2009). 

Given the fact that unstructured interview hinges a lot on communication 

skills, the researcher prepared himself to practise competencies in listening and 

probing (Punch, 2009). To ensure rapport, the researcher sought to be sensitive and 

reduce status differences between him and the respondents and establish more 

equality in the relationship by employing self-disclosure and reciprocity during the 

interview (Punch, 2009). This is to avoid any ‘hierarchical pitfall’ (Reinharz, 1992) or 

power distance where the interviewee might feel interrogated, as this would not be 
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right in principle, not to mention the fact that they might be put off and consequently 

less inclined to cooperate. However, the researcher also needed to be careful not to 

influence the opinions of the interviewee in the course of his own self-disclosure and 

reciprocity.  

With the consent of the participants, all the interviews were audio-recorded to 

facilitate transcription later. Participants were given verbatim interview transcripts to 

modify or elaborate as necessary, to ensure that they are true to their perspectives, 

so as to provide an accurate data base for analysis (Merriam, 1988). The transcribed 

interviews allowed for the use of quotations for substantiation and analysis.   

 

Focus group discussion 

To leverage on the power of group dynamics to get better data, a focus group 

discussion was held. The purpose of the focus group was to search for further 

insights to supplement data obtained through individual interviews. Originally, a 

focus group was planned with teachers in each of the lower secondary, upper 

secondary, and college levels respectively. This is because the positive education 

programme for each group has a distinct focus, and it was considered useful to 

obtain the views of each group in question separately. However, the teachers in the 

upper secondary and college levels could not be brought together for their respective 

group interviews due to clashing schedules, so only the lower secondary teacher 

focus group was carried out.  

The focus group was held after several teachers had been interviewed 

individually. By this stage, the researcher had a clearer picture and fresh insights as 

to what sort of questions to ask during the focus group, and the discussion in turn 

provided a good gauge as to what sort of questions to ask during the follow-up one-

to-one interviews, which were held with participants to further clarify categories and 

concepts emerging from ongoing analysis of interview data. 

Hence the researcher’s sampling is to some extent ‘opportunistic’ (Punch, 

2009, p. 163), where new leads that had been surfaced from the focus group 

discussion were followed, and any unexpected developments or information were 

taken advantage of. The participants of the focus group discussion were only 

selected from the pool of teachers, and not the teacher-leaders, so as to avoid any 
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power dynamics that may result in the teachers giving socially desirable answers. 

This is because the teachers may have felt self-conscious and be less than willing 

to reveal their true thoughts and feelings, especially any struggles or reservations 

they may have about positive education, in the presence of the teacher-leaders who 

are their reporting superiors and who appraise their annual performance. 

 

Document analysis  

There is value in studying documents as much as people because, being 

grounded in the real world, they provide a wealth of data for authentic educational 

research (Punch, 2009; Sarantakos, 2005). This data served to provide added 

insights which could then be analyzed in tandem with interviews, focus groups and 

other classroom observations. The documents that were analysed comprised: first, 

the Positive Education Rolling Plan, A Guide for Strengthening Students’ Resilience 

and Well-being, and the Action Plan for Strengthening Student Well-being and 

Resilience in School X – which provided the overall strategic direction for positive 

education for the school; secondly, materials that educators made use of to teach, 

such as positive education lesson plans and materials for the classroom and for 

workshops; and thirdly, online documents such as the level or consortium website 

and Facebook page. 

 

Observation 

Observations covered a variety of areas where positive education was 

practised. They included field observation of two assembly programmes by the 

ProEd consortium, a Positive Psychology workshop, and outdoor programmes such 

as Service Learning (SL) and Community Involvement Programme (CIP).  

Unstructured non-participant observation was employed as a means to 

generate further questions for data gathering. In an unstructured observation, the 

setting or participants’ perspectives and actions are explored in a natural open-

ended way with no pre-specified categories (Punch, 2009), while in a non-participant 

observation, these are studied by the researcher on the outside (Sarantakos, 2005). 

Unstructured non-participant observations in this study comprised a combination of 
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those two characteristics. Data was gathered through written descriptions in the 

researcher’s field journals. 

The location of the researcher was taken into account, given the potential for 

the Hawthorne effect, whereby the researcher’s presence may influence people’s 

behaviour (O’Donoghue, 2007). This was pertinent in this study as the researcher is 

a member of the staff, though he was not involved in conducting any of the sessions 

he was observing. During observation, the researcher sought to be as inconspicuous 

and non-intrusive as possible. 

 

Data analysis 

Grounded theory coding was employed as the method of data analysis in this 

study. The method consisted of concurrent data collection and analysis, with each 

process informing and refining the other throughout the research process (Charmaz, 

2005). This enabled the researcher, through the examining and comparison, to draw 

out concepts from data (Locke, 2001). 

Grounded theory methods of analysis are useful in generating abstract theory 

to explain what is central in the data (Punch, 2005). This is achieved by organizing 

raw data into concepts, which are inferred from the data via induction, and this 

inductive inference is referred to as the abstraction process (Punch, 1998). The 

result of grounded theory analysis is a set of propositions showing connections 

between concepts which are more abstract than the data themselves (Punch, 1998).  

Although the grounded theory approach is a highly inductive one, it also has 

a deductive element as the researcher flows back and forth in their thinking to 

examine the generalisations and draw specific meaning in the course of analysis 

(Punch, 2005; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This in turns calls on the researcher to 

develop theoretical sensitivity - to be conscious of the subtleties of the meaning of 

data, their relationship to each other and their categorization (Glaser, 1978; Strauss 

& Corbin, 1990). 

In this study data collection and analysis was carried out in tandem, in line 

with the interpretivist research approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Analysis began 

immediately after the first set of data has been collected and the first interview 

transcribed. Undertaking data analysis during data collection helped to ensure that 
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the coverage of the research topic was effective (Sarantakos, 2005). The data 

collection and analysis continued until theoretical saturation was attained when no 

new data was showing new theoretical elements, but was affirming what had already 

been previously established (Punch, 2005).  

The data analysis involved two major types of coding, namely open coding 

and axial coding (Glaser, 1992; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Analysis began with open 

coding, but alternated between the two modes of analysis, though each of the two is 

a distinct analytic procedure. This flexibility in applying the coding procedures was 

necessary because of changing circumstances throughout the data gathering, 

analysis and theory formulation.   

 

Open coding  
Open coding involves breaking open, closely studying, comparing data and 

generating concepts and categories in the process (Punch, 2009; Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). This categorization forms substantive codes, which display a greater level of 

abstraction than the data they describe (Punch, 2009).  

During the analysis in open coding, the raw data collected from interviews, 

documents and observations were broken down into words, phrases or sentences, 

and each idea or occurrence was named. These were constantly compared with 

each other, with the comparison carried out concurrently with a questioning process, 

thus enabling the researcher to find the theoretical possibilities that were indicated 

by the data (Punch, 2009). On identification of phenomena in the data, concepts 

were then formed around them and abstract categories generated (Strauss and 

Corbin, 1990). The categories developed were assessed against the data to ensure 

that they were empirically grounded (Punch, 2009; Sarantakos, 2005).  

After the open coding process was completed, analytic induction was carried 

out, with the objective of producing “complete and universal statements about social 

phenomenon” (Sarantakos, 2005, p. 351). The analytic induction hence resulted in 

the generation of statements or propositions that would address the research 

question. 
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Axial Coding  

Axial Coding was the second stage of analysis, where the categories that had 

been developed were interconnected with each other, resulting in data being put 

back together in new ways (Punch, 2005). Inductive and deductive thinking were 

employed concurrently, so as to check and verify properties proposed by the data 

against other incidents (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

In this stage of analysis, the focus was on developing theoretical codes or 

coding paradigms (Glaser, 1978; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This was done through 

specifying a category in terms of: the conditions that resulted in it; the context; the 

interaction strategies by which it was handled; and the outcomes of those strategies 

– hence giving it precision in the process. Diagrams were used to display the 

relationships between categories and provide organization for the conceptual 

categories. The diagrams developed conceptually, and became clearer and more 

accurate as the research and analysis progressed, providing insights into the 

participants’ perspectives 

 

Memoing 

Memoing was also used, at the start of the analysis and in conjunction with 

coding (Punch, 2009). This served to record the researcher’s thoughts and ideas as 

the coding was going on. Memoing helped in the theorising of ideas and their 

relationship as the coding progressed, enabling ideation and conceptual elaboration 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994; Glaser, 1978). Memos serve to substantiate the thoughts 

and ideas generated, to come up with theories, structures and organisation 

according to categories, or to record personal thoughts and hunches (Punch, 2009). 

In this study, they helped in the elaboration of a concept or generated ways of coming 

up with deeper level ones, or point towards new patterns. Memos that were 

substantive and theoretical in nature became valuable in providing content 

conceptualisation beyond merely data description. This was significant in moving the 

analysis towards generating theory in the form of “theoretical propositions” (Punch, 

2009, p. 180). 
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Trustworthiness of the study 

Trustworthiness is crucial for a qualitative researcher’s findings and 

conclusions to be credible for readers, and it must be established throughout the 

research process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). While it is unsuitable to employ the criteria 

of validity and reliability utilized for by quantitative studies, the alternative criteria of 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability can be used by the 

qualitative researcher to establish trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

To provide credibility, the researcher sought to ensure that the study’s 

findings could be made relatable and relevant to the reader’s own context 

(O’Donoghue, 2007). To this end, the study provided a holistic understanding of the 

phenomenon, specifying what the reader needs to know to understand the findings 

(Punch, 2005) and providing sufficient information about the context of the research. 

This was done by weaving a combination of open-ended in-depth interviews, thick 

description, and careful analysis of relevant documents.  There was also 

triangulation, comparison and cross-checking of data from these various sources to 

enhance credibility and consistency.  

Transferability of findings to other contexts can be challenging, because with 

the data being peculiar to the context of the case study school and the experiences 

of the educators, the findings would therefore be distinctive to the participants, with 

propositions being time and context-bound (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Nonetheless, 

while generalisation is not possible, some measure of transferability may be 

possible. This study therefore sought to provide a comprehensive data base that 

could help expedite the efforts of readers seeking insights for application to their own 

situations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 Dependability was established by clearly describing data collection, analysis 

and interpretation methods so as to provide a guide for researchers who may plan 

to replicate the study. To ensure that all relevant material is at hand, an ‘audit trail’ 

(O’Donoghue, 2007, p. 197) was established, where audio recordings, field notes, 

memos, documents, data analysis and interview recordings and transcripts were 

collected and stored. This also enabled readers or an external auditor to understand 

how the study’s conclusions had been arrived and why, and evaluate for themselves 

the dependability or trustworthiness of these conclusions. 
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To ensure confirmability, it was ensured that the data and interpretations were 

rigourously anchored on the evidence gathered from the participants rather than the 

researcher’s own imagination (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Member checking and peer 

examination was employed (O’Donoghue, 2007). Member checking consisted of 

verifying the data and emerging theory, which included checking the interview 

transcripts with the participants, to ensure that the reporting was accurate, before 

the analysis was carried out. Secondly, this verification also involved taking the 

products of the research that were being developed – “its concepts, its propositions, 

the emerging cognitive map” (Punch, 2005, p. 255) – back to the participants being 

studied for their confirmation and validation, to ensure that their experiences and 

points of view were accurately captured and interpreted (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Peer examination involved critiquing and discussing the study and its findings with 

colleagues who are familiar with the method of qualitative inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).  

  

Conclusion 
This chapter provided an overview of the methodology by which the study will 

be carried out. The purpose of the study and the research questions that would 

achieve that purpose were described. It has introduced the research strategy and 

design in the paradigm of interpretivism and theoretical position of symbolic 

interactionism that this study will take. Also elaborated were the research methods, 

including issues pertaining to the case study method, sampling, data collection and 

analysis.  Rounding up the chapter was an explanation of how trustworthiness was 

ensured. The next chapter will begin a discussion of the results.  
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CHAPTER 5 – FINDINGS 

 

Introduction to findings chapter 

To reiterate, this thesis reports a study of Singapore secondary school and 

junior college educators’ perspectives on engaging students in positive education, 

and how schools could enhance current implementation. The aim of the study was 

to generate theory, grounded in educators’ experiences, to explain the process of 

understanding and implementing positive education in a Singapore school setting, 

where no such theory currently exists. The term ‘educators’ refers collectively to 

both teachers and teacher-leaders. Where perspectives are unique to one group 

and not inclusive of the other, it will be specified as the perspectives of ‘teachers’ 

or ‘teacher-leaders’. The longitudinal case study findings of this chapter are 

organised into four main parts according to key emergent themes.     

 The first main part presents the participants’ perspectives on the role and 

place of positive education in the context of School X’s current Student Development 

(SD) initiatives.  The second part presents the participants’ perspectives on the 

strategies employed to implement and practise positive education. The third part 

then presents the participants’ perspectives on the outcomes of positive education, 

as well as on the strengths and possible areas for further development. The fourth 

part discusses the metaphors that the participants have used to describe the 

significance of positive education, and the insights that are revealed about their 

perspectives through these metaphors. 

In the presentation of findings in this chapter and the next, excerpts from 

interviews are coded according to school section, educator role and participant 

number. For example, code CTL1 refers to a teacher leader in the college section, 

while HTL1, a teacher leader in the high school section. Codes CTL2/CTL3 and 

HTL2/HTL3 refer to other teacher leaders in the respective sections. Codes HLS1 

and HUS1 refer to a lower secondary teacher and an upper secondary teacher in 

high school respectively. Codes HLS2/HLS3/HLS4 and HUS2/HUS3 refer to the 

other high school teacher participants in the lower secondary and upper secondary 

levels. In addition, there are certain codes that refer to teachers-in-charge of specific 
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programmes in the college section. Code CFAC refers to a Faculty teacher-in-

charge, code CHEC refers to the Holistic Education Centre teacher-in-charge, code 

CLSP refers to a teacher involved in the Learning Support Programme, code COCP 

refers to the Overseas Community Involvement Programme teacher-in-charge, code 

CSCR refers to the school counsellor, and code CVIA refers to the Values-in-Action 

teacher-in-charge. 

 

Findings Part 1: Positive education and Student 

Development (SD) initiatives   

The role of positive education within the school’s SD framework was found to 

be a key issue for the most participants in the study. As mentioned in Chapter 2, 

prior to the introduction of positive education, there were already various SD 

initiatives in place in accordance with the school’s own vision of holistic education 

and the national movement to develop students’ 21st century competencies.  

This part of the chapter is presented in four sections. The first section 

addresses the fundamental importance of positive education in providing congruity 

– first with educators’ personal and professional identity and their aims in education, 

and secondly with current student development efforts. The second section 

concerns how positive education gives coherence to SD initiatives by providing an 

overall framework, and by being a central linchpin to the existing initiatives. The third 

section addresses the significance of positive education accorded by participants in 

adding value to or addressing the limitations of, the practice of School X’s SD 

programme. The fourth section concerns the nature and role of positive education in 

the teaching of Chinese values in the school; a highly relevant issue given that 

School X is a SAP school that promotes Chinese values, language and culture.  

 

Positive education and congruence with SD efforts 

There is a shared conviction among most of the participant educators in both 

sections of the school that positive education is congruent with two important and 

closely related areas. Firstly, several teacher-leaders pointed out that positive 

education is harmonious with the personal and professional identity of the teachers 
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and the outcomes they desire for their students. Secondly, these and other other 

teacher-leaders and teachers hold the view that they also find positive education to 

be consistent with the current SD, pastoral care and holistic education plans of the 

school.   

Concerning the first area in the theme of congruence, the teacher-leaders 

from both the high school and college sections believe that positive education is 

consistent with what they want ‘deep down’ for their students and what they consider 

to be good education for the students.  In other words, positive education is aligned 

to their fundamental values as educators in seeking holistic development for their 

students.  

As two of the teacher-leaders from the college section have articulated below, 

positive education enables educators to fulfil their desire for students not to be 

fixated on personal achievements, but to be able to embrace the larger meaning and 

purpose in life and give back to the community:   

. . . not just high achievers per se, but they are people who live with meaning 
and purpose in life, they are happy . . . able to rise above difficulties and be 
able to be resilient and be able to cope . . . able to contribute to society 
automatically. (CSCR) 
. . . society now, we are looking at a lot of achievements, careers that our 
students want to get into, like being a doctor or lawyer. But what’s more 
important, and which is not so frequent is how I am contributing to society 
such that it is meaningful to me, what is the purpose that I want to fulfill in my 
life. (CTL1) 

Positive education is generally perceived by the teacher-leaders in the high 

school section as allowing educators to be “engaged in a teaching practice and 

philosophy that they really believe in” (HTL3).  They want to lead students not down 

a meaningless paper chase for grades, but rather to a development as whole 

persons; and academic results are perceived to be a part of the larger objective of 

education to ensure the thriving of students. This was cogently elucidated by a 

teacher-leader driving positive education in the ProEd consortium of the high school 

section: 

What positive education provided was I think, is a context for things to be 
congruent, for us to align our professional identity with our deep personal 
ambition and sense of mission as an educator. And this is where we see an 
alignment and congruence between identity and practice and outcome. And 
what is the outcome? It is not results, results are part of the larger outcome 
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of well-being and flourishing, and positive psychology and positive education 
provided us with a paradigm for us to pull these various things together. 
(HTL3) 

So teacher-leaders believe that, for educators having had to juggle divergent 

priorities in the quest for academic and even non-academic achievements, the aim 

for flourishing in positive education can provide convergent clarity. Their goal and 

vision is that students flourish, and attaining good achievement outcomes will be 

part of that flourishing.  Building on this line of thought, the issue may not be even 

about developing academics on one hand and character and well-being on the 

other, where the latter is given equal importance alongside academics (IPEN’s 

double helix). Rather, flourishing is at the heart of success in all areas of life. 

Therefore, positive education is perceived as giving educators the understanding 

and language to practise and articulate what they have always believed about 

education – in emphasizing on well-being and flourishing. This appreciation of the 

value of positive education by participants, which emerged as another theme, is 

connected to their desire to apply or champion it.  

Positive education is considered by the many participants to have a second 

area of congruence; that is, its compatibility with the school’s current SD 

programmes. This is a perception communicated by several interviewees, from both 

college and high school and by teachers and teacher-leaders alike, who find that 

positive education is aligned to and consistent with the existing SD plans. 

School X is recognised by participants to be unlike schools such as Geelong 

Grammar School and St Peter’s College which have taken positive education on 

board as the school’s predominant strategy in mental well-being and social-

emotional development for students. Rather, a common perspective raised by the 

teacher-leaders in the college section is that given the existing Student 

Development structure of School X, positive education needs to be adjusted and 

adapted into the current SD model. One teacher-leader (CTL1) pointed out that 

School X, before the introduction of Positive Education, already had its own “existing 

tradition and . . . very good values”, which has brought the school its branding and 

prestige.  In fact, the perspective of some educators from the college section is that 

positive education did not start of as the key focus; rather, the school was seeking 

to graft it onto the current SD model and “incorporate it on an already existing 
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framework” (CTL1). This indicates that they perceive positive education not as the 

starting point of the school’s well-being or social-emotional development efforts with 

students, but certainly a support to the current SD structure. There was a perceived 

need for positive education to fit in with the School X’s brand of ethos and values. 

The role of positive education in relation to the brand and identity of the school and 

the contextualisation of positive education within the school’s SD framework 

emerged as key themes. 

Of the two sections, participants from the high school section (of which 

educators from ProEd consortium were interviewed) generally had a stronger 

perception of positive education’s importance. That educators in ProEd consortium 

see positive education as more essential is unsurprising given that they are more 

fully immersed in the culture and practice of positive education in its ‘whole-

consortium approach’, whereas the college section, the application appears 

relatively more selective in nature. Positive education is closely integrated with what 

ProEd educators are doing in terms of positive discipline, leadership development, 

rituals, positive language, affirmation and relationships, which are various strategies 

that are seen to provide them with the platform to practise positive education. This 

will be further elaborated in the second section of this chapter in discussing 

strategies. 

Despite the differences in perspectives between high school and college 

educators, most interviewees across the board believe that positive education could 

be and in fact has been congruously aligned to the existing SD model. As one 

teacher pointed out, the teachings of positive education reaffirm the efforts he has 

been making in championing a particular component of Student Development, 

because it “serves as a reinforcement that what you are doing is correct” (CVIA). 

For instance, the need for meaning in life (the M in PERMA) as promoted by positive 

education bolsters the importance of the service learning and community 

involvement programmes that he is facilitating. In fact, some educators discern that 

positive education, more than being merely compatible with current SD initiatives, 

is actually significant in providing the necessary framework and centrality for 

coherence, as discussed below. 
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Positive education and coherence with SD initiatives 

Many teacher-leaders hold the shared belief that positive education is 

fundamentally important because it gives coherence to the SD efforts already in 

existence. Positive education is seen to provide a logical connection between the 

disparate SD initiatives, whether through an overall framework, or as a central 

principle. Teacher-leaders generally have a greater conviction and understanding 

about the value of positive education and its fit in the SD structure in comparison to 

the teachers, which is expected as the former are the ones conceptualising the 

programme and leading the implementation. In the process of doing so, teacher-

leaders find that positive education, more than simply being congruous with current 

SD initiatives, actually provides them with one clear, conceptual framework of 

flourishing for students that pulled all the SD efforts together. Some stated that they 

had ‘started off’ with positive education by figuring how to graft it onto the existing 

SD programmes, but soon realized that it actually serves to provide an overarching 

structure to all those programmes. For instance, with their existing programmes in 

positive discipline, leadership development, rituals, positive language, affirmation 

and relationships (to be elaborated in the next section), they realise that positive 

education is not an ‘add-on’ to these efforts but rather it provides an overarching 

umbrella which all these programmes can be subsumed under. They can see that 

PERMA, being one singular model, offers them an opportunity to pull disparate 

components in the SD model together in unity, where current SD efforts (in the 

domains of Character and Citizenship Education, Guidance Education and 

Leadership Development, all with its own programmes) can function “not as 

individual discrete units, but as part of a more coherent framework” (HTL2) in order 

to achieve flourishing for the students. Therefore, there is a moving away from 

disparate, isolated programmes (Pastoral Care and Moral Education, Co-Curricular 

Activities, Outdoor Education, Community Involvement Programme, Service 

Learning, National Education, Arts Enrichment and Appreciation, etcetera) to a 

framework that offers integrity and synergy between the parts.  

So in the past we felt as if we were doing things as discrete things, without 
some sense of coherence, and a sense of frustration because we got caught 
in doing something small, so how does this fit into a larger model, we didn’t 
like that. But with positive education, we have a coherent model; and more 
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importantly, when we speak a language, we speak a common language. This 
allows us to do that, or begin to do that. So it allows for greater coherence . . 
. between the staff members, between the staff and parents . . . and the 
students as well. (HTL3)  

According to the teacher-leaders, positive education has given them a frame of 

reference – and with this new understanding and empowerment, they now have a 

sense of being part of a great(er) cause and purpose that transcends the busy work 

of running individual academic or SD activities. There is a sense that though positive 

education has similarities to what they were doing before, it has provided valuable 

coherence, and that in turn led to greater drive to practice positive education, which 

is another key theme that emerged, as mentioned earlier. 

The teacher-leaders also agree that they now have a language (for instance, 

with the concepts of resilience, PERMA) with which to articulate and form 

understanding of what they were doing.  

We just didn’t know the words, we didn’t know the words to these things. But 
with positive education, now there’s that framework with which we can hang 
the things, with which we can park them and make sense. (HTL2) 

This language has brought about a new worldview and “paradigm” (HTL2) with 

regards to developing students holistically to ensure they thrive.  Another teacher 

also reaffirmed that although positive education does not appear to be new, the 

“vocabulary” (CHEC) it has given teachers enables them to discuss the socio-

emotional wellbeing of students, and with the vocabulary – greater clarity and 

foregrounding of well-being and Student Development matters. They are now able 

to discuss student needs using the terms of resilience, positive emotions, 

engagement, relationships, meaning and accomplishments (PERMA), etcetera. The 

impact on teachers, with greater clarity about how everything fits in, comes a 

renewed enthusiasm, because “it sorts of excites you more, when . . . you can visibly 

see how all these items plug in together to one bigger whole” (HTL3). 

Another teacher-leader described the overall framework that positive 

education provided as a useful “shelving system” (CSCR) to categorize and organise 

the school’s SD programmes. For instance, she found that the 24 character 

strengths correlated with the components of the school’s holistic education model 

and provided a good organizational platform for the latter.  Though before the advent 
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of positive education in the school, there was already some sort of categorization in 

place, she found that positive education was especially helpful because it has 

scientific backing that gave it the rigourous credibility that seemed to be previously 

lacking in SD programmes.  

There is another insight that is similar to the above perspective, about the 

crucial and fundamental importance of positive education, but phrased in a different 

way. According to teacher-leaders driving the well-being programmes in both high 

school and college sections of the school, positive education is seen as being central 

of the school’s Student Development programme, as “the underlying principle” 

(HTL2). In the words of a key driver of positive education in high school’s ProEd 

consortium, this centrality was intentionally planned, to make it core and intrinsic to 

the consortium: 

We don’t want to make it one programme in the consortium, we want to make 
it the programme, we want to make it part of our DNA. And that’s why we then 
re-thought about what the consortium stands for, what we want to achieve 
and do, and how can each of these programmes be woven into a total 
approach that is centred on or based on (Positive Education). (HTL2) 

To another teacher-leader, who is a key driver of positive education in the 

school, its significance in the SD configuration is simply self-evident, being “the heart 

in the structure” (CTL1) providing arterial connections to the various organs of the 

SD body. It is also perceived to be simultaneously ubiquitous yet understated or 

even taken for granted, because “it is touching on many of these but it is not one of 

these . . . it is everywhere yet it is not one thing by itself” (CTL1). In the detailed 

Student Development model, there is a heart symbol right in the centre, and it is 

seen by this participant to represent Positive Education. 

Whether positive education is conceptually perceived as a crucial, central, 

fundamental part, or simply a new addition that is being integrated onto the existing 

system, its contextualisation within School X has emerged as a key theme. In 

addition, all of the educators in this study find it undeniable that practically speaking, 

positive education has been very useful in dealing with certain unaddressed gaps of 

current SD efforts. How and why this is so is discussed in the next section.  
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Positive education and enhancement of SD efforts 

There is a strong sense among the majority of teachers and teacher-leaders 

across both the high school and college sections that positive education has added 

value to existing SD endeavours and/or dealt with certain of its limitations. Positive 

education’s enhancement of SD is another theme, arising from participants’ belief 

that it has strengthened the stature of the school’s SD arm and given it a competitive 

edge in a variety of ways. Again, this is turn led participants to be more motivated to 

practise and implement positive education. 

 

Positive education provides scientific basis  

It was been pointed out by two college teacher-leaders that positive education 

provides educators with a powerful tool of persuasion – its scientific basis – with 

which to secure buy-in from students. Teachers regularly seek to get students to 

adopt certain values and behaviours, but students are not necessarily persuaded to 

espouse a value for its own sake – “If you say this is a traditional value, they will not 

be so convinced” (CSCR), but beliefs, values, practices and behaviours that are 

backed by scientific facts and results will be will be more convincing and hence there 

will likely be greater buy-in from students. Positive education is seen as having a 

persuasive force because it has the scientific backing, for whatever efforts educators 

may wish to undertake for the flourishing of the students. It enables the “moving 

away from - you do this because it is good to - if you are not convinced, studies have 

shown these effects” (CTL1). Subsequently, with greater buy-in, many teachers 

more easily implement the practice of these values or to build on these values (for 

instance, resilience, character strengths) with the rituals, activities or programmes 

that were planned.  The buy-in and its subsequent impact has been even extended 

to teachers. For example, for some teachers who were previously not won over to 

the fact that positive emotions are essential to learning, given the scientific basis 

provided in positive education, they are now much more convinced about the role 

and value of emotions such as hope and optimism and gratitude, and their impact 

on student learning and thriving; and they are subsequently more ready to promote 

these aspects of positive education to their students. 
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Positive education provides publicity/ branding  

A few educators have also pointed out that positive education has brought 

branding and valuable publicity to the comparatively commonplace world of School 

X’s Student Development. It has given the SD structure and efforts, which were 

seen by some as trite, fresh significance and impetus. It was noted that as “positive 

education because, Martin Seligman, has gained international favour, so the 

attention now is at a much higher level” (CTL1).  One teacher cited that in Harvard, 

one of the most popular courses is the one on happiness and positive psychology, 

and many universities around the world are also having their own modules in 

positive psychology (CHEC). In addition, all the publicity on the various work in 

positive education, such as the Character Lab headed by Angela Duckworth, is 

“shining the spotlight and making everybody relook at social and emotional health” 

(CTL1). Positive education is perceived by the above individuals to have given 

School X’s SD programme a glamourous shine. This is a reiteration of positive 

education’s role in the branding of the school is a key emergent theme.  

 

Positive education moves practice beyond remonstration to include 

celebration/ affirmation 

A few teachers observed that they and their colleagues have a lot of concern 

for students but they noted that some colleagues have a tendency to express it in a 

rather remonstrative way, focusing on the weaknesses of the students, on 

reprimanding and punishing. So, they believe, positive education has addressed this 

limitation in current SD initiatives with its emphasis on what is right instead of what 

is wrong, in the focus on “the celebration and not on the remonstrative” (HLS3). 

There will be more discussion of the use of celebration as a tool in the next section 

where the strategies used in positive education are explored.  

Positive education makes SD more comprehensible and resonant  

A few teachers and teacher-leaders from the ProEd consortium in the high 

school section noted that a key benefit of positive education is the clarity of the 

concepts – with the goal of flourishing and the five PERMA elements being clear and 

straightforward, such that it actually sheds light on School X’s SD practices, making 

them easier to understand. The SD model is comprised of numerous approaches 
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and programmes which were increasingly added to over the years. As a result, 

teachers have previously found it “too overwhelming”, and students “don't 

understand because it's very organisational” (HTL2).  By contrast, it was found that 

positive education, with its simple and applicable principles like PERMA, resonates 

more with classroom teachers, helping them to come to terms with the crux of 

student development, which came to be centred on their flourishing. The practicals 

laid out by the ProEd consortium, drawing inspiration from positive education, was 

captured in its mantra of ‘positive emotion, positive character, and positive culture’. 

A number of teachers also hold the perspective that positive education has 

helped them to focus less on the destination but more on the journey of education, 

which they find more rewarding. Elucidating the common view, one teacher pointed 

out that positive education has facilitated a shift in focus from “products” (such as 

the programmes), to “processes” such as “the things that make the events possible 

and meaningful, and the real purpose of it” (HUS1). This is because, while all the 

programmes, activities and events are very useful, at the end of the day it can be a 

chore and burden to teachers delivering them and even the students receiving them 

when people do not understand the purpose. Moreover, positive education, being 

understood at a clear and simple level, has really helped teachers as practitioners 

to achieve the objectives of the school’s SD framework. It has helped shift their focus 

“from goal to growth” (HTL1), where teachers can move away from obsessing over 

achieving certain objectives with their students to fulfilling the larger purpose of their 

students’ social-emotional development.   

 

Positive education engenders practical strategies 

A few teacher-leaders take the view that positive education provides teachers 

not only the scientific backing and framework for the current values espoused by the 

school’s SD model, but also the systematic, practical tools to actualize the values, 

empowering teachers with the know-how to teach those values. For instance, it gives 

students the “added arsenal and toolkit” (CTL2/CTL3) to cope with challenges, 

specifically the teaching of resilience using the Penn Resilience Programme (PRP). 

Though the school had existing lesson modules within the SD structure to build 
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character and life skills, their use tended to be rather ad hoc, and there is a lack of 

methodical expertise to develop certain desired values and qualities in students: 

But I would say that when I look at our values, (for example) resilience, 
actually I asked (some teachers) before, “How do you teach resilience?” They 
say, “We don’t teach it, we just nag at them.” That’s not very good right? 
(laughs) There must be a more systematic way of teaching resilience and the 
pursuit of excellence and not giving up . . . I think the positive education, 
positive psychology . . . came out with all these programmes and it is well 
researched to justify that if you want to teach resilience, these are the things 
that you should teach. (CSCR) 

So to inculcate resilience, one of the core values of the school, School X has 

implemented the PRP to its Grades 7 and 8 students. As mentioned in Chapter 2, 

School X has a six year approach to inculcating key elements in positive education: 

Resilience through PRP in Secondary 1 & 2; Character Strengths in Grades 9 and 

10; and Meaning and Purpose in Grades 11 and 12. Positive education thus is 

perceived to be empowering educators in a methodical and organized way to help 

students develop school values and promote flourishing. 

 

Positive education includes staff well-being 

According to a few teachers, while SD programmes focus exclusively on the 

well-being of students, the initial training that teachers undergo for positive education 

includes pointers on developing their own well-being apart from that of students, 

where they are taught to some extent to experience PERMA themselves. In the view 

of a teacher-leader, its inclusion in the implementation of positive education is 

valuable.   

I find that positive education is more holistic because we emphasize not just 
on the students’ well-being, it includes staff’s well-being as well. (CSCR)  

 

The significance of positive education  

Though teachers who were interviewed largely perceived positive education 

to be important, the perception of the degree of its importance varied among 

teachers. For some who generally appreciated the value of positive education, there 

is a certain extent to which they do not think that the place of positive education in 

the holistic development of students is so prominent or significant. This is because 

to these teachers, their objectives are not necessarily those of positive education by 
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and of itself, but rather meeting what they perceive to be the holistic needs of the 

students at various points in time.  

But my goal is not really directed at positive education . . . not all values are 
tied to positive education specific competency or capacity . . . I don’t practice 
positive education based on a checklist. (HUS2) 

For instance, the goal of the teacher quoted above is for students to effectively deal 

with negative experiences such as conflicts with teachers or peers head-on and 

“constructively take actions and not wallow in self-pity” (HUS2), and for there to be 

positive outcome from consequences. For another teacher, the goal is for students 

ultimately to them to be positive in their outlook in their attitude in managing failure 

and the “ups and downs” (HLS4) of life. It appears that some teachers – those 

teachers who generally practise positive education sometimes – act accordingly to 

advance the values and outcomes they think are important in the development of 

the student, rather than going along with the principles or practices of positive 

education (as promoted by the school) per se. 

Nonetheless, generally for most educators the majority of the time, the 

importance of positive education to the students and to themselves, and in the SD 

landscape of the school, is well appreciated. The perceived significance of positive 

education lies in how is aligned with and valuable to the school’s current SD 

initiatives in various ways, and this perception is connected to the motivation of 

participants to practice and implement positive education  

 

Positive education and alignment with teaching and learning of 

Chinese values 

As highlighted in Chapter 2, School X is a Special Assistance Plan (SAP) 

school, which teaches Mandarin (the ‘mother tongue’ of Chinese Singaporeans) as 

a first language together with English, and actively promotes Chinese culture and 

values. School X’s stated aim is to nurture bilingual (author’s emphasis) leaders to 

serve the nation. In this regard, participants who are Chinese language teachers 

and/or are familiar with Chinese values were asked how positive education fits in 

with School X’s Chinese roots and its teaching of Chinese values and philosophy. 
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Its alignment with the teaching and learning of Chinese values emerged as another 

key theme. 

 

Positive education aligns with the total development goals of Chinese values 

Most of these participants feel very strongly that there is a robust alignment 

between positive education and the teaching and learning of Chinese values.   A key 

reason for this alignment is that positive education fits in with holistic education goals 

according to Chinese values. Participants perceived that positive education is 

valuable in fulfilling the school’s purpose in 德，智，体，群，美 (Total Development 

in the five domains of Moral, Intellectual, Physical, Social, Aesthetic) towards holistic 

education. Positive education is seen by one teacher in the high school section to 

be aligned with this Chinese principle, being a “very important vehicle / platform to 

make that work” (HUS1). Still another teacher-leader from the college section noted 

that at a conference in Beijing in 2010 during a Hong Kong researcher’s 

presentation, she realized that the Values-in-Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS) 

designed by Peterson, Seligman and their team is very much aligned with the above 

five domains: 

And when he presented it, he said, “Look at this! Isn’t this (VIA-IS) our 德，

智，体，群，美?” So it caught my attention. 德，智，体，群，美. That’s 
what the school said right? So he was able to categorize. Like isn’t this (VIA-
IS strength) – 德? Isn’t this (VIA-IS strength) – 智? Oh ya, there’s no conflict! 
(CSCR) 

Participant teacher-leaders and Chinese language teachers understand, as 

illustrated in the quote above, that there is compatibility between the school’s total 

development goals of 德，智，体，群，美 and positive education’s VIA-IS because 

when research was done into character strengths by Peterson and his associates, 

the universality of the values and character attributes of various cultures across time 

and space were taken into account. The educators believe this is why there is no 

conflict with School X’s Chinese culture or the values that educators want to 

emphasize, with positive education fitting in smoothly. In fact, positive education is 

perceived as not only an initiative or programme to complement the Chinese values, 

but something a lot more fundamental, being “the underlying principle” (HUS1) what 

holistic education is truly all about. It was observed that given the universality of the 
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VIA-IS, it was unsurprising that positive education goes “hand-in-hand” and is “very 

connected” (HUS1) with the school’s Chinese values such as: 饮水思源 (Translation: 

“Remember the source from which you drank water”) – which is similar to the concept 

of gratitude; and 自強不息 (Translation: “Being strong and never giving up”) – which 

is akin to resilience. 

Positive education rebrands Chinese values  

There is also the perception that positive education helps to reinvent the 

perception and understanding of Chinese values to make it more appealing and 

relevant to the modern day context. This is because the teaching of Chinese values 

faces resistance from students who see may perceive it as old-fashioned and 

irrelevant. Positive education is valuable in that it “repackages Chinese values” 

(HUS1), by presenting Chinese values as not only relevant but close to their hearts. 

With positive education, the discussion about relationships and character strengths 

dovetails with Chinese values about having the right principles and the right identity. 

For example, for the quality of resilience, referred to in School X as 自強不息, the 

teacher can discuss what it means in the classical Chinese context but will also draw 

parallels to relate it to principles of positive education such as the growth mind-set, 

hence giving it a modern day interpretation. This is a further emphasis of branding 

as a key theme that emerged. 

 

Positive education helps bring alive Chinese values  

Positive education principles and approaches are perceived to bring Chinese 

values to life in the curriculum. One teacher explained how positive education 

elements can be incorporated into the learning of Chinese texts. She cited an 

example of how she blended in the passage, “坦然走过乞丐”, which means “walking 

past a beggar without empathy” (HUS2). She infused the learning of resilience, of 

avoiding thinking traps (such as jumping to conclusions and judging others too early). 

She also fostered in students the importance of gratitude for their own lives 

especially when they see others who are less fortunate, and discussed meaning and 
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purpose in contributing to others in need – all of which are elements of positive 

education. 

 

Findings Part 2: Implementation strategies 

This part of the chapter presents the findings related to participants’ 

perspectives on the strategies employed in positive education in the case study 

school. While some strategies were initiated after the introduction of positive 

education to the school in 2011, others had already been in place earlier but were 

nonetheless enriched and enhanced with ideas from positive education, or seen as 

platforms through which the principles of positive education can be practised. Many 

strategies are distinctive to either the high school or college section, but there is 

common ground. The first section below addresses the strategies used in the high 

school, particularly the ProEd consortium. Strategies employed in the college section 

are examined in the second section. The third section explores two main strategies 

used in both the high school (particularly ProEd) and college sections of the school, 

namely role modelling and differentiation.     

 
Strategies employed in the high school section 

In discussing how positive education has been incorporated by the high 

school (and specifically ProEd) teaching fraternity into their programmes or 

activities, an important insight shared by the teacher-leaders, which are shared by 

nearly all of the teachers, is that the various strategies comprise the “context and 

platform” which provides the impetus to practise positive education. These 

participants seek to give students a transformational journey where they do not 

merely participate in the various activities or programmes, but rather grow through 

those, becoming young men of greater character and well-being. Following the 

basic tenets of ‘Positive Relationships, Positive Language and Positive Action’, the 

ProEd consortium employs various strategies, namely: positive discipline; 

leadership development; rituals; positive class culture; positive communication; 

affirmation; and relationships. 
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Positive discipline 

The high school educators practice a concept called ‘positive discipline’, 

which is a theme which arose. When a student commits a disciplinary offence, he 

is asked to reflect on what happened, what it was specifically that he did wrong that 

he needs to take responsibility for, why it was wrong, and what he needs to do to 

make it right, which includes undergoing the consequences as noted in the ‘Positive 

Discipline Form’. He will be counseled and held accountable for making amends 

accordingly. The teacher-leaders perceive positive discipline as providing a context 

for growth. The shared view is that this approach moves the focus away from the 

wrong-doing or the consequences, instead providing an opportunity to transform, 

which may include building or restoring a relationship with the one he has wronged, 

in order to become a better person: 

So the focus is no longer on the disciplinary consequences of anger and guilt, 

but on how we can be better people. On how we can build a better 

community. (HTL3) 

The common viewpoint is that confronting wrong-doing with positive education 

enables reflection, growth and transformation, all of which emerged as key themes 

for the study participants. Although positive education has disciplinary 

consequences, the focus of attention is on what is constructive and developmental. 

Several teacher-leaders and the younger teachers emphasised that this approach 

is especially significant in Singapore society where older teachers with a more 

traditional mind-set tend to adopt a punitive approach towards offences and mistake 

making. 

The ProEd consortium has, in a flip-side to positive discipline, created a 

system named AURA (Award for Unity of Relationships Activities), which tracks and 

rewards good deeds to ‘complement’ to the school’s demerit point system. The 

educators see great value in this approach, explaining that, while the demerit point 

system gives students a penalty when they do something wrong (with the number 

for demerit points commensurate with the degree of offence), the AURA system 

awards them for ‘being caught’ doing what is right. Personal growth and 

transformation are still paramount. The inspiration for the model was taken from the 

Harry Potter series, where students can earn points for their respective houses. So 
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if a student does something praiseworthy, he earns points for his class. For 

example, just as students get demerit points for littering in or failing to clean their 

classroom, they will get points for fulfilling the responsibility of maintaining its 

cleanliness. The ProEd leadership asks members of the high school community in 

the other consortia to look for individual boys who have demonstrated behaviours 

and values that are worthy of commendation for points to be awarded in their 

account. Each class per level with the highest number of points is given an Aura 

award, which is a $100 cash award sponsored by the Parent Support Group. This 

award may be used for class bonding activities, or for a worthy cause to help a 

needy community. According to the participant educators, AURA furthers positive 

education in the development of stronger relationships among students and the 

community, and highlights the value of caring for others. 

 

Leadership development 

Leadership, another key theme which emerged, is recognised as being very 

important for students, with programmes to develop it recognized by most of the 

participants as a valuable platform to provide opportunities for self-discovery and 

desire for growth. The ProEd consortium has a Leaders for a Week programme, 

which begins at the start of the year when the students join the consortium at Grade 

7. In Term 1, all students in each class take turns to be appointed to the Class 

Management Committee to run affairs on behalf of the class for one week. Duties 

include planning class birthdays and outings, facilitating participation of the class in 

school wide events, ensuring class cleanliness, implementing class routines and 

discipline, building class culture and championing class values that were agreed on. 

This committee of leaders, each taking on different roles but working together as a 

team, undertakes to accomplish specific tasks by the end of the week. Even routine 

and mundane tasks are considered by teachers as valuable opportunities to 

exercise responsibility and team work. The teacher-leaders shared that the boys 

have reflected to them that the taste of that leadership experience, though it may 

not appear substantial, has led them to two discoveries – what leadership is 

practically about, and their own strengths and weaknesses – and with these, a 

greater appetite for development of their own leadership qualities: 
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It’s about having values aligned, the basic values of punctuality and 
responsibility and accountability, daring to speak up, taking a stand, getting 
the class to work with me on that. Some of them said that, I now have greater 
courage to run for CCA leadership responsibilities. (HTL2) 

Ultimately, the educators seek to communicate to students that leadership is 

“disposition, not position”, whereby what is important is not the appointment that one 

holds but rather the character that one exercises and the person one grows to 

become in the process. 

Leadership programmes are perceived by the key ProEd teacher-leaders to 

be challenges that provide students with opportunities for them to develop character 

and experience PERMA. A key theme that arose, therefore, is the desire and 

intentionality of participants behind their implementing these programmes, that they 

wanted to shape the students’ character and foster their well-being. Among various 

service learning and community engagement programmes reaching out to 

underprivileged families and children that ProEd students are involved in (for 

example: house cleaning, food distribution, tuition, etcetera), a notable event is Hair 

for Hope, an annual whole-school event organised by the consortium student 

leaders. In this event, students, educators and even parents step forward to shave 

their heads bald to raise awareness and funding for the cancer cause. The study 

participants believe that this platform serves to develop students’ character strengths 

such as humanity and love, and also for them to experience elements of PERMA by 

nurturing positive emotions such as gratitude and hope as they reflect on how 

fortunate they are to be healthy and to be in a position to champion this cause for 

cancer treatment. It also fosters a sense of meaning in serving others and facilitating 

the opportunity for the school community to make a contribution.   

A further leadership programme is the organisation and running of the 

Secondary One Annual Camp, an outdoor orientation camp for the new Grade 7 

students. The ProEd teacher-leaders raise an organizing team of about 15 Grade 9 

students, with the assistance of about 45 Grade 8 facilitators. The team is supervised 

by three Grade 10 students from the organizing team of the previous year. That is a 

potentially tall order for a group of young leaders, but as one teacher-leader framed 

it, “the challenge is the context for them to go through the various PERMA elements” 

(HTL3). Teacher-leaders explained that they do not step back, but are a lot more 
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mindful in the way they step in, as they seek to help students develop autonomy, 

ownership and confidence. According to the teacher-leaders, PERMA is applied and 

experienced with the fostering of strong relationships, positive emotions for the 

organising team and the facilitators, and a strong sense of accomplishment in having 

successfully run such a camp.  

Teacher-leaders explained that the leadership development programmes are 

structured to provide students with opportunities to practise responsibility, reflection, 

and relationship-building across the different grades. For example, at the start of the 

year, the consortium has the Passing the Torch event, where senior classes share 

with their juniors their reflection of the lessons that they learnt in the past year and 

what they wished they knew at the beginning of the year when they were in their 

juniors’ position. ProEd also has a Leadership Forum in Term 1 where 

representatives from the various student leader bodies of the consortium such as 

the Students’ Council, Class Management Committee and Service Learning Club 

field questions from their juniors about leadership roles, responsibilities and 

experiences in the consortium, thus reaching out to their juniors to raise awareness 

and excite them towards taking on leadership opportunities. In the ProEd Students’ 

Council, rather than the teachers serving as mentors to the council, Grade 9 senior 

student leaders mentor the new batch of in-coming Grade 8 leaders. The teacher-

leaders generally agree that is not easy for the students to handle that role, “but with 

that autonomy and responsibility comes reflection and empowerment” (HTL3). In 

addition, empowering them with these opportunities to grow is seen as providing 

them “an experience that is transformational, rather than being task-focused” 

(HTL3). All participants believe that the goal is for students to strive to be to be 

“better persons”. The Students’ Council has a Leaders’ Investiture ceremony where 

the official handover from the out-going council to the in-coming council takes place.  

In previous years, the teacher-leaders badged the student leaders in the Executive 

Committee (Ex-Co), and the Ex-Co badged the rest of the student councillors. From 

2015, the teacher-leaders invited the previous Ex-Co to badge the new Ex-Co, and 

the teachers played the part of observers. So the focus now is on the relationship 

across the different batches: 

It’s not one man or one person badging everybody, it’s all of us badging our 
successors, passing on the mantle of leadership and responsibility (HTL2) 
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The badging has been decentralized to promote a sense of collective responsibility, 

of responsibility for the seniors to nurture to develop their juniors, with a strong focus 

on relationships between the students. It symbolises the handing down of a legacy 

from the out-going batch to the in-coming one. The teachers strongly agree that they 

want to foster the concept that students stand on the shoulders of their seniors, who 

have gone before them and have done the groundwork, and they need to build on 

that legacy. 

 
Rituals 

The positive education programme at School X includes building rituals into 

school life. The common perspective of the ProEd educators is that rituals foster a 

sense of community and strengthen relationships. The ritual at the start of the year 

that is most visible to everyone in the school community is the ProEd students 

wearing the consortium badge, with ProEd being unique among the four consortia in 

having a consortium badge (emblazoned with the words ‘ProEd & Proud’) that the 

students wear as a symbol of identity. The consortium educators have notably used 

food rituals at various junctures throughout the year – such as ‘Tau Huay Party’ 

(eating of bean curd to open the year) and ‘Lo Hei’ (communal tossing of Chinese 

salad to usher in the Lunar New Year) in Semester 1, and ‘Free Ice-Cream Day’, 

‘Youth Day Lunch’, and ‘ProEd Feast’ in Semester 2 – to practise positive education. 

Focusing on the concept of “a family that eats together” (HTL3) stays together, these 

food rituals are specifically designed with the purpose of building and drawing 

attention to the importance of community and relationships. With these food rituals 

employed to routinise and drive home the significance of positive relationships (Low, 

2017) the teachers subsequently leverage on these to further engage the students 

or to get students to strengthen relationships with each other during lesson time or 

in other out-of-classroom activities. There is a strong agreement among the teacher-

leaders that this concept is important because the school already has many 

programmes, and the teacher-leaders do not want any of these consortium rituals to 

be seen by teachers and students as yet another one to “get over with”, but as 

valuable opportunities to practise positive education. This reiterates the key theme, 

as highlighted earlier, of the desire and objective of participants behind implementing 

various strategies to foster well-being. 
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Positive class culture 

All the ProEd teacher-leaders and the majority of teachers hold the shared 

belief that the broader practice of positive education in the consortium needs to 

begin at the microcosmic community of the classroom level. In this regard, they see 

value in the consortium’s efforts to build and celebrate positive class culture, a key 

aspect of positive education. Indeed, many of the educators share the perspective 

that the classroom is a platform where the principles of positive education are 

practised, and the class is the fundamental unit through which the influences of 

positive education are internalized (Low, 2017). 

At the beginning of the year, each class establishes a set of values or 

character strengths that they plan work on for the rest of the year. For instance, one 

class had the character strengths that they want to collectively develop to form the 

word ‘CHISEL’ (Curiosity, Hope, Integrity, Social intelligence, Excellence, 

Leadership), seeking to sculpt each other and to be moulded by learning from 

experiences to become better individuals and a more flourishing class community. 

The current Grade 9 class undergoing the Structured Integrated Programme (SIP), 

which comprises students from the previous Grade 8 year who had the most 

challenges academically, has as its class values – Strength, Integrity and Passion 

– putting an empowering spin to an otherwise stigmatising acronym of SIP. 

The Class Culture Review takes place annually during a consortium 

assembly to facilitate growth. As the researcher noted during an observation of one 

such assembly, student representatives of the Class Management Committee of 

each class reviewed their previous activities and plans for the year, sharing their 

reflections by doing a self-critique of their strengths and weaknesses in various 

aspects, from what they learnt from their successes and failures in the activities they 

organised for their class, to their class culture. This includes the behaviour and 

attitude their class generally exhibited, and the extent to which they developed the 

character strengths and values they had set out to cultivate. This emphasis on and 

thorough reflection of class culture to foster learning demonstrates the importance 

that has been placed on it. 
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Positive communication  

Communication is a key emergent theme of this study. The use of language 

is perceived by the educators to be important in creating a more encouraging 

environment and positive school culture, to achieve “a change in climate” (CSCR), 

whether be it from teachers to students, or among students and among staff 

members. It is perceived by some of the participants that in Asian cultures the 

expression of concern can be crouched in negative language, which includes 

reprimanding students for their misdemeanours or highlighting their weaknesses for 

correction. One of the participants noted that for many teachers in Singapore, 

negativity is justified in the name of honesty, but she differs, taking the view that “we 

can look at it honestly from a negative perspective or honestly from a positive 

perspective” (CSCR). Participants described a variety of situations in which positive 

language is used, with a number of themes emerging, including informal 

development, self-reflection, holistic development, and inspiration and positivity. 

Some examples are outlined below. 

 

CCE Digital Portfolio 

The high school students, in both ProEd and other consortia, adopt positive 

self-communication through the CCE (Character & Citizenship Education) Digital 

Portfolio. This is an informal developmental portfolio maintained by the students to 

help them document their learning and to reflect on the knowledge, skills and values 

that they have learnt through various student development activities, programmes 

and events. Students can also showcase a range of their products, including 

documents, presentations and photos on these activities. The CCE Digital Portfolio 

comprises a systematic and purposeful curation of students’ work, thoughts and 

feelings that highlights their learning journey, with a reflection of all their ups and 

downs, life lessons or values learnt. Both the teachers and students can monitor the 

accomplishments and skills development in various categories classified under the 

four Personal Development Domains – Scholastic, Emotional-Cultural, Moral, and 

Resilience Domains (Ng, 2016). For example, after the various sports, arts and 

academic competitions were concluded, the students were urged to reflect on their 

character strengths using a ‘Me at my Best” exercise, by examining what made them 



142 
 

“shine” in their particular event, and to consider ways to replicate this experience by 

using their signature strength(s) that brought out the best in them. Another example 

came after the Sec One Annual Camp (SOAC) that the ProEd student leaders 

organised. In the instructions by the teacher-in-charge, the student leaders were 

encouraged to reflect on their experience, organise and consolidate their thoughts 

and write them down in their CCE Digital Portfolio. The guiding questions for the 

students are: 

- What did you learn about yourself by participating in SOAC as an 

organizer/facilitator?  

- What were some of the challenges that you faced? How did you overcome 

them (or not)?  

- How has the experience changed you as a person?  

- What did you learn about working together as a team?  

- What did you learn about ProEd Council through your involvement in SOAC?  

- How is SOAC meaningful to ProEd Council/the school?  

- In light of your SOAC experience, what is the relationship between service 

and leadership?  

- In light of the experience, what does ‘student leadership’ mean to you?  

- In light of the experience, why is servant leadership important? 

It was explained to students that reflecting on their experience is important because 

it helps them make sense of them experience and find meaning out of it, and in doing 

so, become more aware of themselves and their environment (Tan, 2014). This 

positive self-communication is perceived by most of the educators as helping 

students complement experiential learning in consolidating their leadership 

experiences and developing the disposition and abilities. Though a few teachers feel 

that for students to do the required reflection in the CCE Digital portfolio, for the 

various programmes that they have undergone, does take up time – the vast majority 

of teachers appreciate its purpose and value.  

 

Student-Led Forum 

The Student-Led Forum (SLF) is, according to all teacher-leaders and a 

number of teachers, an invaluable platform for the exercise of positive 
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communication. A teacher-leader even pointed out that the Student-Led forum was 

one of the features that was most admired by other schools when she shared the 

work of School X in positive education at a conference. 

In this event, every student in the high school section will share with his 

parents, Form Teacher and a co-teacher on how far he has come in his learning 

journey in the school. This is very different from the typical Parent-Teacher Meetings 

held by all schools in Singapore (once or twice a year) where the Form Teacher 

would report to the parent the progress of the student and point out his strengths 

and weaknesses – often done without the student present. In the SLF by School X, 

the students takes the leading role, facilitated by the Form Teacher. Going through 

the preparation process calls on the student to do self-reflection and thereby 

developing a clearer sense of himself, his strengths and weaknesses, his aspirations 

and how he can achieve them. The reflections that the students would have done in 

the CCE Digital Portfolio often come in handy for this purpose.  

A video artefact demonstrating a SLF in ProEd featured three phases: Phase 

1 – sharing of a significant experience and the lessons or values learnt, Phase 2 – 

sharing of goals & aspirations (academics and co-curricular activities), and Phase 3 

– engaging in conversation about strengths, areas for improvement and how parents 

and teachers can support the student to help him work towards his aspirations. As 

the student shares, the SLF presents an opportunity for parents to clarify what the 

student presented and affirm him. The conversation during the SLF is on holistic 

development (unlike the more typical academic or behavioural issues surfaced at 

most Parent–Teacher Meetings in other schools in the country). This is seen to be 

useful in the cultivation of mindset and skills necessary to prepare the student for 

the challenges of the 21
st 

century. Such a constructive three-way communication 

platform between students, parents and teachers is also perceived as nurturing 

better parent-child relationship, teacher-student relationship, and even teacher-

parent relationship (Low, 2016).  

 

General discipline   

The teachers believe strongly in the value of using positive communication 

in the context of discipline and correction. For example, when dealing with 
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demonstrations of bad behaviour and a toxic sub-culture of bullying in a Grade 8 

class, the teachers did not downplay the wrongfulness of what the students did, but 

took care not to simply give them a dressing them down and mete out punishments. 

Rather, in admonishing the students, they gave more emphasis to the process of 

reflection and spoke to students about making things right to help students unlearn 

undesirable values and behaviours, learn or re-learn good ones, and move forward.    

Positive language is typically used ProEd to deal with academic 

underperformance or misdemeanours, such as consistently failing to get homework 

done. In this approach, students are required to go for what many schools might 

term ‘detention’, where they have to do extra academic work given by their teacher, 

under the supervision of teachers present. However, the ProEd consortium calls it 

the Study Without Tears (SWOT) Programme. The positive framing has persuaded 

some students to have a good attitude about going for that programme, and hence 

benefit from that extra remediation. According to one of the teacher participants, has 

come to a point where even students who are not required to go for it do so 

voluntarily to get the extra academic help or simply to provide support to a friend 

who is required to be there, and to work projects on their own.  

One teacher noted that some colleagues also made the effort to be careful 

how they communicate about student shortcomings to students and even to their 

fellow colleagues: 

I don’t use the word “failure” with students, they are sensitive to that . . . we 
don’t talk bad about students. We discuss their issues, yes, but we don’t label 
them. (HUS2) 

So while teachers do not sugar coat matters or gloss over wrongdoing, they exercise 

positive re-positioning, whether in communicating about the offence itself, the 

students concerned, disciplinary consequences or the remediation process, thus 

seeking growth and transformation of the students into better people.  

 

Promoting stories of positivity 

The ProEd consortium has ‘True Blue Production’, a platform where teachers 

and students produce a set of YouTube videos capture to promote inspiring stories 

and values to communicate pastoral care and moral education messages. The 

teachers also use social media, specifically Facebook, to capture and archive the 
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images of the various consortium events and programmes. The teacher-leaders, 

who use these images as a springboard sharing and discussion at the end of the 

semester, perceive these as valuable artefacts which can bring about reflection and 

bolster relationship-building. 

 

Affirmation 

A strategy used by most of the educators is affirmation, which they 

understand to be an example or type of positive language. However, some take the 

view that it goes beyond that; for instance, to cover non-language types of 

affirmatory behaviours of teachers, as discussed below. To begin with, affirmation 

by the teachers does indeed comprise edifying positive words being used. For 

instance, during lesson time, one teacher sought to encourage the “weak” students 

by positively highlighting their improvements: 

I try to shamelessly profile those (weak) students, even those who are 
struggling, even if they make a little bit of improvement, I try to talk about it in 
class. (HUS2) 

Another teacher made efforts to affirm by focusing on positives in giving 

formative feedback to students on their assignments. Several teachers believe that 

what is focused on “expands”, so when they focus on their students’ strengths, they 

are actually helping them to leverage and maximize those strengths, while too much 

drawing of attention to negatives can be exasperating to students: 

If we're marking what's wrong in their essays, there are a billion possibilities, 
right? But if you start to mark out what's right and just tell them, you know, try 
and change, modify, or try something new with the rest, but keep these. Isn't 
that a faster way to get things done? Because that's exactly what you want, 
as opposed to, you know, I don't want this, I don't want this. And then it's 
frustrating, right? (HLS3) 

To affirm, appreciation is also used many of the teachers. For example, a 

lower secondary teacher gets students to give ‘appreciation stars’ on a decorative 

board where they can affirm their classmates for doing them a favour or any general 

good deed. This helps students to feel proud of their classmates whom they are 

affirming and grateful to those who have affirmed those, furthering promoting class 

relationships and identity. Celebration to affirm is also often used by another teacher 

with students in her form class. So whether it is the students getting good grades for 
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a particular subject (that she may not have taught), or celebrating someone who 

have won a competition or gotten promoted in their co-curricular activity, she will get 

them to update the affirmation tree, as a way to counter negativity and promote 

positive emotions:  

In fact I celebrate very often. I find that that is only way we can feel more 
positive as a class. Because we have very high tendency to focus on the 
wrong things, the things that they did wrong. (HUS2) 

Another teacher highlighted how he affirms the weekly class management 

committee in the Leaders for the Week programme, taking note of the good work 

they have done. He seeks to profile it, take photos and plaster them on Facebook 

so that they feel appreciated, and at the end of every rotation, they have “a little 

appreciation ceremony” (HUS1) in the class, where the boys will get together and 

enjoy snacks. 

All in all, the many programmes and events are not seen as ends, but means 

to a positive education end – strategies to help students to discover, learn and grow. 

But according to many teachers and all teacher-leaders, the extent to which they are 

effective and successful in doing so is contingent on one important factor: 

relationships – their relationships with the students, and the students’ relationships 

with each other. 

 

Relationships 
There is a prevalent opinion among the participants, whether teacher-leaders 

or teachers, young or old, new or experienced, is that relationships are highly 

fundamental as a strategy. For the ProEd educators, “ultimately, it’s got to do with 

relationships” (HUS1). Relationships is a key theme which emerged. The closeness 

is felt by many, who noted that “ProEd is like a family” (HLS2). Such views were 

explicitly mentioned by several teachers and teacher-leaders, and resonate among 

many of them. In fact, for some teachers, relationships trumps that of academics in 

their priority list, where the focus “is not so much on the actual skills or content that 

I teach but rather . . . on building student-teacher relationship” (HUS1). The teacher 

in charge of the student council in ProEd sought to help his student leaders 

understand that relationships is the root of why they do what they do – helping his 

student leaders realise that in organising events for the school, it is not about 
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delivering events, but to serve their schoolmates and influence their lives. Students 

learn not to be task focused but relationship focused, not to be focused merely on 

getting the event successfully organised or executed. They are taught to be mindful 

that in the way they conduct themselves, to “value human relationships . . . not just 

about getting things done, about making use of one another” (HUS1).  

How relationships are used as a strategy in positive education varies. A 

teacher who believes in involvement and participation in the activities of students 

mentioned that she “make(s) it a point of doing things with them”, which includes 

participating in sports or outdoor activities with them” (HLS1). Another teacher 

(HUS2) leverages on relationships via ‘buddy system’ to help the socially or 

emotionally at-risk students who may be target for bullying. A further example is 

creating a buddy system for “needy” students in the class, to ensure that they will be 

supported by one or a team of classmates socially and emotionally, such as a 

student with Asperger who was a target of bullying or a student who is a loner in 

class. Teachers explained that this approach has the added benefit of reforming the 

bullies in class as well, as they transform after being given the responsibility of caring 

and nurturing.  

Besides the fact that relationships are seen as a strategy or platform to 

practise positive education (being part of PERMA), it is also seen by the vast majority 

of the educators as a desired outcome of positive education, where it is perceived 

that the strategies of positive education can facilitate relationship development. Even 

positive discipline, as mentioned earlier, is seen as “an opportunity to build 

relationships in order to be better” (HTL3). So improved relationships are seen as a 

goal of positive discipline; and in turn, it is seen that the benefit that will accrue from 

the process of building relationships or the improved relationships is the 

transformation of the students into better persons. 

There is great value in building relationships, according to the teachers. For 

one teacher, it helps him to understand the larger purpose of teaching, especially in 

his capacity as a form teacher, to not be bogged down by administrative chores but 

to focus on what the more important goal of “building the class as a mini-community 

where 30 over of them learn how to support one another” and get along with each 

other respectfully. For another teacher, all the care and relationship-building she has 
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done with the students led them to respond constructively and in turn, they were 

willing to work with the teacher and do what she wanted them to do even though 

they did not feel up to it. Teachers also drew attention to how they personally 

benefitted from closer relationships with their students. One teacher mentioned that 

she drew strength from her “camaraderie” with them through the mutual challenges 

she faced with them in school, including her working with behaviourally difficult 

students; and found that she has grown alongside her students: 

I have this group of people who will support me, who have lived through it 
with me, who have struggled with me. You know this person has caused me 
stress; but through it, he has grown and I have also grown (HLS1) 

 

Other consortia 

Though the focus of the research in the high school section was the ProEd 

consortium, as the official face of positive education in the high school, it must be 

emphasised that the other three consortia are also actively involved in various 

aspects of Student Development and positive education. There is a myriad of 

programmes for the whole of the high school section to that effect, a point also 

highlighted by the ProEd teacher-leaders. In fact, it was noted that by the teacher-

leader driving positive education for both sections of the school that the other three 

consortia were also engaging in positive education without necessarily labelling their 

efforts as such. An example of one consortium was cited where there was a strong 

focus on values, with emphasis on students respecting their teachers, each other 

and the environment, and honouring the school; and it was noted that “they are 

doing positive education but they don’t say that they are doing positive education” 

(CTL1). Another example was highlighted where in the programme for the 

academically weakest class in the school, there is mindful teaching of not only goal-

setting to foster achievement, but nurturing of optimism and hope, “So there’s more 

(positive education) being done than what is being documented. That’s for sure” 

(CTL1). 

 

Strategies employed in the college section  

The strategies in college are primarily two-fold: the Learning Support 

Programme (LSP) for a small group of students, and a general one for the whole 
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cohort. Educators’ perspectives on the features, workings and impact of both are 

discussed below. 

 

For students in the Learning Support Programme 

The college section has a Learning Support Programme (LSP) to help 

academically struggling students, who comprise about five to ten percent of the 

student population in each cohort. When these students enter the college section, 

they undergo a Managing Transition programme where they are trained in resilience, 

provided academic counselling as to the subjects to take and taught coping 

strategies. They are provided Academic Mentoring with mentors who will check in 

with them regularly on their well-being and progress, to ensure they are on track. 

They were previously placed in designated classes with smaller class sizes so that 

teachers who could better cater to their learning pace and style. However, it was 

discovered upon feedback from these students and the teachers who taught them 

that their needs would be better served if they were spread out and integrated into 

the mainstream classes, so that they could benefit from more inspiring peers who 

were academically stronger and more motivated, who could push them and call them 

higher. 

The teacher-leader (CTL1) who was in charge of the LSP highlighted that the 

LSP appears to focus a lot on (academic) achievement, but in reality, the teachers 

are working with the students through the other four elements of the PERMA 

(positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, achievement) well-being 

framework. For LSP students, given that they are in this programme due to academic 

under-performance, and with the high-stakes GCE ‘A’ level examinations drawing 

near, there is an urgent need to help students with academic achievement. However, 

a teacher-leader highlighted the need for teachers to ensure that students 

experience the positive emotions of optimism and hope, and how they can be more 

resilient when they fail. Also, the vast majority of teachers stated that they sought to 

develop good relationships with their students and among their students themselves 

to remove any relational barriers for learning and to foster a socially and emotionally 

conducive learning environment. These relationships are seen as a means to 

empowering achievement: 
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The relationships can be an enabler to achievement, we know the positive 
emotions can be an enabler, so it’s all intertwined. (CTL1) 

It is also the view of all of the teacher-leaders and many of the teachers that teaching 

needs to be done in a way as to ensure learning engagement for students, and for 

students to understand the meaningfulness of what they are doing. So it is perceived 

by them that the elements of PERMA work together to nurture the thriving of the 

students, and to help them to meet their targets for improved academic performance. 

These perspectives also again surface the key theme of desire and intention to 

promote flourishing behind the implementing of school programmes. 

 

For the general student cohort  

Faculty System 

According to the teacher-leaders, the college section seeks to leverage on 

the Faculty System to provide the relational network to strengthen relationships and 

provide support to ensure well-being. The Faculty System is a school-wide initiative 

in the college to connect every student to positive relationships with peers and adults 

in school. All students and teachers in the college section are divided into four 

faculties (or houses), and each has its own Faculty Committee which serve the 

students and the Faculty Cluster Support for the teachers. The Faculty Committee 

is made up of student representatives who are primarily Civics Tutorial (CT) 

representatives (each of whom is equivalent to the Chairperson of the Class 

Management Committee of the high school section) which are drawn from each 

class in the faculty, ensuring that all classes will be represented in this student 

leadership body. They are led by a Faculty Head and Assistant Faculty Head elected 

from among them.  As CT representatives, Faculty Committee members also play 

the role of fostering positive peer relationships and providing peer support within 

their class, serving as “eyes and ears” (CTL1) for their Civics Tutor (the Form 

Teacher equivalent in the high school section) as to which of their peers may be 

encountering social-emotional difficulty who may need help or support. They collate 

and communicate feedback on student morale, problems faced, suggestions for 

improvement and overall well-being to the faculty teacher-leaders. The school also 

leverages on the Faculty Committees to enable students to establish positive 
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relationships with their peers by organising and mobilising support and participation 

for a range of faculty meaningful programmes such as community involvement 

projects to bonding events such as Faculty Outings, song and dance sessions, inter-

faculty competitions. These activities, besides adding spice and variety to the life of 

students in college, serve to provide avenues to build a strong Faculty spirit and 

through it a strong school spirit and identity. Leadership training for the four Faculty 

Committees also incorporate character strengths in the training camp and 

“emphasise the development and adoption of these strengths in exercising their 

areas of responsibility” (CFAC). All college teacher-leaders and most teachers 

perceive the Faculty Committees to play an important role in providing the necessary 

leadership and support for their peers that lead to well-being. This was corroborated 

by a recent set of survey results in the ‘School X’ Resilience Audit Report, where 

about 90 per cent of student respondents affirmed that the CT representative 

commands respect and concur that they are effective and responsible in shaping a 

positive class culture (‘School X’ Resilience Audit Report). 

In the teachers’ Faculty Cluster Support, the first line of support, in nurturing 

the holistic development of students is be the Civics Tutor. The latest Faculty survey 

results revealed that students turn to their Civics Tutors when faced with challenges 

in school, be it academic or non-academic concerns (‘School X’ Resilience Audit 

Report). Issues pertaining to the well-being of the students that are more challenging 

to handle are surfaced to the teacher-leadership team, with each faculty led by a 

Senior Consultant, Education Consultant and Coordinator. Each faculty is divided 

into smaller clusters, and each cluster of teachers comprising a band of Civics 

Tutors, Subject Tutors and a faculty teacher-leader got together each semester for 

cluster meetings (which this researcher also participated as a staff member) to 

discuss the academic progress and social-emotional well-being of the students and 

ways in which the ones who need help can be reached out to. Difficult cases are 

then surfaced to the School Counsellors. This system leverages on the collective 

wisdom of a group of teachers to deal with challenges that students may face and to 

develop plans to further ensure their well-being, providing a valuable source of 

support for the teachers. All educators interviewed see the value of the Faculty 

Cluster Support, though one teacher mentioned that the language used in the cluster 
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meetings to discuss underperforming or behaviourally challenging students can be 

sometimes rather negative and critical.  A teacher-leader explained how the Faculty 

system, where teachers have a team of people they can consult in times of need, 

such as the Faculty’s Coordinator, Educational Consultant, Senior Educational, 

Principal Educational and School Counsellor, provides more support than the 

system in most other government schools which just have a Year Head. She also 

perceives School X to be ahead of other schools in that it also has a key personnel 

who is trained (having undergone the MAPP at UPenn), and possessing a high 

enough ranking in the leadership hierarchy to be able to influence policy, together 

with two Deputy Principals specialising in the SD domain. 

 

Student Development Programmes 

For the general student cohort, there is provision of various SD programmes 

and activities through which positive education principles are taught and/or 

practised, some of which this researcher was involved as a staff member. The 

Pastoral Care and Moral Guidance (PCME) programme aims to develop students in 

the domains of self-knowledge and interpersonal skills, moral and spiritual 

development, and life career planning and managing life roles, settings and events; 

and these are carried out via Civics Tutorial session activities, workshops and mass 

lectures by invited speakers. In addition, positive education principles are covered in 

Civics Tutorial sessions (as part of PCME) where Civics Tutors go through topics 

which included character strengths and resilience, along with issues of relevance 

and interest to 17 and 18 year old students in a co-educational environment 

(especially after four years in an single gender high school section), such as love, 

relationship management, and sexuality education. All these seek to provide 

students with the knowledge, disposition and skills to deal with the challenges and 

vicissitudes of life and to flourish.  

The students at the start of the year also take the VIA-IS character strengths 

test and set goals considering how they can leverage their strengths to achieve 

them. There are also other programmes such as Gratitude Month – which has 

included expressing gratitude to teachers, the school cleaning staff and most 

recently, to the construction labourers working on the train station right beside the 
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school. The teacher who first spearheaded this initiative expressed the hope that 

through such activities, they will understand how the application of a certain value 

or strength (in his case, gratitude) can help them to increase their own well-being 

and that of their recipients.  

Programmes also include Outdoor Education expeditions, which allows 

students to engage in self-discovery and the building of resilience in the face of 

dealing with physical challenges and adversities of outdoor rigour. During the 

expedition, they have various reflection tasks: before the expedition, each person 

would share a key strength and weakness that he is working on, each will also 

identify a strength of a peer that he is encouraging the peer to exhibit along the way 

or weakness that he feels like he can help his peer overcome; during the expedition, 

they will share their observations on those areas, and each will highlight three areas 

each day that have gone well; at the end of the expedition, they will further evaluate 

and give feedback. Other out-of-school experiences such as Service Learning, 

Community Involvement and Overseas Community Involvement Programmes are 

also seen as platforms that allow participants to identify their areas of strengths and 

weaknesses and to reflect on how to harness the former to deal with challenges. 

More importantly, they nurture a sense of meaning and purpose as students learn 

to move out of their comfort zone and altruistically serve the less privileged in the 

community. The Education and Career Guidance unit also provides information to 

students and teach them to plan for their future at tertiary levels and for their career 

after they leave School X, in view of their strengths, aspirations and needs. 

The above SD programmes are also perceived by most college participants 

to be valuable and effective in some way or another in fulfilling the intended goals 

and creating the desired positive impact. Whether all these programmes are 

explicitly labelled as positive education or not, they are seen by most participants to 

contribute to the flourishing of students, which is a key objective of positive 

education. 

 

Flexibility and structure 

In examining the perspectives of college educators about the strategies 

employed for the students in LSP and general student cohort, there are three further 
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points of analysis to be highlighted. Firstly, a number of educators discerned that 

there is a need to be very flexible, to not incorporate positive education concepts into 

the existing SD or faculty framework merely for the sake of it (because, for example, 

positive education happens to be a school strategic priority), as there is “no need to 

force fit everything in” (CHEC). Rather, the preference is to use positive education 

to stimulate further thinking and better practice in existing programmes, and applying 

positive education where it is appropriate and deemed useful. Secondly, an 

observation by the teacher-leaders and some teachers is that the principles of 

positive education have been fitted so seamlessly into the SD and faculty curriculum 

such that it is hard to distinguish which aspects of the work is specifically positive 

education per se: 

All these already lends itself very much to positive psychology. So how much 
of it is existing structure and how much of it is due to positive psychology, I 
really can’t tell. What I can really say that is that the coherent structure 
between these two is really quite strong. It is a good fit. (CTL3) 

 

We sometimes cannot tell where positive psychology begins or when positive 
education begins and when positive education ends . . . The positive 
education core is always there. (CTL2) 

Thirdly, a concern raised by a few teachers was the need for greater structure in the 

positive education programme. The opinion was that currently in particular areas, it 

was up to teachers to interpret, role model and practise according to their knowledge 

and conviction. So there is a call for more structured guidance to be made available 

to teachers: 

But what I hope to achieve would probably be eventually I was hoping that 
there would be a more structured way to do it. We try to go with that direction 
but if you think about it, it is so vast and encompass so much of wide array of 
. . . aspects . . . is there a structure to it . . . (COCP) 

Overall, the educators believe that, while it appears that there is structure in the 

practice of some areas of positive education in the college programmes, there could 

be improvement in others.  
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Common strategies used by both sections 

Though the high school and college employ different strategies, there are two 

that they use in common; role modelling and differentiation.   

 

Role Modelling 

A major theme raised in interviews is the link between positive education and 

personal role modelling on the part of the teacher. Role modelling common among 

teachers. As one teacher-leader commented, “I use a lot of positive education 

interventions on myself” (CTL1). Many teachers and teachers-leaders alike, 

regardless of age, background and number of years of teaching experience, and 

from both high school and college sections, perceive that whatever strategies they 

might choose to use to implement positive education, role modelling is ultimately 

essential to the success of their efforts. They discern that it is important they 

themselves role model by demonstrating, expressing or experiencing the very 

qualities they strive to get students to develop, exhibit or experience. They recognise 

that their application of application of positive education into their own lives, in the 

way they communicate and how they teach and reach out to the students, is 

important in effectively instilling certain values or traits and fostering well-being in 

students. There are several perspectives with regard to role modelling. 

 

Importance  

There are a few reasons why role modelling is perceived to be important. 

Firstly, several educators recognise that it impacts their ability and credibility in 

guiding and developing the students, because if they are not role modelling, then 

positive education is a “powerless theory”. Teachers want to avoid a situation where 

they simply “fulfil this in theory by having this conversation with (students), but the 

soul is lacking” (CHEC). Rather, self-belief and practice for the teacher needs to 

drive the communication of positive education, whereby “the personal conviction 

needs to be there (and then) it sort of seeps out of your pores” (CHEC) so as to 

effectively influence the students. In addition, it is perceived that there is a ripple 

effect of influence, whereby if a teacher is won over to practise positive education, 

then “the chance of this tutor cascading this information to her civics class, subject 
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class, that’s so much easier” (CHEC). Otherwise, impact on the students will be 

limited, because as one teacher noted, for example, “if the teachers couldn’t go in 

and role model and bring in the positive energy, then I think it’s very difficult for 

students to really feel it” (CLSP). It is recognised that to influence students in whom 

teachers are seeking a change in mind-set or behaviours, especially unyielding 

ones, it is important to role model, as it is perceived that “students look up to us a 

role models, so I think we should actually model that kind of thinking or behaviour” 

so that students can be won over eventually “no matter how resistant they are” 

(CVIA). 

 

Different ways to role model 

It has been found that educators role model differently, which also implies 

that they perceive that there are different ways which role modelling can take place. 

A teacher explained how slowing down and practising mindfulness how she speaks 

with the students has helped her in her interactions with her students as she is able 

to better consider their perspective and empathise with them. In addition, they take 

their attitudinal and behavioural cues from her, as her “slowing down actually role-

models for them…not go on the over-drive, and just sort of, chill . . .” (CHEC) to 

avoid unnecessary stress.  

Another teacher role-modelled humility and apologised for a mistake that he 

had made when he jumped into conclusions without checking the facts, accused his 

students in the class of an offence and gave the students an unjustified scolding. 

He role modelled the admission of mistake and the act of apologising as he also 

wanted to create “a teachable moment through role model(ling), even though it was 

very difficult” (HUS1).  

At the point, I really felt terrible. Because all this talk about Pos Ed, then you 
jump to conclusion like that. So one whole night I was struggling with what 
should I do, then I thought the easiest way would be to talk to the students 
face-to-face and then apologised. (HUS1) 

Another teacher shared her experience doing mountain climbing with her 

students in Taiwan, where she set an example of perseverance for the students, 

observing how this led them to motivate each other in return, noting that, “yes I am 

tired but I demonstrate to them how you can still soldier on and motivate each other” 
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(HLS1). She also shared with them how she personally dealt with the rigours and 

demands of school and how she struck a balance between studies and CCA, and 

the boys were inspired and saw her with new found respect. So in teaching 

resilience and coping strategies, it was not only teaching certain well-known, 

scientifically proven or useful tools, but imparting her own practice of “personal 

techniques” that resonated and connected with them. 

 

Challenges  

It is perceived by some teachers that there are also various challenges to role 

modelling. First, it was noted by teachers that they are vulnerable to their own moods 

and personal problems and may not always be able to role model, for instance, 

positive emotions in front of their students, which are “always hard to maintain” 

(HLS3). Secondly, sharing one’s struggles (even in the context of overcoming them), 

involves a degree of vulnerability. Besides the fact that it is not easy to do as it 

involves the teacher setting aside pride and status, there is the fear that one could 

be taken advantage of by the students (HLS1). Thirdly, there are other teachers who 

have different opinions as to building rapport with students who object to teachers 

being vulnerable or open with students about their lives, questioning, "Why are you 

pallying up with the students?” (HLS3) – advocating instead that teachers should 

keep a distance from the students. 

 

Differentiation  
A large number of the high school and college educators have important 

common ground, and that is the use of differentiation in the strategies they employ, 

given the necessity to cater to the distinct needs of different groups of students. 

Positive education is practised according to needs based on grades they come in 

with and the goals they have, according to a college teacher-leader (CSCR). For 

example, for the underperforming students, teachers will discuss with them about 

how they can overcome the feeling of failure and make the best of their years in 

school. For the high performing scholars who tend to push themselves very hard, 

such that they can develop anxiety attacks, the approach is to help them relax, deal 

with anxiety and to discover meaning and purpose and look beyond themselves to 

embrace a cause that is larger than themselves. 
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A teacher (HUS2) who taught different levels in Secondary 1, 3 and also 

College 1 (Grades 7, 9, 11) shared how she appealed to various intrinsic motivations 

customised to different situations and different types of students. Firstly, in dealing 

with a problematic, disruptive student in Secondary 1 and the class’s resentful 

response to him, she gave autonomy to get the class to own the problem and 

solution, as she noted, “I was telling them from the ownership point of view”. Also, 

she called on their sense of communal identity in coming together to solve the 

problem, reminding them, “you are part of the class”. She also highlighted to them 

the multiple benefits of dealing constructively with the problem, which includes 

positive impact on the boy, themselves and the class culture. For her challenging 

Secondary 3 class with a few defiant students, she uses the sharing of power and 

delegating of responsibility to them manage them and get them on her side. She 

noted that this particularly plays to the desire of unofficial leaders of cliques in the 

class who wanted the sense of control and status among their peers, where it is 

“obvious that they want the power and authority.” She assigns them responsibility 

and gives them the space to enact those responsibilities, (such as keeping the class 

quiet, collecting assignments and ensuring their classmates cooperate with her), and 

then praising them for carrying out those responsibilities, giving them a sense of 

accomplishment and esteem: 

They are actually rather sensitive. They really desire your affirmation, your 
empowerment, they desire it badly. They are the ones who want it most. 

Yet she noted that she is also careful not to overdo the affirmation as it could have 

the reverse impact. 

The contradicting thing is that they don’t want me to praise them too much in 
front of their friends although they want it. They don’t want it to happen too 
many times. They want the “bad guy” feel. The want to maintain that “bad 
guy” image and when the teacher praises too much, they become the “good 
boys”. It is not cool to be a good boy. 

She applies a similar discretion and sensitivity to her class of College 1 students, 

who “don’t like me to single them out” whether to correct or praise, and she avoids 

doing that. A strategy she used to foster connection with the college students was 

through her openness and vulnerability, sharing “my own insecurities” but 

recognising that she could not do the same with the younger boys in high school, 
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because their lack of maturity could lead them to take advantage, “They will say 

“Yes! I can test you now.” She is also mindful as to how she counsels her college 

students who are in trouble or who are emotionally disturbed. There is a high level 

of sensitivity to the students’ insecurities, and their need for esteem and dignity: 

So for that (troubled) girl, the chat took place when we proceed down the 
stairs. I had to do that so it was not obvious. She was very sensitive, she 
doesn’t want to look like she is counselled. She values the impression I have 
of her. She doesn’t want to be seen as weak.  

Another teacher (CLSP) of college students had to help students deal with 

pessimism and failure and to help them develop resilience and hope. First, she would 

get them to be comfortable with facing failure – attempting questions in class, 

including in front of their classmates, and dealing with getting the answers wrong: 

They will always be . . . “Am I correct? Am I correct?” Then I say, it doesn’t 
matter, I don’t know.  You tell me, if it’s like that. And then they have to go up 
and present. And it’s ok.  If it’s wrong, it’s wrong.  So after a, while, then they 
become comfortable with, it’s ok I’m wrong.  Just laugh at it. (CLSP) 

Second, she believes that embedding lessons in stories where they can understand 

is sometimes better instead of explicitly teaching them, when they can get defensive 

and shut off.  So she leveraged feelings, using storytelling to help them illustrate that 

it’s ok to fail: 

I will tell them . . . I wish that (my son) fails his (Taekwondo) grading. And then 
they are like, shock of their life in their face, you can see.  They will go, WHY?  
Then I say, it’s ok to fail, and at this point there is no stake.  And then, he will 
have to learn how to pick himself up, and then say, never mind, try again, you 
know? (CLSP) 

Thirdly, she shows them facts and statistics about their progress to help them see 

their own improvement and achievement. Some students tend to be pessimistic 

about their capabilities, especially when they did not perform in examinations 

according to their set targets. So she sought to provide them with give them an 

“objective reality check”, showing them the actual statistics that they have improved. 

So basically, it is not just indicating to them whether they have improved or 

otherwise, but giving them specific personalised feedback as to what went wrong 

and what they can do to get better: 
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But when you have, for example an objective check, of let’s say, results and 
stuff like that, in terms of percentile, you improved.  But they keep on going 
out, I’m not good, I’m not good.  No, come on! Look, at the numbers . . . you 
have improved! Even by that 5% or 5 marks, one grade, you have improved. 
(CLSP) 

 

 

Further perspectives  

Ultimately, there are concerns about making the practice and implementation 

of positive education more feasible, systemic and sustainable. Firstly, it is discerned 

that there is a need for proper systems and necessary platforms to enable teachers 

to implement positive education and students to apply it, not merely having one-off 

lectures or workshops on positive education. This is to ensure the viability of positive 

education over the long haul. Therefore, teachers noted that there is a need to put 

more systems in place that goes beyond publicity and initial efforts, to persuade 

people to practice it, whereby, “It is not just posters or EMB messages. Not just that. 

It has to be by certain official platform” (HUS2). For example, the SLF was cited as 

a useful official platform that systematises the practice of positive education, where 

students can be empowered to discuss their progress and teachers can highlight 

their strengths and improvements to their parents.  

Secondly, another perspective is that balance is needed in the practice of 

positive education strategies. The tools of positivity, affirmation, esteem, 

encouragement on one hand, and reprimanding and confrontation on the other – 

must balance each other, with harsh scolding sometimes necessary as a tool to build 

character, as strategy to “infuse the values” (HUS2). So even though there is 

emphasis on the use of positive language and affirmation as discussed above, 

teachers see the need to practise it in the context of ‘tough love’.  

 

Findings Part 3: Positive education outcomes 

This part of the chapter investigates the participants’ perspectives on the 

outcomes of positive education and what can be done to enhance current its 

implementation. It is divided into two sections. The first section begins by exploring 

the existing outcomes for both the educators and students alike, which has been 
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unanimously positive – it discusses the effects on teachers and teacher-leaders 

personally in terms of their temperament, growth and dispositions, and then it 

explores the impact on students on terms of their attitudes and behaviours, and on 

their academic motivation and results. Next, the first section highlights the outcomes 

that are desired of positive education, which further constitutes evidence that would 

satisfy participants that positive education is being successfully practised. The 

second section investigates the various aspects of positive education in School X 

which account for the positive outcomes and which further endeavours could be 

made so as to amplify the outcomes or actualise desired ones. These areas may be 

strengths that could be further maximised, or areas of concern that need to be 

addressed, or both. This second section investigates three areas: culture, training 

and development of teachers, and the tensions regarding the availability and 

prioritisation of time for and focus on positive education. 

 

Existing and desired outcomes 

Impact on educators  

Educators from both sections of the school described how positive education 

has helped them to practise self-care and look after their own growth and well-being. 

The vast majority of participants believe it has facilitated their personal growth to 

some extent in different ways, from becoming reflective and self-aware, to managing 

emotions better; for example, being less anxious and more optimistic. The general 

view is captured in the following comment from one teacher-leader: 

I am definitely living a better life now compared to before positive education 
days because now I use a lot of positive education interventions on myself. 
(CTL1) 

Positive education has also helped the educators in their relationships with 

others; for example, being more sensitive to their colleagues and being more 

perceptive about the needs and development of students, which in turn helps them 

in relating and dealing with students. For example, one teacher mentioned that when 

students have conflicts in class and do not pay attention, her understanding 

(acquired from positive education) about the stage in the teenagers’ mental 

development has led them to not to take it to heart and get unduly upset, and she 
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are now able to respond calmly and proactively instead of reactively to their 

behaviour. The participants shared the view that their emotions affect the class 

climate, and if they do not monitor and direct their own thinking and emotions, it will 

affect how the class turns out. All in all, they feel strongly that positive education has 

played a major part in building who they want to be as educators, helping them to 

determine what is important to them, and giving them a sense of purpose. As one 

teacher noted, positive education:  

. . . does play a very important role in me trying to define my identity as a 
teacher. Why am I doing all these things, what are the things that are 
important to me as a teacher. And even if I am busy marking or planning 
lessons, it helps me see the purpose of what I am doing and fulfilling my aims. 
(HUS1) 

 

Student well-being 

All participants from the ProEd consortium of the high school section noted 

that positive education has changed the culture of their consortium and, as a result, 

changed the students. They observed that positive education has provided a lot of 

emotional and social resources with which to build students’ confidence, 

relationships, and sense of identity and belonging to the consortium and the school. 

As a result, it has been the platform for the cultivation of a very positive learning 

culture and environment where they feel safe, affirmed and a part of a family. One 

participant pointed out that students now feel that: 

Suddenly, school can be a place where I belong, where I can identity, where 
I feel proud to be in, and my contributions are affirmed, recognized and 
expected…. (HTL2)  

The common view is that positive education has helped transform students who 

were struggling and had behavioural problems, changing their mind-set. For 

instance, for those Secondary 3 students who were in the Structure Integrated 

Programme (the class for underperforming students in the Secondary 3 cohort), who 

at the start of the year had challenges with low motivation and academic 

achievement levels, positive education has had a transformative impact. Indeed, 

“the positive experience affected their own outlook in life” (HTL2) and it has 

translated into more pro-social and proactive and responsible behaviours overall. 

Growth through positive education was also evident for students at the other end of 
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the spectrum – the student councillors. For these student leaders, the effect has 

been learning to move the emphasis from being event focused to being 

development oriented, where the focus is not about the success of the event they 

had organised but rather how they have grown in their character and competencies 

in the process, and how they have helped their peers or juniors learn, mature and 

build relationships.   

College educators, especially the teacher-leaders, noted that positive 

education has impacted students in terms of helping them develop a greater sense 

of meaning and purpose in life. It has encouraged their commitment to contribute to 

a larger cause, thus fulfilling the school motto, “live with passion and lead with 

compassion”. According to the participants, this has happened through the various 

official platforms of giving back such as the annual Founders’ Day Food Drive and 

Faculty Community Involvement Programmes, and also student-led initiatives in 

over a hundred Service Learning projects organised and executed by groups of 

students very year.  

 

Student results and motivation to study 

According to the teacher-leaders, the benefits of positive education has also 

extended to the academic realm. The impact on results is evident. The positive 

consequences can be seen for individuals, particularly those who were previously 

struggling who improved in “leaps and bounds from being the underperformer(s) of 

the class to becoming the top” (HUS2). It can also be seen in the ProEd consortium 

as a whole, where the overall MSG (Mean Subject Grade) has significantly 

improved. (The MSG calculates the academic scoring of the students, hence 

revealing the students’ academic performance; the better the performance, the 

smaller the MSG number will be, with the best MSG score being 1). 

In the very first year we were 72%, by the 3rd year we were 79%, 1+ and 
2+….So if you look at the boys, 8 out of 10 boys, are getting 1+, 2+. And 
that’s a significant statistic. (HTL2) 

Besides results, there is also a significant impact on motivation. It was noted 

by quite a few teachers that there is a greater sense of ownership and responsibility 

in students for their studies. Rather than being externally motivated and opening 

their books because their parents or teachers told them to do so, they now engage 
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in their studies because they want to achieve. With a better attitude to their studies, 

many teachers have also found students complaining less and demonstrating more 

eagerness in their quest to improve. One teacher noted that when under-achievers 

are making improvements in their studies, it pushes the class forward, and their 

classmates become more motivated too. He believes that when the learning 

becomes more effective in the classroom so that the “weaker ones” improve, “even 

those who are really doing well feel encouraged” (HUS1), and the overall motivation 

level of the class is lifted. 

 

Further desired outcomes  

Individual teacher-leaders and teachers also highlighted outcomes of positive 

education that they would like to see included or enhanced. These desired 

outcomes can be categorised as intrapersonal and interpersonal aspects of a 

student’s life.  The intrapersonal elements include: first, gratitude towards the school 

as a place where they have grown and learnt valuable life skills, such as how to 

make friends with others and work together to achieve common goals; and 

secondly, resilience as exhibited in dealing with failures, taking responsibility for 

their own studies for those who have struggles coping academically, managing sad 

and negative experiences, and seeing the silver lining in each problem while working 

at it until it can be solved. The interpersonal elements are: first, positive and 

harmonious class relationship that is characterised by inclusiveness, no bullying or 

putting others down and appreciation of students for one another; and secondly, 

unselfishly looking out for the needs of the community and pursuing the greater 

good of society to better the lives of the underprivileged, which is deemed more 

meaningful and purposeful; and thirdly, being able to deal with relational challenges 

in life such as misunderstanding and conflicts with friends, problems with teachers, 

and struggles in their careers such as working dynamics with colleagues or clients.  

The following section provides participants’ perspectives on how these outcomes 

could be realised. 
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Maximising strengths and enhancing current implementation 

Culture 

The culture of School X with regard to positive education – the way teachers 

think, feel, act, communicate and their dispositions to handle matters in a certain 

way –  is deemed important as “some things are caught, rather than taught” (CSCR). 

According to all teacher-leaders and most teachers of ProEd in the high school, the 

culture in the consortium is regarded as a major strength which has contributed to 

the outcomes of positive education enjoyed. The teacher-leaders pointed out that 

from the commencement of their efforts in positive education, they focused on 

building the culture rather than on simply creating lesson resources for teachers or 

getting teachers to do so for students. As one teacher-leader pointed out, “we 

decided to go for the heart-ware, software first” (HTL2), by creating the culture and 

climate through developing the understanding, language and practise of positive 

education, rather than the hardware of lesson materials or courses. The teacher-

leaders recognised that they needed to build a culture where teachers championed 

positive education themselves, so that it can be a grassroots, bottom-up movement, 

rather than teachers merely complying to directives from the school leaders, as “it 

doesn't make sense for positive education to be top-down” (HUS1).  They agree that 

it was valuable that they had an organic culture that started slowly from a core group 

of educators and slowly cascaded down to the rest, “Because the thing about culture 

is, it triggers down, it permeates boundaries” (HUS1). This is in contrast to adopting 

a top-down approach of setting policy or giving directions for lessons to be 

implemented or materials to be utilised in a certain way, which might have met with 

resistance or apathy. 

Regarding the students, according to a teacher-leader of ProEd, the focus of 

culture building is as follows: for Secondary 1s, the focus is on building the class 

community, to ensure a positive learning environment, where class harmony and 

working collaboratively with each other in class projects are considered important; 

for Secondary 2s, the emphasis is on responsibility, because it ties in with their 

academic focus for which the students need to take personal responsibility; for 

Secondary 3s and 4s, it has to do with influence, in terms of how they lead their 

juniors. 
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The extolling of culture as the strength of the positive education programme 

in ProEd does not diminish the importance of formal teaching or the utilisation of 

necessary lesson resources, because indeed other teacher-leaders, for both high 

school and college, pointed out certain aspects of the “explicit teaching” of positive 

education (for example, the PRP) as a strength, whereby principles of positive 

education were made tangible and explicit. Several   teacher-leaders noted that both 

the teaching of the concepts and the culture of the practice feed on each other, where 

reflection is used to help the staff and students to link the theory and the practice 

and to make sense of both. 

Some educators highlighted challenges still to be addressed in building the 

culture in high school. One challenge is to get all teachers in the school to better 

understand positive education, so that eventually all the teachers can speak the 

same language. This is a particular challenge for teachers, who are overall in charge 

of the holistic development of students in their form class. Form teachers have to 

work with different subject teachers, with whom they want to communicate on the 

same positive education wavelength. A few Form Teachers in this study felt a lack 

of support from other subject teachers in the academic departments, who tended to 

be largely focused on how students are performing in their respective subject 

domains, and one perceived that positive education was sometimes left to the 

convictions of individual Form Teachers who are more ‘attuned’ to it. It is the opinion 

of these teachers that there is a need for greater unity of hearts, minds and hands 

over positive education. Nonetheless, it appears that teacher-leaders have made 

plans to move in what could be considered as concentric circles to expand the work, 

and getting early adopters and influencers to convince the rest. 

Generally, in the college section, the teacher-leaders feel like the culture is 

“not quite there yet” (CTL1). In line with the views of the teachers mentioned above, 

some teacher-leaders noted that the school needs a stronger culture where all 

educators practise positive education. A few specific aspects of the culture that could 

be enhanced were suggested: positive speech among staff members, where 

educators are not unconstructively critical of students, parents or each other; 

teachers being accepting of each other and their idiosyncrasies; and asking for help 

and understanding each other’s need for help. It was noted that there is a need to 
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have increasingly more people over the years to better practise positive 

characteristics, develop better personal relationships, manage stress and deal with 

challenges so that it can develop into a proper, authentic culture over time.   

 

Training and development of educators 

Formal and informal approaches 

The personal and professional development of educators emerged strongly 

as a key theme. For professional development of educators, there are currently both 

formal and informal approaches. The formal approach includes talks, workshops, 

courses and conferences, as outlined earlier in Chapter 2. Several teacher-leaders 

and teachers who have been to overseas conferences pointed out that they were 

particularly encouraged and inspired when they saw that there are many educators 

from various countries also practising positive education, and there was the 

realization that “you are a part of a community of practitioners doing positive 

education” (HUS1). The informal approach ranges from planned sharing during 

meetings to spontaneous chats. Many teachers find these activities useful in helping 

them to: develop better understanding and gather more ideas; find support for the 

struggles that they have as classroom teachers; and become better positive 

education teachers.  

 

Professional development   

All of the teacher-leaders and teachers share the view that there is a need for 

greater professional development in positive education. Indeed, there is also 

acknowledgement in a school report that training “could go beyond periodic and just-

in-time courses or briefings and could take on a more systematic approach” (School 

X Resilience Report, 2017). Teacher-leaders in this study noted that “there are not 

enough experts, or rather not enough practitioners of positive psychology around” 

(CTL1). Also, teachers who are less experienced in positive education have 

acknowledged that they are not familiar with how to practise it in class or how to help 

students use character strengths. The more experienced teachers mentioned the 

need for training to address the lack of understanding and support from some of their 

colleagues, who tend to push for strategies and practices that promote academic 
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achievements rather than well-being, or who may practise a more critical and less 

constructive approach towards correcting students. Though it appears that the 

school in general, in the last two years, is more aware of positive education and the 

strategies to practise it, a few teachers noted that there appears to be a lack of 

structure in the training and implementation and various educators in the school 

seem to have their own interpretation of positive education and doing things ‘their 

own way’. Therefore, it was suggested that there was a need for more systematic 

training so that there would be more consistent quality. The shared view is that, 

although teachers may have good intentions to deliver the programme well, the 

outcome depends on how equipped and effective the teachers are.  

To complement training, a few experienced teachers noted that more official 

platforms are necessary to facilitate the practise of positive education by teachers. 

One teacher cited the Student Learning Forum (as discussed in the previous part of 

the chapter) as an example of such a useful official platform where teachers (need 

to) give well-thought out, positive constructive feedback and where positive 

education is practised. So, regardless of the dispositions or background of the 

teachers, even if they do not usually practise positive education, they will be 

‘compelled’ to do so at particular given platforms and occasions. 

 

Personal development  

A number of educators hold the perspective that for teachers to be ‘won over’ 

by positive education and for professional development to be effective, teachers 

need to experience benefits of positive education via personal development first. 

Otherwise, it becomes merely another programme they have to execute or another 

job that they need to do. However, if positive education is more clearly understood 

by teachers to be applicable and beneficial to their own lives, they could be more 

enthusiastic about implementing it with their students. Teachers explained that 

seeing the impact of positive education in their own lives would help them internalise 

the link between what they are teaching and how they are living, and will greatly help 

remove that barrier of reluctance and of solve the problem of teachers merely going 

through the motions. Positive education could then be a concept that is fully 
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embraced as it becomes part of their own lives and their interactions with the 

students: 

Sometimes we also place a lot of burdens on teachers.  We kind of think 
that they are your tools, to enact certain programmes, through them, enact 
certain programmes to the students.  But we forget that teachers are living 
beings also.  They need to grow and learn, to have their own motivations.  
And it’s important, I mean not to say that they are very disgruntled with work 
or what, but I think . . . seeing the link between what they are teaching and 
how they are living, will greatly help remove that barrier of, gosh one more 
thing, one more lesson to teach, one more training to attend. They can see 
personal benefit, it’s good . . . Maybe this is when the Pos Ed workshops 
can come in right? A stronger marriage . . . or engaging with their young 
children. How to do it, a Pos Ed way.  We can explore, you know, this type 
of workshops. (CHEC) 

Therefore, it is perceived that teachers first have to practise positive education 

in their lives (with specific training provided that target their personal and familial 

needs) and feel the benefits to gain the conviction, so they can advocate it better to 

their colleagues and students from their position as satisfied customers of positive 

education, as opposed to dutiful salespersons doing a job. 

 

 

Role modelling by teacher-leaders for teachers 

Beyond any formal and systemic training, role modelling by teacher-leaders 

for teachers is also considered necessary for the professional development of 

teachers in positive education. Many teachers across both high school and college 

believe that role modelling by teacher-leaders, as proponents of positive education, 

is very important in motivating and upskilling them. This is a view shared by not only 

younger teachers, for whom having good role models is especially important, but by 

older and more experienced teachers too. Several teachers have indicated that 

though there have been various courses and workshops, the impact is not 

sustainable or effective in the long term. Rather, it is the role modelling by “the 

leaders who walk the talk” (HUS3), and fellow teachers (whether from other classes 

or in the same ones they teach), which has impacted them most so far and which 

they believe will result in future lasting impact.  

This is particularly emphasised by the ProEd teachers, who cited specific 

instances of their teacher-leaders role-modelling positive education, from how they 
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treated the teachers, for example, in building their resilience through constructive 

handling of mistake making, to how they managed students, in giving teachers the 

guidance, support and in-classroom exemplification of managing students with 

behavioural challenges. One teacher mentioned that she learnt a lot from the close 

support, guidance and encouragement by a teacher-leader who was her co-form 

teacher. Another shared how the teacher-leaders in the consortium “practice what 

they preach” (HSL3) in their communication where lots of positivity and affirmation 

were used, and that in turn inspired the teachers to do the same with their students. 

Another teacher highlighted that the role-modelling was her inspiration and the 

reason for her subsequent adoption of practice and implementation of positive 

education: 

I may not have been practicing it but I have noticed them since I came and I 
feel I want to also be like them. I want to emulate them. (HUS3) 

 Another teacher also noted that role modelling is important in dealing with the 

challenge of helping teachers to understand and teach positive education lessons 

effectively. The consensus among teacher participants is that it would take more 

than just professional training or words of encouragement, but rather working on the 

paradigm and practice of individual teachers one at a time; and that can only happen 

via greater role-modelling of and mentoring from teacher-leaders. 

However, a small minority of teachers feel that in the process of role modelling 

and training,  there is a need for a balance in the discussion of positive education by 

leaders, where not only success stories in applying and implementing positive 

education are highlighted, but also the discomfort, struggles and challenges in doing 

so. They believe that with greater vulnerability, there would be more authenticity so 

that the practice and practitioners of positive education do not appear superficial but 

more real, and hence credible. 

 

Tension between priorities 

Allocation of time 

The issue of tension emerged as a key theme. One main area of tension had 

to do with time, which was a major concern of participants. The majority of teachers 

in both high school and college sections, both young and old with varying levels of 
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experience, indicated that they do not have enough time to practise positive 

education, especially in the area of building positive relationships with their students, 

whether as a class or on the individual level. They want more “protected time” (HLS3) 

for relationship building, even if it is to simply talk with their students and catch up 

with them. They have noted that either the students are busy with academics and 

attending to various non-academic Student Development (SD) programmes or 

competitions, or the teachers are busy, and whatever free slots that both parties may 

have after school hours often do not align. Hence, teachers find it challenging to 

arrange time with students after lessons whom they want to reach out to.   

However, a small minority of educators who are more experienced indicated 

that they do not necessarily agree with the perspective that teachers do not have 

enough time to exercise positive education. Rather, they take the view that it is all a 

matter of priority, and teachers simply need to find ways to better manage their time 

so as to prioritise positive education. By contrast, the vast majority of participants is 

of the opinion that there is not enough time to properly connect with students, that 

there is an overload on the schedule of the students (and teachers) and there is a 

need by the school to cut down on the number of programmes – whether they are 

academic or SD in nature. In Part 1, it was mentioned that many educators generally 

found positive education to be aligned with Student Development efforts. 

Paradoxically, however, many teachers (especially those who are Form Teachers or 

Civics Tutors) also do feel that the number of SD programmes and the nature of 

those programmes where students need to make time to strive towards certain levels 

of excellence and achievement, are impeding their efforts in nurturing their students 

character and well-being. In fact, it was pointed out that these teachers found time 

so tight such that if there was any prioritisation that they had to do, it was not between 

whether to prioritise positive education or otherwise, but it was the challenge in 

deciding which of their students to prioritise in reaching out to in the limited time and 

opportunities available for both students and teachers to connect, and the challenge 

to not neglect the flourishing of stronger students while focusing on addressing the 

problems of the weaker or needier ones. 

A number of teacher-leaders and teachers in both high school and college 

also pointed out that the school is seeking to do a lot in the academic and SD areas 
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to prepare the students for the real world, to be successful in their working lives. 

However, it is their view that, ultimately, what is important to the students’ success 

in the working world would be the students’ character, and for teachers to have a 

strong relationship with the students so as to be able to influence them and mould 

their character. To do this, time is needed, but lacking.   

 

Focus 

In relation to the tension regarding time, there is also tension between 

focusing on well-being on one hand, and excellence in achievements on the other. 

This is especially so in the academic arena. Several teacher-leaders are of the 

opinion that academics, given its functional importance, is still preoccupying the 

minds of many educators and policy-makers in the country, being esteemed as 

necessary for national survival despite Singaporeans generally living in affluence. 

Some participants are of the view that for many in the educational fraternity, the 

focus is still on academic results above positive education, with the mind-set that 

there is a shortcut to success where students can be pushed towards academic 

achievements at some expense of their well-being, with the assumption that when 

the students get good results they will actually then be happy, or they can find well-

being subsequently. However, these participants recognise that it is very possible 

for students to achieve success yet feel empty and depressed. Yet on the other 

hand, they also recognise that no sense of well-being is possible without some level 

of academic attainment, and the A in PERMA stands for ‘achievement’ after all. So, 

the believe, some balance is needed.  

Some of the longer serving educators believe that the Ministry of Education 

actually realizes that what school needs to provide should go beyond academics to 

holistic education covering character and social-emotional development, which 

positive education is able to fulfil. Nonetheless, it is perceived that in the 

dichotomous struggle between academics and well-being, the priority is always 

given to the former, with “lip-service” (HTL1) given to the non-academic aspects of 

student development. This is not only at the school level but “even at the national 

level. Though they say that character is the most important, but in the end academics 

still comes first” (HTL1). As such, one participant noted that some colleagues 
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perceive that efforts made by the school to promote positive education may be just 

a fad “that will go out of fashion pretty soon, so no point learning it” (CHEC) – thus 

affecting their motivation to learn and implement it with their students. However, 

these participants believe that success of the students does not depend on their 

academic performance but ultimately on how much the students understand their 

purpose in life and their place in the world in terms of how can they contribute as a 

global citizen, and whether they have the character to do so. Moreover, it is also 

perceived that if important values and flourishing are properly prioritised, then 

students will naturally seek excellence and hence achieve academic success 

anyway. 

Ironically, according to several educators who have taught for many years in 

the school, to address this imbalance, the focus in School X became holistic 

education with emphasis on seemingly many areas – from different aspects of 

academic development that go beyond high test scores to include striving for 

excellence in achieving various thinking competencies, to numerous non-academic 

programmes and competitions. So some teachers feel that they are kept busy 

running a lot of programmes and activities, being “pulled in all directions” (CTL1), 

leading to the concern mentioned earlier that time to build relationship with the 

students and to simply build the students was becoming difficult to find. A number of 

teacher-leaders noted that given these different academic and non-academic 

programmes, there is a need for better integration, to more “consciously weave it 

into one picture and help everyone make meaning of it” (CTL1). This issue of 

integration emerged as a key theme. 

One feasible and sustainable method of integration of academics and 

positive education, as pointed out by two educators in both high school and college, 

is to infuse positive education elements into the academic curriculum. For instance, 

a college teacher mentioned her dream of seeing positive education incorporated 

into subjects like General Paper, where positive psychology can be used to 

understand the functioning of man, or in a Physics or Chemistry lesson, where the 

teacher can discuss how particular scientists have met with certain failures in life 

before resiliently bouncing back to make certain discoveries. A high school teacher 

mentioned how Chinese values should not be delivered in a lecture as currently is 
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the case, but rather more strongly integrated into the Chinese academic curriculum. 

So integration into academic curriculum for better long term coherence and 

sustainability is certainly an area for future expansion of positive education in School 

X. 

Ultimately, whatever the new plans for positive education or in rolling out any 

further strategies or measures, the shared opinion of several of the educators is that 

there is a need to navigate cautiously as the staff may be resistant to change, and 

that once change is embarked on, there is a need to win people over as to the 

effectiveness and sustainability of the new direction. 

 

Findings Part 4: Significance of Positive Education 

This part presents the participants’ perspectives on the significance of positive 

education through their use of metaphors to describe it. It reports findings to the 

question, “What is a metaphor you would use to describe positive education?”   

Findings highlight what educators think about the significance of positive education 

in terms of its nature and characteristics, how it works, how its implementation could 

be enhanced, and its expected impact. This part serves to reiterate various findings 

discussed earlier with fresh insight, drawing from the figurative illumination of 

metaphors. 

 
Positive education is central and indispensable   

Based on a number of metaphors given by teacher-leaders and teachers 

across high school and college, positive education is perceived to be fundamental 

to education and pivotal to the integrity of any school curriculum, and  cannot be 

disregarded or neglected. It is “the sun” (CFAC) to a college teacher, the entity which 

is totally essential in giving life and sustenance and ensuring growth. Positive 

education is also “the heart” (HUS3) to a high school teacher, which holds a central 

place in the body as the instrument that provides life-giving blood for the whole, 

suggesting that it is arguably more important than academics or other programmes 

that students undertake in school.  
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According to participants, the importance of positive education may be non-

obvious and underestimated due to a lack of visibility and conspicuousness in its 

foregrounding or publicity, but that of course in no way diminishes its significance. 

For a teacher-leader and teacher from high school (interviewed separately), positive 

education is “oxygen” (HTL2, HLS2). They perceive that people may not be aware 

of it, and the signs may not be visible or evident as the usefulness may be covert, 

but it is absolutely necessary for day-to-day effective functioning and enables 

educators to teach and students to learn what is needed in academics or otherwise. 

The fact that positive education’s importance can be underestimated is underscored 

by the fact that another high school teacher (HSL1) pointed out that it is “the smallest 

cog in the whole system”, that may not appear significant or predominant, “but 

without it, nothing will move”. So schools can have the seemingly grandest, most 

sophisticated programmes to help students excel academically or cognitively, but 

without positive education, education itself cannot be coherent and will not achieve 

meaningful outcomes. Two other college teacher-leaders (interviewed together) 

pointed out that positive education was to them, a “first-aid toolbox” (CTL2, CTL3). 

For them, it may be inconspicuous and may not take centre stage among the 

furniture of educational programmes, but it actually has a critical value, and when 

one needs it, it comes in most useful. This is especially when students will be going 

out into the working world that is volatile and unpredictable and they would need the 

resolve and capacity to cope with changes, which positive education can nurture. To 

another high school teacher, positive education is the unseen “spices” (HLS3). 

According to this teacher, without spices in the food of education, one can certainly 

survive from eating that flavourless food base – focusing on the content with study 

techniques to ace the examination – but there is no higher reason for eating (that is, 

learning or living). Just as one would not dream of eating food without spices, 

positive education is the indispensable hidden ingredient and flavouring that brings 

education alive. But the educator later qualified to say that positive education is a lot 

more than the metaphor of spices may convey, because while spices is not 

absolutely essential with the body being able to function perfectly well without it, 

positive education is a basic imperative.  
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Positive education is also seen as central and essential, not as an object but 

an important habit to be acquired, being akin to “brushing your teeth, every day” 

(CHEC). To this college teacher, this is essential as oral hygiene is likened mental 

hygiene, which acts as a buffer to challenges, and there are consequences if it is not 

carried out because “once you stop doing it, your teeth start to rot”, and there will be 

negative consequences for the well-being of the person’s life or school community.  

 

Positive education is uplifting 

It was found that positive education is perceived to be uplifting by educators, 

vitalising students as they are empowered to take flight to fulfil their potential. One 

high school teacher-leader described positive education the “seagull” (HTL3) soaring 

effortlessly above the sea, likening it to what flourishing is about in that one is 

“actually in flight, without even any effort, because you are experiencing flow”. This 

educator extended the metaphor by pointing out that the seagull starts on a 

precarious crevice and does not automatically achieve effortless flight. The fledging 

chick will have to make the brave leap and fall into the sea a few times, and yet be 

resilient and keep at it until it achieves the flow, which will come through persistent 

belief and effort, which could apply to the application of engagement and the use of 

character strengths such as perseverance. In a nod to the part that teachers and 

parents play in role-modelling and positive relationships, he added, “What keeps 

them (the seagull chicks) trying? When they see their parents soar.” 

Positive education is also perceived by a college teacher as being as uplifting 

to one’s body and spirits as “ice-cream on a hot day” (CLSP). The teacher explained 

that in having to deal with the sweltering heat of the academic pressures and 

parental cum societal expectations – the practice of positive education is invigorating 

to the soul, bringing happiness and delight, and the outcome of flourishing is 

rejuvenating to the students as they are able to carry out their lives with meaning 

and purpose.  

 

Positive education involves one’s own paradigm and choice 

What positive education is and how it can be used is seen to be one’s own 

paradigm, the cognitive framework or lens through which one perceives the world; 
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and it is for each person is what he chooses to make of it. Using the metaphor of 

“photography” (HUS1), a high school teacher notes that life has its share of beauty 

and ugliness, and it is up to the photographer to look for what is beautiful and 

positive. For him, just as photography requires framing, so the practice of positive 

education is about doing positive framing in our minds certain to engage in “finding 

goodness, finding strength in people” and to compose our mental picture and 

determine our actions accordingly. The educator noted that while traditional 

psychology was primarily about finding out and addressing what was wrong, the 

focus of positive psychology’s lens is discovering and uncovering what is working. 

 The practice of positive education is also likened to that of “gardening” (CTL1) 

by a college teacher-leader, because in us we have negative seeds and positive 

seeds, and depending on what we choose to water and give attention to, the 

positivity or the negativity will grow – which is similar to Buddhist philosophy, 

according to the educator concerned. The participant elaborated that it is therefore 

important to shift our paradigm from merely weeding out the negative energy and 

dealing with the mental or emotional ailments in our lives, to instead fertilise and 

nurture the positive energy and the good side of our nature with necessary resources 

and practice. 

 

Positive education encompasses both ups and downs 

Positive education is applicable in both in good times and challenging ones, 

incorporating both blessings and suffering. To a high school teacher-leader, it is a 

“sunrise-sunset duality” (HTL1), similar to the Chinese philosophy of ‘Yinyang’ 

balance. His perspective is that positive education is not only about being or feeling 

positive but people must also accept and embrace problems and non-positive 

emotions in life. Just as sunset is as inevitable as sunrise, defeats and failures will 

accompany victories, but the former can be as celebrated as much as the latter, and 

in fact the sadness that people undergo will help them appreciate the value of 

happiness and positivity. He also pointed out that it is how the these negativities are 

managed that is important, citing for example that feeling angry is part of human 

nature, but the difference is where one’s anger is targeted and whether one chooses 

to manage it in a positive, constructive way or otherwise. 
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This perspective is echoed by a high school teacher who noted that positive 

education is a “journey” (HLS4) comprising a never ending road of good and bad 

experiences, where one gets to stop to smell roses, and also has remove the rocks 

and road-blocks along the way. In addition, as it is more like a journey rather than a 

destination, so educators need to  focus on the process of building students rather 

than being caught up to deliver any outcomes, but they will experience the rainbow 

of rewards along the journey when they see growth and flourishing in their students. 

Another high school teacher pointed out that positive education is “a cloud” 

(HUS2). Just as clouds may be bright or dark, the weather of one’s life is not always 

sunny and cheery, but the value of positive education is perhaps even more evident 

after people have weathered negative experiences. Another insight from this 

metaphor highlighted by the educator is that just as the shape of a cloud is changes 

and is adaptable, so positive education – unlike concrete and often inflexible 

academic demands – is more than just a straightforward programme to carry out but 

is also about adapting to the needs on the ground in terms of how teachers relate to 

and nurture students on a day-to-day basis. In addition, just as a cloud comes and 

goes, a lot of positive education can happen in an incidental and unscripted way 

during teachable moments with students which teachers need to seize. In addition, 

just as clouds appear fluffy, positive education may be misunderstood as being fluff 

and inconsequential to some, seemingly being lightweight in comparison to 

examinable academics, but yet plays a highly important role.  

 

Positive education takes time, effort and adaptation 

To another college teacher, positive education is also “gardening” (CSCR), 

but the metaphor here is used in a different way from the previous gardening 

metaphor discussed in an earlier sub-section. While the previous gardening 

metaphor had to do with making appropriate choices about weeding and fertilising, 

this one has to do with exercising perseverance in sowing or planting. The viewpoint 

here is that positive education involves effort over a prolonged period of time, and 

the results take time to show. This educator cited two examples. A favourite 

Singaporean fruit is the durian, and cultivating a durian tree takes up to ten years 

(coincidentally the length of compulsory schooling in Singapore through the primary 
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and secondary levels) before it begins to bear fruit.  Likewise, cultivating a student’s 

character or well-being takes time. Another example cited was the bamboo plant in 

China, where for the first six years, there is no apparent growth above the ground, 

but all the growth is happening at the roots level, and after six years, it shoots up 

very quickly. So likewise, the results for the work in positive education that educators 

are doing may not be visibly evident in the initial period, but the outcomes will be 

very evident in due course. 

That positive education takes time, effort and adaptation is also evident to 

another college teacher for whom positive education is a “bicycle” (COCP).  Positive 

education is a very useful vehicle, but one has to keep pedalling to get one’s 

destination, so continual effort over time by the school or educators is necessary to 

achieve any well-being goals they have. Next, adaptation is important as well.  Just 

as a person needs to adjust gears on his bicycle when he meets different gradients 

of slopes or road conditions, teachers likewise need to be flexible and versatile in 

how they use positive education, adapting according to the needs of the student or 

demands of the situation at hand.  

The necessity of effort and adaptation in positive education was also 

mentioned by another college teacher for whom positive education is a “tennis ball” 

(CVIA). The bounce of the tennis ball depends on the force one puts into hitting it. 

So the more effort one puts in, the greater the re-bounce, and the more significant 

the outcomes. Adaptability is also key, as the player needs to adjust the stroke and 

effort depending on whether the ground is hard court, clay or grass. This educator 

also pointed out that sometimes, the ground can even be mud, and the teacher 

seems to be hardly getting any desired response or outcome from the students in 

return for the effort invested, but perseverance is necessary. The challenges are 

acknowledged, as “it's easier said than done” but if teachers invest time and energy 

to exercise resilience, have the great relationships, practise the positive emotions 

and to promote these with the students, somehow the efforts will pay off handsomely. 

The metaphor was also extended to highlight the importance of building a culture of 

training and development of teachers, explaining that the school (“tennis 

association”) is responsible to “up the playing level so that everyone improves” 

through effective implementation of policy and development of the craft.   



180 
 

 

Conclusion   
 This chapter presented the analytic findings of perspectives of participants 

about positive education in terms of its role and significance in School X, the 

strategies that have been employed to implement and practise it, the outcomes that 

are current and desired and possible areas of further progression. These have been 

drawn from both literal and conventional communication as discussed in the first 

three parts, and in symbolic language as highlighted in the fourth. Emergent themes 

drawn from the analysis led to the generation of theoretical propositions, which are 

discussed in Chapter 6. 
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CHAPTER 6 – THEORY AND DISCUSSION 
 

 

Introduction 

The previous chapter presented the empirical findings, highlighting key emergent 

themes based on the perspectives of teachers and teacher-leaders engaged in 

positive education at School X. The key emergent themes led to the generation of 

theory in the form of five theoretical propositions, discussed below.  

 

Proposition 1  

Appreciating the alignment of positive education with existing Student 

Development initiatives motivates educators to apply it in their own 

professional practice. This underpins a collective school endeavour to foster 

well-being and flourishing. 

The starting point for this proposition resides in participants’ understandings 

of the relationship between the existing Student Development framework and the 

more recently introduced positive education programme. This is in line with the 

themes of congruence and coherence as discussed in Chapter 5. As mentioned in 

Chapter 2, before positive education was introduced in School X, there were already 

many initiatives in place in the Student Development (SD) domain to promote the 

socio-emotional well-being and character development of students, especially with 

the launch of, and in the context of, the national movement towards the 21st Century 

Competencies and Student Outcomes. School X had SD programmes in the 

domains of Character and Citizenship Education, Guidance Education and 

Leadership Development, under which their respective programmes are carried out, 

such as Pastoral Care and Moral Education, Co-Curricular Activities, Outdoor 

Education, Community Involvement Programme, Service Learning, National 

Education, Arts Enrichment and Appreciation, and so on. Since its introduction, 

school leaders have sought to make positive education aligned to the existing SD 

structure, where the various programmes are aligned, for example, to the concepts 
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of positive emotions, positive character strengths and positive culture, to meet the 

desired outcomes of flourishing. Indeed, Slemp et al. (2017) have noted that it is 

important to take into account “existing inter-relationships and how things were 

already connected within the schools, rather than simply adding another single 

programme to the curriculum” (p. 115). The findings of the present study illustrate 

that participants do discern positive education to be aligned to and consistent with 

the existing SD initiatives in a variety of ways. This proposition, in turn, derives from 

the key emergent themes (as raised in Chapter 5) relating to the educators’ 

perspective on this alignment, and its impact on their motivations for building positive 

education into their professional practice.  

From the educators’ perspectives, there are different types of alignment 

between positive education and existing SD initiatives. These types of alignment 

can be categorised into four levels. Firstly, positive education has basic congruence 

with the school’s SD programmes; secondly, positive education provides a sound 

coherent framework for student development and wellbeing; thirdly, positive 

education is improving existing SD initiatives and addressing its limitations; and 

fourthly, positive education has become central to student development, with an 

importance that surpasses all other school programmes. These findings are specific 

to the situation in School X, which may be different from that in other schools 

especially those in other countries that may not have started with an established 

and extensive SD or social-emotional programme already in place prior to the 

introduction of positive education. Those schools could take on positive education 

wholesale without having to take into account issues of alignment with prevalent 

existing programmes or structures.  

School X’s experience could therefore be a useful model for schools that 

have strong current SD or social-emotional systems in place and yet are seeking to 

buttress them with positive education. Locally, this includes schools in Singapore, 

whose 21CCSO put already values and SEL at its core, giving emphasis to the 

social and emotional competencies which included self and social awareness, self-

management, relationship management and responsible decision-making (MOE, 

2010). Globally, this includes, for example: schools in the United States which have 

undertaken Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) spearheaded by key 
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organisations such as Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning 

(CASEL), which has assisted schools in various urban districts in the teaching and 

implementation of SEL (CASEL, 2009) and also founded the Collaborative States 

Initiative to support states in the implementation of SEL state-wide (CASEL, 2018); 

schools in the United Kingdom that have embarked on SEAL (Social and Emotional 

Aspects of Learning) that is implemented through the national Personal, Social, 

Health and Economic (PSHE) curriculum (PSHE Association, 2018); and schools 

in Asia whose education has been centred on values which have overlap with and 

similarity to positive education, whereby indeed the science behind positive 

psychology confirms many teachings in Eastern philosophy, including 

Confucianism (Peng, 2014; Martin, 2016).   

The appreciation of the alignment between positive education and existing 

SD initiatives in the present study was found to be a key motivator for educators to 

embrace positive education in their professional practice, with motivation to employ 

positive education being a key emergent theme in Chapter 5. The four levels of 

alignment that were explained do indicate a wide range of motivating factors.  At the 

first level, participants view positive education as being consistent and in sync with 

what has been practised; for example, one teacher mentioned that positive 

education “serves as a reinforcement that what you are doing is correct” (CVIA), for 

example, how the need for meaning in life (the M in PERMA) as promoted by 

positive education reinforces the value of the Service Learning and Community 

Involvement Programmes that the students are undertaking.  

Secondly, beyond this, educators perceive that positive education is 

important in providing a coherent and conceptual framework for and connection 

between the separate SD programmes. For example, they realise that positive 

education is not merely an additional SD initiative but actually serves to give an 

overarching umbrella to all of the existing strategies such as positive discipline, 

leadership development, rituals, positive language, affirmation and relationships. 

Educators can see how positive education offers a framework of holism that was 

previously lacking, and a harmony between the parts. As quoted earlier in Chapter 

5, there is a sense among participants whereby: 

In the past we felt as if we were doing things as discrete things, without some 
sense of coherence, and a sense of frustration because we got caught in 
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doing something small, so how does this fit into a larger model, we didn’t like 
that. But with positive education, we have a coherent model… (HTL3)  

With this deepened understanding and paradigm, educators feel empowered and 

hence more motivated, having a sense of being part of a greater cause that rises 

above the mundanity of running individual SD events and activities. The effect on 

educators is a renewed zest, because “it sorts of excites you more, when . . . you 

can visibly see how all these items plug in together to one bigger whole” (HTL3). 

This results in motivation by educators to apply and practice positive education with 

the current school SD programmes. 

Thirdly, educators were motivated to apply positive education because of its 

role in enhancing SD initiatives and dealing with unaddressed gaps of current SD 

efforts, as discussed in Chapter 5. This role is evidenced in a whole spectrum of 

ways. For example, positive education has equipped educators with a powerful tool 

of persuasion – its scientific basis – with which to secure buy-in from students, who 

may otherwise not necessarily be persuaded to adopt values or virtues. There is 

growing body of empirical evidence pertaining to the benefits of positive education 

for students (Seligman, 2011; Waters, 2011; Adler, 2016, White & Waters, 2015; 

Vella-Brodrick et al., 2014; Vella-Brodrick et al., 2015). Subsequently, with greater 

buy-in from students, many teachers can more easily implement the practice of these 

values with the rituals, activities or programmes that were planned. The buy-in and 

its subsequent impact has even been extended to teachers. For instance, for some 

teachers who were previously not won over to the fact that positive emotions are 

essential to learning are now much more convinced given the scientific basis 

provided in the role and value of these emotions and which subsequently increases 

the motivation of educator-practice with their students (Romo-González et al., 2013; 

Villavicencio & Bernardo, 2016).  

Participants also found that positive education makes SD more 

understandable and resonant, whereby teachers who have previously found it “too 

overwhelming”, and took the view that students “don't understand because it's very 

organisational” (HTL2), by contrast, found that positive education, with its simple and 

applicable principles like PERMA, more appealing. This study found that positive 

education also provides systematic, practical ideas to teach values, equipping and 
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thus motivating teachers with the know-how to teach those values; for instance, 

equipping students via the PRP with the “added arsenal and toolkit” (CTL2/CTL3) to 

deal with the challenges of life.  

It is also perceived by participants that positive education aligns with the total 

development goals of Chinese values, for example, in fulfilling the school’s purpose 

in 德, 智, 体, 群, 美 (Total Development in the five domains of Moral, Intellectual, 

Physical, Social, and Aesthetics) towards holistic education. Positive education goes 

“hand-in-hand” and is “very connected” (HUS1) with the school’s Chinese values 

and such as 饮水思源 and 自強不息 (Translation: “Remember the source from which 

you drank water”, which is similar to the concept of gratitude: “Being strong and never 

giving up”, which is akin to resilience). Findings in Chapter 5 also highlighted that 

positive education has brought branding and publicity to School X’s Student 

Development programme and Chinese values. It was noted that, as a result of Martin 

Seligman’s work, positive education has gained international attention and favour.  

In addition, all the publicity on the various work in positive education, such as the 

Character Lab headed by Angela Duckworth, is resulting in a renewed emphasis on 

social and emotional health (CTL1). It has also “repackage(d) Chinese values” 

(HUS1), spotlighting Chinese values by increasing perception of its relevance and 

endearment. For example, for the quality of resilience, referred to in School X as 自

強不息, the teacher can discuss what it means in the classical Chinese context but 

will also draw parallels to relate it to principles of positive education such as the 

growth mind-set, hence giving it a modern day interpretation. Positive education is 

perceived by the above individuals to have given School X’s SD programme and 

Chinese values a glamourous shine. All this enhances the educators’ motivation to 

apply positive education in their professional practice.  

Fourthly, a major motivating factor is employing positive education is the 

shared belief among the teachers and teacher-leaders in this study that positive 

education is to be indispensable, with a centrality and significance that outweighs 

other SD and even academic programmes in the school. Based on metaphors 

provided by participants, positive education is perceived to be fundamental to 

education, being “the sun” (CFAC) which is totally essential in giving life and 
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sustenance and “the heart” (HUS3) which holds a central place in the body 

education body politic that pumps life-giving blood for the whole, suggesting that it 

is arguably more important to educators than other SD programmes and even 

academics that students undertake in school. The role and place of positive 

education may be underestimated due to a lack of visibility and conspicuousness, 

but that of course in no way diminishes its significance, which is highlighted by how 

some see positive education as “oxygen” (HTL2, HLS2). The usefulness may not 

be at all overt, but it is absolutely essential for daily functioning of every aspect of 

education. The fact that positive education’s importance may be underestimated is 

underscored by the fact that another high school teacher (HSL1) pointed out that it 

is “the smallest cog in the whole system”, that may not appear significant or 

predominant, but its crucial centrality and significance is such that “without it, nothing 

will move”. So schools can have the seemingly most sophisticated programmes to 

help students excel academically or cognitively, but without positive education, the 

efforts will not achieve meaningful outcomes.  

As can be seen from the findings discussed above, educators perceive 

various aspects of alignment between positive education and the school’s existing 

SD efforts; from lending support, to adding value and dealing with limitations, to 

providing overarching framework and offering central way that things turn. There is 

alignment in so many various ways of support at the four different levels of 

sophistication and importance. Whatever the perceived level or type of alignment, 

educators appreciate the alignment, because apparently, with the comfort of 

familiarity and the clarity of purpose as to how the programmes leads to flourishing, 

there is stronger motivation to practice positive education. All this in turn supports 

the whole school effort to promote well-being. 

The intentional or incidental efforts at alignment by school leaders in School 

X has had the effect of minimising perception of change and hence any unease 

about positive education since it was first introduced and winning teachers over to 

it. This is important because Singapore’s education scene moves rapidly to keep 

with the times, and this is even more so in School X which is an independent school 

that prides itself at being the forefront of innovation. In School X, the strategic 

direction is updated from time to time to bring improvements to the school, with 
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positive psychology/ positive education introduced as a strategic priority in 2011. As 

such, there is the risk that teachers may feel jaded with new initiatives or resistant 

to the changes, and it is important that teachers do not think that positive education 

is yet “another new fad” (CHEC). It is therefore important that they perceive positive 

education as ‘building on’ the work of current SD programmes rather than adding 

on or replacing. This facilitates a whole school approach leveraging on current 

system of programmes and activities to cultivate well-being.  

This proposition highlights the difference between the situation and the 

positive education work in School X and that of many other schools whose research 

and findings have been reported in literature. School X’s positive education journey 

is unique, as mentioned earlier, because it requires negotiating around and building 

on a lot of existing programmes and structures. There is a lot of literature all in all 

that has illustrated the significance and impact of positive education: Seligman et al. 

(2009) demonstrated that two of the earliest programmes tested, PRP and the Strath 

Haven Positive Psychology Curriculum, confirmed that value of well-being 

programmes in improving various aspects of well-being for students in school; Kern 

and Kaufman (2017) cited the large variety of successful strengths-based programmes; 

Waters (2011) discovered that numerus school-based positive psychology 

interventions (PPIs) produced benefits in a spectrum of domains, such as student 

well-being, relationships and academic performance; and King et.al. (2016) and 

Martin (2016) highlighted the impact of positive education in different contexts in 

various parts of Asia. However,  there appears to be little literature examining how 

positive education works in tandem with existing SD, social-emotional, mental 

health programmes of schools that already had those before positive education is 

brought into the picture. There appears to be hardly any mention in existing literature 

pointing out how positive education can or has complemented or supplemented 

such existing programmes that schools already had in place, or how it has to be 

negotiated around them. The empirical and theoretical findings of the present study 

provide a new perspective. 

To reiterate, this proposition derives from the key emergent themes of the 

different levels in which educators perceive the alignment of positive education with 

existing Student Development initiatives. Indeed, positive education’s importance to 
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School X lies in its perception of alignment with current Student Development efforts, 

with this being recognized by the vast majority of teachers and teacher-leaders 

across both sections of the school. The significance of positive education, as 

articulated by the teacher-leaders, is identified in its provision of congruity and 

coherence to Student Development initiatives by furnishing an overarching 

framework, and by being a central axel on which existing SD initiatives turn. 

Therefore, many of the shared perceptions of the significance of positive education 

have to do with its relation to existing efforts. This is significant because School X, 

and nearly all schools in Singapore, which have been or could be including positive 

education in how they nurture their students, are not and would not be starting from 

scratch on a blank slate.  

Consequently, the value of positive education is seen not only in terms of 

what it is and what it could provide, but in terms of how it could add value to 

previously existing efforts. In School X, consistently taking in students who are 

regarded as academically-able, has sought to enhance their school experience in 

non-academic ways through the SD domain. Positive education is generally 

acknowledged by many interviewees to have added value or addressed the 

limitations in School X’s SD approaches or practices in one way or another. 

Ultimately, the importance of positive education to School X and in the value it brings 

to the school’s existing SD structure is fairly clear – whether as a connecting ethos, 

scaffolding framework, conceptual support or practical application. Educational 

institutions in a similar situation to School X, which already have their own framework 

for well-being or character development but aspire towards more, may well find 

positive education very useful in augmenting the current concepts and practices   

with the scientific backing of positive psychology, get more teacher ‘buy-in’, refresh 

their approach with a new perspective, and find more practical ways to help students.  

 

Proposition 2 

Strategies employed to facilitate the practice of positive education are driven 

by the desire to foster student well-being and strength of character. In this 

regard, a whole school approach to positive education facilitates and embeds 
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successful strategies in areas such as positive discipline, leadership 

development, relationships and communication into the school culture.  

This proposition arises from the participants’ conviction that they do not or do 

not wish to practice various strategies in positive education for their own sake and 

neither do they believe in simply ‘going through the motions’; rather, they are driven 

by the desire and objective to develop student well-being, values and character. This 

is aligned with the core theme of desire and intention behind implementing positive 

education strategies (as drawn from Chapter 5). A key perspective held by 

participants is that the various strategies comprise the “context” or “platform” (HTL3) 

which facilitates the practice of positive education. Given a level of awareness of the 

role and place of positive education and its alignment with the current SD efforts, as 

discussed in the previous proposition, educators sought to give students, through 

these strategies, opportunities to be transformed through their experiences in these 

programmes and activities, such that they grow in their character and well-being. 

Indeed, the strategies are seen as a powerful avenue to nurture character values 

and flourishing in the students. With a whole school approach being deemed 

necessary (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Waters, 2011), it is also evident that 

a successful whole school approach to positive education involves incorporating and 

making progress with these following strategies: positive discipline; leadership 

development; relationships; communication; Learning Support Programme; the 

Faculty System; role modelling and differentiation. Study participants perceive that 

strategies have to been employed purposefully to ensure the character development 

and flourishing of students. This proposition, in turn, derives from the key emergent 

themes from Chapter 5 relating to educators’ perspectives of their desire and 

intention behind their engagement with the strategies. The perception of positive 

impact of the strategies in context of a whole school approach in School X are 

consistent with the numerous positive outcomes in other schools which have taken 

whole school approaches such as Geelong Grammar School (Norrish, 2015; 

O’Connor & Cameron, 2017; Vella-Brodrick et al., 2014; Vella-Brodrick et al., 2015) 

and St Peter’s College (Kern et al., 2015; White & Kern, 2017; White & Murray, 

2015). 
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In the high school section, firstly, where positive discipline is perceived by 

participants as providing a context for growth, the desire to foster student well-being 

and strength of character is demonstrated in two ways. One way is moving the focus 

away from the wrong-doing or the consequences, instead providing an opportunity 

to transform, which may include building or restoring a relationship with the one he 

has wronged, in order to become a better person: 

So the focus is no longer on the disciplinary consequences of anger and guilt, 
but on how we can be better people. On how we can build a better 
community. (HTL3) 

The common viewpoint is that confronting wrong-doing with positive education 

enables reflection, growth and transformation, all of which emerged as key themes 

for the study participants. Although positive education does not exclude disciplinary 

consequences, the focus is on the constructive and developmental rather than the 

punitive. One teacher noted that some colleagues also made the effort to be careful 

how they communicate about student shortcomings to students and even to their 

fellow colleagues: 

I don’t use the word “failure” with students, they are sensitive to that . . . we 
don’t talk bad about students. We discuss their issues, yes, but we don’t label 
them. (HUS2) 

So while teachers confront wrongdoing or failure, they strive to be constructive in the 

way they go about it, thus facilitating growth and transformation of the students into 

better people. The second way is the creation of the opposite – the reward for 

positive behaviour – a system named AURA (Award for Unity of Relationships 

Activities), which tracks and encourages good deeds as a ‘complement’ to the 

school’s demerit point system; in the effort to catch them doing what is right. In 

response to critics who may point out that virtue ought to be its own reward, it was 

highlighted that the focus is not on the reward, but on the resulting personal growth 

and transformation, with the monetary reward going into class bonding, or for a 

worthy cause to help a needy community. According to the participant educators, 

AURA furthers positive education in the development of stronger relationships 

among students and the community, and highlights the value of caring for others. 

Next, this goal of developing character and well-being is also evident in 

leadership development. There are various examples, from the Leaders for a Week 
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programme, organising the Hair for Hope for the school community, or leading the 

Secondary One Annual Camp, or in the running of the ProEd Students’ Council, 

participants pointed out that the purpose is “having values aligned, the basic values 

of punctuality and responsibility and accountability” (HT2) and “the challenge is the 

context for them to go through the various PERMA elements” (HTL3) and having the 

experiences that would transform them. Even routine and mundane tasks are 

considered by teachers as valuable opportunities to exercise responsibility and team 

work. The leadership development programmes are structured to provide students 

with opportunities to practise the values and exercise their character strengths via 

responsibility, reflection, and relationship-building across the different grades. 

The intention to build character and help students flourish can also be seen 

in positive communication, whether be it from teachers to students, or among 

students and among staff members, so as to achieve a “change in climate” (CSCR). 

In Asian cultures, correction is often crouched in negative language, which includes 

reprimanding students for their misdemeanours or highlighting their weaknesses. 

However, being critical in a constructive way and honestly with positivity is 

emphasized, whereby “we can look at it honestly from a negative perspective or 

honestly from a positive perspective” (CSCR). There are a variety of situations in 

which positive language is used, including informal development, self-reflection, 

holistic development, and inspiration and positivity. This involves various: platforms, 

online & off line; people, namely self, peers, teachers, parents; and categories, both 

intra-personal (CCE Digital portfolio) and inter-personal. The high school students, 

in both ProEd and other consortia, adopt positive self-communication through the 

CCE (Character & Citizenship Education) Digital Portfolio, which is an informal 

developmental portfolio that students maintain to help them reflect on their learning 

through various Student Development programmes. Educators perceive this 

positive self-communication to help students consolidate their leadership 

experiences and develop the required disposition and abilities. Another school-wide 

signature positive communication initiative in the high school section is the Student-

Led Forum (SLF), where every student in the high school section will share with his 

parents, Form Teacher and a co-teacher on how far he has come in his learning 

journey in the school. It centres more on holistic development (beyond focusing on 
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typical academic or behavioural issues surfaced at most Parent–Teacher Meetings 

in other schools in Singapore) to nurture better parent-child relationship, teacher-

student relationship, and even teacher-parent relationship. Positive communication 

is also expressed in affirmation, with different ways of appreciation is facilitated by 

the teachers. These include: celebration of successes big or small, inside or outside 

the classroom; affirmation tree, as a way to counter negativity and promote positive 

emotions; the use of Facebook to feature positive stories; ‘appreciation stars’ where 

students can affirm their classmates for doing them a favour or any general good 

deed; and many programmes and events are not seen as ends, but means to a 

positive education end; strategies to help students to discover, learn and grow in 

their well-being and character.  

Next, a strong perspective among the participants is that relationships are 

highly fundamental as a strategy to nurture character and well-being, where 

“ultimately, it’s got to do with relationships” (HUS1), whereby for some teachers, the 

focus “is not so much on the actual skills or content that I teach but rather . . . on 

building student-teacher relationship” (HUS1). The teacher in charge of the student 

council in ProEd sought to help his student leaders understand that relationships is 

the root of why they do what they do – helping his student leaders realise that in 

organising events for the school, it is to serve their schoolmates and influence their 

lives, thus learning not to be task focused but relationship focused, to “value human 

relationships . . . not just about getting things done, about making use of one another” 

(HUS1). How relationships are used as a strategy in positive education varies. A 

teacher who believes in involvement and participation in the activities of students 

mentioned that she “make(s) it a point of doing things with them”, which includes 

participating in sports or outdoor activities with them” (HLS1). Another teacher 

(HUS2) leverages on relationships via ‘buddy system’ to help the socially or 

emotionally at-risk students who may be target for bullying. A further example is 

creating a buddy system for “needy” students in the class, to ensure that they will be 

supported by one or a team of classmates socially and emotionally, such as a 

student with Asperger who was a target of bullying or a student who is a loner in 

class, Form Teachers “building the class as a mini-community where 30 over of them 

learn how to support one another” and get along with each other respectfully. 
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Teachers explained that this approach has the added benefit of reforming the bullies 

in class as well, as they transform after being given the responsibility of caring and 

nurturing.  

In the college section, the Learning Support Programme (LSP) to help 

academically struggling students focuses on using the various PERMA elements to 

help them find their footing and achieve. This is done so through: ensuring 

engagement in learning for students, helping them to understand the 

meaningfulness of what they are doing, or leveraging the other PERMA elements: 

The relationships can be an enabler to achievement, we know the positive 
emotions can be an enabler, so it’s all intertwined. (CTL1) 

So it is perceived by participants, especially teacher-leaders, that the elements of 

PERMA work together to nurture the thriving of the students, and to help them to 

meet their targets for improved academic performance. 

For the general student cohort, the college section seeks to leverage on the 

Faculty System to provide the relational network to strengthen relationships and 

provide support to ensure well-being. Faculty Committee members also play the 

role of fostering positive peer relationships and providing peer support within their 

class, serving as “eyes and ears” (CTL1) for their homeroom advisor as to which of 

their peers may be encountering social-emotional difficulty who may need help or 

support, and also enabling students to establish positive relationships with their 

peers via a range of meaningful faculty programmes. All college teacher-leaders 

and most teachers perceive the Faculty Committees to be valuable in providing the 

necessary leadership and support for their peers that lead to well-being.  

Student Development Programmes are also put in place for the general 

student cohort. The Pastoral Care and Moral Guidance (PCME) programme aims 

to develop students in the domains of self-knowledge and interpersonal skills, moral 

and spiritual development, and life career planning and managing life roles, settings 

and events; and these are carried out via Civics Tutorial session activities, 

workshops and mass lectures by invited speakers. In addition, positive education 

principles are covered in Civics Tutorial sessions (as part of PCME) where Civics 

Tutors go through topics which included character strengths and resilience, along 

with issues of relevance and interest to 17 and 18 year old students in a co-
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educational environment, as they seek to provide students with the knowledge, 

disposition and skills to deal with the challenges and vicissitudes of life and to 

flourish. Through other programmes such as Outdoor Education, Service Learning, 

Community Involvement and Overseas Community Involvement Programmes are 

also seen as platforms that allow participants to identify their areas of strengths and 

weaknesses and to reflect on how to harness the former to deal with challenges. 

More importantly, they nurture a sense of meaning and purpose as students learn 

to move out of their comfort zone and altruistically serve the less privileged in the 

community. The Education and Career Guidance unit also provides information to 

students and teach them to plan for their future at tertiary levels and for their career 

after they leave School X, in view of their strengths, aspirations and needs. The 

above SD programmes are also perceived by most college participants to be 

valuable and effective in some way or another in fulfilling the intended goals and 

creating the desired positive impact. Whether all these programmes are explicitly 

labelled as positive education or not, they are seen by most of them to contribute to 

the flourishing of students, which is a key objective of positive education. 

As discussed in Chapter 5, though the high school and college employ 

different strategies, there are two that they use in common; role modelling and 

differentiation.  Role modelling is also consciously practiced by participants, as they 

recognise that it is important they themselves role model by demonstrating, 

expressing or experiencing the very qualities they strive to get students to develop, 

exhibit or experience. They are aware that their application of application of positive 

education into their own lives, in the way they communicate and how they teach and 

reach out to the students, is important in effectively instilling certain values or traits 

and fostering well-being in students. A large number of the high school and college 

educators have important common ground, and that is the use of differentiation in 

the strategies they employ, given the necessity to cater to the distinct needs of 

different groups of students. Positive education is practised according to needs 

based on grades they come in with and the goals they have, according to a college 

teacher-leader (CSCR). For example, while teachers focus on helping 

underperforming students deal with failure, they look to the needs of high performing 

ones, who tend to push themselves very hard, to deal with anxiety. Role modelling 
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and differentiation are used ultimately with the intention to foster the well-being and 

character development of students.  

In sum, there are various strategies that have been used to practise positive 

education. In the high school section they include: positive discipline; leadership 

development; positive class culture; positive communication and relationships. In the 

college section they include: the Learning Support Programme, the Faculty System 

and various Student Development initiatives. While a good number of these 

strategies have similarities with the ones that have proven to have positive impact in 

other schools and settings, others appear unique to School X. For instance, various 

efforts in positive communication and relationships have also been practised in other 

lighthouse schools (IPEN, 2017; Norrish, 2015; White & Murray, 2015), but certain 

widely-praised practices – such as the Student Learning Forum that effectively 

nurtures the tripartite relationship and communication of teachers and students with 

parents – seem unique to School X. But nonetheless, the significant point in this 

proposition lie in the belief of study participants that these strategies are not mere 

programmes to check off from a list but are valuable platforms through which positive 

education can be actualised, and that the strategies should be implemented with the 

conscious intention to foster well-being. So to reiterate, this proposition derives from 

the key emergent themes of desire and intention of the educators to foster reflection 

and transformation in students as discussed in Chapter 5, which were driving their 

use of the strategies. Whatever the strategies used, teachers perceive them as 

means to a larger end; to effectively facilitate the enactment of PERMA so as to help 

the students experience flourishing and transformative growth in their lives. For 

example, the practise of positive discipline can enable students to build or restore a 

broken relationships with the one he has wronged and an opportunity to transform 

to become a better person; leadership programmes are a valuable platform to 

provide opportunities for self-discovery and personal and team growth; rituals and 

positive class culture foster a sense of community and strengthen relationships. 

Therefore, in using these strategies, participants strove to keep the focus on the 

intended impact or desired outcome of flourishing, that the various strategies need 

to work in concert for the attainment of this desired outcome. So educators made 

effort to be more mindful how they carry out the programmes – not just as activities 
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but focusing on positive education, to focus on student flourishing. That influenced 

how things are conceptualised and carried out, and consequently, the level of impact 

it has on the students’ growth or well-being. This mindful intent would enable 

educators to leverage on various signature programmes or structures of the school 

as positive education platforms to promote flourishing. Hence School X need not be 

focused on adding on new ‘positive education programmes’ or adapting those of 

other schools or from countries necessarily, but rather riding on current ones that 

are unique to itself to consciously develop the well-being of students. The strategies 

were also perceived by study participants to be carried out in the context of a whole 

school approach in the SD domain, with overarching policy set by the school 

leadership and strategies permeating different aspects of school life, and such an 

approach is perceived to be necessary, as backed up by researchers who have 

investigated and revealed the positive impact of strategies in the context of 

institutions which have adopted a whole school approach, such as such as Geelong 

Grammar School (O’Connor & Cameron, 2017; Vella-Brodrick et al., 2014; Vella-

Brodrick et al., 2015) and St Peter’s College (Kern et al., 2015; White & Kern, 2017). 

Ultimately, the various useful strategies that School X has undertaken can be 

considered for implementation by other schools in Singapore and in other countries, 

though the method, variation and extent to which they could be applied depends on 

the context of the school in question, as will be discussed later in Proposition 5. More 

than that, however, what is certainly applicable across all schools is the point made 

in this proposition that the desire to foster student well-being and strength of 

character needs to underpin whatever strategies used, for them to be effective in 

fulfilling their purpose to promote the thriving of students. Participants found success 

when they carried out the strategies thoughtfully, with a student-centred mind-set 

rather than programme-centred one, with the objective to nurture the well-being and 

character growth of students.  

 

Proposition 3 

Attempting to balance the priorities of excellence in achievements (in both 

academic and non-academic areas) on one hand and well-being on the other 

creates tension for educators. The tension can be reduced when strategic 
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congruence between achievements and positive education is realised via a 

stronger whole-school approach that integrates positive education with 

existing priorities, educational frameworks and academic subjects. 

 

Sub-proposition 1 

There is tension in prioritization and balance between academic achievements and 

positive education. 

This study found that participants generally feel a strain between efforts to 

balance achievements one hand and positive education on the other. This is aligned 

with the core themes, as highlighted in Chapter 5, of tension and the need for some 

sort of effective integration (which will be later discussed as ‘strategic congruence’). 

Most participants understand and acknowledge the importance of positive 

education. Indeed, as discussed in the previous proposition, they seek the character 

development and well-being of their students when they practice the strategies they 

do. However, some participants described conflicting emotions that they and their 

colleagues experience in the practice of positive education, articulating that there 

are challenges for those who want to focus on both the goals of academics and those 

of positive education. Striving to balance the priorities of both creates tension for 

them. They may want to make adequate time and space for positive education, “but 

of course with the ‘A’ Levels (GCE ‘A’ Level Examinations), everybody will be like, ‘I 

need to complete this syllabus. I need to teach this. I need to teach that’” (CSCR), 

and “our attention is much diffused” (CTL1). Participants also pointed out that some 

teachers, who are homeroom advisors in charge of the holistic development of 

students in their class, have felt the lack of support from certain academic subject 

teachers who were largely focused on how students are performing academically. 

Thus, positive education was sometimes left to the efforts of individual homeroom 

advisors. This suggest a need for teachers who are primarily focused on academic 

achievements to be more in touch with the importance of positive education, and for 

schools to address this tension for the benefit of teachers as a whole so that they 

are able to attend to both priorities more congruently and effectively.  

According to White (2016), a major obstacle to the dissemination of positive 

education is that it is still perceived by many educators as an optional elective to the 
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mainstay of academic learning. He pointed out that a dichotomous thinking (“It is 

either Math or making them feel good,” p. 5) has limited the spread of positive 

education in schools. There have been calls by various researchers call for positive 

education to be prioritised alongside academics (most famously from IPEN) (IPEN, 

2017; Seligman & Adler, 2018); and there are actually educators who seek to do so, 

as can be seen from the findings in this study. However, there appears to be little 

explicit discussion of the tension that may ensue for these practitioners as a result.  

The concept of tension, faced by teachers between academic demands and the 

need to practise positive education, and the importance of schools taking action to 

address this tension, appears to be a relatively unexplored concept (though not a 

new challenge faced by educators) . There is, however, a parallel reference to such 

a tension by Freeman and Strong (2017) – in the context of promoting SEL – who 

point out that “competing demands and accountability for academic outcomes create 

pressure and difficult choices for teachers” (p. 420). They note it is important for 

schools to do more to highlight how focusing on SEL does contributes to student 

learning and well-being, which could convince teachers of the rationale for the 

investment of time to do so in the face of such tension in priorities and accountability 

for academic results.  

As mentioned, teachers are already aware, to some degree, of the value of 

positive education to students. In School X, there was a well-being survey conducted 

at the end of 2017 in which 20% of Grade 11 students opted in to participate. They 

were asked how they were feeling most of the time in the year (options included 

‘happy’, ‘accepted’, ‘lonely’, ‘nervous’, ‘stressed’, among others), and it was found 

that 40% of respondents cited that they were primarily feeling stressed, and the 

cause of their stress was predominantly over academic demands and performance, 

with feelings ranging from anxiety about doing well to disappointment about grades. 

While this highlights the importance students place on academics, it also, perhaps 

ironically, suggests the importance of positive education as both the remediative and 

preventive solution. So educators, especially leaders, in School X, are cognizant of 

this need for and importance of well-being for the students, especially given the 

academic stress that they face. Nationally in Singapore, the need for the inclusion of 

core positive education components (namely, character and well-being) alongside 
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academics in the education framework has long been understood and 

acknowledged among educators in Singapore as a whole. Indeed, on a policy level, 

as pointed out in a speech by Mr Heng Swee Keat (MOE, 2013), then the Minister 

for Education: 

(Education) is more about . . . developing an enduring core of competencies, 
values and character to anchor our young and ensure they have the resilience 
to succeed…..Developing the whole child must first begin with instilling the 
right character and values. We must adopt a student-centric, values-driven 
approach. 

Indeed, this is what the 21CCSO (21st Century Competencies and Student 

Outcomes) seeks to do: place values and social-emotional competencies at the 

centre of the framework, with all the other competencies (critical and inventive 

thinking, civic literacy, global awareness and cross cultural skills etcetera) which are 

served primarily by academics, at the periphery. This implies the prominence of 

character building and well-being as the intention. All this is in line with the conviction 

of international institutions with a global reach, such as IPEN, which has been 

promoting a “double helix with intertwined strands of equal importance” (IPEN, 2017) 

which comprises academics on one hand and the building of character and well-

being on the other. This comes after a culmination of calls by leading researchers 

such as Seligman et al. (2009) and Waters (2011) who had voiced out for schools to 

place character development and social-emotional learning on an equal footing 

alongside academics.  

However, in practice it is more complex, as this study highlights. As discussed 

above, the balance for teachers between academics and positive education is not 

easy to achieve and in fact can sometimes be conflicting and problematic, and more 

often than not, efforts are tilting more towards academics. This is so not only for 

School X, but also highly likely for schools in Singapore in general. There are a 

several reasons for this. Singapore society, as a competitive meritocracy, on the 

whole pays a high premium on success as defined by worldly standards such as the 

infamous ‘5Cs’ (of cash, car, career, credit card and condominium); and students, 

enroute to those markers of success, have to deal with expectations in a national 

school culture which still defines success to a very large extent by academic 

achievements. The government has propounded that there are “different pathways 
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of success” (MOE, 2010); but while the term is broadly discussed as the need for 

society to be open to different definitions of and routes to success, the term 

practically refers to various academic routes customised for learners of different 

abilities to help each person excel academically according to his fullest potential, 

instead of different ways of being successful beyond academic achievements. The 

higher paid jobs, plum promotions and better career prospects are still reserved for 

those with university degrees, and a lot less so for polytechnic or vocational 

qualification holders who do skill-based jobs. This is especially so in the public 

sector. Moreover, these degrees are even more sought after if obtained from a top 

university, which are primarily accessed through superior academic grades. To win 

prestigious scholarships, especially ones offered by government agencies, the 

fundamental criteria, even though other qualities such as non-academic 

achievements and character are being taken into consideration, is still top grades 

(not necessarily straight distinctions, but close). 

This tension in prioritisation, as elucidated in Chapter 5, is evident in schools 

where the problem is the conflict with giving adequate (time and) attention to both 

academics and positive education within a curriculum that is increasingly 

demanding, by teachers and students who are hard-pressed for time. So when there 

is a choice to be made between the two, many teachers find it almost inevitable that 

academics take priority. So it is difficult to strike a balance. Though teachers know 

of the importance of positive education, character building and flourishing, the 

anxiety is often over the crucial and all-too-measurable deliverable of quality grades. 

This is especially so when assessment time draws near, with typical Singapore 

schools across Grade 1 to 12 having major assessments at the end of every term, 

culminating in a final examination at the end of the year. Ironically, during such times 

when well-being is most needed by students and yet threatened by the high stakes 

assessment demands, teachers feel most hard-pressed to focus on academic 

performance and see to students’ achievements in grades. Indeed, researchers 

such as Adelman and Taylor and Bond et al. (as cited in O’Connor & Cameron, 2017) 

have pointed out that across the board internationally, there is a perception that 

programmes aimed at building ‘life skills’ are often perceived as short-term, 

reactionary and desirable rather than vital. Schools do struggle with the positioning 
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of positive education relative to academic measures of performance (O’Connor & 

Cameron, 2017). 

Another underlying cause for this tension is related and partly due to the 

challenges with time, which in turn has arisen due to the relentless drive for 

performance and achievement. This was highlighted in Chapter 5 by participants in 

the study, who have to deal with not only their own limited time, but also that of the 

students, who are have to cope with many demands on their schedule; and it 

appears that this is not just a challenge in School X or in Singapore, but elsewhere 

too, including even in Geelong Grammar School. As one participant elaborated: 

I think no teacher will disagree with me the importance in teaching the 
students how to live well. No one will dispute that. But they always say this, 
“No time.” And I remembered when I visited Geelong (Grammar School), they 
also said the same thing. . . I asked the same question, what is the challenge? 
They said time. (CSCR) 

As elucidated by Brooks (2015), we live in “a culture in which people are defined by 

their external abilities and achievements, in which a cult of busyness develops as 

everybody frantically tells each other how overcommitted they are” (p. 55). There is 

a need to address tensions regarding the availability and prioritization of time for 

positive education. As highlighted in the findings, the practice of positive education 

requires time, effort and adaptation. This is supported by research which has 

highlighted that educators “require time to fit (positive education) into already 

demanding schedules and workloads; in adding something to their role, something 

needs to be removed” (O’Connor & Cameron, 2017, p. 365). Ultimately, several 

educators in this study called for the school to integrate or merge programmes and 

avoid the adding of new ones, to use “one stone to kill a few birds” (CTL1), and to 

build on the programmes and platforms that are in place first, before adding on new 

ones, so that teachers would not feel a sense of overwhelm. The school leaders are 

aware of this need, and lately this year, a school leader has even given the 

suggestion of a ‘plus one minus two’, in that if one new programme is to be added, 

two existing ones should be taken away. The benefits in freeing up an appropriate 

and adequate amount of time, used otherwise for academic pursuits, to invest in 

positive education would certainly be worth it. As pointed out in the literature review 
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in Chapter 3, research shows that if students are flourishing, good academic results 

will naturally follow.  

This tension therefore – which is faced not only by School X but very likely in 

other schools in varying degrees throughout Singapore regardless of the type, size 

or background, given the pervasive national culture of achievement – needs to be 

comprehensively addressed.  

 

Sub-proposition 2 

There is tension in prioritization and balance between non-academic achievements 

and positive education. 

The tension goes beyond attempts to balance the prioritisation between 

positive education and academics. It is not only this tension alone that needs to be 

dealt with. More challengingly, on another level, it is the tension between positive 

education on one hand and the quest for excellence through achievements in both 

academic and non-academic areas on the other. Study participants have pointed 

out, as mentioned in Chapter 5, that students and teachers are very busy dealing 

with not only academic demands, but non-academic programmes and competitions 

as well, where student levels of achievements are monitored, and for which teachers 

feel accountable.  Participant educators who have wanted to make time and space 

to cultivate positive relationships with students have found it challenging to do so, 

pointing out that, “Even outside curriculum, outside the school hours, the students 

are not free to meet me” (HLS1), and that the school has “added too many extra 

things – programmes, activities, etcetera. We are so busy that our relationships are 

running on empty” (HLS2). Another participant related that: 

One example is meeting my CMC (Class Management Committee) for lunch 
once every term. There are six members usually, just six, who couldn’t find a 
day. There simply wasn’t a single day where everybody could come down at 
1.30pm and just eat. We found a day where we had maybe half an hour? 
(HLS3) 

Achievements are part of flourishing, being the A in PERMA, but in the performance-

driven Singapore society as a whole, including School X, achievement can be often 

pursued at the expense of the other aspects of well-being (for instance, the P, E, R 

and M in PERMA). This appears to be hardly any discussion about this in research, 



203 
 

in that while research has discussed the concern about the appropriate balance 

between academics (and achievements in that field) and positive education or simply 

the need for appropriate inclusion of the latter in the midst of focus on the former, 

the issue in Singapore is often achievement as a whole, in not only the academic 

domain, but in the non-academic one as well.  

In Singapore, besides academic pursuits, there is also a huge drive towards 

achievements in non-academic areas. Indeed, assessment and measures of 

success extend beyond academics to non-academic domains. This is related to and 

reflected in two areas – awards and admission schemes. Firstly, with regard to 

awards, Singapore’s MOE had a Masterplan of Awards for decades (up to 2014 

before it was simplified and renamed Best Practice awards) which gave schools 

Achievement Awards to recognise their accomplishments in non-academic domains 

such as Aesthetics (for schools with CCA groups with certain levels of attainment at 

the Singapore Youth Festival competitions in dance, drama and music 

performances), Uniformed Groups (for instance, Scouts and Girl Guides for attaining 

certain competencies and achievements), Sports (for achievements in various types 

of sporting tournaments) and Physical Fitness (for attainment of students at certain 

levels of fitness). Schools which maintain their standards for three years running are 

given the Sustained Achievement Awards. The respective logos of these awards are 

proudly displayed by schools on their websites, banners, and publicity materials for 

the benefit of both existing and prospective students.  

Secondly, the focus on achievements in non-academic areas is reflected in 

and partly contributed by the admission scheme for Singapore students which are, 

to some extent, based on demonstrations of non-academic aptitudes and skills. 

Schools and tertiary institutions are allowed to exercise discretion in admitting 

students, up to about 15 per cent of its intake, not based on the traditional criteria of 

grades, but on non-academic ability and talent, for instance achievements in Co-

Curricular Activities (CCA) such as sports and the arts, “to admit students based on 

their skills and talents apart from grades” (Mokhtar, 2017). This is supposed to level 

playing field, to help those who are less academically inclined to shine and be given 

a greater chance at scoring a place in coveted institutions of learning. While this may 

be beneficial in that respect, in reality it has given way to a new type of paper chase. 
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The academic certificate comprising distinction grades, earned through laboring and 

sitting for examinations, is no longer sufficient. Nationally, across schools, many 

students pursue achievements that can be recorded in their CCA certificates, 

testimonial documents and reference letters from teachers that highlight their non-

academic achievements and character qualities. In addition, students also quietly 

vie for awards that are demonstrations of non-academic qualities or 

accomplishments – for instance, the EAGLES Award, given to 10 percent of the 

cohort of students for excellence in non-academic achievements, leadership and 

service to the community, and the Edusave Character Award (more recently 

introduced in 2012) given to two percent of students in the cohort for exemplary 

demonstrations of good character attributes. School X, beyond these, also has its 

own awards. The two most coveted ones are: the All-Round Excellence Award, given 

to a dozen or so students in the cohort who are holistic achievers in academics and 

CCAs and exhibit exemplary character; and the School X Diploma, which is awarded 

to approximately the top half of the cohort students, and it is further differentiated 

into the three levels of Diploma, Diploma with Merit and Diploma with Distinction, 

presented to students according to their levels of achievements not only in academic 

results but also in the other domains such as sport, leadership of their peers in CCA 

and service to the community. The School X Diploma and all these credentials, 

besides serving to highlight and celebrate the non-academic and holistic 

accomplishments, boost student chances to access top universities, scholarships 

and plum careers. Various university faculties locally and overseas offer School X 

students a preliminary or even a confirmed place without even waiting for the release 

of the national GCE A’ level examination results, but on the strength of this school-

based Diploma. All the above awards are well regarded as useful, measurable 

markers and even celebration of student progress. However, educators from the 

college section note that all these can lead to feelings of intense competition and 

stress, over the chalking up of achievements in both academic and non-academic 

domains. 

Singapore’s situation, therefore, is different from the need as spelt out in the 

double helix of IPEN, and different from most schools in other countries such as 

Australia, the UK or the US, in that the need is not simply about promoting positive 
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education to be on par with academics. As discussed in the above paragraphs, there 

is tension in the prioritization and balance between positive education and not only 

academics, but non-academic achievements as well.  

 This focus in Singapore school culture on achievements in all domains, 

including non-academic ones, problematizes the motivation to implement positive 

education, or any well-being or character education for that matter. As previously 

mentioned in Chapters 1 and 2, there has already been some emphasis on such 

education in the Singapore school context for decades – with social-emotional 

learning and CCA activities that cultivate life skills and character already in 

existence, all ostensibly as part of the 21CCSO. However, the reason and motivation 

for Singapore’s inclusion of aspects of well-being and character education and its 

promotion of holistic education, is somewhat different from other countries. It is not 

totally to prevent depression or promote mental health. Rather, to some extent, it is 

due to its utilitarian and pragmatic view of education, where such education is used 

as a platform for students to cultivate themselves and develop their tangible portfolio 

of non-academic competencies and achievements so as to attain future success.  

Indeed, the system of competitive meritocracy in Singapore has led to a culture 

where external abilities and achievements are highly prized and people seek to be 

their best so as to attain the best outcomes for themselves. Brooks (2015) noted in 

The Road to Character that people living in a high pressure meritocracy are more 

likely to see the self as a “resource base to be cultivated” (p. 235) to be maximized 

to attain certain goals. All this has the cumulative effect of pushing students, and 

teachers who prepare them, towards pursuing achievements in all areas, and of 

course, dealing with the stress of not only academic but also non-academic 

yardsticks of success. And this in turn limits the time and attention (and indeed 

motivation) needed to nurture overall flourishing which is a key objective of positive 

education, that must surely include not only achievements, but also other aspects of 

well-being. 

Ultimately, therefore, more support is needed for the school to progress 

beyond excellence in achievements to excellence in flourishing as a whole. This 

would entail greater focus, time, energy and resources to facilitate development in 

the various areas of positive education. When students are taught to seek the right 
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priorities and important character values and experience overall flourishing first, and 

when students find themselves and their place in the world, then quite likely they will 

also achieve, and spectacularly so. 

The tension of priorities, discussed in the sub-propositions above, between 

academics and positive education, and between the focus on achievements in all 

domains on one hand and holistic flourishing (that is, positive education in its most 

complete sense) on the other, reflect the challenges faced by School X that needs 

to be addressed. Indeed, these challenges could very well also be faced by schools 

in certain countries in the developed world, particularly by Asian communities 

residing whether in Asia or in the West, where non-academic achievements, to 

complement academic excellence, are highly prized as badges of honour and 

perceived rungs to climb on the ladder of success towards attainment of coveted 

university admissions, scholarships, and career opportunities.  

 

Sub-proposition 3 

Strategic congruence between achievements and positive education can be realised 

via a stronger whole-school approach through integrating positive education within 

existing strategic priorities, educational frameworks and academic subjects. 

Congruence between the goals for achievements (in both academics and 

non-academic domains) on one hand and positive education on the other is 

ultimately crucial, to prevent educators from feeling a sense of dissonance or 

ambivalence about doing positive education, or frustration in doing so. While the 

study participants perceive that there is a whole school approach to the strategies 

being implemented for positive education in School X (as mentioned in Proposition 

2), it is somewhat perceived that the whole school approach is limited – for example, 

with emphasis within SD domain but not necessarily infused into the academic 

domain. Therefore, they have implicitly expressed a desire, as indicated in Chapter 

5, that School X could go further by more thoroughly integrating positive education 

into its culture in the whole school approach by marrying it with other school priorities 

for more completeness – which this researcher terms overall ‘strategic congruence’. 

Establishing strategic congruence between the focus on achievements and that on 

positive education will certainly bring many benefits. Students and educators will 
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then see it less as primarily a set of Student Development initiatives, but rather more 

an integrated part of a whole school approach in contributing to their overall 

development. It will be a transformational journey where they go beyond merely 

participating in the various activities to growing through those, becoming young men 

and women of greater character and well-being. Therefore, strategic congruence 

needs to be promoted via a more holistic, integrated whole school approach, for 

overall coherence and long term sustainability.  

The need for such a holistic approach across a variety of platforms in the 

context of Singapore schools is confirmed by the SSR Guide (Guide for 

Strengthening Students’ Resilience and Well-being), published by Singapore’s 

Guidance Branch, Student Development and Curriculum Division, MOE, where it is 

pointed out that there was a need for “intentional reinforcement across multiple 

contexts in total curriculum” with “multiple opportunities for practice” (MOE, 2017, p. 

4) so that there can be proper internalization of these mindsets and skills fostering 

resilience and well-being which students can then leverage to deal with any 

challenges they face. As mentioned in Proposition 2, this is in line with research 

where the call is for the focus to not be on specific programmes in schools, but on a 

whole-school approach (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). It has been noted that 

schools that enjoy the greatest success in the implementation of positive education 

are adopting the whole-school approach, with the school leaders, teachers, non-

teaching staff and other key stakeholders all involved (White & Waters, 2015; Slemp 

et al., 2017).  

School X can draw inspiration from schools such as GGS and St Peters 

College which have done so to a larger measure, as highlighted in Chapter 2. For 

instance, GGS, with its “live it, teach it, embed it” approach, has sought to ensure 

that positive education flows in the bloodstream of the school. (Vella-Brodrick et al., 

2015). Its ‘live it’ has comprehensive programmes that support staff well-being and 

help them to practise the tenets of positive education. Its ‘teach it’ involves the 

teaching of well-being in dedicated classes and integrated with traditional curriculum, 

and its ‘embed it’, complementary school-wide processes and practices promote a 

culture of well-being across the school community. (O’Connor & Cameron, 2017). 

GGS has engaged in: stronger explicit teaching of positive education covering a 
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more diverse range of skills and knowledge, including a focus on character 

strengths; implicit teaching embedded into the curricula, with application of positive 

education in academic curricular, on-going professional development to strengthen 

teachers’ their individual understanding and practice; and training of parents. This 

would hopefully lead to a “community of practice” (O’Connor & Cameron, 2017, p. 

357) where all members of the school community are learning and proactive in the 

practice and implementation of positive education. Of course, in planning and 

implementation, the context of School X’s needs and identity must be taken into 

account, as will be discussed in Proposition 5.  

The literature on positive education ,as mentioned above,  highlights the need 

for such strategic alignment, with researchers on GGS and St Peter’s College 

providing broad principles and clear examples how the whole school approach looks 

like. However, there appears to be little mention as to how other schools or 

educational institutions do so, or what specific strategies they adopt in such a whole-

school, strategically aligned approach. The findings of the present study illustrate 

such strategies. For instance, as discussed in Chapter 5 and Proposition 2, two 

common and successful strategies used by educators in both high school and 

college sections of School X in their practice of positive education are role modelling 

and differentiation. First, role modelling by teachers to students is important, as 

action speak louder than words; as Ralph Waldo Emerson said, “who you are shouts 

so loudly in my ears that I cannot hear what you say”. Participants have pointed out 

that it is not so much what teacher-leaders or school leaders tell them, but rather 

what they do in terms of their personal example that is most persuasive. Secondly, 

differentiation according to student needs is paramount. Even in teaching 

academics, differentiation is needed and practised in a variety of ways; likewise, it 

should be employed in positive education too. Differentiation can be carried out in 

various areas such as content, instructional methods, and the environment 

(Tomlinson, 1999). 

Beyond such strategies as previously discussed in Chapter 5 and Proposition 

2, strategic congruence between the two can also be realised within existing 

strategic priorities. From 2017 to 2021, School X’s strategic priorities are Active 

Student-Centric Learning (ASCL) (in the academic domain), Values and 
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Inclusiveness, Entrepreneurial Thinking, and Cross-Cultural Collaboration. Positive 

education and SD efforts in general are subsumed under Values and Inclusiveness. 

However, elements in the other three strategic priorities also lend themselves 

towards the practice of positive education. Investigating specifically into ASCL, as it 

relates to academics with which positive education must have alignment to deal with 

any tension in prioritisation, there are four teaching areas in the pedagogical 

practices that teachers seek to apply – ‘Lesson Preparation’, ‘Lesson Enactment’, 

and ‘Assessment and Feedback’ and ‘Positive Classroom Culture’. Of these, 

‘Positive Classroom Culture’ is very aligned with the aims and practices of positive 

education, as the teaching areas under it look into establishing interaction and 

rapport, maintaining positive discipline, building trust and empowering students – 

procedures which are already promoted under the banner of positive education. 

Positive education can also be easily facilitated in the other three teaching areas, in 

considering learners’ profiles in ‘Lesson Preparation’, in encouraging learner 

engagement in ‘Lesson Enactment’ and in supporting self-directed learning in 

‘Assessment and Feedback’. In addition, teachers can be more aware of their 

strengths and how to leverage them to make learning student-centric, and teachers 

also need to know the strengths of their students and how to motivate them in student 

learning.  

Further strategic congruence between the two can take place via integration 

of positive education into the curriculum of traditional academics, which was pointed 

out by a participant that “we still need to work on . . . infusion to the academic area” 

(CSCR). Teachers’ efforts to infuse topics and subject matter that help students 

better understand human flourishing will pay dividends in the understanding and 

development of well-being (Waters, 2011). School X can draw inspiration from the 

Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues (University of Birmingham) which has 

created resources for the teaching character through academic subjects (Jubilee 

Centre for Character and Virtues, n.d.). Also, the Centre for Positive Psychology 

(University of Melbourne) has developed Visible Well-being Instructional Model 

(Waters, 2015), which comprises the three evidence-based elements of Positive 

Education, Visible Learning (teacher effectiveness) and Visible Thinking (teacher 

practice). It was subsequently further developed into the Domains of Positive 
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Functioning Framework and Visible Well-Being (Rusk & Waters, 2015; Waters, 

2017; Waters, Sun, Rusk, Cotton, & Arch, 2017), which involves the integration of 

optimal psychosocial functioning and well-being into daily teaching and learning 

programmes for students. School X can explore the adaptation of these principles 

and frameworks for its own application. Establishing strategic congruence may take 

time and effort, but it is a worthwhile investment, as it is important for alignment and 

long term sustainability of positive education in a high pressure high stakes 

academic environment like Singapore.  

To take a bigger step further, it could be argued that in strategic congruence, 

it is not only finding about a right balance between positive education and the other 

three strategic priorities, but prioritisation of positive education and putting the goal 

of flourishing at the centre of all strategic priorities and infusing it into the other 

strategic priorities. This centrality of positive education will enable all efforts to be 

planned and enacted “through the paradigm of character” (HTL3), as one teacher-

leader advocated. This perception of the central significance of positive education is 

common among many participants, as mentioned in Parts 1 and 4 of the findings. In 

fact, according to teacher-leaders driving the well-being programmes in both high 

school and college sections of the school, positive education is seen as being central 

of the school’s Student Development programme, as “the underlying principle” 

(HTL2). In the words of a key driver of positive education in high school’s ProEd 

consortium, this centrality needs to be intentionally planned, to make it core and 

intrinsic to the consortium whereby all their programmes are woven into a total 

approach that is centred on or based on (Positive Education). To another teacher-

leader, who is a key driver of positive education in the school, its significance in the 

SD configuration is simply self-evident, being “the heart in the structure” and 

perceived to be simultaneously ubiquitous yet understated or even taken for granted, 

because “it is touching on many of these but it is not one of these . . . it is everywhere 

yet it is not one thing by itself” (CTL1). Therefore, positive education (Values and 

Inclusiveness) should arguably not be simply one of the strategic priorities of School 

X, it should be the core, providing direction to the other strategic priorities, informing 

how ASCL, Entrepreneurship and Oral Communication ought to be conceptualised 

and implemented.  
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Ultimately, participants in this study, through the metaphors they shared about 

positive education, hold the perspective that the practice and implementation of 

positive education takes time, effort and adaptation. This is evident in their 

perception of positive education as: a “bicycle” (COCP), where one has to keep 

pedaling to get one’s destination and shift gears according to the terrain; a game of 

“tennis” (CVIA), whereby the more effort one puts in, the greater the re-bounce and 

the more significant the outcomes, and the stroke and effort depending on whether 

the ground is hard court, clay or grass; “gardening” (CSCR) whereby exercising 

perseverance in sowing or planting is necessary to reap the fruit in due course.  

To reiterate, this proposition derives from the key emergent themes of tension 

and integration as highlighted in Chapter 5, leading to the concept of the need for 

strategic congruence. Educators at the end of the day need schools to have such 

strategic congruence in a stronger whole school approach so that they can 

individually have greater internal congruence as they practice positive education 

while seeking to ensure that the objectives for achievement, in both academic and 

non-academic fields, are also fulfilled. The insights in this proposition can be useful 

to schools, not only in Singapore but globally, that are negotiating this tension. As 

indicated above, a stronger whole-school approach that integrates positive 

education fully with existing strategic priorities, frameworks and approaches can do 

much to mitigate this tension.  

 

Proposition 4 

School investment in the personal development of educators as part of 

professional development programmes in positive education enhances its 

implementation. Developing potential and building human capital strengthens 

educator commitment to positive education and builds a positive school 

culture.    

This proposition arises from participants’ recognition of the importance of their 

own growth in positive education, which they have expressed in the study findings. 

This proposition is derived from the key themes of personal and professional 

development in Chapter 5. Study participants have pointed out that the school needs 

a culture where all educators need to practise positive education, to have 
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increasingly more staff better practise and develop positive characteristics, grow in 

personal relationship and manage stress themselves. The participants shared the 

view that their emotions affect the class climate, and if they do not monitor and direct 

their own thinking and emotions, it will affect how the class turns out. Indeed, this 

view is supported by researchers who have pointed out that the well-being and social 

emotional competencies of teachers, besides its beneficial outcomes for teachers 

themselves, do impact their students’ holistic development through positive teacher-

student relationships, competent student and classroom management, and effective 

implementation of programmes that nurture the character and well-being of students 

(Liem, Chua, Seng, Kamarolzaman, & Cai, 2017). Researchers have highlighted that 

prioritising staff, working to build morale through training and initiatives that are 

teacher-centred in nature, will bring dividends in the long run, with concurrent 

warnings that the consequences of neglecting teachers could lead to the 

undermining of the school’s positive education efforts by disengaged teachers 

(Slemp et al., 2017). Ultimately, participants in the study have pointed out the need 

for a culture where educators have the conviction to lead it organically from a bottom-

up approach, as “it doesn't make sense for positive education to be top-down” 

(HUS1). This is supported by Slemp et al. (2017) who have called for educators to 

take greater autonomy and ownership, which involves including those who are 

skeptical who  can become the firm advocates once their opinions and needs are 

taken into account. As such, they noted that:  

. . . programmes may benefit from beginning with staff, helping them to feel 
like an active part of the change process, and spending time and resources 
to provide proper training and support for teachers (p. 116).  

The development of educators is crucial for success of any programme. 

Indeed, the McKinsey Report (2007) noted that the quality of an education system 

can never exceed the quality of its educators. Such development, however, needs 

to be holistic and comprehensive. This would involve an integrated approach to 

development of educators covering both personal and professional domains. In the 

realm of professional development for positive education, School X has taken 

various steps forward. As previously mentioned, the school has facilitated the vast 

majority of its educators to be exposed to positive education via two-day workshops 

in introductory positive psychology, and sent selected teachers and teacher-leaders 
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for local courses and overseas conferences. In particular, there is specialized 

educational training for Form Teachers (high school) and Civics Tutors (college), 

who are directly responsible for the character development and well-being of 

students. They are given regular bite-sized and on-the-job training, in the form of 

briefings and talks, on the use of various student development and pastoral care 

resources with their classes and to be equipped with the skills to conduct one-on-

one informal interviews and casual check-ins with their students to gauge and 

promote their well-being. In addition, as mentioned, regular consortium meetings in 

high school and cluster meetings in college enable teachers to have a platform to 

discuss concerns about students.  

However, participants believe that, to complement its efforts in professional 

development, School X could provide more support for the personal development of 

its educators. As Day (1994) pointed out, “personal development as part of 

professional development has long being legitimized” (p. 287). To the majority of 

participants, experiencing the benefits of positive education via personal 

development first and better understanding of the benefits and stronger application 

of positive education to their own lives have led to greater enthusiasm and 

effectiveness in implementing it with their students. This suggests that it would be 

valuable that more support and training are provided for the teachers and teacher-

leaders of School X to practice positive education in their own lives so as to 

personally benefit and to perceive themselves as benefitting from positive education. 

This would lead to the important outcome of educators experiencing enhanced well-

being themselves, with direct impact on their relationship with students and students 

learning from them. Indeed, the field of positive organisational scholarship which has 

placed strong emphasis on employee well-being is pertinent to the well-being of 

educators (Kern et al., 2015). Many a successful business knows that happy 

employees make for happy customers. When educators practise positive education 

in their lives and experience greater well-being, they can find their own inner peace 

and coherence, amidst the conflicting demands on their time and attention. 

Consequently, this would lead to ripple benefits for students, when educators are 

stronger role models for their students and have strengthened relationships with 
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them, which would in turn further lead to educators being able to better teach and 

communicate positive education to their students. 

Participants have found that whatever efforts the school has invested in their 

personal development, and the efforts they themselves made in practising positive 

education, has led to them “definitely living a better life now compared to before 

positive education days” (CTL1). All in all, they feel strongly that measures 

undertaken in positive education so far has played a major part in building who they 

want to be as educators, helping them to determine what is important to them, and 

giving them a sense of purpose. Indeed, Parker Palmer elucidated this connection 

between teaching self-hood and their practice when he said, “We teach who we are” 

(Palmer, 2007, p. 2). In a parallel situation, researchers noted that to teach SEL 

effectively, teachers need to be given opportunities to reflect on and role model the 

very social emotional competencies that they are advocating. There is “an interplay 

between the personal and professional in teaching” (Freeman & Strong, 2017, p. 

420). 

Indeed, role modelling and the experience and practice of positive education 

by the teachers in their lives, which includes strong relationships and personal 

connection with students, are perceived by several participants to be determining 

factors in their effectiveness in implementing positive education principles and 

programmes with their students. They discern that their credibility and influence with 

the students are important to achieve the impact they want to have on them - and 

they seek in some way or another to employ or implement various strategies through 

personal role modelling of their own application of positive education principles and 

practices, in particular the use of positive relationships (especially for those in high 

school). The reason that teacher well-being and role modelling have implications on 

students learning positive education from their teachers is because it is not simply 

the quality of programmes taught but the person teaching it that makes the impact; 

it is not just the content of the message but also the delivery of the messenger and 

his or her perceived credibility that determines how well the message is received. 

As participants pointed out, “students look up to us a role models, so I think we 

should actually model that kind of thinking or behaviour” (CVIA), and “if the teachers 

couldn’t go in and role model and bring in the positive energy, then I think it’s very 
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difficult for students to really feel it” (CLSP).  Therefore, it is not just how well 

teachers teach positive education, but how well they personally practise it – for 

instance, in terms of how much emotional intelligence and character strengths the 

teacher demonstrates in his teaching or daily communication with the students, or 

how teachers are able to maximize the time and effort spent in developing or 

leveraging on the relationship with the student to achieve positive outcomes – that 

will make the impact and give them the efficacy and influence to effect change in 

students. For instance, GGS’s philosophy of ‘live it, teach it, embed it’ reflects the 

need for leaders to be role models of applying positive psychology to their own lives 

before they can teach it effectively to their students, to ensure that positive 

psychology can be “more firmly and authentically embedded in the school system” 

(Vella-Brodrick et al., 2014, p. 9).  

As such, it is essential that teachers are given the training, time and space to 

find their own connection with and conviction about positive education. They would 

not be in the best place to role-model character and resilience to their students if 

they themselves are feeling the strain of scarcity in time, energy and balance, or a 

lack of connection with their own strengths and virtues (O’Connor & Cameron, 2017; 

Slemp et al., 2017). If teachers lack support for the practice of positive education in 

their own lives and were to suppress their human side in pursuit of meeting targets, 

this would limit or even harm their own well-being, with implications for their teaching 

and their students (O’Connor & Cameron, 2017; Slemp et al., 2017).  

It is therefore essential that training and support for teachers towards deeper 

understanding and practise of positive education in their own lives are factored into 

personal and professional development efforts by School X. Indeed, the 

metaphorical goose needs to be well taken care of and properly flourishing before it 

can effectively and sustainably lay the golden eggs. To ensure that the desired 

outcomes of academic and non-academic excellence and flourishing for students 

and the school are fulfilled in the long term, the well-being and nurturing of educators 

need to be prioritised. When we focus on our teachers, our students succeed.  

 As discussed earlier in this chapter, this study found that it is important for 

educators to appreciate the alignment between positive education and their beliefs 
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about education, and to understand how to take action to practise those beliefs. To 

reiterate the words of one teacher-leader: 

What positive education provided was I think, is a context for things to be 
congruent, for us to align our professional identity with our deep personal 
ambition and sense of mission as an educator. And this is where we see an 
alignment and congruence between identity and practice and outcome. 
(HTL3) 

It therefore makes sense for professional development efforts in positive education 

for educators to be enhanced because it is aligned with their identity and beliefs, and 

that alignment is important to them. School leaders need to help teachers’ better 

understand how positive education is congruent and resonant with what teachers’ 

believe about teaching and learning, because alignment with their personal 

philosophy about what encompasses education in the truest sense is very important 

to them. In 2014, as mentioned in Chapter 2, School X distilled a set of beliefs based 

on the feedback of educators with which serves as a guide to educators of the school 

in their practice. The beliefs were crafted based on two sets of questions. The first 

set pertains to the needs of students: What are the needs of students and how are 

their needs today different from those of the past? What would a good life for 

students encompass? What (values and competencies) do students need to live a 

good life when they are out of school? The second set deals with the role of the 

educator: What should be the role of a School X educator to guide the students 

towards a good life in the 21st century? What do we do with our students? How do 

we reach out to them?  

After months of consultation with educators throughout the school, the “Belief 

Statements of the School X Educator” are captured as follows: 

We enable students… 

 To be self-directed and passionate life-long learners seeking personal 

excellence 

 To cultivate the ability to constantly renew mastery in the academic 

disciplines 

We care for students by… 

 Guiding them to find their own meaning and purpose in life 

 Encouraging them to persevere through setbacks 

 Educating them to make ethical decisions 
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 Helping them to develop as entrepreneurial problem-solvers who 

connect with and contribute to the larger community 

The beliefs, as can be seen, is congruent with various aspects of positive education, 

such as: “meaning and purpose in life”; “persevere through setbacks” (that is, 

resilience); and “make ethical decisions” and “connect with and contribute to the 

larger community” which leverage on character strengths.  

However, these beliefs are basically a profession of the educators’ conviction 

or aspiration, and they can only be actualised through a plan of action, which could 

be more fully concretised. The beliefs which pertain to academics (such as “to 

cultivate the ability to constantly renew mastery in the academic disciplines”) have 

been made actionable in various areas of academic professional development, most 

recently with teachers being trained in Active Student-Centric Learning strategies. 

Moving further, what is needed would be for teachers to be trained practically to 

actualise the others that are important to holistic flourishing and well-being. 

 There are various practical considerations to be taken into account in the 

enhancement of personal and professional development of teachers in positive 

education in School X, as stated or implied by the participants. Firstly, more 

structure with better outreach would be helpful, whereby training “could go beyond 

periodic and just-in-time courses or briefings and could take on a more systematic 

approach” (‘School X’ Resilience Audit Report). While flexibility in the application of 

positive education is needed, which includes space for teachers to practise 

differentiation in ways that are appropriate, teachers pointed out that greater 

structure and guidance in some areas are deemed necessary, especially since 

proper systems will have implications on the future viability and sustainability of 

positive education in the school. As a few participants have suggested, training 

could be methodically organised to comprehensively cover the various topics 

needed to be taught in positive education, and to reach all teachers (such as 

academic subject teachers), beyond homeroom advisors who are traditionally 

responsible for the pastoral care and well-being of students. 

Secondly, development programmes could involve teachers learning 

strategies how to use PERMA to enable themselves to enhance the flourishing of 

their own lives (O’Connor & Cameron, 2017). This could also include their marriage, 
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parenting and their vocation in teaching, etcetera. The school can take them through 

PRP whereby they can also learn and develop greater resilience in facing challenges 

in their own lives and in their professional dealings in school. They can write daily 

gratitude journals, and learn techniques of mindful meditation and visualization 

which successful professionals practise. They can also receive training in the 

identification, development and use of their character strengths in their own lives and 

in their educational career. This would empower them to be their authentic selves 

and give of their personal best that is true to who they are. 

Thirdly, the findings indicate that training needs to include role modelling and 

mentoring by teacher-leaders and selected peers; just as we may expect teachers 

to role model, they need it too.  Many participants across both sections of the school 

believe that role modelling by teacher-leaders, as proponents of positive education, 

is very important in motivating and upskilling them, with “the leaders who walk the 

talk” (HUS3) being most able to impact them. This is supported by research which 

has highlighted that “staff engagement was also related to the extent that staff . . . 

perceived line managers and leaders to be acting congruently with positive 

education values” (O’Connor & Cameron, 2017, p. 360). Teachers and teacher-

leaders cited the need to be educated on the importance and techniques of role 

modelling for each other and for students, and be enabled how to do so.  Various 

areas include: how can teachers demonstrate positive emotions of joy, hope and 

resilience and gratitude? How can they better engage their strengths and be in flow 

when teaching? How can they have better relationships not only with their students 

but also with their colleagues and family – that they can share with students about? 

How can they find meaning and purpose in their own work and help students find 

meaning and purpose in their studies and other non-academic aspects of what they 

do? How are teachers tracking their own progress and getting increasingly better? 

Fourthly, teachers need to learn to be life coaches for their students. This 

would encompass the holistic development of students which could include 

understanding students and learning, and also issues pertaining to motivation, socio-

emotional and character development (Martin, Collie, & Frydenberg, 2017). 

Fifthly, teachers need means to track the evidence of the impact of positive 

education on students. This is because teachers would be more willing to accept 
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and retain practices that are new when they are perceived as increasing the their 

own effectiveness in affecting student growth and development (Bredeson, Fruth & 

Kasten, 1983; Guskey, 1989). New practices are likely to be discontinued, however, 

in the absence of any evidence of their positive impact. Hence, in professional 

training on positive education, specific procedures to provide feedback are essential 

to the success of this, or any, professional development effort (Guskey, 2002). 

Results need not refer to quantitative data, but they can also be outcomes that can 

take the form of other elements such as feedback on student involvement (Stallings, 

1980), and students’ feelings of confidence or self-worth (Dolan, 1980), and these 

could enable the teachers to assess the effects of their efforts. Therefore, as a 

change in mindset and getting teachers won over occurs mainly after implementation 

has taken place and there is evidence of improved student learning, there needs to 

be continued follow-up and support for those who are seeking to change, and 

pressure for those whose desire to change is not great for which the added impetus 

would be helpful (Guskey, 2002). 

Ultimately, personal and professional development must be seen as a 

process, not an event (Loucks-Horsley et al., 1987), a journey and not a destination. 

Teachers changing the way they do things and seeking to proficient at something 

new may encounter challenges along the way, and they themselves need to see it 

as a continuous and ongoing endeavour (McLaughlin & Marsh, 1978). It would be 

important for School X to expand from the student-centric approach as promoted by 

Singapore’s Ministry for Education, to an approach that this researcher would term 

person-centric (students and educators) where the needs of all stakeholders – staff 

and students alike – are equally prioritised. This proposition, arising from the key 

emergent themes of personal and professional development as discussed in 

Chapter 5, is certainly useful for other schools whether in Singapore or other 

countries, especially for those which may be newer in their positive education 

journey which are eager to make progress in their initiatives with students. The 

investment of schools in the personal development of teachers as part of 

professional development programmes in positive education will certainly bear fruit. 

As the talents and potential of educators are nurtured, and human capital is 

developed, educator commitment to positive education will be strengthened, 



220 
 

contributing to the building of a positive school culture and enhancing the 

implementation of positive education. 

 

Proposition 5 

There is value in schools establishing their own brand of positive education 

that is contextualised to their own identity and needs. Branding is significantly 

related to the context of schools, including the position they are at in terms of 

student development needs and the ethos and values unique to their identity. 

This proposition was developed from the shared perspective of participants, 

especially teacher-leaders, that School X should not merely adopt wholesale the 

positive education framework or practices that researchers are advocating or ones 

that are being practiced by lighthouse schools overseas who have blazed the trail, 

but rather should find its own path. This is in line with the key themes of branding 

and contextualisation as discussed in Chapter 5. A teacher-leader, who was a 

member of the team from School X who visited Geelong Grammar School on a 

learning journey at start of School X’s positive education journey, explained: 

We want the same impact but we have to do it in a totally different way from 
Geelong, because like what we just discussed, we did not adapt Geelong’s 
positive education framework for School X, which is not a bad thing seriously 
because we have existing tradition, and we have existing very good values. 
We are known by our elements of branding that we are steep in traditional 
values and those are the character strengths part that the Westerners are 
trying to put back in. (CTL1) 

There is strong conviction that School X should establish its own brand of positive 

education. As implied by the participant’s quote above, the overarching reason why 

it would be valuable for School X and for schools in general to establish their own 

brand of positive education – is that the context of the school in question needs to 

be taken into account. The context of schools that will be discussed here comprises 

two strands: firstly, the circumstances they are at in terms of student development 

needs; and secondly, the values and ethos unique to their identity. 

Firstly, with regard to the contextual position of schools in terms of their needs 

in the SD domain, schools differ from each other in terms of the level of existing 

student development practices, such as SEL or within Singapore’s broader CCE 
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(Citizenship and Character Education), that are already in existence before positive 

education was introduced. To reiterate the background, schools in Singapore 

already have a certain framework in place given the history of character and values 

development and social-emotional learning in the country, which is currently 

encapsulated in the 21CCSO (Kanagaratnam, 2015; Liem et al., 2017; MOE, 2014). 

The availability and prevalence of student development programmes are also 

evident on the website of virtually every school in Singapore which detail the various 

vision, mission and strategies to nurture the students holistically, in developing their 

character and values, in the social-emotional domain. As mentioned in Chapter 2, 

Singapore’s Ministry of Education (MOE) recently come up with Strengthening 

Student Resilience and Well-being (SSR) guide for Student Development Teams 

last year, to encourage schools to take stock of their current efforts and stretch them 

further for greater impact and sustainability. MOE’s effort to produce that guide is in 

itself a tacit acknowledgement that schools do have SD programmes, whose 

potential can be further maximised and exploited (MOE, 2017). 

As such, various principles and practices of positive education are not new. 

Therefore, the incorporation of positive education must be coherent and aligned with 

their existing initiatives, such as by providing an overall framework or adding value 

to the school’s current programmes, or addressing their limitations. This was 

discussed in Proposition 1, as drawn from key emergent themes in Chapter 5. So 

there is a need for Singapore schools to contextualize positive education 

appropriately for themselves in terms of their needs, because what is a right 

approach to take for one school may not be so for another, and the right one for 

many countries may not be a suitable one for Singapore. In many countries, the 

question for schools which are just starting out in the positive education journey is, 

“How can we promote positive education? But for schools in Singapore, the question 

to start off would likely be, “How can positive education enhance or add value to our 

existing initiatives of the 21st Century Competencies and Student Outcomes?” Going 

a step further, School X, and also other schools in Singapore, already has its own 

existing framework, tradition and values which has brought the school its branding 

and prestige, even before the introduction of Positive Education. So therefore, given 

the background of School X which already has a certain SD set-up that is consistent 
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with its philosophy and values and has brought it esteem within its own educational 

fraternity and the public at large, and that is also that is consistent with its future 

direction in terms of its goals, vison and mission – it is the perspective of educators 

that “we ought to create our own brand of positive education” (CTL1). Thus, the 

question for School X and schools in a similar position in Singapore may morph into, 

“How can we establish our own brand of positive education that is contextualised to 

our school’s own student development needs?” In the perspective of participants in 

School X, there is desire and value for the establishment of a brand of positive 

education which can give meaning and help educators make better sense of the 

school’s existing SD initiatives and nation’s 21CCSO objectives and action plans, 

and the practice that will result. 

For School X, as discussed above, there was already a lot of work previously 

done in both sections of the school, with many activities and programmes for 

students under the SD banner that is related to positive education. There were 

various activities and programmes that did not start only when positive education 

was introduced in 2011, but much earlier, and positive education served to inform, 

enrich and enhance them further. In addition, a key perspective was that strategies 

were seen as platforms through which the principles of positive education can be 

practised. On the introduction of positive education to the school in 2011, therefore, 

having and appreciating alignment between positive education and the school’s 

existing SD efforts was found to be important, as discussed in Proposition 1. On 

another note, there are also various programmes which are positive education in 

nature which are not necessarily being carried out under this banner. This is 

particularly the case in the high school section for the other three consortia apart 

from the ProEd consortium (which was the official face of positive education there). 

Those other three consortia in high school “are doing positive education but they 

don’t say that they are doing positive education . . . there’s more (positive education) 

being done than what is being documented. That’s for sure.” (CTL1). Therefore, 

given the pervasive extent and high level of positive education already practiced, 

there is a need for the school to have its own brand of positive education that would 

be more inclusive and encompassing of philosophies, programmes and practices 

that have been carried out in the school before positive education came into the 
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picture in 2011, and also those which currently may not be publicly celebrated as 

positive education.  

Indeed, this context of congruence, coherence and enhancement between 

positive education and existing SD efforts has led it to an ease and convenience in 

creating this personalised brand – which further strengthens the rationale of School 

X creating its own brand. A key perspective is that the principles of positive education 

have been fitted rather seamlessly into the SD curriculum of School X such that it 

may hard to distinguish which aspects of the work is specifically positive education 

per se: 

All these already lends itself very much to positive psychology. So how much 
of it is existing structure and how much of it is due to positive psychology, I 
really can’t tell. What I can really say that is that the coherent structure 
between these two is really quite strong. It is a good fit. (CTL3) 

 

We sometimes cannot tell where positive psychology begins or when positive 
education begins and when positive education ends . . . The positive 
education core is always there. (CTL2) 

Therefore, as there is blurring of lines between its existing SD concepts and 

practices and positive education, for School X to create its own brand makes sense 

– because there is strong congruity, alignment, coherence between the two (key 

themes as previously highlighted) such that it is actually relatively easy and 

convenient to create its own brand.  Therefore, to reiterate, given the high degree of 

student development practices already in existence before they the introduction of 

positive education in the school, it is valuable for School X to establish its own brand 

of positive education that takes into account such a context. 

This is also applicable to other schools in Singapore. In Singapore, virtually 

all other schools have also done various amounts of work in the SD arena, with many 

activities and programmes for students in the SD domain that is related to positive 

education, that can lead in some way or another towards the goals of flourishing 

(Liem et al., 2017; MOE, 2017; Kanagaratnam, 2015; MOE, 2018). Indeed, beyond 

merely “life‐effectiveness” promoted by MOE with its more utilitarian bent, positive 

education can expand the concept of Singapore’s much touted “student-centric and 

values-driven holistic education” (MOE, n.d.) with the accentuation of positive 

education’s “thriving and flourishing life” (Seligman, 2011; Yeo, 2011). In the 
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international arena, as previously discussed, schools have been already engaged in 

the work of promoting the development of character and well-being to in a variety of 

ways (Seligman, 2009). For instance, Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) led by 

CASEL has been practised in various parts of the USA (CASEL, 2009) and Personal, 

Social, Health and Economic (PSHE) education has been promoted in various forms 

as part of the National Curriculum for UK schools since 2000 (PSHE Association, 

2018). Many schools in Australia and the Asia-Pacific have similarly undertaken work 

in the area of Social and Emotional Learning in different ways (Collie, Martin, & 

Frydenberg, 2017). In Asia, many schools do prioritise character development in 

education through a grounding on values, especially based on Confucian 

philosophy, given the parallels between Confucian tradition and positive education, 

such as the recognition of various positive constructs, such as effort, love, kindness, 

respect, and gratitude (Martin, 2016; Peng, 2014). Therefore, it would be applicable 

also for these schools to create their own brand of positive education with a view 

to highlighting their strengths and identity in the domain of student well-being.  

Furthermore, schools typically, by necessity, do establish their own brand of 

positive education drawing on the positive education models, programmes, activities 

and toolkits accessible via their research into other educational and commercial 

options. Schools selectively incorporate these frameworks and programmes that 

directly meet their own needs and student profile. Instead of taking on the concepts 

and ideas of positive education available in the market wholesale, educators may 

prefer using positive education principles to deepen understanding and sound 

practice in existing programmes, and adopting new positive education concepts and 

practicals where it is deemed appropriate and useful. Indeed, educators in this study 

are of the opinion that discernment and flexibility in incorporating these existing 

positive education programmes are needed, where there is “no need to force fit 

everything in” (CHEC). This view is supported by Slemp et al. (2017) who pointed 

out that “there is not a one-size-fits-all approach” (p. 108), and that it is expected that 

schools would engage in experimentation to determine what works and what does 

not, selecting concepts and practices that are pertinent to their setting and omitting 

others that are not. Ultimately, different schools enjoy success by adapting different 

conceptual models and strategies to suit their own requirements. Some schools are 
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adhering to a specific conceptual model, while others integrate a variety of activities 

or programmes. In Australia, for instance: GGS follows a modified PERMA model 

with an additional physical health component (Norrish, 2015); St Peter’s College also 

follows the PERMA model (Kern et al., 2015); and another school, after reviewing a 

few models, developed their own one (“learn, grow, flourish!”). examples in 

Singapore include Da Qiao Primary School which has developed two strategic 

priorities – ‘Skills in Achievement’ and ‘Skills in Well-being’ that is parallel to the two 

strands of IPEN’s “academics” and “character & well-being”, and Westwood Primary 

School which has its THRIVE framework – Think Mindfully (positive accomplish-

ment), Healthy Coping (positive health), Relating Well (positive relationship), In the 

Moment (positive engagement), Values-driven Action (positive meaning), and 

Emotions of Positivity (positive emotion) – which has drawn inspiration from the 

PERMA model and GGS’s adaptation of it. Selective adaptation by schools 

contextualised to their student development needs help ensure that individual 

schools’ brand of positive education is relevant to and resonant with their respective 

school communities. 

The second strand of context that needs to be taken into consideration in 

branding would be the values and ethos unique to the identity of the schools in 

question. In other words, there is value in schools establishing its own brand of 

positive education that is contextualised to its particular distinctive qualities as a 

school. Indeed, this view is supported by O’Connor and Cameron (2017) who 

explained that when leaders understand and communicate their rationale for 

adopting a positive education model that is differentiated to its values, it is easier for 

members of the school community to understand how it is relevant to them and their 

place in the school. 

There are a few markers of identity that may constitute this personalised 

branding of positive education for School X. Firstly, School X’s brand of positive 

education could encompass Chinese values and paradigms. As mentioned in 

Chapter 2, School X is a Special Assistance Plan (SAP) school that has been set up 

to champion Chinese language, culture and values in Singapore, a country which 

though multicultural and using English as its medium of communication, has the 

Chinese race as its majority population (76%). School X’s culture, thus, is very much 
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tied in with the need to develop bilingual students steeped in Chinese culture (while 

maintaining a global outlook). The perspective held by participants, as illuminated in 

Chapter 5, is that positive education is valuable in helping the school attain its total 

development goals as expressed in the Chinese phrase in 德，智，体，群，美 (the 

five domains of Moral, Intellectual, Physical, Social, Aesthetic), with positive 

education being a “very important vehicle / platform to make that work” (HUS1). 

Positive education’s Values-in-Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS) designed by 

Peterson, Seligman and their team is perceived to be much aligned with the above 

five domains, as one participant pointed out, “Look at this! Isn’t this (VIA-IS) our 德, 

智, 体, 群, 美?” (CSCR). Positive education is seen to go “hand-in-hand” and is “very 

connected” (HUS1) with the school’s Chinese values such as 饮水思源 (literally: 

remember the source of your drink; namely, gratitude) and 自強不息 (literally: be 

strong within yourself and never give up; in short, resilience). In addition, further 

maximization through the conscious infusion of more positive education elements in 

the teaching of Chinese values or within Chinese curriculum would be valuable. For 

instance, students could learn how the heroes of ancient Chinese history has 

demonstrated certain character strengths, or how Chinese idioms spotlighting 

certain values are aligned with and reinforced by positive education principles, which 

was what one participant who was a Chinese language shared that she practised.  

The inclusion of Chinese values and paradigms could also involve School X’s 

brand of positive education in negotiating between positivity and negativity in life’s 

journey of flourishing. As highlighted in Chapter 2, it has been discussed by Wong 

(2011), Martin (2016), Martin et al. (2017), Sundararajan (2005) and Norem (2008), 

among others, how Asian culture includes embracing the construct of ‘negativity’, 

with the recognition of the significance and usefulness of negative emotion. For 

example, while the Confucian tradition supports many positive constructs (eg., effort, 

love, kindness, respect and gratitude), it also believes that when an occasion calls 

for it, sadness, sorrow, fear, shame and anxiety are appropriate and are even be 

central to child development, having positive effects.  Indeed, this concept bears 

support from participants. One explained that in building character, reprimanding 
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and confrontation should balance positive affirmation in the blend that is tough love: 

“I have always believed the ‘hard with heart’. I come down hard on you but it comes 

from my heart” (HLS1). Another participant also supported the inclusion of negativity, 

with positive education being metaphorically a “sunrise-sunset duality” (HTL1) for 

him, similar to the Chinese philosophy of ‘Yin-yang’ balance, where the appreciation 

of problems and non-positive emotions in life can have benefits, and the sadness 

that people undergo will help them appreciate the value of happiness and positivity. 

He also pointed out that it is how the these negativities are managed that is 

important, citing the example that the emotion of anger is an inevitable part of human 

experience, but students can be taught how to direct it and manage it in a  healthy, 

constructive way that brings positive outcomes. Another participant also pointed out 

that positive education is “a cloud” (HUS2), and just as clouds may be bright or dark, 

the vicissitudes of one’s life is include both the good and bad, but the value of positive 

education is perhaps even more evident after people have weathered negative 

experiences. Oades and Mossman (2017) noted that “paradoxically, while positive 

psychology offers itself as the antidote to the negative bias of psychology as usual, 

it must not focus solely on the good in the world” – which supports this paradigm of 

Chinese culture as discussed above.  

Therefore, the inclusion of Chinese values in School X’s brand of positive 

education is highly consequential, given School X’s roots as a school that promotes 

Chinese values, language and culture. Indeed, the embrace of positive education in 

China and the steady spread its principles and practices there, led by Kaiping Peng 

(Professor of Psychology at Tsinghua University in China who is also a director of 

IPPA and a Steering Committee member of IPEN) and his team at Tsinghua 

University further testifies to positive education’s relevance and applicability to 

character, well-being and holistic development in the context of Chinese values, 

culture and philosophy. Such areas of integration would foster even greater 

coherence and win more buy-in from teachers in School X.  

Secondly, a key element of School X’s brand of positive education would lie 

in its core value of “自强不息”, or resilience. School X’s new principal, who took over 

the helm at the start of 2018 and who was himself an ‘old boy’ (former student) of 
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the school, highlighted the importance of “自强不息” in his recent definition the 

‘School X Spirit’ as such:   

“… it is the undaunted spirit of strength, resilience and tenacity, as espoused 

in the school value of “自强不息”. Guided by the continual quest for excellence 
and continual self-improvement, it is manifested by an innate entrepreneurial 
dare and the determination to persevere and never give up….” 

The positive education core team responsible for steering the positive education 

direction of the school has recently been named by the teacher-leader running it 

(who was a participant in this study) as the “Strengthening Resilience and Well-Being 

team” or the 自强不息 team. As can be seen, the value 自强不息 would clearly be 

the preferred language and label for School X rather than “resilience”, as language 

needs to be resonant with the school community and be modified to fit the culture of 

the school (Slemp et al., 2017). In fact, under resilience, there is a proposed 

sharpening of the focus for the school to help students to specifically “deal with 

failure” (CTL1). This is seen as a high leverage factor that will meet one of the (if not 

the actual) key need of students in School X, given Singapore’s cultural obsession 

with success and dealing with a world that is acknowledged by educators to be 

VUCA (Volatile, Unpredictable, Complex, and Ambiguous). In addition, dealing 

positively with setbacks and failure is perceived to be related to optimistic thinking 

and constructive risk-taking, which are important to entrepreneurial thinking – a key 

strategic priority of the school.   

Thirdly, School X‘s own brand of positive education can encompass its 

existing overarching objective to enable students to ‘live with passion and lead with 

compassion’, as a teacher-leader suggested. Indeed, positive education in School X 

has been involved in inculcating resilience in students, helping them identity and 

develop their character strengths, and empowering them to find meaning and 

purpose, amongst many other objectives. These can certainly help students fulfil the 

school motto of living their lives with passion and zest, in line with who they are, and 

reaching out to the larger community in Singapore with love and compassion. In 

other words, what would constitute School X’s brand of positive would be more a 

eudaimonic approach to ‘the good life’ or well-being, centred on a moral life (as 

espoused by Aristotle, in contrast to a pleasurable life of hedonia as advocated by 
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Plato). It would indeed be congruent for School X’s brand of positive education to 

include eudaimonic aspects of well-being that would encompass virtues which are 

aligned with School X’s desire for students to “lead with compassion”, and its mission 

for students to “. . . to serve the nation”, its other core values such as gratitude and 

win-win, and strategic value such as integrity, empathy and responsibility. This is 

actualised via the Values-in-Action programmes in School X with various Service 

Learning projects, Community Engagement Programmes and Community 

Involvement programmes (as discussed in Chapters 2 and 5). The integration of 

Eudaimonia in positive education was highlighted by O’Connor and Cameron (2017) 

as future direction that is a growing interest to many, as caring action in in teenagers 

was found to be associated with enhanced emotional competence in their early 

adulthood, not to mention the good that would be accomplished for the wider 

community. This would certainly address the concerns of critics of positive 

psychology who have pointed out that it neglects the voices of disenfranchised 

groups with little attention in positive psychology paid to the discussion of social 

justice (Rao & Donaldson, in press). 

Fourthly, positive education can be rebranded, for not only School X but also 

other schools in Singapore, with a key focus on being ‘future-ready’. For positive 

education to be taken seriously on the national level, it would be insightful to give 

positive education in Singapore’s educational institutions a rebranding that is aligned 

with the country’s obsession with survival and success. An example of an institution 

which has done so is the National University of Singapore’s Centre for Future Ready 

Graduates. The Centre runs the Roots and Wings programme, essentially a course 

in positive education with its emphasis on resilience, growth mind-set, and various 

aspects of personal and interpersonal emotional intelligence. However, as pointed 

out by a teacher-leader, it is branded not as a well-being programme, but rather one 

that would prepare students for a VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous) 

world, to enable them to be ‘future-ready’ and to truly achieve and advance in their 

careers in the real world. So ultimately, the reframing and rebranding of positive 

education would go a long way to ensure that governments, educational institutions, 

parents, employers and students themselves appreciate its significance and 

promote its teaching and practice. In other words, it would be useful for positive 



230 
 

education to be reframed beyond the concept of well-being to how all the outcomes 

can help students be future-ready and successful in the world of work, and the 

country be successful in the global arena. This hence also fits in with the national 

narrative of survival, progress and prosperity. Ultimately, it is certainly useful and 

even important for schools (beyond School X) to establish their own brand of positive 

education that meets their own needs and that is aligned with its qualities, beliefs 

and cultural context.  

To reiterate, this proposition builds on the key emergent themes of branding 

and contextualisation as discussed in Chapter 5. Schools have their respective 

unique identity and needs and circumstances. In Singapore, there are different 

categories of schools: government schools, government-aided (religious) or 

independent (being most resourced). Independent schools (like School X, tend to 

have a strong culture an ethos already in existence), and so do government-aided 

(religious) schools which are grounded in their religious beliefs, with schools being 

established differently in their religious principles and ethos – whether they are 

Catholic, Protestant, Buddhist or Madrasah (Muslim).  In many government schools, 

demographics such as socio-economic status may also be relevant, with those who 

take in more students from lower income families needing to frame its positive 

education journey differently, given that student development needs that teachers 

have to look into would include nurturing children and youth in their care who need 

help dealing with personal, socio-emotional and family issues, who may require 

counselling, and practical assistance like financial, health or family aid. Nonetheless, 

this proposition would be applicable to schools generally in Singapore, and other 

countries, for them to establish their own brand of positive education according to 

their context. What this proposition has added to research is to demonstrate that two 

key strands that schools would find useful to examine when considering their own 

version of positive education, would be firstly, in terms of the circumstances they are 

at in terms of student development needs; and secondly, the values and ethos 

unique to their identity. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter presented the theoretical findings of the study. Specifically, it 

drew on the case study findings to develop five theoretical propositions pertaining to 

the implementation of positive education, from educators’ perspectives. The 

following chapter concludes the thesis. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 

 

Introduction 

This chapter concludes the thesis in three main sections. The first main 

section provides an overview of the study, including: background; aim, research 

questions and rationale; and method. The second main section reiterates the 

empirical findings and theoretical outcomes of the study. The third main section 

presents the implications for professional practice and recommendations for further 

research. 

 

Overview of the study 

Background 

The study was carried out in a Singapore school, referred to in this thesis as 

School X, which has engaged in positive education with its high school (Grades 7 

– 10) and college (Grades 11 – 12) sections since 2011. Positive education, or the 

application of positive psychology in education (Green et al., 2011; Norrish, 2013; 

White & Waters, 2015), involves an approach to education that inculcates skills for 

happiness and well-being, besides those for traditional academic competence 

(Seligman et al., 2009). Positive psychology, with its emphasis on flourishing, 

character and virtue, “aligns strongly with the ethos of whole-student learning in 

21st century schooling” (Waters, 2011, p. 84). It therefore has great relevance in 

the educational domain. It can serve to help prevent depression (Seligman, 2002), 

build character and well-being, increase life satisfaction, foster better learning and 

creative thinking (Seligman et al., 2009), and foster greater academic success 

(Bernard & Walton, 2011), among other benefits. 

Prior to this study, School X had already undertaken various efforts to 

promote student character development and mental and socio-emotional health, as 

part of the national initiative via the 21CCSO (which includes values, SEL, 

citizenship and global skills deemed necessary competencies for success in the 
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21st century), and based on its own policies and programmes which it has 

developed over the decades. The school took positive education on board as one 

of its four strategic priorities (termed “Meaning and Purpose” from 2012 to 2016, 

and under ‘Values and Inclusiveness” from 2017 to 2021). The fundamental 

concepts of positive education in promoting a thriving and flourishing life, and its 

and focal points such as PERMA, resilience and character strengths, were 

incorporated into the ideas and practices of School X’s SD (Student Development) 

framework. 

 

Aim, rationale and research questions  

The aim of the study was to generate theory, grounded in educators’ 

experiences, to explain the process of understanding and implementing positive 

education in a Singapore school setting, where no such theory currently exists. To 

this end, a qualitative interpretivist case study was conducted to investigate 

educators’ perspectives about the place of positive education (especially in the 

setting of the school’s existing SD framework), the strategies employed, and the 

outcomes experienced. 

Though positive education has been rising in significance and recognized in 

education circles as such, there are relatively few published qualitative studies on 

the topic, especially with regards to teachers’ perspectives of positive education, 

and in the Singapore context. Therefore, this study sought to make a contribution 

to this limited literature base. It is particularly valuable to understand educators’ 

perspectives as people act on their perspectives, beliefs and motivations. Hence, 

researchers, policy makers and school leaders need to know their educators’ 

perspectives for any policy or implementation of programmes to take place 

effectively (Blackledge & Hunt, 1989); in this case, school-based applications of 

positive education. 

The central research question was: What are educators’ perspectives on 

positive education? The study was guided by the following questions: 

1. What are the intentions of educators engaging in positive education? What 

reasons do they give for their aims or intentions?  
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2. What strategies do educators say they have for realizing their aims and 

intentions? What reasons do they give for utilizing those strategies?  

3. What do the educators see as the significance of their aims or intentions and 

their strategies? What reasons do they give for this?  

4. What outcomes do the educators expect (for themselves and their students) 

from pursuing their aims or intentions? What reasons do they give for this?  

 

Overview of the method 

As this study sought to generate substantive theory about the perspectives 

of teachers on positive education in School X, it was located within the interpretivist 

paradigm in order to understand the ways in which educators made sense of 

positive education in School X and how they attributed meaning to the various 

practices of positive education (O’Donoghue, 2007; Sarantakos, 2005; Taylor & 

Bogdan, 1998). Employing the case study method, this approach centred on the in-

depth, holistic and in-context study of School X, using multiple sources of data.  

Participant selection was purposive, involving educators engaged in positive 

education in the high school ProEd consortium of both lower secondary and upper 

secondary levels, the college section’s Learning Support Programme educators 

and also educators responsible for different key portfolios in SD such as in 

Counselling, Faculty, Values-in-Action, Education and Career Guidance, Overseas 

Community Involvement Programme and Outdoor Education. 

Data collection included focus group discussions, individual semi-structured 

interviews, document collection and non-participant observations (Punch, 2009).  A 

focus group discussion with selected teachers was conducted to gauge the kind of 

questions to ask during subsequent individual interviews. Semi-structured 

individual interviews were conducted with educators as the primary means of data 

collection in order to gain deeper access to their perspectives and meaning-making. 

The individual interviews were conducted with ten participants from the high school 

section of the school and nine from the college section, drawn from the pool of 

classroom teachers and teacher-leaders.  Document collection was also conducted 

for additional insights into policy and practice of positive education. Unstructured 

non-participant observation was employed as a means to generate further 
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questions for data gathering. The observations were made of a variety of areas 

where positive education was practised, such as workshops, assemblies and 

programmes such as service learning (SL) and community involvement programme 

(CIP).  

Data analysis was carried out in tandem with the collection of data, in 

accordance with the interpretivist research approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

Using the principle of theoretical sampling, subsequent data collection was guided 

by theoretical directions that arose from the data analysis (Punch, 2005). Analytic 

induction was employed in this study to raise the abstraction level and to identify 

relationships between concepts (Punch, 2009). The methods included: grounded 

theory coding to attach meaning to data; identifying themes and patterns 

(Sarantakos, 2005); and memoing to theorise ideas and their relationships to 

enable ideation and conceptual elaboration (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Glaser, 

1978).  

 

Findings of the study 

The findings illuminated participants’ views on the role and place of positive 

education in the context of School X’s current Student Development (SD) initiatives.  

According to the participants, positive education provides: congruity with educators’ 

personal and professional identity and their aims in education, and also with current 

Student Development efforts; coherence to Student Development initiatives by 

providing an overall framework; value-addedness to or addressing the limitations of 

the practice of School X’s SD programmes; and impetus to the teaching of Chinese 

values in the school. These understandings gave the participants’ greater 

appreciation for positive education and motivation to practice it. This led to the first 

proposition, that appreciating the alignment of positive education with existing 

Student Development initiatives motivates educators to apply it in their own 

professional practice, which in turn underpins a collective school endeavour to foster 

well-being and flourishing. 

The study also revealed participants’ perspectives on the strategies employed 

in the implementation and practice of positive education, with the different unique 
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features of the high school and college sections analysed, and similarities between 

both highlighted, namely role modelling and differentiation. The common views of 

participants as to which strategies they found effective in nurturing the flourishing of 

students were captured, and these strategies comprised different aspects of school 

life and culture as a whole, such as in the areas of discipline, leadership 

development, relationships, communication. Apart from the effectiveness of 

strategies, another shared view was the significance of making conscious, 

purposeful effort in practising these strategies. Participants, in working with the 

desire to foster the well-being and character of students through these strategies, 

recognised a larger cause behind what they were doing, namely that these 

programmes were but platforms through which positive education was practiced. 

This led to the second proposition, that a whole school approach to positive 

education facilitates and embeds successful strategies in areas such as positive 

discipline, leadership development, relationships and communication into the school 

culture, and that these strategies employed to facilitate the practice of positive 

education are driven by the desire to foster student well-being and strength of 

character. 

It was found that the participants could see many positive impacts in the 

teaching, practice and implementation of positive education. However, their desire 

and effort to practice positive education often came into conflict with other priorities 

such as the demands and busyness of academics and even non-academic 

programmes and the striving for achievements. The participants raised suggestions 

with regard to better integration of positive education in school priorities and 

programmes. This led to the third proposition, that attempting to balance the priorities 

of excellence in achievements (in both academic and non-academic areas) on one 

hand and well-being on the other creates tension for educators. The tension can be 

reduced when strategic congruence between achievements and positive education 

is realised via a stronger whole-school approach that integrates positive education 

with existing priorities, educational frameworks and academic subjects.  

An area participants valued and felt could be further enhanced was personal 

and professional development in positive education. This includes: more structure in 

training and better outreach to more teachers; more guidance with application of 
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positive psychology in their own lives; role modelling for each other and for students; 

and mentoring by teacher-leaders and selected peers. They consider it vital for 

progress to be made in their own personal growth and understanding, and 

professional competence in implementation. This finding led to the fourth proposition 

that school investment in the personal development of educators as part of 

professional development programmes in positive education enhances its 

implementation. Developing potential and building human capital strengthens 

educator commitment to positive education and builds a positive school culture.    

 The fifth proposition is derived from aspects of the various findings above. 

One key emergent theme is that, in seeking to adapt positive education into the 

school framework and context, School X is unique (in contrast to schools in other 

countries or even in Singapore). This is in terms of, firstly, what the school needs in 

the student development domain or what it does not, especially given previous or 

current initiatives already in place, and secondly, its values and ethos as reflected in 

the school’s philosophy, objectives, Chinese culture and future needs. This has 

implications for how positive education ought to be integrated into existing school 

policy and practically implemented by the school in ways that are true to what the 

school stands for and what works for it. The fifth proposition that was derived, 

therefore, is that there is value in schools establishing their own brand of positive 

education that is contextualised to their own identity and needs. Branding is 

significantly related to the context of schools, including the position they are at in 

terms of student development needs and the ethos and values unique to their 

identity.  

 

 

Parameters of the study  

It is acknowledged that the study sample is not exhaustive. As a case study, 

this research comprised participants from a single school. In the high school section, 

it included participants from only one of the four consortia. However, perspectives 

have been sought from a diverse range of participants overall – of different seniority 

levels, age, gender and experience and leadership positions and hierarchy. The 

consortium from which participants were selected was the one in which educators 
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had the most exposure to positive education and its practice. Hence, these 

participants were the most appropriate to be interviewed for this study. Aligned with 

the principles of qualitative research, the relatively small sample allowed for a rich 

and intensive exploration of perspectives from a group of participants who hold 

extensive and varied views and experience in positive education. This study did not 

take into account the perspectives of students enrolled in School X due to ethical 

considerations. However, existing literature is already centred on students and does 

not focus on educators’ perspectives, and the few studies that include them are not 

qualitative, and educators are seldom the subject of research – all of which are key 

features of this study. This thesis could therefore inspire future research on the 

investigation of the same but drawing on the perspectives of other stakeholders, 

apart from current students, such as parents and alumni of the school. The 

qualitative nature of the research could also be complemented by a quantitative 

approach. Moving beyond this case study of one school, research could also be 

carried out with educators and stakeholders in other schools.  

The individual interviews that were conducted with the participants were semi-

structured in nature. This allowed for an in-depth investigation of the central and 

guiding research questions with opportunities for follow-up via email and telephone 

correspondence. One-to-one interviews allowed for participants of varying levels of 

experience and seniority to share their views freely. There was one focus group 

discussion. More were not conducted due to the demanding and conflicting 

schedules of the academics. Yet, it is acknowledged that they are a potentially rich 

source of data for further qualitative research in this area.  

 

Implications and recommendations 

Implications for theory and professional practice 

Firstly, as perceiving and understanding the alignment between positive 

education and the previously existing well-being or character development practices 

of their schools leads to greater motivation in educators to practice positive 

education, it is important for schools to make efforts to ensure and communicate this 

alignment. In Singapore’s context, for instance, the existing efforts would be a 
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school’s SD (or SEL within the broader CCE [Citizenship and Character Education] 

and 21CCSO context. This involves communicating how positive education adds 

value and builds on what educators have been previously doing, especially in terms 

of providing a coherent framework to what they already knew or were previously 

doing in promoting students’ mental and socio-emotional health or well-being, and 

how it can help them improve their processes and programmes. This appreciation of 

alignment is important for teachers to be convinced and motivated to implement 

positive education with their students, so that they do not see it as an added item to 

an already full plate of responsibilities they have to fulfil or a new fad that may fade 

away.   

Secondly, it is not adequate to have positive education programmes and 

activities designed without teacher input and investment. Rather, the application and 

implementation of the strategies in the form of various programmes and activities 

needs to be mindfully and intentionally carried out by educators for the desired 

impact to be achieved, and indeed, for educators to feel connected to those 

programmes and make meaning of them to begin with. Unless educators are 

applying them in a conscious manner with the objective of cultivating well-being, it 

cannot be easy for those in the midst of, for instance, coaching a basketball game 

or guiding students in the organising of a camp, to actually build students’ character 

strengths and help them experience PERMA. Nor is it likely to happen to a large 

extent. Therefore, it is not simply about what programmes are being carried out, but 

rather how and why they are implemented by educators. Therefore, schools need to 

be careful to avoid rushing educators through any implementation of programmes, 

events or activities; instead, effort needs to be made to help educators slow down 

and connect with their desire and purpose of enabling students to flourish via the 

respective platforms.  

Thirdly, schools need to take into account the issue of tension between the 

different priorities of positive education on one hand, and academic and non-

academic achievements on the other. Conceptually in planning, these priorities were 

never meant to be competing, but rather complementary goals in the development 

of holistic, thriving students who are able to succeed, find happiness and serve the 

community. However, though the aims may be complementary, in practice the 
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enactment can result in educators experiencing conflict, tension and ambivalence – 

by virtue of the fact that resources (time, manpower, energy and finances) to carry 

out all programmes to achieve whatever desired outcomes are finite and limited. 

Moreover, the competition that positive education faces in prioritisation is not only 

with academics, but rather with a whole plethora of non-academic areas that are 

deemed important for students. More than that, it is not merely the time and energy 

in the running of these academic or non-academic programmes, but rather the 

pressure and stress over ensuring achievements and success in these areas. This 

is especially pertinent in Singapore’s context whereby excellence in achievements 

is highly prized, such that to a certain extent in university or scholarship applications, 

even character qualities are deduced or inferred from one’s achievements in non-

academic areas. (For example, a student may be perceived to possess 

perseverance and teamwork through his sporting accolades, and another student 

may be seen to demonstrate civic-mindness and creativity as evidenced in the 

quality of his Service Learning projects). Therefore, schools need to take into proper 

consideration this tension and work towards a strategic congruence that would 

minimise any struggle or conflict teachers may feel, and help them find greater 

internal coherence and integrity, which they value, in the practice of positive 

education with their students. Educators could explore the implementation of 

evidence-based frameworks and practices such as the Domains of Positive 

Functioning Framework and Visible Well-Being (Rusk & Waters, 2015; Waters, 

2015; Waters, 2017; Waters et al., 2017) which involves the integration of optimal 

psychosocial functioning and well-being into daily teaching and learning 

programmes for students.  

Fourthly, the personal and professional development of educators would 

ultimately affect the quality and extent to which positive education can be effectively 

implemented in schools. Therefore, it is vital that educators are taught to discover 

and be connected to who they are – their values and beliefs, strengths and talents, 

passions and interests, life stories, and particular needs and causes in the school 

community that they, by virtue of who they are, find themselves being compelled to 

define and address. They would therefore be in a better position to help students, 

through various positive education platforms, to do the same and more. It is also 
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important that schools ensure that the well-being of educators are tended to, through 

efforts both by the school and the educators themselves, as there is a tendency for 

educators, by virtue of the caring vocation they are in, to prioritise their students’ 

well-being or academic needs at the expense of, for instance, their own health and 

time with their own families. When the personal and professional development of 

educators are conscientiously looked into, especially the less emphasized former, 

the flourishing within the school community will be more prevalent and sustainable.  

Finally, contextualisation of positive education to the school as a whole is 

essential, and hence every school needs to find its own brand of positive education; 

one that is aligned with not only its past history and the values and ethos it has held 

dear, but is also well-positioned to address the present or future needs and 

challenges confronting it. To that end, individual schools could certainly start off by 

modelling other schools or trialling various programmes, but ultimately, each needs 

to take into consideration its unique identity and strengths as an institution, analyse 

and identify what its current efforts in SD or well-being programmes are, what the 

limitations or weaknesses in these efforts might be, and the future it desires for itself 

– and then determine how positive education can be adapted and branded to fit the 

school’s context and fulfil its goals accordingly.  

The table below shows the alignment between the propositions and 

implications. 

 

Propositions Implications 

Proposition 1  

Appreciating the alignment of positive 

education with existing Student 

Development initiatives motivates 

educators to apply it in their own 

professional practice. This underpins a 

collective school endeavour to foster 

well-being and flourishing. 

Firstly, as perceiving and 

understanding the alignment between 

positive education and the previously 

existing well-being or character 

development practices of their schools 

leads to greater motivation in 

educators to practice positive 

education, it is important for schools to 
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 make efforts to ensure and 

communicate this alignment. 

Proposition 2 

Strategies employed to facilitate the 

practice of positive education are driven 

by the desire to foster student well-

being and strength of character. In this 

regard, a whole school approach to 

positive education facilitates 

and embeds successful strategies in 

areas such as positive discipline, 

leadership development, relationships 

and communication into the school 

culture.  

 

Secondly, it is not adequate to have 

positive education programmes and 

activities designed without teacher 

input and investment. Rather, the 

application and implementation of the 

strategies in the form of various 

programmes and activities needs to be 

mindfully and intentionally carried out 

by educators for the desired impact to 

be achieved, and indeed, for educators 

to feel connected to those programmes 

and make meaning of them to begin 

with. 

Proposition 3 

Attempting to balance the priorities of 

excellence in achievements (in both 

academic and non-academic areas) on 

one hand and well-being on the other 

creates tension for educators. The 

tension can be reduced when strategic 

congruence between achievements and 

positive education is realised via a 

stronger whole-school approach that 

integrates positive education with 

existing priorities, educational 

frameworks and academic subjects. 

Thirdly, schools need to take into 

account the issue of tension between 

the different priorities of positive 

education on one hand, and academic 

and non-academic achievements on 

the other. Schools should work towards 

a strategic congruence that would 

minimise any struggle or conflict 

teachers may feel, and help them find 

greater internal coherence and 

integrity, which they value, in the 

practice of positive education with their 

students.  
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Proposition 4 

School investment in the personal 

development of educators as part of 

professional development programmes 

in positive education enhances its 

implementation. Developing potential 

and building human capital strengthens 

educator commitment to positive 

education and builds a positive school 

culture.    

 

Fourthly, the personal and professional 

development of educators would 

ultimately affect the quality and extent 

to which positive education can be 

effectively implemented in schools. 

Therefore, it is vital that educators are 

taught to discover and be connected to 

who they are – their values and beliefs, 

strengths and talents, passions and 

interests, life stories, and particular 

needs and causes in the school 

community that they, by virtue of who 

they are, find themselves being 

compelled to define and address. 

Proposition 5 

There is value in schools establishing 

their own brand of positive education 

that is contextualised to their own 

identity and needs. Branding is 

significantly related to the context of 

schools, including the position they are 

at in terms of student development 

needs and the ethos and values unique 

to their identity. 

Finally, contextualisation of positive 

education to the school as a whole is 

essential, and hence every school 

needs to find its own brand of positive 

education; one that is aligned with not 

only its past history and the values and 

ethos it has held dear, but is also well-

positioned to address the present or 

future needs and challenges 

confronting it. 

 

 

Recommendations for further research  

There is a lot of literature that has illustrated the significance and impact of 

positive education, as mentioned in earlier chapters. However, there is relatively little 

research examining how positive education works in tandem with existing SD, SEL, 
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or mental health programmes of schools that already had those initiatives in place 

before positive education was brought into the picture, or how positive education can 

or has complemented or supplemented such existing programmes. This study has 

highlighted the value of such theory. Therefore, further research into this area, of 

how positive education can be aligned with various existing school efforts to promote 

the well-being of their students, is warranted. This is especially useful for schools 

which are not starting from a blank slate, which have existing programmes in place 

before the introduction of positive education to the school community.  

The findings have highlighted the importance of role modelling and 

differentiation in positive education, which are common strategies employed by both 

high school and college educators. The function and significance of these two 

strategies in positive education could constitute important theory. As research is 

being done on the personal growth of educators via positive education and how to 

leverage their personal strengths in their practice, and how it all fits in within the 

professional development framework, more studies could usefully address the place 

and importance of role modelling. While there is research in the domain of SEL 

where it has been shown that a teachers’ role modelling of social emotional 

competencies does facilitate the learning of their students and their practice, further 

investigations could be usefully made into role modelling in positive education; its 

significance, what it entails, how to practice it, and its outcomes. Also, while there is 

much research in the area of differentiation in academic learning, there is a similar 

need for research to be done in the area of differentiation in positive education. 

Beyond differentiation according to the needs of particular individuals, it is 

recommended that differentiation of programmes be researched and implemented 

according to the context of the groups, such as individual classes with their own 

unique student profiles or different types of Co-Curricular Activity (CCA) groups with 

their respective needs.   

Various studies have investigated what a whole school approach to positive 

education entails; indeed, the stories of GGS and St Peter’s College bear testimony 

to what can be achieved. Research in this area can be further expanded. This study 

has spotlighted the issue of tension and the need for effective integration, which 

would constitute significant theory. Therefore, given that educators in some contexts 
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may feel a sense of tension despite the best of intentions and efforts by school 

leaders, it would be useful to research into how strategic congruence and integration 

between various school priorities can be carried out in different school contexts, 

especially ones that already place high emphasis on achievements, be in academics 

(as is commonly the case) or even in non-academic domains (such as in School X 

and largely Singapore as a whole), that may run the risk of coming into conflict with 

school policy and practice with regards to positive education. Hence, more research, 

especially taking into account unique local culture and challenges, would enhance 

understanding and hopefully enable educators and students to cope better amidst 

different tensions and demands on their time and energy.  

The need for contextualisation and the opportunity for branding were 

developed as a key theory. As positive education was never meant to be one-size-

fits-all, how it is contextualised and branded within individual schools separately 

would make for interesting and useful study. Research into how schools can create 

their own brand of positive education and the resultant application by schools can 

strengthen greater buy-in for their respective school communities and stakeholders. 

Indeed, positive education can become an integral part of their identity and ethos, 

which would ensure long term sustainability of positive education as it is embedded 

into the DNA of the schools’ respective cultures. As schools establish their own 

brand of positive education, they are likely in turn to find that positive education in 

turn provides valuable branding for the schools themselves. As the school 

community flourishes with the well-being and character of students being 

strengthened and academic results being enhanced as a consequence, school pride 

and ethos within itself and its reputation and desirability amongst the external 

community (which includes prospective students and parents) can only increase.  

Ultimately, this study hopes to inspire research of a similar nature in other 

schools, be it in Singapore or other countries, where the perspectives of educators, 

the very ones who are carrying out positive education, must surely be given more 

consideration. In addition, as positive education research in Singapore is almost a 

virgin territory, with research on K to 12 educational institutions appearing to be 

particularly non-existent, the researcher hopes to use this study as a springboard to 

collaborate with other educators and researchers to conduct similar research on 
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other schools in Singapore. Besides investigation of perspectives of educators 

engaging in positive education, much can be gained through the examination of the 

perspectives of students and other stakeholders such as parents. Also, the views of 

alumni (students who have graduated from the school) should also be sought, as 

the efficacy of positive education on students must surely be examined not just when 

they are in school experiencing the programme and culture, but determined by the 

extent to which the impact or benefits persist after they leave school. There would 

also be useful data to gather from the perspectives of policy makers in Singapore’s 

Ministry of Education who devise strategic plans and curricula for the country and 

the way in which they are delivered in the classrooms. May the greatest reward of 

education in Singapore be acknowledged by society to be not the distinction grades 

on one’s certificate, but the person each student grows up to become – with greater 

well-being, grounded in character virtues and able to leverage their strengths to 

flourish and serve the greater good; and for the on-going and graduant batches of 

School X students, effectively living with passion and leading with compassion as 

their school motto exhorts. 

 

Conclusion 

This study investigated the perspectives of teachers and teacher-leaders from 

both high school and college sections of a particular case school in Singapore which 

had undertaken positive education in their efforts to develop student character and 

well-being. The educators’ perspectives of the role and place of positive education, 

the strategies employed, the outcomes and impact, strengths and areas for 

improvement, and their overall viewpoints were captured in the findings. Issues such 

as what motivates educators, what works for them, the challenges they face, how 

schools ought to approach and maximise their efforts including the development and 

flourishing of educators, are discussed, together with implications for theory and 

practice and recommendations for future research and action.  

 Two main features distinguish this study from others. Firstly, it is a qualitative 

study, focused on the perspectives of teachers and teacher-leaders with these 

educators (and not students) being the subject of a study set in an Asian, specifically 
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Singapore, context. Each of these features in itself is already less than common in 

literature, and collectively to date there is probably no study on positive education of 

with all of these particular characteristics. Secondly, another distinguishing feature 

of this study lies in the fact that highlights a school that already had various SD 

measures in place to develop character and well-being before the introduction of 

positive education. This thesis therefore addresses how positive education has fitted 

in, complemented or supplemented the existing efforts, and how it can best continue 

to do so – with discussions on how schools need to work out the alignment with their 

existing initiatives and ultimately establish their own brand of positive education.  

The thesis provides a useful guide for schools undertaking their positive 

education journey, particularly those in the Singapore context which may be 

experiencing similar issues or challenges. It has pointed out pertinent directions for 

future research, such as exploring and addressing issues dealing the tension and 

difficulties that educators may face given conflicting demands on them and how to 

find better strategic congruence as a result in a whole school approach, and ways to 

develop educators personally and professionally to ensure their flourishing and role 

modelling for more pervasive and sustainable implementation of positive education 

in the school community. 

The momentum of positive education is quickening. There is an up-coming 

World Positive Education Accelerator scheduled on June 25 – 28 2018 in Fort Worth, 

Texas, that seeks to “elevate the strengths of positive education and design the 

spread and deployment of future positive education impacts” (Seligman & Adler, 

2018, p. 68). To make the gains of positive education sustainable, Seligman and 

Adler (2018) suggest that ongoing rigourous measurements are needed, together 

with other areas of enhancements such as: improvements and cross-validation of 

measurements using big data techniques; treatment fidelity measurement for the 

execution of interventions; cross-benefit analyses of programmes; and more 

evidence on the reality of enhancements in well-being and academic achievements 

that seem to be produced. They have also proposed allowing more creativity for 

educators, based on their knowledge of their students, to “design local and 

contextually resonant interventions” (p. 70), and this is in line with the propositions 

and recommendations of this study that the implementation of positive education be 
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contextualised to the local setting. Despite areas for improvement, it is believed that 

education is in the midst of a revolution with positive education likely to produce 

increasingly promising outcomes that will advance its goals (Seligman & Adler, 

2018). The Singapore Positive Education Network has recently been established this 

year, and is currently in the midst of organising Singapore’s first full day positive 

education conference scheduled for July 2018, to bring together local and foreign 

academics, policy-makers and educators to share and promote the cause of positive 

education in this region. The future of positive education in Singapore looks bright. 

For School X, it is hoped that it will continue to leverage positive education to scale 

new heights in the years to come, being a lighthouse school in this regard that will 

inspire many others in its journey. 
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Appendix A – Aide Memoire 
 
Aims / Intentions 

 Why do you engage in positive education? What motivates you in carrying it out?  
 What do you hope to achieve? What are your goals? Why?  
 Has positive education fulfilled the school’s affective aims/ vision/ mission/ 

philosophy? 
 Do you think there should be certain approaches in (the principles/vision, planning 

or practice of) positive education? 
 What do you like about the positive education programme of the school? 
 What do you not like/ disagree with in the positive education programme of the 

school? 
Strategies 

 How do you plan for positive education in your lesson plan or otherwise? 
 What do you do and say in practicing positive education in the classroom/ CCA/ 

outside school with the students? How do you do so? What activities are carried 
out? How effective do you think they have been? 

 What techniques in pedagogy and communication do you apply? How effective do 
you think they have been? 

 To what extent can the plans be/ have the plans been actualized in reality? 
 What challenges or problems have you faced in putting into practice the positive 

education programme? How (successfully) have they been dealt with? 
 What types of professional development help have you received to equip you? 

Have they been helpful? 
 What professional development do you need? 
 What support do you need in implementing positive education? 
 How do you interpret and employ the strategies and programmes suggested by the 

school? 
Significance  

 Is positive education important to you? Do you think it is important to the students? 
What are your thoughts on it?  

 What do you consider to be the value and importance of your aims/ what you do/ 
how you do it?  

 How important is the aim to you? (What would you do/give up to pursue it?) 
 What is a metaphor you would use to describe yourself? To describe positive 

education?  
Outcomes  

 What are the expected outcomes from pursuing the aim? 
 What evidence would satisfy you that positive education is being successfully 

practised? 
 What are your expectations / what results do you hope to see at the end of the day 

for your students? For yourself? 
 What has been the impact / results on student learning/ student well-being? What 

feedback have you obtained? 
 What are the strengths of the positive education programme? 
 What are the weaknesses / limitations/ areas of improvement? 
 To what extent does positive education impact academics??  
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Appendix B – VIA Classification of Character Strengths & Virtues 
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