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Project Title: 

Application of whole school positive education to enhance well-being of teachers and 

students in primary schools 

Principal Investigator: Dr. Sylvia Kwok, Associate Professor, City University of Hong Kong 

1. Goals and objectives 

1) To apply the integrated positive education framework with experiential learning theory (i.e., 

character strengths, positive emotions, positive relationship, positive meaning, positive 

engagement, positive accomplishment, and positive health) and enhance well-being among 

primary school students and teachers, hence, to prevent mental health problems. 

2) To facilitate the teachers to deliver positive education curriculum developed by the project 

team to p1-p3 students, based on positive psychology and developmental theories, as well 

as evidence-based practices. 

3) To promote wellbeing of the teachers so as to increase their confidence and commitment in 

teaching and sense of belonging to schools. 

4) To conduct positive parenting talks, seminars, workshops, and activities to support parents 

in enhancing wellbeing of their children. 

5) To help primary schools to incorporate positive education elements into their own school 

policies and build a positive school culture and environment. 

6) To conduct evidence-based research on positive education in Hong Kong.  

2. Theoretical background and frameworks 

Positive psychology (PP) is the scientific study of positive traits and positive experiences which 

are concerned with well-being and optimal functioning (Linley et al., 2006). Unlike the 

traditional “fixing-what-is-wrong” approach, positive psychology promotes well-being as 

“feeling good and performing good”. The rationale for positive psychology approach is to 

nurture character strengths and other positive attributes (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), 

thereby buffer the negative effects of stressors and improve mental health status. Thus, it is a 

preventive approach which can reduce the prevalence of mental health problems effectively. A 

lot of studies have demonstrated that PP-oriented strategies are effective in promoting 

subjective well-being (Seligman et al., 2005). Positive education is defined as the application 

of positive psychology in educational contexts to foster positive wellbeing and adaptive 

functioning in school settings, facilitating students, staff, and the wider school community to 



 

2 
 

flourish (Norrish et al., 2013; Seligman, 2012). It aims to build up strengths, capabilities, well-

being and resilience of students and staff in the education communities (Slemp et al., 2017).  

Our theoretical framework of Positive Education incorporates the essences of Positive 

Education PERMA+H model (Norrish et al., 2013; Seligman, 2012), the applied model of 

Positive Education (Geelong Grammar School), and experiential learning model (Kolb et al., 

2001). It provides a comprehensive integrative framework for enhancing the well-being of 

students in the highly competitive atmosphere of Hong Kong. The core elements are character 

strengths (CS, individual positive traits that are widely valued) and the six domains of Positive 

Education (PERMA+H): positive emotions (P, to build positive emotional experiences and 

cope with negative emotions), positive engagement (E, to live a life high in interest, curiosity, 

and absorption), positive relationships (R, to develop social and emotional skills and foster 

nourishing relationships with self and others), positive meaning (M, to engage in activities that 

serve a greater cause and act in accordance with individual values), positive accomplishment 

(A, to develop confidence and competence through striving for and achieving meaningful 

outcomes), and positive health (H, to establish habits that support positive physical and 

psychological health across one’s lifespan). Character strengths are the foundation of positive 

psychology while the six domains supplement and interact with one another. The knowledge, 

skills and attitudes of PERMA+H and CS pave the way for individuals to flourish which is a 

combination of feeling good and doing good (Norrish et al., 2013). The framework seeks to 

identify and nurture strengths and resources within students and create a context that promotes 

their well-being. Based on this framework, positive education programs and curricula have 

been found to help children strengthen relationships, build positive emotions, enhance 

resilience, engage in studies, and develop healthy lifestyles (Seligman et al., 2009).  

The project is guided by a six-level implementation process described as “learn it,” “live it,” 

“reflect it,” “conceptualize it,” “apply it,” and “embed it” in the school setting. This process is 

developed by integrating experiential learning theory (ELT) (Kolb et al., 2001) and the applied 

model of Positive Education in Geelong Grammar School (Norrish et al., 2013). “Learn it” 

refers to regular learning opportunities to understand the science of wellbeing provided to 

primary students, teachers, and parents. “Live it” encourages participants to enact evidence-

based wellbeing practices in their unique ways both in schools and their own lives. “Reflect it” 

and “conceptualize it” means that individuals are assisted to “reflect” on what they have learned 

and experienced so as to “conceptualize” their experiences with a deeper understanding of the 

concepts and principles of Positive Education. The process of “apply it” implies the actual 
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application of designing and conducting Positive Education programs or activities in schools 

and communities. Finally, “Embed it” advocates building long-term, school-wide policies and 

a positive culture which support and nurture wellbeing within individuals, schools, and the 

community. The “embed it” component captures the macro level initiatives in a school, and, in 

combination with other processes, represents a critical process for successful and sustainable 

implementation (Hoare et al., 2017). This six-level implementation process serves as a guide 

for delivering Positive Education and can be repeated in cycles. It is not just a pedagogy, but a 

way of life within the school and daily activities. More importantly, when designing and 

implementing the interventions with schools, the unique needs of a school were assessed to 

ensure that the initiatives are tailored to be context-specific to individual schools. We leveraged 

on existing practice and build on a school’s unique strengths, whilst providing opportunities 

for individual schools to activate changes into the school system. 

Moreover, we adopted a whole-school approach for positive education intervention. It includes 

multiple components, encourages collective and collaborative actions, and provides optimal 

opportunity for creating sustainable positive change, as opposed to unidimensional and 

standalone programs (Rowe and Stewart, 2011). The benefits of a whole-school approach 

include targeting multiple internal and external resources, and incorporating individual, 

classroom, family, and school levels to achieve desired outcomes. Therefore, our project 

consisted of four main components: (1) curriculum and activities for students; (2) 

professional development for staff; (3) education for parents; and (4) school support.  

3. Overview of support services 

1) Services related to teachers 

Professional development seeks to promote school teachers’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes 

in relation to the principles of positive education and well-being. Teacher training workshops 

were organized throughout the project which comprises presentations followed by lectures, 

discussions, experiential exercises, and interactive activities. The workshops facilitated the 

teachers to explore the elements of wellbeing, learn the foundations of positive psychology, 

and gain personal experience in applying character strengths and the six domains of positive 

education. Continuous and embedded professional training were provided for teachers which 

includes lesson preparation, consultation, class observation, and after-class debriefing. 

Moreover, the key concepts and elements of positive education were encouraged to be 

integrated into the school’s existing curriculum (e.g., math and language studies).   
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2) Services related to students  

The project team developed positive education curriculum and related educational materials 

for teachers to implement in class. The curricula are based on the theoretical framework 

following the same structure of character strengths and the six domains of positive education 

(PERMA+H) which were tailor made to each grade. Different activities in promoting 

children’s character strengths and positive attributes were designed according to the 

implementation process. The positive education curricula were conducted in class once per 

week. There are eight lessons in one term, making a total of sixteen lessons in one year for one 

grade. Moreover, the curriculum includes assignments for children to bring home and discuss 

with their parents. To supplement the learning of the children at schools, parents acted as the 

role models to exercise with their children based on the worksheets which help encourage and 

reinforce the positive attributes of their children at home.  

3) Services related to parents   

Parents are an essential resource in promoting mental health among students. The purpose of 

involving parents in our project is to increase parents’ awareness on children’s well-being, 

provide parents with knowledge and skills on positive education, and promote cooperation 

between school and family. In the parenting workshops, parenting attitudes, knowledge and 

skills were taught, including but not limited to identifying and applying character strengths, 

increasing positive emotions, enhancing positive relationships, promoting engagement and 

sense of accomplishment, as well as cultivating meaning of life of their children. Different 

strategies were adopted to involve as many parents as possible, such as involving parents 

through annual parent meeting, parent talk, training, workshop, and providing information via 

website. Parents were also encouraged to form and participate actively in groups for regular 

meetings and sharing. All in all, positive parenting workshops establish a common language to 

be shared and support a sense of coherence and connection with the school. 

4) Services related to school environment and policy  

The project also intended to promote a supportive and inclusive school environment that 

facilitates and contributes to the promotion of mental health. This component focuses on the 

social, physical, and organizational environment, school policy, school ethos, as well as 

initiatives based on existing efforts and structures in and around the school. Examples include 

integrating positive education activities, creating a positive language culture, redecorating the 

school facilities, as well as developing, implementing, and reviewing school plans and policies.  
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Sample activities launched in schools are listed in Appendix 1. 

4. Impacts on various levels  

1) Impacts on teachers 

a) The teachers learned systematic knowledge of positive psychology and positive education. 

Through training and continuous involvement, they became familiar with the concepts and 

applications of character strengths and PERMAH. They are confident and competent in 

applying them in the classroom setting and daily interaction with the students.  

b) The project enhanced the teacher-student relationships. They can identify unique strengths 

of the students and help the students-in-need in a timely manner. They gradually developed 

a growth mindset and used more positive language to encourage their students. As a result, 

teachers understand more of the students and develop more nuanced personal connections 

with the students.  

c) The teachers gained more awareness of their interactions with students (e.g., the “here-and-

now” experience of themselves and with the students). They listened sensitively to students’ 

descriptions of experience, and encouraged students to reflect, conceptualize, and apply 

what the students learnt from the positive education classes and activities.  

d) The teachers reported less emphasis on discipline and become more tolerable to the students’ 

problem behaviors. The positive education classes and activities, unlike traditional classes 

and activities at school, allow children to express and behave spontaneously. The teachers 

get more accustomed to deal with the students’ spontaneous emotional and behavioral 

expressions, which are less likely to be interpreted as problematic.  

e) The project promoted the teachers’ constructive teaching style including the active usage 

of experiential learning which add variety to their traditional teaching approach.  

f) The team cohesion among the teachers in the school has been increased. For instance, 

during the preparatory meeting for positive education lessons, the teachers are invited to 

share personal experiences related to various positive education topics. The self-disclosure 

process increased intimacy and mutual understanding among the teachers.  

g) Not only the teaching style but also the living style of the teachers have been changed. They 

actively live out the positive attributes and embedded these knowledge and skills both in 

schools and at home. Some mentioned that their relationships with their friends and family 

have also been improved.  

2) Impact on students 

a) In general, the students were supported through a range of programs and activities to 
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nurture their well-being and help relief their anxiety and depression. The students improved 

significantly in five aspects: character strengths, emotion, relationship, learning motivation, 

personality, and teamwork. 

b) Over the past two years, the students are more capable of understanding and identifying the 

character strengths of themselves and in others (e.g., peers, teachers, and family members) 

so that they can apply them in schools and daily life. Thus, they learnt to appreciate and 

respect one another. For details, please refer to results of qualitative research.  

c) The students’ negative emotions and level of anxiety were reduced. They learned more 

vocabularies to describe their emotions and are more sensitive to understand others’ 

emotions. As shown in the focus group interviews of students and parents, the students are 

more willing to express their feelings and thoughts so that others can understand them more.  

d) The students developed positive attitudes and skills regarding interpersonal relationship. 

They showed more caring and empathy to others. As reported by teachers and parents in 

focus group interviews, students actively offer helps to peers in schools while provide 

services to family members and people in needs in the community.  

e) More importantly, students’ learning motivation increased. They are engaged in learning 

activities and likely to try hard in order to achieve their goals. According to observations 

from parents and teachers in the focus group interview, when facing difficulties and failure, 

students are more optimistic, showed stronger resilience and perseverance than before. 

f) In terms of personality, the dimensions of extraversion, agreeableness, open-mindedness, 

and conscientiousness were significantly increased while neuroticism decreased. In other 

words, students are getting more extraverted, friendly and polite to others, willing to know 

learn the new knowledges and welcome different ideas, working harder, and have more 

stable emotion reactions to various situations.  

g) The positive education lessons and school activities also enhance teamwork spirit and team 

collaboration skills among the students. The students learnt to collaborate and encourage 

one another to complete different tasks together. They realized that collective wisdom and 

team performance may be more important in real life situation and future career.  

3) Impact on parents 

a) Overall, the parents developed a positive attitude towards positive education. Parents are 

more confident and competent in interacting with their kids after participating in different 
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activities, such as talks, workshops, parenting groups, and parent-child activities.  

b) Some parents are strongly motivated to participate in various trainings and school activities 

related to the project. They gained knowledge and skills related to positive parenting. Also, 

they actively practice the skills at home while discuss with other parents in their groups. 

c) Parents learned to identify their children’s character strengths and encourage their children 

by applying the language of character strengths, as well as acquired appropriate skills in 

communicating with their children, as a result, better parent-child relationship is developed. 

d) Parents realized that not only the academic achievement but also the psychological well-

being and the social-emotional competence are important for the holistic development of 

their children. They gradually changed their attitudes which have been demonstrated in the 

students’ reports of parent-child conflict questionnaire with less psychological and physical 

abuse, as well as more positive interactions and encouragement perceived by their children.  

4) Impact on schools 

a) Schools have provided a supportive and nourishing environment to positive education in 

terms of physical facilities, teaching approach, and some of the school policies.  

b) Teachers are skillful in using language of character strengths in appreciating and motivating 

their students. They made efforts to apply experiential learning and constructive teaching 

both in positive education lessons and at various classes and school activities.  

c) Schools focused more on promoting the positive relationships in schools rather than only 

emphasized on managing students’ behaviors and disciplines. Most of the teachers 

appreciate more the strengths of the students and respect their uniqueness and capacities.  

d) Schools have also strived to embed and integrate positive education elements into the 

school environment, activities, and annual programs such as camps, annual carnival, as 

well as peer and buddy scheme. Several inspiring leaflet and handout have been developed.  

e) School leadership’s support enabled more distribution of resources (both human and 

financial) to facilitate the project and therefore strengthened implementation and 

sustainability. 

5) Impact on community  

a) As a pioneer project of promoting positive education in the primary schools, the project has 

received increasing attentions from local schools interested in positive education.  
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b) The colleagues of positive education laboratory have been invited to conduct hundreds of 

trainings and workshops on positive education at local schools, including kindergartens, 

primary schools, secondary schools, universities, and social welfare agencies. 

c) The project has attracted funding from the UGC Teaching and Learning Fund and Quality 

Education Fund, as well as funding from other primary and secondary schools to implement 

positive education in local schools and universities. 

d) The project findings were and will be presented in different local and international seminars 

and conferences, including seminars organized by the Education Bureau and social welfare 

agencies in Hong Kong, International Conference on Change and Innovation for a Better 

World: The Future of Social Work Profession 2019, Evidence-Based Practice International 

Conference 2019, 6th World Congress of Positive Psychology 2019, and the International 

Congress of Psychology 2020.  

5. Factors affecting the project implementation 

1) Teachers’ understanding and internalizing of positive education concepts and principles 

determine students’ learning outcome. Teachers must “learn and live” positive education 

before they can teach the students. Contextual support and internal motivation are two key 

factors contributing to the teachers’ “learn and live” of positive education. The project has 

provided adequate trainings to the teachers. The schools also tried their best to create a “live 

it” culture (e.g. school decorations and teacher fellowship groups). These positive 

experiences enhance teachers’ recognition of positive education as an effective means to 

increase students’ well-being, and thus they are more motivated to act as the role models 

and pass it on to the students. However, teachers’ changes take time and space, yet the busy 

work schedule might constrain the time and space which are essential for their reflection 

and internalization of positive education implementation. Besides, teachers’ changes may 

vary, depending on their educational background and pedagogical philosophy. The schools 

that are student-centered and have more understanding of constructive teaching are more 

ready to incorporate positive education into their teaching practices.  

2) Three important factors (i.e., experiential learning process, concepts related to daily lives, 

as well as sufficient time for students to assimilate, experience, and reflect) facilitated 

students’ learning. Experiential learning is the practice of learning through doing. It 

encourages the students to have first-hand experiences with the course contents and 

improve students’ memory and application of the concepts. However, for primary school 
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students, if some concepts are comparatively abstract, such as meaning and 

accomplishment, students might become bored and less engaged in the class. 

3) A positive family environment is crucial for students’ growth as well as for the success of 

the project. The project has made efforts to involve the parents. For example, the extended 

activities of the positive education classes are designed for parents and children to work 

together, especially for lower grades. In addition, the school organized a series of talks, 

groups, and workshops to the parents to have better understanding of positive education. 

Nevertheless, the parents’ involvement in the project varies. Mothers are more involved 

than fathers while parents who do not need to work full-time are more engaged than those 

with full-time jobs.  

4) Another facilitating factor is the regular communication among the schools and the project 

team. Moreover, the project team incorporates professionals with expertise in education, 

psychology, and social work that is important to promote multidisciplinary collaboration. 

Team members with psychology trainings give theoretical and research input, while those 

with trainings in social work facilitate creative program design, program implementation, 

and in-depth case analyses. Members with education training can give opinions on the 

design of the lesson plans from the teachers’ perspectives. Hence, these collaborations 

enable the project to develop an innovative and comprehensive approach in designing and 

implementing the whole-school positive education project. 

For more specific and detailed descriptions of impacts and influencing factors, please 

refer to the quantitative and qualitative research summary in Appendix 2 and 3. 

6. Deliverables 

1) Positive education curricula for three grades (P.1 – P.3) of primary school students and 

related materials were developed, including lesson plans, worksheets, PowerPoint. 

2) Regular training and workshops for teachers regarding the basic knowledge and 

implementation of positive education. 

3) Observations and feedback for positive education lectures have been conducted.  

4) Workshops and all kinds of activities for parents were conducted. 

5) Quantitative and qualitative research reports, including analyses of assignments, case 

studies, reports of focus group interviews.  



 

10 
 

6) Conference presentation and press conference. 

7. Implications  

1) Implications for parents 

a) It is necessary for parents to pay more attention to students' mental health conditions, such 

as anxiety and depression level, and try to enhance their psychological well-being instead 

of focusing solely on academic performance and schoolwork. 

b) Parents should explore and develop their children's character strengths and positive traits 

in daily communications, give them the opportunity to express their feelings and opinions, 

as well as encourage them to apply their strengths in daily life. 

c) Parents are encouraged to actively participate in positive education related courses 

organized by the schools, institutions, and/or communities to enhance their awareness of 

positive education and effectiveness of parent-child interactions. 

2) Implications for teachers 

a) Teachers should pay more attentions to students’ psychological well-being in schools.  

b) Teachers should try their best to use the language of appreciation to discover and cultivate 

students' character strengths, while they are encouraged to actively learn and practice 

constructive teaching methods in classes.  

c) Teachers are also encouraged to consider applying different elements of positive education 

in both formal and informal curricula to promote students’ well-being. 

3) Implications for schools 

a) Schools should strengthen positive education implementation to cultivate and unleash the 

positive characteristics of their students. The results of the current study showed that 

students’ well-being index, anxiety and depression levels, and learning motivation are all 

influenced by the use of character strengths and growth mindset, which are the foundation 

and key elements emphasized by positive education. 

b) Schools are encouraged to combine core elements of positive education to school values, 

visions and mission, so that positive education can be incorporated into the school five year 

and annual development plans. This can further integrate with schools’ value and moral 

education, as well as establish a positive and harmonious school culture. 

c) It is necessary to promote home-school cooperation, organize more parent talks and parent-
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child interactive activities, as well as publicize the adverse effects of psychological abuse 

on children and effective parenting skills, so as to enhance parents' self-efficacy. 

d) To sustain the effectiveness of positive education, schools may create a flexible and 

supportive school atmosphere and offer teachers more opportunities and spare time to learn 

and practice positive education. 

4) Implications for government 

a）The government can actively advocate school-based positive education programs by funding 

social welfare groups to promote positive education in different circumstances (e.g., 

seminars, conferences, and community projects), and create a positive social atmosphere, 

so that citizens can learn more about positive education and enhance a positive culture in 

daily life. 

b) The government may encourage schools and professional groups to promote constructive 

teaching philosophy and related skills in the teachers’ professional training in the future. 

c) It is necessary to provide diversified positive parenting programs for families in needs, so as 

to teach them how to nurture their children's positive traits and character strengths. 

8. Sustainability  

1) The positive education curriculum can be used continuously in schools. Lesson plans and 

the teaching materials of the positive education curriculum provide important references 

for teachers in future teaching. Guided by the positive education curriculum, teachers can 

update the activities and materials, as well as design new positive education activities in 

creative and innovative ways based on their specific needs. Moreover, positive education 

elements can be incorporated into the formal curriculum, especially for music, art, and 

physical education lessons. 

2) The manpower critical to project sustainability are schoolteachers, who continue to conduct 

positive education classes and activities. Intensive training has been provided to teachers. 

A group of teachers were considered as “seed teachers” and have been involved. After the 

project ends, a proportion of “seed teachers” becomes the leaders of each form in positive 

education lesson that ensure the continuation of project activities and sustenance of project 

outcomes. However, two issues might impact the manpower resources. First, not all 

teachers are familiar with the teaching of positive education lessons. As such, continuous 

teacher training and regular practices are important. Second, performance evaluation of the 
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positive education teachers should be different from that of teachers of traditional 

curriculum. Specifically, the traditional evaluation focuses on whether the teachers have 

delivered all the contents written in the lesson plan, while evaluation for positive education 

classes concerns whether the teachers could induce students’ insights and reflections 

through activities and sharing.  

3) Parents can continue to learn and practice positive parenting via online platform and other 

related resources by themselves and promote it in the communities.  

4) Schools are encouraged to incorporate positive education into the school policy and annual 

year plan to promote positive culture and environment. The nourishing school atmosphere 

can also be sustained through the emerging positive school culture. Consultation will be 

offered for more in-depth and long-term implementation, aiming to build up a sustainable 

positive school culture.  

5) More schools can get access to the positive education curricula and parenting education 

manual via our online platform and face to face workshops. They can try to implement the 

curriculum with guidance from the manual and our trainers’ consultation. The current 

schools can share their experiences of launching the projects to other schools locally and 

internationally.  

6) Research findings can contribute to model building and provide valuable information for 

future studies, contributing to knowledge enhancement in the related fields. The project 

team has shared experience of implementing positive education in the local contexts at 

various occasions, which sensitizes the community about the benefits of positive education. 

The project investigator will actively exchange knowledge, findings, and experiences with 

professionals not only in Hong Kong but all over the world by publishing articles in 

international journals, presenting in seminars and conferences. We hope that the project can 

initiate a policy advocacy that incorporates positive education as the regular curriculum in 

all schools in Hong Kong in the long run.  
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Appendix 1: Sample activities launched in schools 

Participants Learn it Live it Reflect / conceptualize it Apply it Embed it 

Teachers Positive education 

workshops/ 

seminars/ 

(local/ overseas)/ 

books/ website 

resources 

Self enhancement 

Study group 

Hardware 

(facilities) / 

Software (mutual 

support) at school 

Reflection, sharing and 

discussion, presentation, 

documentation, lesson 

observation and 

debriefing, workshops 

Formal / informal 

curriculum 

Extra-curricular/ 

co-curricular 

activities 

Positive education 

programs/ projects 

School policy/ 

management/ teaching 

/activities/ environment/ 

culture 

Students Positive education 

curriculum 

Formal/ 

informal curriculum 

Positive education 

programs/projects 

Classroom 

activities 

Extra-curricular   

  activities 

Co-curricular 

activities 

Daily life activities 

Drawing, reflection 

journals, Facebook, 

WhatsApp, sharing and 

discussion, presentation, 

debriefing, workshops 

Positive education 

ambassador project 

to spread the 

concepts and culture 

to schoolmates and 

family members 

At home 

In school 

With peers 

In the community 

Parents Positive education 

workshops/ 

seminars/ groups/ 

programs 

Self enhancement 

Parenting 

Family relationship 

Work relationship 

  

Reflection, sharing and 

discussion, debriefing, 

workshops 

Apply to children, 

other students, 

spouse, relatives, 

other parents, 

colleagues at work 

Positive family 

environment 

Positive work 

environment 

Positive community  

 


