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Abstract
Positive schooling is the positive psychological movement that calls for the incorporation of student well-being as a focus of the
learning environment. A strength-based approach to positive schooling employs character strengths as a pathway to positive
change and well-being. The scoping review aimed to systematically review and map the strength-based positive schooling
interventions that have been conducted thus far on adolescent students. It has been performed using the five-stage theoretical
framework proposed by Arksey and O’Malley. The present scoping review has identified 13 such studies, and examined the
program design, outcomes, and theoretical underpinnings. Despite mixed intervention results, this paper highlights that strength-
based positive schooling interventions produce promising positive outcomes in student well-being and positive emotions. The
study also identified a need for evidence of the long-term effectiveness of these interventions, whole-school approaches, and
theory building in positive schooling and education.
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Since the field of positive psychology emerged as a formal sub-
discipline of psychology at the turn of the century (Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi 2000), there has been substantial research that
has delved into positive psychological states and emotions (e.g.,
resilience; Ryff and Singer 2003), theory building (e.g., broaden
and build theory; Fredrickson 2001), and associated application
and intervention (Seligman et al. 2005). A promising area of
research is strengths-based positive schooling interventions.
This area of positive psychological application was born of the
question ofwhether or notwell-being should and can be taught in
schools (Seligman et al. 2009). There is strong evidence from a
number of studies to suggest that the answer is a resounding
affirmative (Proctor et al. 2011; Seligman et al. 2009; Shoshani
and Steinmetz 2014).

Positive psychology emerged to counteract the lack of fo-
cus on the more positive aspects of psychological wellness

and happy living. After all, mental health is not the mere
absence of mental illness, but is characterized by positive
emotions in concert with positive functioning—flourishing
(Keyes 2002). Research findings show that adolescent mental
illness is on the rise (Gunnell et al. 2018;Mojtabai et al. 2016).
In light of such findings, a conceptualization of mental health
as flourishing and optimal functioning is particularly impor-
tant. In a report by the Federal Interagency Forum on Child
and Family Statistics (2017), one in eight adolescents fall prey
to depression. A significant number of mental health issues
begin by the age of 14 (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services 2017), which highlights the vulnerability of the ado-
lescent population, and the need for intervention and preven-
tion. In another study, 11% of all surveyed adolescents report-
ed poor life satisfaction, with another 7% registering Bterrible^
or Bunhappy^ living (Huebner et al. 2000). These findings call
for effortful measures and intervention in order to attain indi-
vidual flourishing and thriving.

Positive psychological interventions and practices can be
the answer to leading a flourishing life. Sin and Lyubomirsky
(2009) comprehensively define positive psychological inter-
ventions as B[...] treatment methods or intentional activities
that aim to cultivate positive feelings, behaviors, or
cognitions^. Positive emotions and mental states are not only
the product of successful outcomes in various life domains,
but they are also the cause of it (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005a).
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This can be explained by the broaden-and-build theory
(Fredrickson 2001), which proposes that positive emotions
broaden thinking and actions to new possibilities, which in
turn helps build physical, psychological, and social resources,
thus promoting well-being.

Character strengths have a pivotal role to play in the
well-being and life outcomes of individuals. The Values
in Action framework of character strengths identifies
twenty-four strengths, such as curiosity, zest, love, and
teamwork, that are universally (and morally) valued as-
pects of personality that contribute to optimal development
across one’s lifespan (Park and Peterson 2009; Park 2004).
Not only do character strengths engender happiness and
enable positive outcomes, but they also protect against
the negative consequences of stress and trauma (Park and
Peterson 2009) by acting as buffers. Positive school out-
comes like school success, leadership, school adjustment,
and prosocial behavior are also associated with strengths.
Thus, character strengths can act as a mechanism by which
to promote positive youth development. Strengths-based
positive psychology interventions, a subset of positive psy-
chology interventions, are aimed at the identification, use,
and development of strengths (Biswas-Diener et al. 2011).
Development of strengths involves increasing proficiency,
frequency, and regulation of strengths use.

Schools and higher educational institutions are the ideal
locations to carry out strength-based interventions for adoles-
cents and young adults. Firstly, schools are where adolescents
spend a majority of their time on a daily basis. As outlined
above, adolescence is a crucial developmental stage during
which positive support would contribute significantly towards
the prevention of poor mental health and the promotion of
positive outcomes. Secondly, the immediate environment of
an individual plays a vital role in the cultivation of happiness
and associated outcomes (Csikszentmihalyi and Schneider
2001). Positive institutions provide such an environment, by
inculcating practical life skills while helping members devel-
op a wholesome sense of self (Menegazzo et al. 2015).
Positive schooling is an avenue ripe for the development of
such an environment. It is an approach to learning character-
ized by care, trust, and respect for diversity, combinedwith the
development of skills and resources to reach individual stu-
dent goals (Snyder and Lopez 2007). Positive schooling has a
three-fold focus on equipping students with the tools neces-
sary for conventional success, while also acting as a vehicle to
improve psychological, social, and subjective well-being, and
reducing social, emotional, and behavioral difficulties
(Seligman et al. 2009).

Incentive for schools to act as caretakers and cultivators of
student well-being can be derived from research findings.
Positive emotions encourage better learning through the
broaden-and-build process, and lead to more creative and ho-
listic thinking (Seligman et al. 2009). After having controlled

for grades, income, and other confounding factors, adoles-
cents who are happy go on to earn significantly more than
their unhappy counterparts 15 years later (Diener et al.
2002). Thus, happy adolescents earn more than their unhappy
counterparts. Besides this, the goal of education is to produce
responsible and successful citizens (Cohen 2006). While most
schools currently utilize an analytical and results-oriented ap-
proach to reaching this goal, there is room for a more inclusive
approach that facilitates moral, social, and emotional develop-
ment. As Seligman outlines in his seminal paper on positive
education (Seligman et al. 2009), well-being programs at
school can promote strengths and skills valued by parents,
and enhance student well-being and behavior, while simulta-
neously encouraging the conventional goals of engagement in
learning and achievement.

School-based positive psychology interventions integrate
existing educational practices with the positive psychology
approach to promote student well-being and academic perfor-
mance (Waters 2011; Shoshani and Steinmetz 2014).
Therefore, we understand them to firstly, be carried out within
school systems, either with classes or on a whole-school level.
Secondly, as Sin and Lyubomirsky (2009) outlined in their
definition of positive psychology interventions, they are
aimed at promoting positive feelings, cognitions, and behav-
iors, as opposed to addressing problem behaviors, like bully-
ing or truancy. Although positive schooling programs have
features overlapping with socioemotional learning programs,
they diverge in the program approach and competencies that
are addressed. Social and emotional learning programs adopt a
developmental perspective, where the process is characterized
by age-appropriate developmental tasks (Denham 2018), and
the focus remains on social and emotional skill development.
Positive schooling programs use a positive psychological lens
and address a broader range of competencies, such as charac-
ter strengths, hope, resiliency, and more (Shoshani and
Steinmetz 2014). Strengths-based positive schooling pro-
grams, as described above, use character strengths as their
vehicle of change. Specific program topics in these programs
may include explicitly teaching character strengths them-
selves, or topics like goal setting (Shoshani et al. 2016), which
are taught through the exercising of character strengths.

Previous reviews have examined positive psychological
interventions and school-based positive psychology interven-
tions (Gander et al. 2012; Waters 2011). However, there has
been little consensus on strengths-based positive schooling
interventions, and for adolescents in particular, despite the fact
that adolescence is a distinct developmental stage and a criti-
cal period for psychopathology. While attempting to synthe-
size and compare results from such interventions conducted
thus far to address this gap, we decided to undertake a scoping
review of strengths-based positive schooling interventions.

The goal of this scoping review is to map the existing
literature on strength-based positive schooling interventions
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for adolescents in order to comprehensively convey findings
and outcomes, compare methodology across studies, and draw
conclusions about policy and intervention implications.

The Arksey and O’Malley’s framework (2005) was used to
conduct the present scoping review. The framework recom-
mends a five-stage process, consisting of (i) identifying the
research question; (ii) identifying relevant studies; (iii) study
selection; (iv) charting the data; and (v) collating, summariz-
ing, and reporting the results.

Identifying the Research Question The researchers sought to
examine the aspects and strategies used in strengths-based
positive schooling interventions for adolescents that made
them successful and led to sustained positive development.
The following research questions were developed to capture
a wide range of studies that would adhere to our topics of
interest:

1. What research designs were used in the studies of
strengths-based positive schooling interventions with
adolescents?

2. What are the outcomes of strengths-based positive school-
ing interventions?

3. What are the conceptual frameworks underpinning
strengths-based positive schooling interventions?

Methods

Identifying Relevant Studies We developed a search strategy
based on the research questions and definition of the key con-
cepts of interest (Arksey and O'Malley 2005). The framework
recommends using a method that would allow for the location
of Bin-depth and broad^ results. Thus, we identified search
terms that would capture studies related to strengths-based
positive schooling interventions for middle school, high
school, and undergraduate students. A subject expert in scop-
ing reviews was consulted to refine the search terms and sug-
gest search strategies. Boolean operators were used to narrow,
broaden, and combine search results. The final search string
(Table 1) was converted and used in different databases,
namely EBSCO, JSTOR, PubMed, Google Scholar,
ProQuest, and ScienceDirect, to scope for relevant literature.

Reviews and reference sections of relevant papers were also
hand searched to identify suitable studies.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria helped to compile a well-
curated set of studies for review. The eligibility criteria were
applied in an iterative process, both at the outset as well as
during later stages (e.g., during detailed examination of full
paper). Since positive psychology was introduced as a science
only in 2000 (American Psych citation), with related research
gaining momentum subsequently (Seligman et al. 2005), we
decided to include research published post-2000. Table 2
shows a complete list of inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Study Selection A total of 1071 articles were initially identi-
fied using the predetermined search string. The identified
items were narrowed down using the help of citation software,
EndNote, and by applying the PRISMA statement (Moher
et al. 2009). Many of the identified records were duplicates
found across the different scientific directories. A total of 299
duplicates were found and eliminated from the list. Following
this, using a keyword filter, 665 studies were excluded. In the
next stage, individual study titles were screened for suitability,
after which only 161 records remained. These were then
screened using abstracts and full papers. At the end of the
study selection process, a total of 13 articles were remaining.

The excluded studies proved ineligible for the current study
due to several reasons. A large number of records found were
irrelevant to the topic at hand. Other common reasons for exclu-
sion included study population, the lack of a strength-based de-
sign, non-intervention studies, or studies that did not have a
school-based premise. Conference proceedings, editorials, and
conceptual papers were also excluded, as outlined in the study
criteria. The view also excluded studies with a more specific
focus such as anti-bullying, anti-racism, or life coaching pro-
grams. The process of article selection is delineated in Fig. 1.

Data Charting The fourth stage of the Arksey and O’Malley
framework (2005) is the charting of data, which is likened to a
narrative review. In this stage, a systematic approach was follow-
ed based on the research questions to summarize the information
in the selected studies. The following information was
collected—author information, year of study, location of study,
study design, population and sample size, intervention design,
andmain findings. Table 3 displays the summarized information.

Summarizing and Reporting Results The fifth stage is to sum-
marize and report the results of the scoping review. The follow-
ing sections contain the gist and synthesis of the study findings.

Results

As per the framework suggested by Arksey and O'Malley
(2005), the final stage of the scoping review is the collation,

Table 1 Key search terms

Search terms

TI (positive OR strengths OR character) AND (education OR
intervention OR program) AND ((school OR class, classroom OR
university OR college) OR (student OR child OR youth OR
adolescent OR undergraduate))
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summarization, and reporting of results. The scoping review
yielded a total of 13 studies. The studies were conducted with
adolescents in eight different countries—four in the USA, two
each in Australia and Israel, and one each in Britain, China,
Mexico, Portugal, and Spain. This section presents the infor-
mation synthesized through the review. As per the research
questions outlined above, the intervention designs, outcomes,
and conceptual frameworks used in strengths-based positive
schooling intervention programs are reported.

What Research Designs Were Used in the Studies
of Strengths-Based Positive Schooling Interventions
with Adolescents?

In-depth Design Quasi-experimental research design is com-
monly used in studies of school-based positive schooling in-
terventions. The notable exceptions to this are three studies,

two of which used a randomized controlled interventionmeth-
od (1, 10), and the other, which was a whole-school case study
(13) describing the various interventions implemented at the
school. All studies using the experimental method included a
pre- and post-test, as is usual in intervention studies. However,
one study (3), along with the pre and post, used daily aggre-
gate measures. While most studies also included a control
group, three did not (9, 10, 13). The long-term effect of the
intervention and sustenance of positive change was measured
using follow-up measures in almost all studies, except 5 (1, 4,
6, 8, 13). Follow-up measures were collected for as long as 1
or 2 years after the completion of the intervention in some
studies (5, 10, 11, 12).

Most studies had only one intervention and one control
group, but there were three studies with departures from this
standard design. In one study (2), a 2 × 2 design was used to
examine the placebo effect of positive psychology

Records identified through 

database searching

(n =  1071)

Additional records identified 

through other sources

(n = 35)

Records after duplicates removed

(n = 912)

Records screened

(n = 826)

Records excluded

(n = 805)

Full-text articles 

assessed for eligibility

(n = 22)

Full-text articles 

excluded, with reasons

(n = 9)

Studies included in 

qualitative synthesis

(n = 13)

Articles pertaining to 

inclusion and exclusion 

criteria, mainly:

Population did not fit

Intervention was not 

strength-based positive 

schooling

Fig. 1 PRISMA flow diagram for
article selection

Table 2 Inclusion and exclusion
criteria Inclusion Exclusion

Research published in 2000–2018

Original published research or theses/dissertations Reviews, opinion or discussion pieces, and
editorials

Study focus on Students in schools and higher education
institutions

Intervention study Correlational studies, prevalence studies, and
other non-intervention studies

Population of children and adolescents enrolled in middle and
high schools or higher education institutions

Population of preschool or elementary school
children

Published in peer-reviewed journals, theses/dissertation data-
bases
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interventions by manipulating whether or not participants
were informed of the purpose of the intervention. In another
study (3), besides the positive psychology intervention and
control group, researchers created a third group that received
a Bhassles intervention,^ with the intention of providing a
suitable comparison to the positive psychology intervention
group. A similar method was followed in study no. 4, where
there were two intervention groups, with different approaches
to the intervention. Although almost all the studies used ran-
dom assignment to create these groups, three studies divided
the groups based on convenience (6, 8, 9).

It is important to note that two studies (11, 12) were con-
ducted using the same intervention program at different sites
and times, providing additional evidence on the validity and
effectiveness of the intervention program. Further, three stud-
ies (11, 12, 13) used a school-wide approach. Few studies
included parents as key stakeholders in the program (5, 10).

Delivery of Intervention Only one study (1) used an online
program to deliver the intervention. All other interventions
were implemented directly with students with two-way stu-
dent-facilitator interaction. Facilitators of the interventions
were either school teachers or members of the research team
themselves. In most studies where the teachers led the inter-
vention program with students, they received specialized
training to do so (3, 4, 11, 12, 13). In other studies, the inter-
vention was carried out by the researchers themselves (7),
psychology doctoral students (5), or positive psychology ex-
pert therapists (6).

With respect to administration of individual intervention
sessions, most studies held the intervention within school
hours, during one of the timetabled periods (3, 2, 4, 8, 10,
11, 12). However, two studies held the session outside sched-
uled hours, one during an extra class after school (5), and
another during the intersemester period (9). In the case study
involving a whole-school approach (13), the intervention was
woven into existing classes, and included an extra timetabled
period devoted to a positive education curriculum.

Intervention Duration and Frequency The positive psycholo-
gy interventions reviewed herein were conducted for any-
where between 1 week (7) and 1 year (10, 12). Classes were
held on a daily (3, 7, 9) or weekly (4, 5, 6, 8) basis, although
some studies mention only the total length of the intervention.
Notably, one study (11) used a method in which sessions were
held every alternate week, with teachers (who facilitated stu-
dent sessions) attending sessions in the weeks in between.
Intervention sessions (where mentioned) ranged from a length
of 50 to 90 min.

Session Topics and Teaching Methods Topics addressed in the
school-based positive schooling interventions reviewed in this
paper can be broadly divided into four types. The majority of

studies (1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 10, 11, and 12) used content that covered
a wide range of positive psychological topics like happiness,
optimism, character strengths, and more. Few studies focused
entirely on one single theme—three studies had sessions deal-
ing only with character strengths (4, 8, 13), and one interven-
tion solely used a gratitude exercise (3). Interestingly, one
study used an entirely different approach to their intervention.
This study (9) used concepts and activities such as deep ecol-
ogy, meditation and breathing, and visualization to promote
wellness and strengths.

Except for two studies (3, 9) which used only exercises in
their intervention, all additional studies used a combination of
conceptual learning, classroom activities, and homework.
Self-reflection, writing exercises, and single or group work
are some staple activities used in these interventions.

Treatment IntegrityMeasuresMost studies did not address the
issue of treatment integrity. In fact, of the studies under review
only five (1, 3, 4, 8, 12) addressed or assessed treatment fidel-
ity. These assessments included random visits by the research-
er or support team (3, 12), teacher reports of lesson adminis-
tration (8, 12), detailed intervention plans (4), and frequency
of lessons completed by students (1).

What Are the Outcomes of Strengths-Based Positive
Schooling Interventions?

Effectiveness Various dependent variables like life satisfac-
tion, optimism, depressive symptoms, etc. were used to mea-
sure the outcomes of the interventions and their effectiveness
over time (outlined in more detail as follows). Some studies
reported significant positive changes after the intervention (1,
3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 10), while others did not (4). In studies which
reported included follow-up tests of effectiveness, there were
mixed results. Two studies (2, 10) revealed both long-term and
short-term effectiveness, while in others, although immediate
(i.e., at post-test) effectiveness was present, it tapered off (7,
9). Here, Blong-term^ was considered as follow-up measures
recorded at more than 4 months. A few studies reported effect
sizes, and had small to medium (3, 6, 11, 12) effects. One
study in particular (6) reported significant changes within
the intervention group after treatment, but this change was
not significant when compared to the control group.

Related Outcome Variables and Results The studies included
in this review used several outcome variables to measure the
effectiveness of their program. Most studies used a combina-
tion of positive (e.g., well-being, optimism) and negative mea-
sures (e.g., depression, anxiety), although some used only
positive measures (2, 4, 7, 8, 11). The most common positive
psychological measures used in the various studies were life
satisfaction (1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 11, 12) and well-being (3, 6, 7, 9,
11). Except for some measures like academic achievement
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(measured using grades), the remaining were self-report
measures.

When we compare studies, there are mixed results
concerning life satisfaction. Four of the eight studies that mea-
sured the variable showed no change (1, 6, 11, 12), while the
rest showed positive changes (2, 3, 5, 8). However, there were
no negative consequences on life satisfactions through the
interventions. Increased levels of life satisfaction sustained
over time for three of these studies (2, 3, 5).

Constructs used to measure well-being varied across
studies—measures of happiness, subjective well-being, or
psychological well-being were most frequently used.
However, all except one study (6) resulted in enhanced well-
being at the end of the program. Long-term effectiveness dif-
fered, with two studies reporting increases (3, 11) and with
two others (7, 9) showing a decrease in well-being at long-
term follow-up, although they were still above those at base-
line. Other positive psychological variables such as optimism
(3, 6, 12), gratitude (3, 6), self-esteem (6, 12), and hope (5)
were also measured, among others. Student optimism in-
creased and was sustained over time for the large part (3,
12), with only one program registering no change (6).
Gratitude significantly increased at both post-test and
follow-up when used as the primary intervention variable
(3), but this was not the case when the intervention employed
a variety of topics (6), under which condition there was no
alteration. Levels of self-esteem did not vary after one pro-
gram (6), while for another, there were both short-term and
long-term improvements (12). Feelings of hope also increased
at short- and long-term evaluation.

Concerningmeasures of negative psychological constructs,
the most common were anxiety (1, 10, 12) and depression (1,
10). Few studies measured symptoms of poor mental health
(5, 12). Results with respect to these aspects of well-being are
not very promising. Only one study showed a decrease in
anxiety (12), one in mental health symptoms (12), and one
in negative affect (3). The rest of the studies resulted in no
change in these outcome variables. Although all studies
reviewed in this paper were school-based interventions, little
over a third of the studies included any measure of school-
related well-being or engagement (3, 5, 9, 10, 11). Four stud-
ies tracked changes in academic achievement over time (5, 9,
10, 11). Almost all studies reported positive changes in
school-related student well-being and academic achievement.
Only one study (13) reported qualitative opinions of the stu-
dents and teachers who participated in the intervention. They
were largely positive. Four studies used a separate measure to
identify character strengths (1, 7, 10, 13). Most other studies
relied on self-reflection to identify student strengths.

Sample Characteristics Studies recorded a wide range of socio
demographic variables such as age, gender, socioeconomic
status, and family details. Most studies reported no differences

or relationships between sociodemographic variables and out-
comes measures or intervention effectiveness. However, three
studies (6, 11, 12) reported differences in sample characteris-
tics. One study reported gender differences in intervention
effectiveness—only girls changed over time in environmental
mastery and self-acceptance. On the other hand, for life satis-
faction, there was a decrease for boys, and an increase for
girls.

Another study (11) reported baseline differences in gender.
Boys reported fewer negative emotions, more positive emo-
tions, and lower school engagement compared to girls.
Further, those below the poverty line also exhibited lesser
positive emotions, social relations, and cognitive engagement
in school, and higher levels of negative emotions. In the same
study, however, those below the poverty line did exhibit some
positive changes after the intervention, although there was not
a significant interaction between this variable and the condi-
tion. In another study that used the same intervention design
(12), poverty and single-parent households emerged as risk
factors for depressive symptoms and optimism, which in-
creased and decreased respectively across a period of 2 years.
Further, boys displayed a smaller increase in general distress,
interpersonal sensitivity, self-esteem, and optimism, when
compared to girls, across time. However, they also presented
a more significant increase in self-efficacy.

What Are the Theoretical Frameworks Underpinning
Strengths-Based Positive Schooling Interventions? Relying
on a solid theoretical background makes for a sound research
design. For this reason, and to understand the basis of
strength-based positive schooling interventions, we examined
the theories influencing these studies. As is to be expected in
strength-based interventions, a large number of studies used
the character strengths framework (2, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10, 13). While
actual sessions differed in whether they focused on strengths
and virtues alone (8) or taught associated principles (2), they
were all built on the same foundation. Two studies focused on
specific virtues such as hope and gratitude, and developing
strengths through them (3, 5). Other studies used a variety of
positive psychological theories such as the PERMA model
(11, 12) or positive education (9). Few studies drew inspira-
tion from positive psychological concepts as a whole (6, 10,
1), while some used amixture of the above theories (9, 10) and
cognitive behavioral therapy in conjunction with positive psy-
chotherapy concepts (6).

Discussion

The present scoping review of strength-based positive school-
ing interventions has attempted to provide a comprehensive
summary and comparison of the various programs. Programs
mostly use the quasi-experimental research design, which is
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typical of intervention studies. Conclusive evidence is re-
quired regarding long-term effectiveness, as most studies in-
cluded only short-term follow-ups and not long-term ones.
Most programs are delivered to students by teachers, and these
appear to be the most effective (as assessed by a combination
of follow-up measures and effect sizes), thus providing sup-
port for continued participation and training of teachers in
positive education programs. Although there are some signif-
icant methodological issues with studies of positive schooling
interventions, we can cautiously conclude that they show
promise in their ability to being about positive outcomes. In
this section, we discuss the results of the scoping review along
with methodological suggestions for future research.

The strength-based positive schooling interventions
reviewed in this paper have been carried out in nine different
countries, with a majority conducted in North America. There
is a necessity to test and validate such interventions with di-
verse ethnicities and populations across the globe. The class
range of samples included in these studies ranged frommiddle
school to university (undergraduate students).

Design Several studies used a control comparison group as
well as follow-ups. Both these aspects are important features
of experimental and intervention research and used to under-
stand the true effect of the intervention (Boslaugh 2008).
Control groups present an appropriate counterfactual to the
intervention group, while also increasing the internal validity
of results (Crano et al. 2015; Shaughnessy et al. 2011).
Follow-up measurements are necessary to grasp the long-
term effectiveness of interventions (Babbie 2004). They are
crucial for strength-based positive schooling interventions in
particular, given that the science of such interventions is still in
its nascent stages and we know little about its long-term
effectiveness.

Within the quasi-experimental design used in a majority of
the studies included in this review, random assignment oc-
curred at the classroom level. Two studies used randomized
controlled assignment of individual participants, increasing
the scientific rigor of the studies. Although complete random-
ized controlled designs are considered the gold standard of
intervention studies (Campbell and Stanley 1966; Kunz
et al. 2007), this may not be feasible in the case of school-
based programs. Since schools have large numbers of students
on campus at a given time, this method may disrupt existing
structures and practices in the school. Despite the limitation,
most studies have produced positive effects, lending strength
to the use of this method of assignment in school programs.

Few studies incorporated the input of key stakeholders in
the design and application of interventions. Those that did,
however, revealed some positive changes. While this by no
means provides robust evidence for stakeholder involvement
in these interventions, it is essential to explore the incorpora-
tion of parent, teacher, and student views in these

interventions, as research shows that they play a significant
role in the well-being of the student. Teacher well-being (Spilt
et al. 2011), attitudes and behavior (Ulug et al. 2011), and the
student’s perception of teacher behavior (Gehlbach et al.
2012; Rimm-Kaufman and Sandilos 2012) can influence
student-teacher relationships. This can in turn impact the
learning process (Skinner and Greene 2008), student well-
being (Maulana et al. 2013), and educational outcomes
(Asiyai 2014; Gelhback et al. 2012; O’Hara and McNamara
2001). Parent attributes and parent-child relationships have a
similarly large impact on academic outcomes and social de-
velopment (Pianta et al. 1997; El Nokali et al. 2010).

We must also note the scant evidence found for whole-
school interventions. Whole-school designs include positive
psychology training for teachers and staff, a positive approach
in school management policies, and making positive psychol-
ogy visible through changes in the physical school environ-
ment (Shoshani and Steinmetz 2014; Shoshani et al. 2016;
Waters 2011). While such an approach to strength interven-
tions can be costly, time consuming, and laborious in its day-
to-day management, there is nevertheless a need to research
this avenue. This is especially important because all school-
based interventions are created with the eventual goal of scal-
ing up.

Treatment integrity data are very important in school-based
and teacher-implemented interventions due to the high level of
variability that can occur in classrooms (Frey 2018).
Information on treatment fidelity, a multidimensional measure
of adherence, quality, and exposure to the intervention (Sanetti
and Kratochwill 2014), will help researchers link the use of
the intervention to the outcomes of the research. Without this,
it would be difficult to conclude that the intervention was
responsible for bringing about change in the dependent vari-
able. Despite this, most strength-based positive schooling in-
terventions have not included any measure of treatment fidel-
ity in their studies. Since most studies have mixed results, this
data would be useful when determining the reasons for why
the intervention did or did not work. Of the studies that in-
cluded treatment fidelity data, we observed that treatment ad-
herence varied across studies (although few studies provided
actual numbers) and results were similarly mixed. For in-
stance, in one study (Burckhardt et al. 2015), average adher-
ence (approximately 50%) led to no change in the treatment
outcomes, whereas in another study (Proctor et al. 2011), al-
though adherence was low, the results were positive.

Implementation Teachers with no prior training facilitated
many of the studies covered in this review. All interventions
following this method also reported favorable results. It is
possible that owing to the existing relationship that teachers
have with their students smoothened the intervention process,
eliminating the need to build rapport and trust (Hamre and
Pianta 2006). Further, teachers are also better suited for this

Contemp School Psychol



role as they may act as key players in continuing to reinforce
the learnings from the intervention even after its formal con-
clusion (Seligman et al. 2009).

Sessions A majority of the studies in this scoping review used
a combination of theory and application in their sessions.
Where detailed, almost all studies followed a design where
different positive psychological concepts were taught explic-
itly, along with classroom exercises and homework activities.
Such a design is logically sound, as it is vital for students to
grasp concepts such as flow, hope, or meaning, before they
can actively develop them in their own lives. Two studies in
particular used a five step method for each session - stories,
exercises, discussion, writing, action. We must make special
note of the use of stories, which several studies used, with
most showing positive results. Stories are a powerful tool for
learning and personal development (McEwan and Egan
1995), and their effective use in these programs strengthen
the rationale for using them in such school-based
interventions.

Frequency and Effectiveness of Sessions It is difficult to reach
any conclusion about the most effective duration of strength-
based positive schooling interventions, as there are mixed re-
sults. Notably, however, most studies used a weekly design,
which gives participants ample time to incorporate and inter-
nalize positive concepts and practices in their daily lives.

All studies that revealed both short-term and long-term
effectiveness of intervention used a mixture of positive psy-
chological concepts in their sessions, which suggests that
there may be a need to include other aspects of positive psy-
chology within school-based interventions. Such concepts en-
able students to make stronger connections to real life events
and applicability.

Dosage and Outcomes Taking a more in-depth look at out-
comes with respect to intervention durations and topics, lon-
ger interventions showed no change in life satisfaction. On the
other hand, shorter, more intensive interventions, such as
those held daily or weekly for several weeks, showed positive
changes. With respect to session topics, there is little differ-
ence between those that showed a positive change in life sat-
isfaction and those that did not. It is difficult to square up these
differences, pointing to a need to further research into what
works in interventions to increase life satisfaction. One of the
studies reviewed here (Shoshani et al. 2016) suggests that
some of the difficulty may be explained by the abstract and
general nature of life satisfaction and its measures, which of-
ten ask respondents to reflect on average levels of life satis-
faction of their entire life, as opposed to a specific, shorter
period.

When it comes to well-being measures, although most
studies reported beneficial changes, these upward trajectories

were not maintained over time. We may ascribe this recession
to the genetically determined set point of happiness that indi-
viduals have (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005b), and hedonic adap-
tation (Lyubomirsky 2011). Further research is necessary in
this area for conclusive results. As one study explained, we
must determine whether there is a ceiling effect for happiness
or whether unlimited positive change is possible.

With respect to negative mental health such as depression
or anxiety, only two of the five studies that measure this end of
the wellness spectrum reported meaningful results. Such areas
of mental health require targeted and more intensive pro-
grams, in contrast to the one-size-fits-all nature of most
school-based interventions reviewed here.

A qualitative exploration is required to understand the
mechanisms underlying change and the reasons for the effec-
tiveness (or lack thereof) of the interventions (Creswell 2003;
Gallo and Lee 2015). One of the studies recommended the
specific use of qualitative methods (Louis 2011) to understand
the nature of participants’ experiences as they learn about,
identify, and develop their strengths.

Our review revealed that few studies incorporated mea-
sures of school-related well-being or achievement. School-
related well-being is a key ingredient that will impact a stu-
dent’s overall welfare. Future studies must seek to bridge this
gap, especially given the fact that positive education aims not
only at emotional and psychological well-being, but also aims
to be beneficial towards school-related productivity and well-
being (Seligman et al. 2009).

Positive Psychological Frameworks It is difficult to draw a
consensus concerning the theoretical underpinnings of
strength-based positive schooling interventions, given the va-
riety of theories used to inform the interventions. It is true that
the tenets of positive psychology influence all positive school-
ing interventions. Seligman et al. (2009) and Snyder and
Lopez (2007) have proposed different but similar definitions
and models of positive schooling and education.

However, there is a need for more research on these inter-
ventions that would help validate robust models of positive
schooling. It is crucial to take a microscopic view of the pro-
cess of change to unbox the mechanisms at play within a
positive schooling intervention. Further, a robust theoretical
framework will provide future researchers with a firm contex-
tual grounding from which to approach the project, compare
and contrast results from different projects, and provide a lens
from which to understand and generalize results (Adom et al.
2018; Grant and Osanloo 2014; Ravitch and Carl 2016).

Conclusion

This scoping review has reviewed 13 papers involving
strength-based positive schooling interventions. The evidence
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drawn from these studies shows promise for the implementa-
tion of such interventions in academic environments, and can
provide valuable input for practitioners, researchers, teachers,
and school administrators alike. Student well-being and
strengths can be potentially enhanced using a strength-based
approach within a structured curriculum that focuses on the
identification, development, and practical application of indi-
vidual strengths. It is evident from our findings that there is no
set theoretical model for strength-based positive schooling,
which calls for future theory-driven research in this area.
Future research must also inspect school-related outcomes to
test the holistic effectiveness of such interventions.

Implications

At the end of the scoping review, we identified some gaps in
existing literature and avenues for exploration in future re-
search. Future researchers in this area may include a qualita-
tive component to their research to understand the subjective
experience of participants.

Most strength-based positive schooling interventions ap-
pear unable to maintain high levels of positive change and
outcomes. Thus, there is a necessity to conduct longitudinal
studies that will determine more conclusively the trajectory of
impact for different programs and populations. Studies that
have maintained positive outcomes in the long-term may be
replicated to see if the results hold. Furthermore, positive prac-
tices and program curriculums that will produce long-term
effectiveness need to be identified, which will assist practi-
tioners and school administrators in choosing the most appro-
priate program curriculum for their school.

There is as of yet no comprehensive model of positive
schooling that elucidates the theory of change that students
undergo before they begin to flourish or thrive. In relation to
long-term effectiveness (or lack thereof in most programs), as
pointed out byMarrero et al. (2016), future research must look
into a possible ceiling effect of happiness, and whether unlim-
ited positive outcomes is possible regardless of how happy or
unhappy a participant feels at the beginning of the
intervention.

There is a marked lack of whole-school interventions, or
examination of school-related well-being measures in
strength-based positive schooling interventions. A systems
approach with a holistic and comprehensive change in the
students’ learning environment is required.

There have been few positive schooling interventions de-
signed for targeted causes or diverse populations—a gap that
future research must seek to bridge. Culturally informed inter-
ventions for different populations may help maximize the pos-
itive outcomes of positive schooling programs. Further, spe-
cial programs for students suffering from poor mental health
may help them achieve overall well-being.

Limitations

The purview of the present scoping review did not include
working papers, unpublished works, white papers, or theses.
We included studies published after the year 2000 alone.
Programs conducted on preschool and primary students were
not incorporated into this review. These criteria may have
resulted in a few omissions. The paper reviewed positive
schooling interventions based on a character strengths frame-
work. Future reviews may look into interventions that used
other positive psychological constructs. Further, the present
study lacks comparative evaluation or a measure of robustness
of the studies that are more typical of different types of
reviews.
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