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Abstract
Positive psychology is the study of the conditions and processes that contribute to
optimal flourishing in people, groups and organisations. This paper outlines the PROSPER framework, an organising tool for the implementation of Positive Education, a relatively new direction which represents the application of Positive Psychology research
to educational contexts. The word ‘PROSPER’ communicates the purpose of the framework and is also an acronym that highlights the seven key elements that have been
identified as contributing to wellbeing: Positivity, Relationships, Outcomes, Strengths,
Purpose, Engagement, and Resilience. Confirmatory data on the usefulness of the
PROSPER framework, obtained through surveys conducted with researchers from the
Institute of Positive Psychology and Education (ACU) and fifty-four educators from four
different schools, is presented and discussed. A rationale for the inclusion of the seven
components is provided and the PROSPER framework is then further supported by
reference to the evidence-informed school and classroom practices that contribute to
student wellbeing and achievement and help to build schools as enabling institutions.
Keywords: Positive psychology, Positive education, Positivity, Relationships,
Outcomes, Strengths, Purpose, Engagement, Resilience, Social-emotional learning,
Educational policy

Background
Interest in positive psychology, and its application in education, health, communities
and organisations, has grown exponentially over the last 15 years. The goal of positive
psychology is to provide the conditions and processes that contribute to flourishing or
optimal functioning of people, groups and institutions (Gable and Haidt 2005). This
paper outlines the PROSPER framework as an organiser for positive psychological interventions that can help people, groups, organisations or communities to achieve this goal.
The term ‘to prosper’ is defined as to thrive and succeed in a healthy way; to flourish
(Oxford dictionary; Merriam-Webster Dictionary). Flourishing refers to the experience
of life going well and equates with a high level of wellbeing and it epitomises mental
health (Huppert and So 2013; Keyes 2002; Ryff and Singer 1998). It is a combination of
feeling good and functioning effectively (Huppert and So 2013). Use of the term PROSPER reflects the intended purpose of this framework which is as an organiser for the
multi-dimensional components that contribute to flourishing. The PROSPER acronym
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stands for Positivity, Relationships, Outcomes, Strengths, Purpose, Engagement, and
Resilience.
The PROSPER framework has several similarities to Seligman’s (2011) earlier PERMA
model of wellbeing (Positive emotions, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning and
Accomplishment), but specifically includes two additional significant components:
Strengths and Resilience. Resilience is considered an important indicator of wellbeing as
illustrated in Huppert and So’s (2013) model of flourishing used to measure wellbeing of
citizens in twenty-three European countries with 43,000 participants. The Huppert and
So model of flourishing includes the following components that are also included in the
PROSPER framework: positive emotions, optimism (Positivity), positive relationships
(Relationships), competence (Outcomes), meaning (Purpose), engagement (Engagement) and resilience (Resilience). The additional elements in the Huppert and So model:
self-esteem, vitality and emotional stability have been subsumed in the PROSPER elements; emotional stability under Resilience and vitality under Positivity. The construct
self respect is included as a character strength in PROSPER instead of self esteem given
the reported concerns with the self esteem construct (Baumeister et al. 2005; Seligman
et al. 1995) More explanation for these differences is provided in Noble and McGrath
(2015). One additional element in PROSPER which is not in their model is the construct
of Strengths. The component of Strengths is included as a distinct category in PROSPER
because the deployment of one’s strengths is seen as central to wellbeing theory (Seligman 2011).
Feedback on the usefulness of the acronym PROSPER and the validity of the seven theoretical and evidence-informed components that are the core of the PROSPER framework was sought from fourteen researchers and professors at the Institute of Positive
Psychology and Education (IPPE) at the Australian Catholic University. All IPPE members supported the inclusion of all seven components as well as providing constructive
feedback on the omission of some of the details for each component (such as suggesting
the inclusion of mindfulness in the Positivity component). Each component of PROSPER meets Seligman’s three criteria for an element of wellbeing i.e. (1) each element contributes to wellbeing, (2) each element can be defined and measured independently of
the other elements and (3) many people pursue the element for it’s own sake (Seligman
2011, p. 16). An assessment tool for measuring the PROSPER components for student
wellbeing is under development.
Feedback on the usefulness of the PROSPER framework was also sought from a convenience sample of educators. All of the teachers and principals who attended a oneday workshop on student wellbeing were asked for their feedback on the usefulness
and relevance of the PROSPER framework at the end of the workshop. The compulsory
workshop was inclusive of all teaching staff at four government primary schools, not just
those teachers with designated responsibility for student wellbeing or social-emotional
learning. The teachers were invited to respond anonymously to a seven-item questionnaire using a 5-point Likert scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Fifty-four
respondents posted their survey responses face down in a box as they exited the workshop. Positive education was a new discipline for these schools and therefore the teachers were arguably less likely to have a preconceived idea of the usefulness or otherwise
of a Positive Educational framework for their school practices. All respondents (100%)
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agreed or strongly agreed that the PROSPER framework would help to provide a common language about wellbeing within their school and across schools. Most respondents (90%) agreed or strongly agreed that it makes (a) the core components of wellbeing
easy-to-remember and (b) is easy to communicate to everyone in their school community because of the relevant nature of the acronym. Most (96%) also agreed or strongly
agreed that the PROSPER framework would help staff to reflect on their practice for
student wellbeing and 89% also agreed or strongly agreed that the framework has the
potential as an audit tool for identifying their school’s current successful practices for
student wellbeing as well as identifying the gaps.
In this paper the PROSPER framework is applied to the educational context. This
application of PROSPER in education seems timely given Seligman’s (2011) challenge to
policy makers to develop a new measure of prosperity, beginning early in life:
‘the time has come for a new prosperity, one that takes flourishing seriously as a
the goal for education and of parenting. Learning to value and to attain flourishing
must start early—in the formative years of schooling—and it is this new prosperity, kindled by positive education, that the world can now choose’ (Seligman 2011,
p. 97).

Using the Prosper Framework in Schools
PROSPER within a school context incorporates the evidence-informed school practices
that have the potential to enhance student wellbeing and achievement and build schools
as enabling institutions. The PROSPER organiser builds on the authors’ two earlier versions of a positive psychology framework for education. The first prototype evolved as an
outcome of the authors’ co-development of the Australian Government Scoping Study
on Approaches to Student Wellbeing (Noble and McGrath 2008a) and the second prototype is titled the Positive Educational Practices (PEPs) Framework (Noble and McGrath
2008b). PROSPER has some similarities with Geelong Grammar School’s (GGS) Positive
Education framework outlined by Norrish (2015). The GGS’ domains are Positive emotions, Positive Relationships, Positive Accomplishment, Character Strengths, Positive
Purpose, Positive Engagement and Positive Health and Resilience.
The authors’ first initiative in applying the principles of positive psychology to education was incorporated in their Bounce Back Wellbeing and Resilience program published in 2003 and revised in 2011(McGrath and Noble 2003, 2011). Bounce Back was
developed as a whole school primary and middle school wellbeing program to promote
a positive school culture as well as provide a multi-faceted wellbeing curriculum for
classroom teachers to teach to their students. PROSPER is now offered as an organising
framework for the evidence-based school components of student wellbeing and Bounce
Back is provided as program that focuses on these components through teaching strategies, school and classroom organisation, working with parents and the provision of
focused curriculum units. The Bounce Back curriculum units are Emotions, Humour
and the Bright Side (Positivity), Relationships and Core Values units (Relationships), a
unit on Success unit that incorporates Outcomes, Strengths, Purpose and Engagement
and the People Bouncing Back and Courage units (Resilience).
Positive Education is defined within the PROSPER context as:
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‘the integration of the core principles of positive psychology with the evidenceinformed structures, practices and programs that enhance both wellbeing and academic achievement. The aim of positive education is to enable all members of a
school community to succeed and prosper’.
Figure 1 outlines the PROSPER acronym and illustrates each of the seven components
with a range of school and classroom practices that contribute to student wellbeing.

Positivity
Positivity can be defined simply ‘as the state of being positive’. The term ‘positivity’ is
employed by Barbara Fredrickson (2009) to include the positive meanings and optimistic attitudes that trigger positive emotions. Positivity also incorporates the long-term
impact that positive emotions have on one’s character, relationships, communities and
environment. As outlined in Figure 1 a focus on Positivity encourages educators to provide classroom and school opportunities for students to experience and amplify positive
emotions such as feeling connected and feeling safe. Positivity also encourages educators
to explicitly teach students the values and skills for expressing gratitude and thinking
optimistically.
Positive Emotions

People who frequently experience and express positive emotions tend to be more resilient (Fredrickson and Tugade 2004), more socially connected (Mauss et al. 2011), and
more likely to function at optimal levels (Fredrickson and Losada 2005; Mauss et al.
2011). Fredrickson’s (2013) ‘broaden and build’ model hypothesises that experiencing
positive emotions, such as belonging, safety, interest and curiosity, amusement, joy and
gratitude, can broaden an individual’s thoughts and actions in a positive and helpful way.
Positive emotions, even when fleeting, are hypothesised to accumulate and compound
over time in ways that incrementally build people’s personal resources such as their
physical, intellectual, social and psychological resources (Fredrickson 2013). Huebner
and Hills (2014) have concluded, from the available research evidence conducted with
children and adolescents, that ‘…frequent positive emotions appear to facilitate more
positive life experiences in many important arenas of [their] life’ (p774). For example
in one school study involving 293 students in grades 7–10, Reschly et al. (2008) demonstrated that experiencing frequent positive emotions at school was associated with
higher levels of student engagement and adaptive coping.
Feeling Connected

Self-determination theory posits that the need to belong and feel connected is one of the
three basic human needs (Deci and Ryans 2000). In a study of almost 700 students across
two high schools, students’ sense of belonging to their school was identified as the most
significant variable for explaining student psychological wellbeing (Bizumic et al.2009).
The more connected and accepted the students felt, the less likely they were to report
anxiety, depression, loss of emotional control and aggression, and the less likely their
teachers rated their behaviour as disruptive. Osterman (2000) found in her research
review that when students experience a sense of belonging and acceptance at school
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PROSPER SCHOOL
PATHWAYS

EXAMPLES OF SCHOOL & CLASSROOM PRACTICES &
STRUCTURES
•

Encouraging POSITIVITY
Supporting students to develop
positivity skills and experience
positive emotions

•

•
•
Building RELATIONSHIPS
Supporting students to develop
the social skills and pro-social
values that underpin positive
relationships and building
positive relationships within the
school
Facilitating OUTCOMES
Provision of optimal learning
environments and opportunities
to learn specific skills that
enhance students’ outcomes &
accomplishment

Focusing on STRENGTHS
Taking a strengths-based
approach with students, teachers
and the whole school community

Fostering a sense of
PURPOSE
Supporting students to develop a
sense of purpose and meaning

Enhancing ENGAGEMENT
Providing opportunities for high
student engagement

Teaching RESILIENCE
Supporting students to develop
the skills and attitudes that
underpin resilient behaviour.

•

Provision of opportunities for students to experience and
amplify positive emotions and build positive learning
environments e.g through the use of music, dance, humour,
cooperative learning tasks
Explicit teaching of the values and skills needed for a Positive
Mindset
o Optimistic thinking, positive tracking, positive
conversion, hopeful thinking and expressing gratitude
o Mindfulness
Provision of opportunities to practise these skills
Strategies for developing:
•
a safe & supportive school culture
•
positive student-teacher relationships,
•
positive student-peer relationships
•
positive school-family & school-community relationships
Explicit teaching of social skills and pro-social values

• Provision of opportunities to practise these social skills
• Interpersonal structures that facilitate relationships e.g. cooperative learning
groups, cross-age teams, cooperative games, peer support and performance
groups.
• Adoption of evidence-informed teaching strategies
• Explicit teaching of skills for:
• Organisation
• Goal achievement (e.g. effort, persistence + willpower (grit) and problemsolving)
• Effective studying
• Promotion of a Growth mindset
• The use of critical and creative thinking tools that challenge and scaffold
Adoption of strengths-based approaches to organisation,
curriculum and planning which results in:
•
Students identifying, exploring and applying their character and
ability strengths in lessons, in extra-curricular and leadership
activities
•
Teachers using task differentiation based on students’
character & ability strengths
•
School psychologists and coaches using strengths-based
approaches
•
recognition and application of teacher and parent strengths and
collective strengths using change strategies such as
appreciative inquiry
Provision of opportunities for students to:
•
participate in student-owned and student-directed activities
•
be involved with community service or service learning
•
make contributions to the school through ‘student voice’ &
participation in decision-making about aspects of the school
•
undertake roles requiring peer mentoring or peer support
•
undertake leadership roles
•
explore spirituality
Adoption of:
•
evidence-informed teaching & learning strategies
•
relationship-based teaching strategies
•
activities that incorporate critical and creative thinking
•
curriculum differentiation and extra-curricular activities so
students experience ‘flow’
Explicit teaching of skills for:
•
Coping and acting resiliently in both personal and academic
contexts
•
Acting with courage
•
Good decision-making
•
Self management

Figure 1 The PROSPER framework: Seven School Pathways that enable all students to PROSPER.

they are more likely to participate in learning activities, support each other, behave in
accordance with school rules and expectations and achieve at a higher level. Students
who feel connected to their school are also less likely to engage in health-compromising
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behaviour (Blum and Libbey 2004; Bond et al. 2001) and more likely to graduate from
high school (Miltich et al. 2004). A sense of belonging is the result of many small steps
taken by a school such as: the extensive use of cooperative learning, the provision of
lunchtime clubs and extracurricular programs, and the adoption of peer support structures such as cross-age buddy systems and peer tutoring (Stanley and McGrath 2006).
Feeling Safe

Feeling safe and protected from bullying is directly linked to feeling supported and cared
for by teachers and connected to peers (Flashpohler et al. 2009). All students feel less
safe when they are aware that bullying is occurring in their school, even if they haven’t
been bullied themselves (e.g.Janson et al. 2009). A study by Strom et al. (2013), involving
56 schools in Norway, found that students in schools that had higher levels of bullying
performed worse academically than other schools where this was not the case. Similarly
Konishi et al. (2010) found the overall levels of achievement in both reading and math
were lower in schools with higher levels of bullying. Researchers are increasingly seeing bullying as a socio-ecological and multifaceted problem that requires a multifaceted
solution. We suggest that addressing bullying behaviours is one side of the coin—the
other side is implementing the PROSPER pathways which contribute to a positive school
climate.
Feelings of Enjoyment and Amusement

Laughter has been shown to relax the body and trigger pleasure through the release of
dopamine into the brain (Reiss et al. 2003). It also has the capacity to reduce stress (Bennett and Lengacher 2009; Colom et al. 2011) and improve immune functioning (Berk
et al. 2001). Studies confirm that finding the humorous side of a situation or participating in humour-based activities can also be an effective (and optimistic) strategy for
coping resiliently with difficult times in one’s life and for reducing anxiety (Booth-Butterfield et al. 2007). Humour can also increase the capacity to tolerate physical pain (e.g.
Zweyer et al. (2004). In their review of research studies that have focused on the impact
of humour in educational contexts, Banas et al. (2011) concluded that the use of positive,
non-aggressive humour is associated with a more interesting and relaxed learning environment, more positive perceptions by students of the teacher who uses it, a stronger
motivation to learn, and more enjoyment of the content and the tasks. Humour can be
used in many ways within a classroom context (e.g. see McGrath and Noble 2011). The
use of humour can be a style of interaction, an approach to teaching and learning (e.g.
using cartoons or humorous images in a slide presentation or playing educational games),
a curriculum activity (e.g. conducting a class survey to identify the most amusing of four
different jokes or cartoons, the reading and analysis of funny books, or the writing of funny
stories or poems) and, when used appropriately, it can also be an effective coping skill
(e.g. laughing at your own silly mistake can help to keep things in perspective).
Positive Mindset
Expressing Gratitude and Appreciation

Gratitude has been defined as ‘a higher-level moral emotion that enables people to
notice, understand and capitalise on beneficial exchanges with others’ (Froh and Bono

Page 6 of 17

Noble and McGrath. Psych Well-Being (2015) 5:2

2011, p. 1). When people are grateful, they notice and appreciate the good things that
happen to them and express thanks to those who are responsible (Emmons 2007). Gratitude is thought to mature gradually in childhood as children become increasingly capable of making accurate judgements about a benefactor’s intentions as well the cost to the
benefactor of their actions (Froh and Bono 2011; Emmons and Shelton 2002).
In a study conducted by Froh et al. (2008), students aged 11–14 years participated in
a gratitude education program over 2 weeks that encouraged them to count up to five
things they were grateful for each day. In comparison to students in the control group,
those who had received this training demonstrated (at a 3-week follow up evaluation)
higher levels of optimism, positive mood and life satisfaction as well as more satisfaction
with their experiences at school. Similar effects as a result of ‘gratitude interventions’
have been identified in other studies (e.g. Froh and Bono 2011). Strategies for encouraging students to feel and express gratitude include the creation of ‘Gratitude Bulletin
Boards’ around the school on which everyone is encouraged to write down the things
they are grateful for about the school, a digital Classroom Gratitude Book which features one page from each student and the creation of a classroom ‘Appreciation Station’
(McGrath and Noble 2011), where students can prepare and send emails, cards or letters to express their appreciation and gratitude to people in the school community and
beyond.
Mindfulness

There is increasing interest within the Positive Psychology movement in the benefits
of mindfulness and acceptance on wellbeing. Mindfulness has been described as having two components. The first component is the self-regulation of attention. The second
component is the adoption of a curious, open and accepting orientation toward one’s
experiences in the present moment (Bishop et al., 2004). Fredrickson et al. (2008) found
that the mindfulness practice of ‘loving-kindness meditation’ produced increases over
time in daily experiences of positive emotions that, in turn, increased personal resources
(e.g. purpose in life, social support). A review (Meiklejohn et al. 2012) of 14 studies that
integrated mindfulness training in schools found the following student improvements:
social skills, academic skills, emotional regulation, self esteem, positive mood and better memory and attention. Students also showed less anxiety, stress and fatigue. Schools
can introduce mindfulness by using one or more of the following approaches (Niemiec
2014): (1) a formal approach in which a designated time of up to 10 min per day is allocated to mindfulness practices. Most practices focus on breathing such as the free mindfulness scripts on http://www.smilingmind.com.au, (2) an informal approach in which
students are encouraged to slow down, pause, breathe slowly, become more aware of
their feelings and behaviour when they feel overwhelmed or anxious and (3) an in-themoment approach in which students are encouraged to return to the present moment
when they lose attention and to practise being in the present when, for example, working, playing, listening or eating.

Relationships
Schools are essentially social contexts and as Chris Peterson (2013) famously said
‘relationships matter’. A focus on relationships in schools means that school staff take

Page 7 of 17

Noble and McGrath. Psych Well-Being (2015) 5:2

strategic steps to intentionally build positive relationships such as peer relationships,
teacher-student relationships, staff relationships and parent-school relationships (see
Figure 1).
Positive Peer Relationships

One of the strongest themes across educational research is the significant role that positive school-based peer relationships play in the life of children and adolescents (e.g.
Gristy 2012) and the positive contribution that such relationships can make to a young
person’s sense of belonging, engagement, motivation and achievement, prosocial behaviour, student wellbeing and resilience (e.g. Caprara et al. 2000, Martin and Dowson 2009;
Rubin et al. 2006; Wentzel et al. 2004; Zins et al. 2004). A comprehensive meta-analysis
by Roseth et al. (2008) carried out with 148 studies from eleven countries found that
positive peer relationships explained 33–40% of the variance in academic achievement.
Friendships can provide students with social and emotional support, opportunities to
learn and practise empathy, protection against bullying and social isolation (e.g. Qualter
2003; Schwartz et al. 2000) and opportunities to safely discuss moral dilemmas and
develop socio-moral reasoning (Schonert-Reichel 1999). Research (e.g. Hartup and Stevens 1997) suggests that it is probably the cumulative experience of school-based reciprocated friendships over time that has the most positive effects, not just one particular
friendship at one point in time.
Positive peer relationships are more likely when students experience opportunities
to learn and practise using prosocial values that emphasise harmony and concern for
others such as respect, cooperation, acceptance of differences, compassion, friendliness
and inclusion (McGrath and Noble 2011). The teaching of specific social and emotional
(SEL) skills enable students to demonstrate these values in action. These include social
skills such as sharing, cooperation, anger management, respectful disagreeing, negotiation, playing fairly and being a good winner and loser, having an interesting conversation, telling a funny story and managing a disagreement well (McGrath and Francey
1991; McGrath and Noble 2010, 2011). The findings of a large-scale meta-analysis of SEL
programs (Durlak et al. 2011) confirmed the positive impact of such programs on student learning and achievement. This meta-analysis focused on 213 school-based, universal social-emotional learning (SEL) programs and involved over 270,000 students from
primary-school entry to year 12. Compared to those in the control group, students who
participated in social-emotional learning programs not only showed significant improvements in social-emotional skills and behaviour but also demonstrated an 11-percentilepoint gain in academic achievement.
Cooperative learning is one of the most effective evidence-based strategies for teaching social skills. Other positive benefits from cooperative learning include improvements in academic outcomes (e.g. Johnson and Johnson 2009, Roseth et al. 2008). Other
useful strategies for teaching SEL and building positive peer relationships include the
use of circle time, classroom meetings, classroom committees, random grouping for
small group activities or short-term projects (across each term and year), the use of
higher-order thinking tools designed to be used in small groups (e.g. The Ten Thinking
Tracks and Under the Microscope. See McGrath and Noble 2010), cross-age extracurricular activities such as orchestra, choir, sporting activities, lunchtime clubs and drama
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performances, the establishment of pro-social peer support structures and the use of
Educational Games Tournaments (McGrath and Noble 2010, 2011).
Positive Teacher‑student Relationships

An extensive body of research evidence confirms that positive, respectful and supportive
teacher-student relationships contribute to a wide range of desirable student outcomes
linked to wellbeing such as attendance (Klem and Connells 2004); engagement and high
levels of achievement motivation (e.g.Hattie 2009; Klem and Connell 2004; Martin et al.
2007; Marzano 2003; Roorda et al. 2011); and resilience (Battistich et al. 2004; Nadel
and Muir 2005; Raskauskas et al. 2010; Weare 2000). Student behaviour and choices
are more likely to be positively influenced by the behaviour and values of trustworthy
teachers who provide a secure base (Masten and Obradović 2008). These relationships
can support students to set longer-term goals and develop an orientation towards lifelong learning as illustrated in a study of 3,450 students in years 7–12 across six Australian high schools (Martin et al. 2007). Students who believed their teacher accepted and
cared for them, were more engaged with learning, felt more confident and motivated to
achieve and were more likely to adopt the teacher’s goals and expectations. The way in
which a teacher responds to socially vulnerable students can also ‘set the tone’ for how
their classmates respond to them and the likelihood of their social inclusion by their
classmates (Hughes and Cavell 2001). Resnick et al. (1997), found that young people who
reported having a close and positive relationship with their teachers were less likely to
use drugs and alcohol, attempt suicide or self-harm, behave in violent ways or engage in
sexual behaviour at an early age.
Some of the components of positive and supportive teacher-student relationship may
vary according to the age of the student and the level of involvement of the teacher,
but the following teacher behaviours have been identified as contributing to such
relationships:
••  They acknowledge each student, greet them by name and with a smile and notice
when they are absent (Benard 2004; Stipek 2006). They intentionally develop positive
peer relationships in a way that ensures that no student feels socially isolated (Charney 2002; Donohue et al. 2003).
••  They are fair and respectful (Stipek 2006). They take steps to get to know teach student both as a learner (Marzano 2003; Stipek 2006) and also as an individual with a
life outside school (Slade and Trent 2000).
••  They provide frequent communication, assistance, guidance and positive feedback
and try to avoid criticism (Rimm-Kaufman 2011).

Outcomes
Traditionally schools frame student accomplishment and success in terms of their
outcomes such as satisfactory completion of assessment tasks, skill mastery and goal
achievement in academic endeavours as well as mastery and development in co-curricular activities such as sports, music, art and drama. The outcomes that students achieve
at school contribute significantly to their sense of mastery, competence and accomplishment, a basic psychological need for wellbeing (Niemiec and Ryan 2009). An optimal
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learning environment that promotes academic outcomes and social-emotional learning
incorporates effective teaching strategies (e.g. Hattie 2009; Marzano et al. 2001) as well
as the explicit teaching of social-emotional skills and personal achievement skills such as
persistence, effort, goal-setting, planning and organisational and study skills (McGrath
and Noble 2010, 2011).
One of the recurring themes in the large scale meta-analytical reviews of the effects
of specific school-based factors on educational outcomes by Hattie (2009) and Marzano
et al. (2001) is the importance of the quality of teacher feedback on student outcomes.
Good quality teacher feedback helps students to become better skilled at self-regulatory attributes such as self-managing, self-assessing and self-modifying their learning.
Dweck’s (2006) research into the positive effects of what she has termed a ‘growth mindset’, has identified that teacher feedback that focuses on the importance of effort and
persistence is more likely to be effective in producing desired outcomes than feedback
that focuses on ‘ability’. Dweck’s research is linked to the work by Baumeister and Tierney (2011) on self control or willpower and Duckworth’s research on ‘grit’ (Duckworth
and Seligman, 2006).

Strengths
A focus on strengths in schools encourages the valuing of the different strengths of students, staff and the whole school community collectively. It also promotes the provision of opportunities for everyone to identify, use and further develop their strengths
through curriculum opportunities and school-based activities. A ‘strength’ has been
defined as ways of behaving, thinking or feeling that an individual has a natural capacity
for, enjoys doing and which allows the individual to achieve optimal functioning while
they pursue valued outcomes (Govindji and Linley 2007). The positive education literature has almost exclusively focused on character strengths especially Peterson and
Seligman’s (2004) values in action (VIA) framework (e.g. Seligman et al. 2009; White and
Waters 2014; Quinlan et al. 2014; Proctor et al. 2011). We propose that a strengths-based
approach in positive education would be better served by the inclusion of a focus on
ability strengths as well as character strengths.
Ability Strengths

Howard Gardner’s (1999) model of multiple intelligences (MI) provides directions for
the identification and development of ability strengths. MI theory has been widely
adopted in schools since its first publication over 30 years ago (Gardner 1983) and identifies eight intelligences. A differentiated curriculum based on Gardner’s multiple intelligences model has been shown to build positive learning communities in which students’
value and celebrate different ability strengths. Such an approach is especially useful for
students who struggle with academic learning, as it can assist them to achieve more academic success (Kornhaber et al. 2003; McGrath and Noble 2005a, b; Noble 2004). An
evaluation of outcomes in forty-one schools that had used MI theory for curriculum differentiation for at least 3 years found significant benefits in terms of student engagement
and learning, student behaviour, and parent participation (Kornhaber et al. 2003). This
evaluation found particular benefits for students with learning difficulties who demonstrated greater effort in learning, more motivation and improved learning outcomes
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when offered different entry points into the curriculum and opportunities to work in
their area(s) of relative strength(s) to demonstrate their understanding of the curriculum.
A curriculum-planning tool (MI/Bloom matrix) was developed by McGrath and Noble
(1995, 2005a, b) and has helped teachers to plan differentiated learning tasks that focus
on different ability strengths. Their use of this matrix in two primary schools enabled all
the teachers to successfully identify their students’ ability strengths and increased their
confidence and skills in diversifying their curriculum tasks to effectively engage their different students in learning (Noble 2004).
Character Strengths

Character strengths are defined as morally valued traits whose use contributes to fulfilment and happiness (Peterson and Seligman 2004). The VIA model is based on a review
of universally valued character traits and incorporates 24 character strengths organised under 6 ‘virtues’. Quinlan et al. (2014) reported on a six-session classroom-based
strengths intervention with 9–12 year old students. After the intervention students demonstrated higher levels of positive affect, classroom engagement, autonomy and relatedness need satisfaction and class cohesion and greater use of their strengths. White and
Waters (2014) have outlined the potential benefits of a whole school strengths-based
approach for enhancing student wellbeing. They have described how the concept of
character strengths has been successfully embedded in English literature classes, in the
primary curriculum, in sports coaching, in training students for school leadership positions and in student counselling. The Strath-Haven Positive Psychology program uses
the VIA character strengths framework in their Language Arts Classes (Seligman et al.
2009). Pre-test to post-test comparisons showed that the students in these classes compared to students in a control group without a Positive Psychology curriculum reported
greater enjoyment and engagement in school. Teachers also reported that the program
improved the students’ strengths related to learning such as curiosity, love of learning
and creativity and parents and teachers reported improvements in the students’ social
skills. However there were no changes in their depression or anxiety.

Purpose
Students have a sense of ‘purpose’ when they perceive that their goals are worthwhile.
Having a sense of purpose is closely related to a sense of meaning in life and frequently
involves a pro-social or altruistic intent such as a commitment to helping others or
improving the world (Hill et al., 2010). Having an identified purpose in life has been
shown to be associated with high life satisfaction in adolescents, emerging adults and
adults aged 25 years and older (Bronk et al. 2009). Teachers can help students to develop
a sense of purpose by providing a meaningful rationale for why a specific learning activity is important and offering students opportunities to make choices in their learning
activities. This type of participation addresses students’ psychological need for autonomy (Niemiec and Ryan 2009) defined as the desire to engage in self-selected behaviors that align with one’s strengths and personality (Deci and Ryan 2000). Skinner et al.
(2008) found that students who started the school year high in autonomy were likely
to show improvements in their enjoyment and effort as the academic year progressed,
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whereas students low in autonomy were likely to feel increasingly bored, disconnected
and frustrated.
One example of empowering students by giving them a ‘voice’, autonomy and sense of
purpose is through their participation in Student Action Teams (Holdsworth et al. 2003).
A student action team consists of a group of students who identify and tackle a school
or community issue. The team researches the issue, makes plans and proposals and takes
action to address it. Schools that have implemented student action teams indicate a substantial positive change in students’ curriculum knowledge, and connectedness as well
as their engagement at school (Holdsworth et al. 2003). Community service has been
shown to enhance students’ sense of purpose as well as their academic skills, transfer of
knowledge to ‘real world situations’, critical thinking skills, sense of personal and social
responsibility, social-emotional skills and empathy (Hanson et al. 2003; Astin et al. 1999;
Eyler and Giles 1999). Other school initiatives that can foster a sense of purpose and
meaning include peer support programs and school/class leadership initiatives.

Engagement
Engagement is a critical concept in education. In the short term student engagement
in learning is a good predictor of academic outcomes. In the long term it predicts patterns of attendance, academic resilience and school completion (Jimerson et al. 2003).
The link between student engagement, achievement and wellbeing is bi-directional i.e.
the more students are actively engaged and achieving in learning, the greater their sense
of wellbeing and vice versa (Noble and McGrath Noble et al. 2008a b; Zins et al. 2004).
Fredricks et al. (2004) have suggested that engagement can be behavioural, emotional
and cognitive engagement. Engagement can also be social (McGrath and Noble 2010).
When students are highly behaviourally engaged they are attentive and actively involved
in each step and task in the learning process. When they highly emotionally engaged in
a learning activity or process in a positive way they are interested, curious, enthusiastic,
excited, confident and satisfied with the products of their learning. When students are
highly cognitively engaged they are intellectually challenged and stretched and employing
critical and creative thinking. When students are highly socially engaged they are positively communicating with their classmates and teacher, cooperating well with a partner
or in a team and using social skills such as turn taking, active listening, and negotiating.
Engagement in Terms of FLOW

Flow Theory posits that optimal learning experiences generate high engagement and
positive emotions, are intrinsically motivating and enhance cognitive processing (Csikszentmihalyi 2002; Csikszentmihalyi et al 1993). Csikszentmihalyi (2002) found that
when people experienced ‘flow’ they reported: (a) clear goals and progress toward
achieving them; (b) highly focused, effortless, attention or concentration during the
activity; (c) a sense of time passing quickly and loss of self-consciousness; and (d) a
balance between the challenges of the activity and their ability to meet them (i.e., they
felt that their skills were “stretched” to meet the challenge). In a study by Turner et al.
(1998), students in three ‘high involvement’ classes reported significantly more experiences of being in ‘flow’ than did students in four ‘low involvement’ classrooms. The study
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highlighted the importance of getting the balance right between the students’ level of
skill and the degree of challenge presented to them.

Resilience
All students face adversity at one time or other. Resilience has been defined as “the ability to persist, cope adaptively and bounce back after encountering change, challenges,
setback, disappointments, difficult situations or adversity and to bounce back to a reasonable level of wellbeing (McGrath and Noble 2011). It is also the capacity to respond
adaptively to difficult circumstances and still thrive”. Resilience is crucial for academic
and social success in school and in life. Key resilience skills that can be taught to students
are: helpful and rational thinking skills, adaptive distancing skills, using humour, optimistic thinking skills, and seeking assistance when needed (McGrath and Noble 2011).
The Penn Resiliency program (PRP) is a well- known resilience program and a metaanalysis of 17 controlled evaluations of the program’s impact with young people from
8 to 18 (mostly adolescents) found that most children reported having fewer depressive symptoms (compared to the control group) after the program finished and also
at 12-months follow up (Brunwasser et al. 2009). However the reviewers noted that
the programs were short term, and mostly conducted in small groups outside school
hours by a variety of both school and community-based educators and mental health
professionals, researchers and school psychologists. These reviewers queried whether
the PRP would be as effective when delivered under real-world conditions rather than
controlled research conditions. Two European initiatives recently evaluated the impact
of the PRP in school settings. Tak et al. (2014) evaluated the effectiveness of a Dutch
version of the PRP with 1,341 students in Year 8 across 9 schools, using a cluster randomized controlled trial design. The program involved 14–15 lessons. They found that
the PRP resulted in increased cognitive coping over the course of the follow-up period
of 18 months but did not have a positive effect on students’ levels of depression, anxiety,
hopelessness, happiness or life satisfaction. Challen et al. (2014) evaluated the effectiveness of the PRP in the UK with 2,844 students in total who were arbitrarily assigned to
either an intervention or a control group. They found that the intervention group had
small reductions in self-reported depressive symptoms but the effect was small and no
longer present at the 1-year or 2-year follow-ups. There was no significant impact on
symptoms of anxiety or problem behaviour. The researchers concluded that the PPR may
be less effective when taught by regular school staff. However this raises the issue of the
potential lack of sustainability of any program that is not taught in schools by teachers.
A different approach to teaching resilience is taken in the authors’ aforementioned
Bounce Back program (McGrath and Noble 2011, 2003). The nine curriculum units utilise children’s literature, relational teaching strategies and critical and creative thinking
tools to help teachers embed the teaching of wellbeing and resilience in their curriculum and teaching. The implementation of the program in 16 primary schools in Scotland
was shown to enhance students’ personal resilience skills, social skills and class connectedness. It also enhanced teacher wellbeing and created a more positive school culture
(Axford et al. 2011).
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Conclusion
The new conceptual PROSPER framework has the potential to be used as an organisational tool for the implementation of the seven identified key components of wellbeing. It can be used as a planning tool as well as an audit tool to help schools to identify
both current areas of strength as well as practices that might to be further enhanced.
Endorsement of the theoretical and evidence-informed seven components of the PROSPER framework has been provided by fourteen academic members of the Institute of
Positive Psychology and Education (IPPE) at the Australian Catholic University and fiftyfour educators have also endorsed the potential usefulness of the framework for guiding
their adoption of school practices for enhancing student wellbeing. The framework also
has the potential to be used within other contexts such as workplaces and other types of
organisations and communities.
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