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Foreword

What is the purpose of schools and indeed of education at large? Is it wholly,
as governments would appear to think, to secure exam passes or is there a wider
purpose?

For too long, I believe, schools and education have been overly concerned with
academic attainment at the expense of character and well-being. This is not to say
that a focus on academic attainment is wrong — far from it. But this extensive focus
on academic attainment is, undoubtedly, to the detriment of other critical facets in
the lives and development of children and young people — such as character and
well-being — which leave the emerging generation short-changed in what they
should expect from education and life development in general.

With the emergence of the discipline of positive psychology in the last 15 years,
psychologists have decisively shifted their focus to attend to what is right with peo-
ple, building on their strengths and celebrating their happiness and well-being, at
the same time as being able to respond to their calls for help in times of distress and
need. A similar paradigm shift is needed in education. We should recognize the
damage that is being done to generations of children and young people by just
“teaching to the test” and leaving to wither on the vine their crucial need for char-
acter development and life lessons in how to be happy and become productive and
fulfilling members of the society.

This is why, at Wellington College, we have introduced a consistent focus on
happiness into our curriculum, with extraordinary results, not only in the atmo-
sphere of the school and the health of our young people, but also a very sharp rise
in their academic performance. It is my hope that many more schools will embrace
this shift in the emphasis of education and focus on developing the whole of the
person in our children and young people. Schools will not find, as governments
appear to believe, that academic results will fall. Rather, they will, I believe, see the
results rise.

In this book, Carmel Proctor and Alex Linley bring a focus to how positive psy-
chology can contribute to this debate, both in education and the classroom setting
specifically, but also in our focus on the development and fulfillment of children and
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young people more broadly. The chapters cover topics including the strengths and
well-being of children and adolescents, the role of family, peers and community in
optimal development, the role and contribution of positive approaches to education,
and positive youth development from the perspective of community activity and
legal and policy positions. Taken together, they provide an excellent summary of the
state of knowledge and practice in the research, applications and interventions of
positive psychology as they apply to children and adolescents. Further research will
inevitably be needed: this academic field, after all, is still young. But the authors
make a compelling case, and they should be listened to with respect.

I thus encourage all those involved with the development of children and young
people, and most especially educators and policy makers, to pay attention to the
lessons of this volume in how we can create more optimal developmental contexts
for our children and young people, building their character and well-being to equip
them for the challenges and opportunities they will increasingly face in their jour-
ney through modern life.

Wellington College Anthony Seldon
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Chapter 1
Surveying the Landscape of Positive
Psychology for Children and Adolescents

P. Alex Linley and Carmel Proctor

1.1 Introduction

As we write, it has been almost 14 years since Martin Seligman inaugurated the
emergence of positive psychology as a discipline, with his Presidential Address to
the American Psychological Association. Despite the intervening decade and more,
we are surprised at how little attention — in relative terms at least — has been dedicated
to positive psychology theory, research, and applications as they pertain to children
and adolescents. Looking back, this is perhaps reflective of positive psychology’s de
facto roots in social and clinical psychology, and its limited foundations in develop-
mental and educational psychology, which are of course the disciplines where we
might expect to find the most work in relation to children and adolescents.

While the first edition of the Handbook of Positive Psychology (Snyder and
Lopez 2002), contained just three chapters on children and adolescents (Masten and
Reed 2002; Roberts et al. 2002; Schulman 2002), it is notable that the second edi-
tion of this volume (Snyder and Lopez 2009), contained five chapters addressing the
question of resilience in child development (Masten et al. 2009), the prevention of
disorder and promotion of well-being through childhood development (Brown
Kirschman et al. 2009), positive youth development (Lerner 2009; see also Chap. 15
by Rusk et al., this volume), family-centered positive psychology (Sheridan and
Burt 2009), and positive schools (Huebner et al. 2009).
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Clearly, then, there is an increasing shift towards greater attention being paid to
positive psychology as it relates to children and adolescents. Broadly, this focus can
be seen across three distinct but related areas: teaching, schools, and education;
subjective experience (e.g., happiness, life satisfaction) and strengths; and interven-
tion for positive development, whether at the individual, therapeutic, group, or policy
level. In this introductory chapter, we will provide a brief synopsis of research and
theory across each of these three domains, before moving on to show how the current
volume builds on and extends this body of knowledge.

1.2 Positive Psychology in Teaching, Schools, and Education

The role of positive psychology in education started to become better recognized in the
school literature, driven in part by the publication of positive psychology special issues
of School Psychology Quarterly (2003) and Psychology in the Schools (2004). The role
of positive psychology in education is primarily focused on encouraging and rewarding
the multitude of talents and strengths a child has, by presenting opportunities for dis-
plays of these talents and strength each day, rather than for penalizing them for their
deficits (Chafouleas and Bray 2004; Clonan et al. 2004; Huebner and Gilman 2003).

Theory and research in the positive psychology of education extends to all aspects
of the educational experience and curriculum. For example, Clonan et al. (2004) out-
lined a vision of the positive psychology school, concentrating on areas of prevention
(to reduce stress), consultation (across the curriculum and different service providers),
and competency development (in academic skills and positive peer experience and
interaction). However, the challenge for positive psychology is to establish what the
key components of positive psychology “looks like” within a school, how the teaching
and natural environment can be used to capitalize on positive psychological principles,
and how a school can maintain and plan for sustained change (Clonan et al. 2004).

The focus of positive psychology applied to education has also been extended
to consideration of the role of effective upward social comparisons in learning,
growth, and development (Cohn 2004); teaching students to make wise judgments
(Reznitskaya and Sternberg 2004), and the effective teaching of positive psychol-
ogy as a subject in its own right (Baylis 2004; Fineburg 2004).

Furthermore, driven in part by the positive psychology movement, attention has
also focused on what we might do to make schools happy places (Layard 2005;
Martin 2005; Noddings 2003). This increasing focus on children and adolescents
can be traced through the publication of the magnum opus of the field for work
focused on positive psychology in schools, the Handbook of Positive Psychology in
Schools (Gilman et al. 2009).

1.2.1 Applying Strengths in School and College

Within education, there have been specific attempts to apply and celebrate strengths
in the classroom, with college students, with secondary students, and with younger



1 Surveying the Landscape of Positive Psychology for Children and Adolescents 3

children (Liesveld and Miller 2005). The Gallup Organization has developed and
delivered the StrengthsQuest educational program (Clifton and Anderson 2002)
across a variety of higher education colleges and universities. The program has been
extended to secondary students (Anderson 2005), and preliminary reports from
teachers using the program have been positive (e.g., Austin 2006; Henderson 2005).

Within the UK, a project has been run across a group of primary schools (ages 5
through 11 years), under the title of Celebrating Strengths (Fox Eades 2008). This
project has linked strengths to specific festivals and events throughout the school
calendar, and has included activities such as the strengths-based classroom (recogniz-
ing the strengths of all class members), victory logs (record books noting students’
achievements), and celebrations of “what went well”.

Again in the UK, in a quasi-experimental treatment-control study with a total of
319 adolescents aged 12—14 years, C. Proctor et al. (2011) showed that Strengths
Gym, a series of character-strengths development interventions for adolescents, led
to increased life satisfaction over a 6-month time period with corresponding
increases not observed in a no-intervention comparison group (who were students
at the same schools and in the same years, but not receiving the intervention).

Strengths Gym is a series of activities constructed around the 24 character
strengths described by Peterson and Seligman (2004). The aim of the Strengths
Gym program is to encourage students to build their strengths, learn new strengths,
and to recognize strengths in others. The included activities for students are called
Strengths Builders and Strengths Challenges. For each lesson, there is a definition
of the character strength being focused on, two Strengths Builders exercises for
students to choose from, and a Strengths Challenge as follow-up activity.

1.3 Subjective Experience and Strengths
in Children and Adolescents

Just as positive psychology generally has helped increasing attention be paid to the
questions of happiness and well-being, the same is also true for positive psychology
research as it relates to children and adolescents. For example, C. L. Proctor et al.
(2009) reviewed the literature on adolescent life satisfaction and concluded that, in
general, research indicates that youths who report high levels of life satisfaction
have better social and interpersonal relationships, engage in healthier behaviors,
exhibit less antisocial and violent behavior, and develop fewer externalizing
problems following stressful events than those with low life satisfaction. Building
on this, C. Proctor et al. (2010) explored the benefits of very high levels of life
satisfaction in youth and found that youths displaying very high levels of life satis-
faction benefit form increased adaptive psychosocial functioning, intrapersonal,
interpersonal, and social relationships, academic success, and decreased behavior
problems (see also Gilman and Huebner 2006; Suldo and Huebner 2006). Further,
life satisfaction has been found to be positively associated with multiple school
related variables, including school satisfaction, teacher support, and perceived
academic achievement, competence, and self-efficacy (see Suldo et al. 2006 for a
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review). Other notable work on positive subjective experiences in children and
adolescents has been conducted by Froh et al. (2010) who have demonstrated that
youths high in engaged living (social integration and absorption; i.e., having a
passion to help others and be completely immersed in activity) are more grateful,
hopeful, happier, prosocial, and report elevated life satisfaction, positive affect,
self-esteem, school experience, and grade point average, as well as, tend to be less
depressed, envious, antisocial, and delinquent.

Similarly, Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi (2002) have long stressed the impor-
tance of encouraging adolescent participation in activities that facilitate “flow” — a
mental state in which the challenge of an activity matches skill, such that neither
anxiety or boredom occur. The flow state is an innately positive experience, one
which is linked to academic success, diminished delinquency, physical health, and
satisfaction with life (see Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi 2002).

In relation to character strengths in young children, Park and Peterson (2006a)
showed that it was possible to assess character strengths in children as young as
3 years of age through using parental descriptors which were then subject to content
analysis. Park and Peterson (2006a) examined the associations between character
strengths and happiness in some 680 children (aged 3-9 years), showing that the
strengths of love, zest, and hope were significantly associated with happiness.

For the assessment of strengths in adolescents, Park and Peterson (2006b) devel-
oped the Values in Action Inventory of Strengths for Youth, and more recently,
Brazeau et al. (2012) developed the Strengths Assessment Inventory — Youth, which
assesses 11 content scales (e.g., Strengths at Home), and 12 empirical scales (e.g.,
Commitment to Family Values).

1.4 Intervention for Positive Development

Early work in the positive psychology canon in relation to positive development
was focused on the role of resilience in childhood (Yates and Masten 2004) and
positive youth development (Larson et al. 2004), both of which were themes that
subsequently featured in the second edition of the Oxford Handbook of Positive
Psychology (Snyder and Lopez 2009), as well as being the focus of a special issue
of the Journal of Positive Psychology (Emmons 2011).

Earlier positive intervention work had been conducted by the Positive Parenting
Program (Triple P) in Australia. The Positive Parenting Program is a family inter-
vention program that is designed to prevent behavioral, emotional and developmen-
tal problems in children up to the age of 16. It aims to achieve this through promoting
and developing the knowledge, skills and confidence of parents (Sanders 2003;
Sanders et al. 2002).

Sanders et al. (2000) reported on the effectiveness of a 12-episode television
series, Families, that was aimed at improving disruptive child behavior and family
relationships. Each episode of Families lasted for approximately 20-30 min, and
included a feature story about family issues, together with a segment of 5—7 min that
presented parents with guidelines and instructions for using a range of parenting
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strategies to address common child behavioral problems, to prevent problems from
occurring, and to help teach children to learn new skills and master difficult tasks.
These segments also presented the viewer with a modeled demonstration of the sug-
gested strategies. The initial report, based on 56 parents of children aged 2-8 years,
showed that the prevalence of disruptive behavior dropped from 43 to 14%, with the
effects being maintained at a 6-month follow up.

1.5 The Plan for This Volume

Our aim in preparing this volume was to bring together the latest evidence, thinking,
and insights from positive psychology as they apply to children and adolescents.
In establishing the content, we were mindful of the imbalance in the publication
of research findings, applications, and interventions among children and ado-
lescents in comparison to adults and aimed to fill the current need for a volume
that would benefit a wide range of professionals working with children and
adolescents.

Our contributors were invited to contribute chapters within their area of expertise
as it relates to research, applications, and interventions for children and adoles-
cents, drawing from their explicit experiences and research. Contributors were
further encouraged to share their broader perspectives on their invited topics.
The contributors represent a broad range of individuals, including clinical and
academic psychologists, researchers, teachers, therapists, and program leaders,
to name a few, and provide a unique and varied look at the current landscape.
The result is a volume that brings together the latest knowledge on positive psy-
chology as it pertains for children and adolescents.

This volume was not edited with preconceived or rigidly defined elements in
mind, but with openness and freedom of content. The result is a body of work that
not only contains exemplary reviews of the current literature and provides unique
and varied demonstrations of applied positive psychological theory, but also con-
tains personal experiences and events of immense importance to understanding
positive psychology among this population as it occurs in the real world context.

Although this volume has been written from a positive psychology perspective,
the content is by no means restricted to academics and professionals of psychology
alone. The topics covered are broad and are of benefit to a wide range of profession-
als, including educators, clinicians, psychologist, social workers, students, and
many others working with children and adolescents.

1.6 The Content of This Volume

In Part I (Strengths and Well-Being), Carmel Proctor (Chap. 2) presents a review of
the literature on character strengths and a brief discussion and introduction to char-
acter strengths interventions in education. This chapter introduces the importance of
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good character as it pertains to positive youth development and well-being. Scott
Huebner and colleagues (Chap. 3) address the assessment and promotion of per-
ceived quality of life, or life satisfaction, among children and adolescents. A model
for more comprehensive assessment of children’s life satisfaction is presented along
with research on key determinants of individual differences in life satisfaction
among young people. These authors provide examples of interventions as they per-
tain to the empirically established determinants of life satisfaction and argue that
more comprehensive assessments and targeted intervention programs are required
across primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention contexts. Lisa Edwards and
Jessica McClintock (Chap. 4) introduce us to hope and hope theory and its relation-
ship to positive outcomes in youth. Theory, measurement, and research about hope
among youth are reviewed and intervention programs developed for youth described
along with direction for applications.

In Part II (Interventions and Applications) Andrew Howell and colleagues (Chap. 5)
review research focused upon positive indicators of youth mental health. In this
chapter, predictors of youth’s scores on mental health dimensions of functioning
and interventions aimed at boosting these scores are presented along with a discus-
sion of the interplay between mental health and mental disorder dimensions of func-
tioning in youth. Tayyab Rashid and colleagues (Chap. 6) address strengths-based
assessment and the benefits of exploring character strengths by underscoring the
shortcomings of a deficit model of assessment for children and adolescents. These
authors present a model of assessing signature strengths and evaluate the impact on
boosting life satisfaction, well-being, and social skills among young people.
Nathaniel Lambert and Amanda Veldorale-Brogan (Chap. 7) conclude this section
with their examination of gratitude and gratitude interventions focused research
among children and adolescents.

In Part Il (Family, Friends, and Community) Shannon Suldo and Sarah Fefer
(Chap. 8) examine the links between parenting practices and youth well-being and
well-being and parent—child relationships in the context of positive psychology.
Aspects of the parent—child relationship and indicators of youth well-being are
reviewed along with applications and interventions that promote positive outcomes
for youth. Bradford Brown and Michael Braun (Chap. 9) review evidence of peers’
contributions to healthy behavior and development and discuss implications for
interventions and research. Colin Maginn and Sedn Cameron (Chap. 10) present the
Emotional Warmth Model of Professional Childcare. The Emotional Warmth Model
seeks to address the problems experienced by looked-after children and draws on
positive psychology to teach carers to find creative ways of helping children to uti-
lize their strengths more effectively.

In Part IV (Positive Education) Ian Morris (Chap. 11) presents a case for well-
being as the central aim of education and argues that schools must have an under-
pinning philosophy and practice of well-being to bring about the flourishing of both
students and teachers. This topic is expanded further by Hans Henrik Knoop (Chap. 12)
through his review of scientific evidence relating to positive education as an educa-
tional approach where individual strengths, well-being, and positive social relations
are taught and used as the foundation for the pedagogy, with the aim of facilitating
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the flourishing of every student. Lisa Green and Jacolyn Norrish (Chap. 13) continue
this theme by considering how positive psychology and coaching psychology can
compliment each other in order to create comprehensive and sustainable applied
positive education programs for schools in their effort to support the development
of well-being among students.

In Part V (Positive Youth Development: Practice, Policy, and Law) John Gibbs
and colleagues (Chap. 14) discuss the EQUIP program, a group-based cognitive-
behavioral intervention designed to facilitate sociomoral development and positive
youth development for behaviorally at-risk or antisocial youth. Natalie Rusk and
colleagues (Chap. 15) review organized youth programs that provide opportunities
for adolescents to develop life and career skills. Their focus is on adolescents’
development of skills for managing emotions and how program leaders facilitate
youth’s active learning process through emotion coaching and effective organized
programs facilitate positive youth development. Roger Levesque (Chap. 16) con-
cludes the volume by reviewing how the legal system could benefit from optimal
policies for ensuring positive youth development. Using the laws in the United
States as examples of limitations and possibilities, the chapter provides the ground-
work for understanding the foundations of which laws, policies, and practices relat-
ing to adolescents must rest, and the many ways that social institutions have the
legal power to influence the development of youth.

This volume offers valuable information to a wide range of professionals in
diverse fields and students in the social and behavioral sciences. It promises to be a
valuable resource in the development of the field as it applies to youth.
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Part I
Strengths and Well-Being



Chapter 2
The Importance of Good Character

Carmel Proctor

2.1 Introduction

Cultivating good character among children and adolescents has long been a ubiquitous
goal of parents, educators, and theologians. Good character is morally valued by all
human beings in all societies. Indeed, since the time of Aristotle, living a virtuous
life (and the happiness that this brings) has been considered the ultimate good.
According to Aristotle (c. 330 BCE/1925), virtue is by definition a state of charac-
ter, such that those engaging in virtuous activity are considered by others to be
“good people”.

Character refers to a cluster of positive personality traits and behaviors that are
not only morally valued, but are also at the heart of positive youth development
(Park and Peterson 2009). According to research, cultivating good character
reduces the possibility of negative outcomes and promotes healthy development and
thriving (see Park and Peterson 2009 for a review). For example, good character has
been found to predict thriving behaviors, such as school success, leadership, valuing
diversity, physical health, helping others, delay of gratification, and overcoming
diversity among adolescents (Scales et al. 2000). In addition, it has been demon-
strated to be associated with reduced psychological, behavioral, and social problems.
For example, youths with numerous personality strengths at the mean age of 16
have been demonstrated to have a decreased risk of developing personality and
psychiatric disorders, educational and occupational problems, interpersonal diffi-
culties, and violent or criminal behaviors at the mean age of 22 (Bromley et al. 2006).
Similarly, it has been found to be associated with reduced problem behaviors, such
as drug and alcohol abuse, violence, depression, and suicidal ideation (Benson et al.
2012). Overall, research suggests that character strengths are not only important in
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their own right, but additionally promote well-being and provide a buffer against
antisocial behavior, psychological disorder, the negative effects of stress, and other
potential developmental risk factors.

With growing concerns over the current societal risks to positive youth develop-
ment, and the noted benefits to the development and fostering of good character,
character education (or moral education) has become a major focus of educators
and policy makers. Increasingly, interest is growing in the formation of development
programs which provide moral education designed to teach students traditional
moral values, such as respect, empathy, altruism, responsibility, spirituality, and
self-control (Park 2004; Damon 2004). Hence, in recent years there have been a
number of initiated character education movements throughout the United States
and elsewhere (Park and Peterson 2009). However, despite these efforts and the
growing interest to promote character education among youth people through such
programs, concerns have been raised over their effectiveness and the lack of consen-
sual rationale for choosing which values and virtues to foster (Park 2004; Peterson
and Seligman 2004). Unlike the cognitive developmental theories of moral develop-
ment proposed by developmental psychologists such as Piaget (1932) and Kohlberg
(1984) moral education is based on prosocial moral behaviors, such as empathy,
altruism, kindness, and respect, and positive character traits, such as future mind-
edness, interpersonal skill, self-control, and wisdom (Park 2004; Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi 2000). Therefore, the focus of most character education programs
is on getting students to follow rules about “what to do and what not to do”, instead
of focusing on the character development of the students who are urged to follow
these rules (Park and Peterson 2009).

What was needed in order to guide youth development programs in promotion of
the appropriate moral values and virtues to foster in youth, is a theoretical frame-
work and classification system informed by developmental theory and research to
guide the design, delivery, and evaluation of programs (Park 2004; Peterson and
Park 2004; Seligman 2002; Kohn 1997).

2.2 The VIA Strengths Classification

Guided by the perspective of positive psychology, a classification and measurement
system of character strengths (Seligman 2002), the Values in Action — Inventory of
Strengths (VIA-IS; Peterson and Seligman 2004) was developed. The VIA-IS was
designed to compliment what the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, Fourth Edition (American Psychiatric Association 1994) of the American
Psychiatric Association began, by focusing on the parallel spectrum of mentality,
strengths of character, that make the good life possible (Peterson and Park 2004;
Seligman 2002; Steen et al. 2003). The VIA-IS provides a classification of 24 character
strengths, organized under 6 broad virtues, which are ubiquitous across cultural,
historical, religious, and philosophical traditions: (1) wisdom and knowledge;
(2) courage; (3) love and humanity; (4) justice; (5) temperance; and (6) transcendence
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(Peterson and Park 2004; Seligman 2002). This classification system, and its parallel
measure for youth: the Values in Action — Inventory of Strengths for Youth (VIA-
Youth; Peterson and Seligman 2004; Park and Peterson 2006b), provides a com-
prehensive means of assessing good character. Further, the VIA-Youth has many
implications for use as an evaluative research tool in positive youth development inter-
ventions. In contrast to other self-report surveys the VIA-Youth, like the VIA-IS, can
be scored ipsatively, thus allowing “an investigator to control for one strength when
ascertaining the correlates, causes, or consequences of another” (Peterson and Park
2004, p. 443). Therefore, rather than comparing and contrasting an individual’s score
on one strength with that of other individuals, the VIA-Youth allows for contrast and
comparison relative to a single individual’s other strengths.

For example, a researcher using the VIA-Youth would be able to say that spirituality has
(or does not have) consequences above-and-beyond contributions of associated strengths
such as gratitude or hope, a conclusion not possible if only measures of spirituality are used
in a study (Park 2004, p. 49).

Further, according to Seligman (2002) each person possesses several signature
strengths (one’s top 5 strengths out of 24), or strengths of character, that are self-
consciously owned. In line with the application of Aristotelian theory, it is through
knowing what one’s signature strengths are and using them in daily life in work,
love, friendship, and in leisure that leads to the attainment of the “good life”” and
abundant gratification, authentic happiness, and a psychologically fulfilling life
(Seligman 2002).

2.2.1 Empirical Findings

Initial examinations of character strengths among young people began with the
development and validation of the VIA-Youth (Peterson and Seligman 2004). This
research illuminated particular strengths of character to be associated with increased
life satisfaction among both adults and children. Specifically, Park and Peterson
(2006b) found that similar to the findings of adult studies (see Park et al. 2004)
the strengths of hope, love, gratitude, and zest were found to be linked to greater
life satisfaction among children. Further, examination of the parental strengths
of character that predicted the life satisfaction of their children revealed that
the same strengths of character associated with greater life satisfaction among
children (i.e., hope, love, gratitude, zest) were the strongest parental predictors.
Additionally, results revealed parental self-regulation to be associated with child
life satisfaction (Park and Peterson 2006b). Similar findings have been reported by
Park and Peterson (2006a) among young children through examination of free
parental descriptions of children’s personal characteristics and individual qualities.
Results revealed three strengths of character to be related to happiness: love, hope,
and zest. These findings diverge from previous studies in that the strength of grati-
tude, which is a strong predictor of life satisfaction among youth and adults, was not
included. However, examination of descriptions of children aged 7 and over revealed
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the expected correlation between life satisfaction and gratitude (Park and Peterson
2006a). Overall, consistent positive associations are found between the strengths of
love, hope, and zest and life satisfaction among individuals of all ages.

In general there is considerable convergence when comparing the character
strengths of adults and children, however there are also notable differences in the
development of strengths with maturation. For example, research has shown modest
convergence between parent and child strengths, especially for mother-daughter
and father-son, with the greatest degree of convergence being found for spirituality
(Park and Peterson 2009). However, hope, teamwork, and zest have been found to
be relatively more common among youth than adults, whereas appreciation of
beauty, honesty, leadership, forgiveness, and open-mindedness have been found to
be relatively more common among adults than youth (Park and Peterson 2009).
Additionally, data gathered from 336 adult twins drawn from the Minnesota Twin
Registry have demonstrated significant genetic and non-shared environmental
effects for 21 of the 24 VIA strengths, with little evidence of shared environmental
contributions (Steger et al. 2007).

Unfortunately, parents and educators often try to teach children and youth the
character strengths that they value, instead of recognizing the unique strengths
young people already possess. Peterson (2006) has noted that research to date has
demonstrated that the consequences and correlates of character strengths are posi-
tive in nature and therefore “the implication is that we should develop and use as
many strengths of character as possible” (p. 157). Indeed, research has shown that
mean scores for all character strengths are in the positive range among children
and adolescents (Park et al. 2005). Further, as it is not assumed that character
strengths “are fixed or necessarily grounded in immutable biogenetic characteristics”
(Peterson 2006, p. 139), it is reasonable to assume that, if not fostered, strengths
may be lost over the course of development. Identified developmental differences in
the acquisition of good character highlights the importance of fostering strengths in
youth in order that they remain throughout development and into adulthood.

According to research findings character strengths in youth are associated with
long-term benefits to well-being. For example, Gillham et al. (2011) found that
character strengths predict future well-being. Specifically, findings indicated that
other-directed strengths (e.g., kindness, teamwork) predicted fewer symptoms of
depression, whereas transcendence strengths (e.g., meaning, love) predicted greater
life satisfaction and social support among high school students. Additional findings
have also indicated that character strengths in youth are associated with a decreased
risk of psychopathology. For example, Park and Peterson (2008) found the strengths
of hope, zest, and leadership to be substantially related to fewer internalizing
problems, such as depression and anxiety disorders, whereas the strengths of per-
sistence, honesty, prudence, and love were found to be substantially related to fewer
externalizing problems, such as aggression. Moreover, relationships have also been
found between character strengths and academic achievement. For example, a
study conducted by Park and Peterson (as cited in Park and Peterson 2009) investi-
gating the relationship between academic achievement and character strengths dem-
onstrated that the character strengths of perseverance, fairness, gratitude, honesty,
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hope, and perspective predict end-of-year student grade point average. Taken
together, these results suggest that character strengths are important to long-term
well-being and have a “nonintellectual” role in overall academic achievement
(Park and Peterson 2009).

2.3 Applying Strengths in Education

Under the rubric of positive psychology, positive psychology interventions (PPI)
have been successfully applied in educational settings and resulted in positive
behavioral, social, psychological, and academic outcomes among adolescent students.
Positive psychology interventions constitute intentional activities that aim to build
strengths through cultivating positive feelings, behaviors, or cognitions (Sin and
Lyubomirsky 2009). Such interventions and strategies come in various diverse
forms and include a wide array of activities. In general, however, PPI interventions
can be conceptualized as either single component PPIs that focus on one key
strength, such as gratitude (e.g., Froh et al. 2008), or multi-component PPIs that
integrate several positive psychology concepts (see Green and Norrish this volume).
In the section that follows, curriculum based multi-component PPIs will be reviewed.

2.3.1 Curriculum Based Programs

Curriculum based multi-component PPIs are a promising approach to teaching
well-being in school and have had preliminary success across multiple student
outcomes. For example, the Positive Psychology Program, which consisted of
approximately 20-25 80 min sessions delivered over 1 year, integrated learning of
the 24 VIA character strengths through character strengths discussion sessions,
in-class activities, real-world homework activities, and follow-up journal reflections
(Seligman et al. 2009). Participating students were randomly assigned to Language
Arts classes that either contained the positive psychology curriculum (positive
psychology condition) or did not contain the positive psychology curriculum
(control). The major goals of the program were to help students identify their
signature VIA character strengths and increase the use of these strengths in their daily
life. The Positive Psychology Program was demonstrated to increase enjoyment
and engagement in school and improve social skills among adolescent students
(see Seligman et al. 2009).

Another similar program, the Geelong Grammar School Project involved
training 100 members of faculty in the principles and skills of positive psychology,
such as resilience, strengths, gratitude, and positive communication so that they
could incorporate these skills into their teaching. The program has resulted in the
creation of stand alone courses in several grades, such as character strengths and
positive education, supplemented by whole school practices, such as students in
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the elementary school starting the day with a focus on “what went well” the day
before (Fox Eades 2008). Teachers are developing their own methods of using the
principles they have learned. For example, a sports coach may use a character
strengths framework to debrief teams following a game (see Seligman et al. 2009
for a review).

An example of a multi-component PPI based on the VIA classification is
Strengths Gym (Proctor and Fox Eades 2009). This program involves students com-
pleting age appropriate strengths-based exercises on each of the 24 VIA strengths
through in-class activities, philosophical discussions, stories, and real-world
homework activities where students can apply the concepts and skills in their
own lives. Students are provided with the opportunity to self-identify with their
signature strengths at the beginning of each of the three levels of the program and to
re-evaluate them again before moving on to the next level. This program provides
teachers with flexible lesson plans enabling them to choose activities that suit the
mood and the needs of their class. Students who have participated in Strengths Gym
have been demonstrated to have significantly higher life satisfaction compared to
adolescents who did not participate in the program (Proctor et al. 2011).

At the primary school level, Celebrating Strengths (Fox Eades 2008) is an approach
that takes a holistic school view of well-being. This approach is built upon the belief
that a flourishing classroom requires a flourishing teacher to create the conditions in
which students will flourish. This program links the VIA strengths to specific festivals
and events throughout the school calendar and incorporates activities such as the
strengths-based classroom (recognizing the strengths of all class members), victory
logs (record books noting students’ achievements), and celebrations of what went
well. An evaluation of this program has indicated several positive outcomes, includ-
ing: increases in children’s self-confidence and motivation to achieve, improved
behavior at home and school, and an overall positive impact on cognitive, emotional,
and behavioral development (Govindji and Linley 2008, August).

Outside of the VIA classification, the Gallup Organization’s StrengthsQuest
educational program (Clifton and Anderson 2002), originally developed for higher
educational settings, has recently been extended to Kindergarten-Grade 12 education
(Anderson 2005). Overall, preliminary reports from teachers and students using the
program have been positive (Henderson 2005). For example, findings of a 6-week
strengths-development intervention program based on StrengthsQuest in a group of
9-12-year-old American students indicated that participating students experienced
benefits in academic efficacy, expectancy, positive academic behaviors, and extrin-
sic motivation (Austin 2006).

2.4 Conclusion

The importance of good character cannot be underscored. The cultivation of good
character is a ubiquitous goal of parents and educators, providing the foundation for
flourishing in all domains of life. With the advent of positive psychology there
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has been renewed investigation into what constitutes good character and how to
measure it. Through the development of the VIA classification system a theoretical
framework, informed by developmental theory and research, now exists which
can be used to guide the design, delivery, and evaluation of programs designed
to cultivate character strengths among young people and facilitate increased
well-being.

Empirical investigations into the relationship between character strengths and
various personal, social, psychological, and behavioral outcomes indicate that char-
acter strengths play an important role across multiple life domains. Indeed, research
suggests that not only do character strengths predict future well-being, social sup-
port, and academic achievement among young people, they also act as a protective
factor buffering them from the negative effects of stress and the development of
psychopathological conditions, such as depression and anxiety, and behavioral
problems, such as aggression.

Until recently, educators had been working under a deficit-remediation education
model aimed at fixing what is wrong with students by diagnosing their needs,
problems, defects, and deficits (Anderson 2005). Under this model, classes, work-
shops, programs, and services were designed to help students improve in areas
where they were lacking. However, educators and policy became dissatisfied with
this model’s inability to prevent problems and began to recognize the benefits of
adopting a positive educational perspective committed to building strengths instead
of repairing weaknesses. Indeed, the positive psychology perspective has provided
the foundation for moving away from this deficit-remediation model of education
and enabled the promotion of positive youth development. The positive youth devel-
opment approach emphasizes the potentialities of young people and aims to encour-
age and foster productive activities that engage young people and enable them to
show their strengths, rather than treat their weaknesses.

Under the rubric of positive psychology, and the VIA classification system of
character strengths, PPI programs have been developed and applied in the school
curriculum with the aim of promoting positive youth development and increasing
well-being among young people. As noted by Seligman et al. (2009), school is the
ideal place for well-being initiatives because young people spend most of their
weekday in school and the majority of their day-to-day interactions occurring there
have an impact on their well-being. To date, these PPI programs have proved to be
a promising approach to cultivating good character and providing young people
with the foundations they need in order to flourish throughout life. Specifically,
research results have indicated that these programs increase enjoyment and engage-
ment at school, improve social skills, increase life satisfaction, confidence, and
motivation to achieve, and improve behavior and academic achievement.

In general, positive psychological interventions and character strengths-based
activities have been demonstrated to lead to increased happiness and well-being
among both adults and young people (Seligman et al. 2005, 2009; Sin and
Lyubomirsky 2009). Nevertheless, these findings should be considered with a note
of caution, as further empirical research is required in order to adequately evaluate
the outcomes of PPI programs. Although findings to date are promising, and
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implicate that we are moving towards the prevention of problems by adopting a
positive approach to education through the application of PPIs in the curriculum, it
is important that reported findings are not overemphasized until developed interven-
tions can be thoroughly evaluated in practice.
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Chapter 3
Assessment and Promotion of Life
Satisfaction in Youth

E. Scott Huebner, Kimberly J. Hills, and Xu Jiang

3.1 Assessment and Promotion of Life Satisfaction in Children

As the field of positive psychology advances, researchers have shown that positive
mental health is more than the absence of psychopathology. Comprehensive models
of mental health require considerations of well-being and ill-being constructs
(Antaramian et al. 2010; Greenspoon and Saklofske 2001; Suldo and Shaffer 2008).
Life satisfaction (LS) is one key well-being construct in positive psychology. Life
satisfaction is defined as a cognitive judgment of one’s perceived quality of life as a
whole or with specific domains, such as family relations, work, and health (Diener
1984). Studies of the antecedents, correlates, and consequences of LS of adults have
proliferated over the years. However, studies with children and adolescents have
been limited. Fortunately, the number of studies of children’s LS has grown signifi-
cantly in the last decade (see C. L. Proctor et al. 2009a, b for a review).

Life satisfaction is an important factor in positive psychological development;
it is not only a by-product of favorable life experiences, but is also a precursor of
positive life outcomes. A meta-analysis of cross-sectional, longitudinal, and exper-
imental studies of adults (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005) revealed that high subjective
well-being (SWB; including LS) predicts subsequent positive marriages, friend-
ships, work productivity, and mental and physical health. Longitudinal and experi-
mental investigations of children’s LS and positive emotions have been exceedingly
scarce. However, short-term longitudinal studies have suggested that low LS in
adolescents predicts decreases in emotional support from parents (Saha et al. 2010),
decreases in student engagement in schooling (Lewis et al. 2011), and decreases in
positive interactions with peers as well as increases in peer relational victimization

E.S. Huebner (<) « K.J. Hills * X. Jiang
Department of Psychology, University of South Carolina, Columbia, SC 29208, USA
e-mail: huebner @mailbox.sc.edu; hillskj@mailbox.sc.edu; bnujiangxu@gmail.com

C. Proctor and P.A. Linley (eds.), Research, Applications, and Interventions for Children 23
and Adolescents: A Positive Psychology Perspective, DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-6398-2_3,
© Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2013



24 E.S. Huebner et al.

(Martin et al. 2008). As such, “high” LS is likely a protective factor in the development
of healthy child and adolescent development (Suldo and Huebner 2004) as well as
a desirable outcome in itself.

3.1.1 Measurement

Children’s LS measures have been based on three distinct theoretical models:
general, global, and domain-specific LS. First, there are instruments based on gen-
eral models of LS that assume that overall or “general” LS is comprised of bottom-
up judgments of specific life domains (e.g., family, peers, and school domains).
Thus, a general or total LS score on such instruments reflects a simple (or
weighted) sum of scores on items representing responses across a variety of spe-
cific domains. Second, there are instruments that attempt to assess satisfaction “as a
whole” or overall LS based on a “global” model, which assumes that overall LS is
best assessed by an exclusive emphasis on items that are domain-free (e.g., my life
is going well) versus domain-specific (e.g., my school life is going well). In contrast
to general LS scores, in which the number and nature of the domains are pre-deter-
mined by the researcher, global LS scales allow individual children to develop their
overall judgments based on their own criteria (Pavot and Diener 1993). Third, mul-
tidimensional measures have been developed with the intent of eliciting children’s
judgments across various life domains that are considered to be important to most,
if not all, individuals of the particular age group. In this fashion, such measures
yield profiles of individuals’ reports of LS, providing more differentiated, contextu-
alized LS reports. Hence, a child who has average global LS, along with high school
and low family satisfaction could be differentiated from a child who has average
global LS, along with low school and high family satisfaction. In all cases, LS judg-
ments generally comprise the full range of experiences from lower levels through a
neutral level (neither satisfied nor dissatisfied) and through higher levels of LS.
Such scales can provide finely nuanced differentiations (e.g., very high vs. moder-
ately high LS) both above and below the neutral point. The resulting context-spe-
cific profiles thus provide more targeted information relevant to the design of more
healthy environments for individual students or groups of students. Using the previ-
ous example, context-specific profiles allow the tailoring of interventions targeting
the specific area of low satisfaction (e.g., low family satisfaction vs. low school
satisfaction). Although such measures have existed for adult populations for many
years, the development of psychometrically sound measures for children and ado-
lescents has lagged considerably behind.

Based on the above considerations, and like others (e.g., Cummins 1997), we
established a research agenda in the 1990s to develop several measures of global
and domain-specific LS in our lab. These measures are discussed in detail in
Huebner and Hills (in press). These instruments include, but are not limited to the
Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale (SLSS; Huebner 1991a) and the Multidimensional
Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale (MSLSS; Huebner 1994). The primary goals of
the research were to develop LS scales for children ages 8—18 that: (a) tapped their
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global LS (i.e., SLSS); (b) provided an evidence-based profile of children’s satisfaction
with important, specific domains (e.g., school, family, friends) in their lives (i.e.,
MSLSS); (c) demonstrated acceptable reliability and validity; and (d) could be used
effectively with children across a wide range of ability levels (e.g., children with
mild developmental disabilities through gifted children). Space considerations do
not allow us to elaborate upon the psychometric characteristics of the measures.
However, more than two decades of research from our lab as well as others suggests
that these self-report instruments demonstrate acceptable reliability and validity for
a variety of purposes for children of approximately 8—18 years of age (Huebner and
Hills in press; C. Proctor et al. 2009a, b).

These resulting measures have allowed us to study further the determinants and
consequences of individual differences in children’s global and domain-specific LS
reports. The research has revealed a wide-ranging nomological network of related
variables (Huebner 2004). In subsequent research and professional practice, we
have used the SLSS and MSLSS in more comprehensive assessments to understand
the nature, determinants, and consequences of LS. In professional practice, we have
found that we can enhance the usefulness of the SLSS and MSLSS on occasion
through conducting more detailed inquiries into the meaning of student responses.
The standard measures do not allow examiners to determine the specific content and
processes used by individual children to formulate their LS judgments. Open-ended,
follow-up interview questions may thus facilitate greater understanding. Adapting
procedures recommended by Harter (1985) for self-concept measures, we have used
such questions as: “What made you agree/disagree that your life is good?” and
“What made you agree/disagree that your family experiences are positive?” In addi-
tion to clarifying the meaning of a student’s self-reports, such queries may clarify
discrepancies between self-reports and reports from significant others, such as par-
ents or teachers (Huebner et al. 2002).

We have also found that a modified version of Randolph et al. (2009) integrated
model of objective and SWB can be useful to guide more complete assessments
of students’ LS. Their model includes four levels of indicators of well-being. The
highest level refers to a student’s overall quality of life. The second level includes
the lower-order component of subjective global LS (along with measures of positive
and negative emotions). The third level includes judgments of satisfaction regarding
major, specific life domains, such as family, friends, school, self, and living environ-
ment (cf. Huebner 1994). The fourth level incorporates key, empirically-validated
correlates under each domain. For example, several research-based variables could
be assessed that contribute to satisfaction with school experiences, such as teacher
behavior, school size, parental involvement, peer relationships, personality charac-
teristics, and academic self-efficacy (see Baker and Maupin 2009 for a review).
A similar set of variables could be generated for satisfaction with family, friends,
and so forth. This last level includes, but is not limited to objective indicators.
Although the hierarchical nature of the model may be debatable, the model reflects
the possibilities for comprehensive assessments of the well-being of children for
individual assessment purposes or group assessment purposes, such as school-wide or
national assessments of children’s well-being. Comprehensive well-being assessments
can thus include subjective global and relevant subjective domain-based LS indicators.
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Furthermore, these measures can then be complemented by considerations of key
objective and/or subjective determinants guided by the extant research base.
Depending upon the nature and levels of information desired, specific assessment
plans can be constructed subsequently to meet specific goals for an individual child
or groups of children. For example, the evaluation of the implementation of school-
wide policies or programs to promote students’ academic achievement levels
might focus relatively more on school-related conditions and perceptions than
community conditions and perceptions, depending upon the evidence base
(e.g., strengths of the relationships or ability to alter more distal variables like
community-school relationships) and the criterion variables of interest.

The use of this model is consistent with a positive psychology perspective in that
it allows for a focus on positive conditions and experiences as well as negative con-
ditions and experiences, accordingly LS indicators allow for differentiated responses
above and below the neutral point. Based on the pattern of scores on the various
measures, individualized interventions should be developed that target the identified
likely determinants of low life LS as well exploit identified student or environmental
assets relevant to a given individual or group. There are likely many different deter-
minants of LS for specific individuals and groups of individuals. Thus, it seems
imperative to conduct a thorough assessment in order to develop a meaningful
understanding of the unique determinants and consequences. Because it is also
unlikely that a particular intervention strategy will be effective for all children with
low LS, it makes sense to develop a resulting individualized plan for a particular
student or group of students who share a common set of antecedent conditions.
Such an intervention may not only be helpful for children with existing low levels
of LS, but also may also prevent the development of dissatisfaction and promote
optimal levels in all students.

3.1.2 Research on Life Satisfaction of Children and Adolescents

Numerous predictors of individual differences in children’s LS have been identified.
However, some variables are more difficult, impossible, or impractical to alter, even in
the most comprehensive LS promotion programs. Such variables range from demo-
graphic factors (e.g., ethnicity, socioeconomic status) to temperament/personality
characteristics (e.g., extraversion, neuroticism). Thus, rather than offering an
exhaustive review of the predictors of LS in children, the following review will
focus on more readily alterable environmental variables (e.g., family, school setting)
and self variables (e.g., cognitive, behavioral factors) within the context of the
aforementioned model of Randolph et al. (2009). It should be noted, however, that
some of the more non-malleable factors, such as personality characteristics,
demographic variables, and cultural differences, might serve as moderators of the
relationships between children’s LS and “alterable” factors. Some examples will be
discussed briefly in a later section.
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3.1.3 Contextual Variables

3.1.3.1 Family-Related Variables

Support from caregivers, usually parents, is the strongest interpersonal resource
during children and adolescents’ development. Compared to adolescents who lived
in foster care group homes, adolescents who lived at home with parents reported
higher global LS (Sastre and Ferriere 2000). Perceived parental support (both intrinsic
and extrinsic) is positively related to adolescents’ LS (Oberle et al. 2010). However,
intrinsic support (i.e., parental expressions of love, appreciations, and care) was
more strongly related to adolescent LS than other forms of support (i.e., extrinsic
support, closeness, and informational support) (Stevenson et al. 1999; Young et al.
1995). Research on parenting styles has revealed that all three dimensions of the
authoritative parenting style (social support-involvement, strictness-supervision,
and psychological autonomy granting) were all positively related to LS among
adolescents, with perceived parental social support showing the strongest correlation
(Suldo and Huebner 2004).

Attachment studies have demonstrated that adolescents who are securely attached
to their parents display higher LS (Ma and Huebner 2008). Research has also shown
that perceived poor parental relationships, but not family status, is associated with
reduced LS among adolescents (Grossman and Rowat 1995), with parent—child con-
flict strongly linked to lower levels of adolescent LS (Phinney and Ong 2002). Further,
in both parent and peer relationships, trust and communication have been identified as
the strongest components of the attachment-LS linkage in adolescents (Nickerson and
Nagle 2004). Suldo et al. (2008) also revealed that students’ perception of their par-
ents’ involvement in their schooling was a significant predictor of students’ global LS.

3.1.3.2 Peer-Related Variables

Once children reach adolescence, the quality of peer relationships becomes another
important contributor to social development and adjustment as well as LS. In general,
adolescents with more friends and higher quality peer relationships report higher
global LS (Huebner and Alderman 1993). In contrast, students who experience
negative interactions with peers report lower levels of LS (Martin and Huebner
2007). Specifically, students who are relationally victimized by peers (e.g., teased
by peers or purposefully excluded from peer groups) and in dating relationship
(e.g., physical or emotional abuse by a dating partner) experience significantly
fewer positive emotions in school and lower global LS (e.g., Martin et al. 2008;
Callahan et al. 2003). Besides overt physical or relational victimization, receiving
prosocial acts from peers was positively correlated with global LS, with adolescent
receiving fewer prosocial acts reporting lower global LS (Martin and Huebner
2007) and higher levels of loneliness (Huebner and Alderman 1993). Thus positive
peer relations, as well as family relations, can contribute to children’s LS.



28 E.S. Huebner et al.

3.1.3.3 School-Related Variables

The contribution of school experiences to adolescents’ LS has received modest, but
increasing attention. Research has shown that how adolescents view their school
climate and school experience is significantly related to their SWB, including LS
(e.g., Flanagan and Stout 2010; Suldo et al. 2008). For both middle school and high
school students, those students with higher LS tend to have more favorable attitudes
toward their teachers and toward school in general (Gilman and Huebner 2006).
One frequently studied school level variable is school safety. If students don’t
feel safe at school (e.g., they fear being threatened or injured by someone with
a weapon, having property stolen or damaged), their overall LS is lower (Valois
et al. 2001).

Teacher-related variables have been studied primarily with respect school satis-
faction (i.e., students’ satisfaction with their school experiences overall). School
satisfaction is also a contributor to youth’s evaluation of their overall life; research
shows that school satisfaction is significantly associated with global LS among
American students (Huebner and Gilman 2002), and even more so among South
Korean students (Park and Huebner 2005). Studies demonstrate that higher levels of
school satisfaction are associated with a high degree of clarity in classroom rules,
predictable teacher behavior and classroom routines (Baker et al. 2003), ample
praise for appropriate behaviors (Baker 1999), goals that promote future academic
aspirations (Malin and Linnakylae 2001), and curricular activities that promote
choice and relevance (Karatzias et al. 2002). The evidence also suggests that adoles-
cents’ perceived quality of student-teacher relationships is the strongest predictor of
school satisfaction, even stronger than peer and parent relationships (DeSantis-King
et al. 20006).

Studies to date suggest that children’s LS and intelligence test scores are not
significantly related (Huebner and Alderman 1993), however, several studies have
found small, but significant, correlations between LS (and school satisfaction),
school engagement (Ladd et al. 2000; Lewis et al. 2011), and school grades
(Antaramian et al. 2010; Gilman et al. 2006). Interestingly, self-perceptions of
academic abilities have yielded much stronger relationships with LS and school
satisfaction (Huebner and Alderman 1993; Suldo et al. 2008), suggesting stronger
linkages between children’s positive well-being and their perceived (vs. actual)
academic performance.

3.1.3.4 Living Environment Variables

The quality of children’s living environments (e.g., neighborhood, community)
significantly relates to their LS, especially for those from economically disadvan-
taged families. A longitudinal study of rural adolescents in the U.S. found that
family socioeconomic status, community size, and perceived discrepancy between
desired residence and actual residence were predictors of LS among economically
disadvantaged youth (Wilson et al. 1997). One study with Australian youth and their
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families revealed that children from neighborhoods with low safety and health levels
(e.g., high crime/violence levels, on industrial or commercial streets, in poorly
maintained houses, and/or in rented accommodations) reported lower overall LS
compared to those who lived in healthy residential areas (Homel and Burns 1989).
Moreover, high levels of family mobility seem to be negatively related to adolescents’
LS (Brown and Orthner 1990). However, one contrary result has been found in a
cross-cultural study in the U.S. in which the number of moves was positively asso-
ciated with adolescents’ self-reported quality of life (Bradley and Corwyn 2004),
which suggests that although family residential instability is usually viewed as
stressful for adolescents (Ackerman et al. 1999), not all relocations are perceived as
threats to adolescents’ LS.

The social aspect of the living environment (e.g., culture) also matters. For
instance, one study found that U.S. adolescents who lived in neighborhoods with a
relatively homogenous ethnic composition reported higher LS than adolescents who
resided in more ethnically diverse communities (Sam 1998). Further, the availability
of opportunities for bonding with non-familial adults in the neighborhood was
found to be a major contributor to children’s LS (Paxton et al. 2006).

3.1.4 Self-Related Variables

Children’s LS has also been related to multiple, alterable, cognitive “self” con-
structs. These constructs include global self-esteem and locus of control. A positive
relationship between LS and self-esteem has been found in many studies of adoles-
cents (e.g., Casas et al. 2007; Gilman and Huebner 2006). In some studies, high
self-esteem was one of the strongest predictors of LS in adolescents (e.g., Neto
2001; Zhang and Leung 2002), which is similar to findings from some adult studies
(e.g., Chen et al. 2006). Huebner (1991b) found that children who possess an inter-
nal locus of control and high self-esteem tend to be more satisfied with their lives
than children who perceive the events of their lives to be controlled by external
forces and who have lower self-worth. Children’s self-efficacy beliefs also appear
to be strongly related to their LS. For example, a longitudinal study found that
academic and social self-efficacy beliefs significantly contributed to predict LS over
the course of 5 years (Vecchio et al. 2007). Another longitudinal study conducted in
Germany before and after the fall of the Berlin wall showed that students who had
higher pre-unification self-efficacy beliefs had higher LS and future optimism after
German unification, whereas those with lower pre-unification levels of self-efficacy
had lower levels of LS and less future optimism after German unification (Pinquart
et al. 2004).

Children’s LS has also been related to individual differences in optimism and
hope. For example, a strong positive relationship between LS and optimism has
been revealed in studies in the U.S. (Extremera et al. 2007), Singapore (Wong and
Lim 2009), and Hong Kong (Ho et al. 2010). Significant positive relationships
between children’s levels of hopeful thinking and their global LS have been revealed
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in cross-sectional and longitudinal studies, with one study suggesting that hope
can serve as a buffer against the effects of stressful life events on adolescents
(Valle et al. 2004).

Numerous studies have demonstrated significant negative associations between LS
and antisocial behaviors, such as violent behaviors (e.g., physical fighting, carrying a
weapon), risk behaviors (e.g., smoking, alcohol, drug use), and internalizing behaviors
(e.g., depression, anxiety) (see C. L. Proctor et al. 2009a, b for a review). The findings
of such studies are consistent with the findings of studies of coping behavior that
suggest that children with lower LS demonstrate fewer adaptive coping behaviors in
response to stress (e.g., Suldo et al. 2008). In a similar vein, Park and Peterson (2006)
have shown that character strengths (e.g., love, gratitude, zest) predict higher LS. Taken
together, these lines of research suggest that poor mental health and poor social behav-
ior can be significant risk factors for reduced LS in children and adolescents.

For children and adolescents, research shows significant relationships between
LS and frequency of participation in structured extracurricular activities (e.g.,
Gilman 2001). Further, positive links have been found between youth LS and
meaningful instrumental activity (Maton 1990), physical exercise (e.g., Valois et al.
2004), and religious participation (e.g., Kelley and Miller 2007).

In summary, numerous environmental and individual difference variables that
are considered malleable have been identified as possible determinants of children’s
LS. Given their more malleable nature, interventionists would be advised to con-
sider such variables when planning assessments and interventions. Nevertheless,
caution should be should be exercised in excluding consideration of antecedents and
correlates of LS that are not readily malleable in assessment and intervention design.
Although a paucity of research has addressed moderators (e.g., demographic charac-
teristics, personality traits) of children’s LS reports, a few studies have been conducted
suggesting the importance of comprehensive models (e.g., person x environment) of
the development of differences in LS as well as the effects of intervention strategies.
For example, gender has been found to moderate the relationship between parent
attachment and early adolescents’ global LS reports (Ma and Huebner 2008).
For another example, cultural differences (e.g., individualistic vs. collectivistic) are
suggested moderators of the relationship between school experiences and global
LS in adolescents (Park and Huebner 2005). As an example of personality as a
moderator of intervention effects, Ng and Diener (2009) demonstrated that the
personality trait of neuroticism moderated college students’ ability to benefit from
positive thinking interventions (e.g., cognitive reappraisal). That is, students who
were low in neuroticism and who were taught empirically validated cognitive inter-
vention strategies were able to reduce negative emotions significantly more than
students who were high in neuroticism.

3.1.5 Applications and Interventions

As demonstrated in the previous section of this chapter, LS and other factors of
well-being are important constructs to address in children and adolescents. Given
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the significance of LS in both low and high risk groups, interventions to address LS
and other well-being variables are important at all points of the prevention-
intervention continuum. Although psychological and physical health has historically
been approached using a reactive, intervention focus (treating the ill), there has been
a gradual and significant increase in attention to prevention. Many prevention
frameworks have been developed and discussed in the literature and most reflect an
overall notion of a multilevel system that increases in intensity based on risk and
need. For example, the levels of a prevention framework typically reflect points of
prevention beginning with primary prevention, secondary prevention, and tertiary
prevention (also known as treatment). Primary prevention typically reflects pro-
gramming efforts aimed toward an entire population of individuals (e.g., school-
wide programming), whereas secondary prevention targets a select group of individuals
with a specific set of risk factors (e.g., preschool for low-income families). Tertiary
prevention targets a smaller group of individuals at imminent risk and/or current
presentation of targeted difficulties. Response to Intervention is an initiative that has
been widely adopted throughout school systems in the U.S. aimed toward early
intervention and prevention. Response to Intervention is most often identified as a
multi-tiered system with interventions that increase in intensity across the tiers,
which parallels the aforementioned prevention framework (Fuchs and Fuchs 2009).

Possible secondary and tertiary interventions have been discussed extensively
elsewhere (e.g., Suldo et al. 2011). For examples of secondary prevention, Huebner
et al. (2007) and Huebner and Hills (in press) provide in-depth illustrative case stud-
ies of how multidimensional assessments of children’s LS yield profiles of individual
and environmental deficits and assets that can be used to inform the development and
evaluation of individualized intervention plans to promote improved well-being in
youth. However, when low LS accompanies an existing psychiatric condition (e.g.,
mood disorders), more comprehensive assessments and intervention plans are obvi-
ously needed. Sin et al. (2011) address some of the complexities associated with
applying strategies that are effective for individuals or groups at the primary and
secondary intervention levels relative to applying the same strategies at the tertiary
level (e.g., individuals with clinical depression). Thus, the following section of this
chapter will focus on primary prevention efforts, encompassing family, peers,
school, and community environments. Furthermore, we will focus on primary pre-
vention programs that can be delivered within the school context, which reflects a
context in which children spend a considerable portion of their time, and one which
provides access to almost all children and adolescents in developed countries. The
examples are merely illustrative. The examples are not exhaustive, nor do they repre-
sent the single “best” program. The components and effects of the programs may not
be limited to a single environmental context; they may have cross-context effects.
Individual program developers will have to choose programs to best fit their own
circumstances. Again, a one-size-fits-all approach is not recommended.

A number of universal system-wide efforts have been developed to promote
children’s well-being and success in school and life. For the purposes of our
discussion, they include interventions that address the following contexts: family,
peer, school, community, and self. Extensive research on these programs has been
conducted at school-wide levels across the U.S. and elsewhere.
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3.1.5.1 Family-Related Variables

As noted in the previous section, strong family support and attachment processes
are critically related to youth LS and positive youth outcomes. Given the strong
link between family support for learning and family processes with positive
youth outcomes, much effort has been aimed toward building relationships
between families and schools. A multitude of programs exist to help facilitate the
school-family connection. Families and Schools Together, or FAST, is one such
effective universal prevention program that is suitable for a number of diverse
populations. FAST is a multisession group for families of elementary school
children to increase parenting skills and well-being. It includes a blend of devel-
opmentally appropriate intervention techniques to improve family functioning
and reduce risk factors, such as school failure, violence, delinquency, substance
abuse, and family stress (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration 2008). The FAST program works toward important goals out-
lined in the family-school partnership literature (e.g., Christenson and Sheridan
2001) that include a focus on: (a) shared school-family goals of improving stu-
dent academic, social, behavioral, and emotional skills; (b) both education and
positive socialization outcomes; (c) collaborative interactions between family
members and schools; and (d) preventative solutions to promote student learning
and overall development. Different FAST curricula have been developed to meet
the needs of specific target populations. FAST has been replicated in 38 states in
both urban and rural settings and in over 600 diverse school communities
(Kratochwill et al. 2004) with evaluation of individual program sites yielding
mixed results. However, an aggregated analysis (Crozier et al. 2010) and qualita-
tive review (Terrion 2006) indicate that participation in FAST builds social capital
by enhancing bonding among family members, enhancing bonding between the
family and school, bridging FAST parents and social agencies, and increasing
family empowerment and cohesion.

3.1.5.2 Peer-Related Variables

Children with adequate social skills are more likely to elicit positive attention from
others and less likely to be victimized by peers, which also has positive effects on
well-being. Without adequate social skills, children are more likely to have lower
levels of well-being, including LS, and struggle with adjustment and mental health
problems (Bukowski and Adams 2005). Many social skills interventions have been
developed and tested at all levels of prevention and intervention. A number of quan-
titative reviews of Tier III/Targeted Intervention social skills studies that exclusively
involve populations of children and adolescents with behavioral and emotional
disorders suggest that this type is only minimally effective at this level (Bellini
et al. 2007; Quinn et al. 1999) with many studies documenting iatrogenic effects.
However, studies that have evaluated social skills programming at a broader, more
universal level have yielded more positive results. January et al. (2011) reviewed 28
peer-reviewed journal articles published between 1981 and 2007 to assess the
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effectiveness of universal prevention programming (i.e., classroom-wide interventions)
for the improvement of social skills. Their findings indicated small but positive
effects on improving social skills among students, with early intervention most
effective across studies. Results of this meta-analysis indicated that active (vs. passive)
models of learning are most effective, with better outcomes when participants are
engaged in the intervention and play an active and productive role in the learning
process (January et al. 2011).

3.1.5.3 School-Related Variables

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS; Sugai and Horner 2006;
Gottfredson et al. 1993) is a universal, school-wide prevention strategy that is
currently implemented in over 7,500 schools across the U.S. and several other
countries around the world (Sprague and Walker 2010). The purpose of PBIS is to
prevent and reduce disruptive behavior problems through the application of behav-
ioral, social learning, and organizational behavioral principles. PBIS aims to alter
school environments by creating improved systems and procedures that promote
positive change in student behavior by targeting staff and student behaviors. This
universal prevention model aims to systematically and consistently manage student
behavior problems by creating a school-wide program that clearly articulates posi-
tive behavioral expectations, provides incentives to students meeting expectations,
and encourages data-based decision-making.

Although specific PBIS models vary in terms of their theoretical orientation and
specific focal activities, they share a common emphasis on altering the school con-
text in order to influence children’s behavior and academic performance. Most of
the whole-school strategies aim to provide staff and student behavior with positively
oriented, clearly articulated rules and consequences and well-established processes
and procedures for problem solving (Sugai and Horner 2006). Bradshaw et al.
(2009) conducted a 3-year randomized controlled effectiveness trial of PBIS in 37
elementary schools and found a significant, positive impact on school climate,
which is a strong correlate with youth well-being and academic outcomes. Results
from non-randomized (Taylor-Greene et al. 1997; Horner et al. 2005) and randomized
(Bradshaw et al. 2011; Horner et al. 2009) studies indicate that implementation
of school-wide PBIS is associated with reductions in office discipline referrals
(Bradshaw et al. 2009; Taylor-Greene et al. 1997), school suspensions (Horner et al.
2005), and improvements in student academic performance (Horner et al. 2009;
Sugai and Horner 2006).

3.1.5.4 Community-Related Variables

Bullying and other forms of peer victimization (e.g., sexual harassment) have
become focal points of intervention in school and community settings. The evo-
lution of the Internet and its online social community has expanded the risk for many
youth. Interventions targeting the reduction of bullying behavior at an individual
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level have been found to be only somewhat effective; however, comprehensive
bullying prevention programs implemented and evaluated in many countries
have been shown to be quite effective at positively influencing knowledge, atti-
tudes, and self-perceptions related to bullying. However, results are more vari-
able in evaluating the effects of these programs on actual bullying behavior.
A meta-analysis conducted by Merrell et al. (2008) suggests that these pro-
grams are only minimally effective in reducing bullying behavior; however,
other studies have reported as much as a 50 % reduction (Olweus 1993) in bully-
ing incidents. Olweus and Limber’s (1999) bullying prevention program is one
example of an effective, comprehensive program. Community-wide programs
found to be effective, promote awareness, education, and adult involvement in
order to create a community and school climate that discourages bullying. Further,
effective bullying prevention also requires an ongoing commitment from adults in
the community and school to reduce or eliminate bullying. Effective programs
target all individuals involved: bully (perpetrator of bullying behavior), victim
(recipient of bullying behavior), and bystanders (children and adults witnessing the
bullying behavior), and commit to ongoing implementation and evaluation of the
programming. Addressing the online community and the peer victimization risks
presented in that context is also a critical component, especially for adolescents.
Comprehensive programming that includes these components has been found to
also positively impact prosocial behavior and increase students’ satisfaction with
their community and school (Olweus 1993).

3.1.5.5 Self-Related Variables

Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) programs aim to help youth acquire core com-
petencies to recognize and regulate emotions, set and achieve positive goals, rec-
ognize and appreciate the perspectives of others, establish and maintain positive
relationships, make responsible decisions, and handle interpersonal situations
constructively. The immediate goals of SEL programs are to foster the develop-
ment of five interrelated sets of cognitive, affective, and behavioral competencies:
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and
responsible decision making (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning 2005). SEL programming incorporates systematic instruction in pro-
cessing, integrating, and selectively applying social and emotional skills in devel-
opmentally, contextually, and culturally appropriate ways (Crick and Dodge
1994). These skills are taught, modeled, practiced, and applied to diverse situa-
tions so that students use them as part of their daily repertoire of behaviors
(Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 2005). A meta-
analysis of school-based, universal SEL programs inside and outside the U.S.
(Durlak et al. 2011) indicate that these programs yield significant positive effects
on targeted social-emotional competencies and attitudes about self, others, and
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school, which are significantly related to overall well-being. This universal
programming also enhanced students’ behavioral adjustment in the form of
increased prosocial behaviors, reduced conduct and internalizing problems,
improved academic performance on achievement tests, and grades. SEL program-
ming has also demonstrated similar results at other levels of prevention (e.g., Tier
II; Catalano et al. 2004; Hahn et al. 2007; Wilson and Lipsey 2007).

3.1.6 Conclusion

Numerous scholars have argued for large-scale monitoring of children’s well-
being, including their LS reports (Diener and Seligman 2004; Huebner et al.
2009). Meaningful data regarding children’s well-being should be a prerequisite
for understanding and developing healthy environments for children. Although
there are numerous contexts in which such large-scale, child well-being assess-
ments could be implemented, the school context provides one manageable example.
For example, school professionals in the U.S. currently provide services at all
three previously mentioned levels of service delivery, all of which can be
informed by LS and other well-being data. Services at Tier I, or primary preven-
tion services, involve universal assessments and instructional/intervention activi-
ties for all children in a given context (e.g., grade level instruction in a school).
An example of the use of LS data at his level can be found in studies of the Dual-
Factor Model of Mental Health (Greenspoon and Saklofske 2001), in which
researchers have identified the incremental utility of incorporating positive sub-
jective indicators along with traditional negative ones (e.g., behavior problems,
including internalizing and externalizing behavior) to identify meaningful groups
of children that would not be identified using negative indicators alone. For
example, Antaramian et al. (2010) identified a group of students who reported
non-significant levels of behavior problems and low SWB (including low LS
reports) that showed significantly lower school engagement levels and school
grades compared to students who reported non-significant levels of behavior
problems and high SWB. In a similar study, Suldo and Shaffer (2008) found a
similar group of students who displayed lower academic, interpersonal, and
physical functioning in school compared to students who reported non-significant
levels of problem behaviors and high SWB. Services at Tier II, or secondary
prevention services, involve more intensive, sometimes group level services,
delivered in the context of regular education programs for students experiencing
difficulties in the regular classroom. As noted above, Huebner et al. (2007) and
Huebner and Hills (in press) provide case examples of the employment of LS
measures to identify student assets and environmental resources, which were
subsequently used in the design of an individualized, pre-referral intervention for
a student. Services at Tier III, or tertiary intervention services, involve the
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identification and development of special education programs and program
monitoring plans for students with disabilities. An example of the usefulness of
SWB data at this level is provided by Brantley et al. (2002). In their study, sec-
ondary school students’ reports of SWB were measured by multidimensional LS
reports. Not only were differences revealed between students with and without
mental disabilities, but complex differences were also revealed across domains
within special education student groups as a function of amount of time they
spent in separate special education classrooms. Such use of SWB data, in con-
junction with objective data, is consistent with the arguments of researchers
(e.g., Frisch 2006; Gilman and Huebner 2003) that LS data should be routinely
collected to monitor the effects of academic, psychosocial, and medical interven-
tions applied to individuals and groups of children. Their argument rests on the
notion that assessments of the impact of interventions should include students’
perceptions of their quality of life as well as targeted behaviors and academic
outcomes. In this manner, an intervention that both improves functioning (e.g.,
reduces symptoms of an anxiety disorder or chronic health condition) and also
improves subjective quality of life would be distinguishable and preferable to an
intervention that improves functioning but is perceived to reduce SWB or quality
of life of a student or students.

We advocate the collection of objective and subjective quality of life data
within the context of a multi-trait, multi-method, multi-occasion assessment
approach to evaluate the success of policies and procedures to promote chil-
dren’s overall quality of life. The multi-method aspect of the assessment plan
would entail collection of objective well-being data as described above using
objective sources (e.g., parent and teacher judgments) and indices (e.g., parent-
ing behavior, peer relationships, teacher behavior) as well as SWB data. The
multi-trait aspect would involve multidimensional indices, such as global and
domain-based LS reports as well as perhaps other data (e.g., behavior problems)
of interest in particular contexts. The multi-occasion component would involve
the collection of systematic, longitudinal data across meaningful time periods to
track changes in well-being. The collection of subjective data is critical to assess
the goodness of fit between child-focused interventions and children’s related
well-being. Although efforts to improve the lives of children are likely to be
based on “good” motivations and “good” expected outcomes, the results of such
efforts should be carefully monitored to determine their actual (vs. intended)
effects on the subjective and objective lives of children. Children’s perceptions
of the nature and impact of life conditions and interventions can differ from
those of key adults (e.g., parents, teachers), underscoring the importance of tak-
ing children’s perspectives into account when considering issues of importance
to them (Ben-Arieh et al. 2009). The use of evidence-based, developmentally
appropriate objective and subjective measures, assessed over multiple periods
of time, would facilitate meaningful assessments of the status of children’s
well-being from their own perspective.
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Appendix 3.1

Psychosocial correlates of lower levels of global life satisfaction

Correlates

Family

Peers

School

Living environment/community

Self

Socioeconomic status

Non-intact family structure

Low parental involvement

Low parental emotional support

Low parental autonomy support

Low parental monitoring/supervision

Low parent attachment/trust

Parent conflict

Low quality of peer relationships

Low quantity of friends

Bullying/overt victimization

Bullying/relational victimization

Loneliness

Low school grades

Low academic self-concept

Low school attachment/connectedness

School dropout

Low school engagement behavior

Negative teacher-student relations

Low parental involvement

Residential moves

Low extracurricular activity participation

Non-residential neighborhood location/
characteristics

Absence of non-parental adult role models

Victim of violent behavior

Externalizing/antisocial behavior

Internalizing behaviors (suicidal ideation,
depression)

Risk behavior (e.g., drug use, risky sex behavior)

Low self-esteem

Low hope

Low self-efficacy

External locus of control

Low religious behavior (attendance)

Low volunteering behavior

Low spirituality

Few character strengths

Maladaptive attributions
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Chapter 4
Promoting Hope Among Youth:
Theory, Research, and Practice

Lisa M. Edwards and Jessica B. McClintock

4.1 Introduction

Over the centuries, countless theologians, philosophers, and authors have described
hope. While numerous descriptions and definitions of this concept exist, psycholo-
gists have recently attempted to conceptualize and measure hope in an effort to
understand its potential influence individuals’ lives. The most well known opera-
tionalization of hope was provided by C. R. Snyder (1994) and has been used as the
basis for numerous studies. This theory of hope is primarily cognitive in nature,
and describes a motivational state based on goals, pathways, and agency goal-
directed thinking. Research about hope over the past 20 years suggests it is an
important construct that is associated with positive outcomes in both youth and
adults. Specifically, hope has been linked to academic and athletic achievement, as
well as health and mental health outcomes such as life satisfaction and wellness
regimen adherence.

In this chapter, a review of hope theory and research among children and adoles-
cents will be provided. First, Snyder’s (1994) definition of hope will be described,
as well as ways that it can measured in children and adolescents. Correlates and
positive outcomes of hope among youth will be discussed, and specific examples of
how researchers are applying hope theory to interventions will be presented. Finally,
directions for future research and practice in this area will be discussed.
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4.2 An Overview of Snyder’s Hope Theory

Snyder et al. (1991) described hope as a motivational state based on three major
components: goals, pathways, and agency. Snyder proposed that goals are the
targets of mental action sequences, and that in order to necessitate hope, goals
need to be sufficiently important to a person (Snyder et al. 1991). Furthermore,
individuals must be able to imagine that they might be able to reach their goals;
therefore goals must fall within the middle of a probability of attainment contin-
uum (Snyder 2002).

In addition to the ability to clearly conceptualize goals, hope involves pathways
thinking. Pathways thinking relates to the perceived ability to generate routes toward
desired goals, which Snyder also describes as waypower (Snyder et al. 1991).
Pathways thinking allows for individuals to find routes around obstacles to goals,
which naturally occur as people often encounter challenges in their goal pursuit. For
example, if a child is working to master a certain math skill (e.g., ratios), it might be
difficult to find time to practice the skill, or to identify adults who are available to
work with the child. Pathways thoughts would be those that the child uses to encour-
age him/herself to utilize study hall and free time to continue practicing, and to ask
for help from afterschool tutors, siblings, and other family.

Agency, or the motivation to initiate and sustain movement towards goals, is the
third component of hope (Snyder et al. 1991). Also known as willpower, agency
allows people to remain determined and utilize their mental energy to move around
obstacles and stay focused on achieving their goals. For the child who is learning
about ratios, therefore, agency thoughts would be those reminders he or she uses to
keep working towards the goals. Generally these reminders come in the form of
self-talk (e.g., “I can do this”, “I"m making progress”, or “I’m going to keep work-
ing until I understand it”).

Snyder et al. (2000b) note that pathways and agency thinking are additive and recip-
rocal, as well as positively related. However, these aspects of hope are not synonymous,
as some individuals demonstrate the ability to sustain agency, but are unable to identify
specific pathways towards goals, or vice versa. Further, neither component alone defines
hope or would be sufficient to sustain successful goal pursuit (Snyder 2002). Snyder
et al. (2000b) also distinguish hope from other common motivation-related constructs.
For example, they note that while optimism, as conceptualized by Scheier and Carver
(1985) describes generalized expectancies that one will experience good outcomes in
the future, hope theory is more focused on identifying specific pathways around obsta-
cles to reach goals. Self-efficacy, which relates to an individual’s perceived capacity to
carry out actions related to goals (Bandura 1982), is similar to agency, however it also
does not address the pathways component of hope. Research has indicated that hope
provides unique variance beyond optimism and self-efficacy in the prediction of well-
being, thus providing additional support for its distinctiveness from these constructs
(Magaletta and Oliver 1999).
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4.3 Measuring Hope

Over the past 20 years, Snyder and colleagues (1994, 2000a, b) have developed
useful measurements of hope for both adults and youth. In this section we review
the Children’s Hope Scale (Snyder et al. 1997) and the Adult Dispositional Hope
Scale (Snyder et al. 1991) because they are the most popular measures of hope, and
also because both can be used to assess hope in adolescence depending on the age
of the adolescent.

4.3.1 Children’s Hope Scale

The Children’s Hope Scale (CHS; Snyder et al. 1997) is a 6-item self-report measure
of hope for use with children ages 7-16. In accordance with Snyder’s model of
hope, three of the six items tap into agency (‘I believe I'm doing fairly well””), and
three are designed to assess pathways (“I have the ability to come up with many
ways to solve any problems I may experience”) (Snyder et al. 1991). Participants
taking the CHS are instructed to rate statements using a 6-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (none of the time) to 6 (all of the time). The agency and pathways subscale
scores can range from 3 to 18, while total scores (sum of both agency and pathways
scores) can range from 6 to 36. According to descriptive statistics performed by
Snyder et al. (1997) in the development of this scale, the average level of hope on
the CHS is approximately 25 in samples of hundreds of children.

In order to determine reliability, the CHS was administered to school age chil-
dren in four U.S. states, some of who were diagnosed with ADHD (Attention-
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder) or had a history of severe health-related issues,
such as cancer. Cronbach alphas for the CHS ranged from .72 to .86 with this
sample, with a median alpha of .77 (Snyder et al. 1997). The test-retest correla-
tions over a 1-month period were found to be both positive and significant, rang-
ing from .70 to .80 (Snyder et al. 1997). Concurrent construct validity was
supported in a number of ways. For example, parents’ judgment of their child’s
hope level was found to be correlated positively with their children’s scores on the
CHS. Youth’s CHS scores were also found to be correlated positively with scores
on various measures of children’s self-perceptions and control related attributions.
Self-perceptions were assessed in the areas of scholastics, social acceptance,
athletics, physical appearance, and behavioral conduct (Snyder et al. 1997; Lopez
et al. 2000). CHS scores were negatively correlated with scores on the Children’s
Depression Inventory (CDI; Kovacs 1985). Evidence for discriminant validity
was provided by showing that higher scores on the CHS were not associated with
intelligence.
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4.3.2 Adult Dispositional Hope Scale

The Adult Dispositional Hope Scale (ADHS; Snyder et al. 1991) is a 12-item
self-report measure of hope for use with adults aged 15 and older. During admin-
istration the Hope scale is referred to as the “Goals scale” as a way to mask the
purpose of the assessment. Participants taking the ADHS are instructed to rate
statements using a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (definitely false) to 4
(definitely true). Recently an 8-point Likert scale has been used to encourage
score diversity. Four items measure agency (“I’ve been pretty successful in life”),
four measure pathways (“I think of many ways to get out of a jam”), and four
items are distracters (“I feel tired most of the time”) (Snyder et al. 1991). Total
ADHS scores range from 8 to 32 using a 4-point scale, and from 8 to 64 using the
8-point scale.

During the process of norming the ADHS Goals scale, Snyder et al. (1991) found
that the average score for college and non-college student samples was 24 using the
4-point scale, and 48 using the 8-point scale. Reliability coefficients were deter-
mined by assessing six samples of undergraduate college students. Cronbach alphas
ranged from .74 to .84 and test-retest correlations of .80 or above were found for a
period of over 10 weeks (Snyder et al. 1991). Concurrent construct validity was
assessed by comparing Hope scale responses to responses on similar scales of psy-
chological processes (Snyder et al. 1991). For example, Hope scale scores were
found to be correlated in the range of .50—.60 with measures of optimism (Scheier
and Carver 1985; Lopez et al. 2000). Experimental construct validation was demon-
strated by testing hope’s application to daily life. For example, it was found that
high-hope people view their goals in a more positive manner (Snyder et al. 1991).
Finally, discriminant validity was supported by comparing ADHS scores to unre-
lated measures, such as the Self-Conscious Scale (Fenigstein et al. 1975), and no
significant correlations were found (Lopez et al. 2000).

The adult and child dispositional hope scales were among the first to be devel-
oped, and have been utilized for the majority of studies about hope in youth and
adults. Other scales that have received attention include: the Adult State Hope Scale
(ASHS; Snyder et al. 1996), and the adult Domain Specific Hope Scale (DSHS;
Sympson 1999). The ASHS evaluates goal-directed thinking in a given instant, and
individuals who are given the scale are encouraged to have a here and now mind set
(Lopez et al. 2000), while the adult DSHS measures hope in reference to six specific
life domains: social, academic, family, romance/relationships, work/occupation,
and leisure activities (Lopez et al. 2000).

It should also be noted that the adult goals scale has been translated into several
languages, including: Arabic, Dutch, French, Slovak, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese
(Abdel-Khalek and Snyder 2007). Only one published study was identified of a
translation of the CHS, which was Portuguese (Marques et al. 2009b). A translation,
back translation and validation process was used for this study with 367 Portuguese
students, and results suggested that its psychometric properties were similar to the
English version of the scale.
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4.4 Hope and Positive Outcomes Among Youth

Hope has been shown to be related to many important outcomes in adults, from
academic and athletic achievement in college students, to positive mental and physi-
cal health indicators. Readers interested in a review of these findings with adults are
encouraged to read Snyder (2000a, b, 2002) for summaries. Though not as large as
a body of literature as the research on adults, studies of hope among youth also
support the importance of this construct in the lives of children and adolescents.

4.4.1 Academic Outcomes

It has been shown that hope has a significant effect on academic success in children
and adolescents. Although hope scores are not significantly correlated with intelli-
gence, children and adults with higher hope scores have been shown to perform
better on standardized achievement measures, such as semester grades, graduation
rates, and the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (Snyder et al. 1991, 1997, 2000a). More
recently, Gilman et al. (2006) investigated the relationship between hope and aca-
demic and psychological indicators of school adjustment among 341 middle and
high school students. The results indicated that youth with high hope reported
higher academic and psychological adjustment. Similarly, Ciarrochi et al. (2007)
investigated the role of three positive thinking variables (self-esteem, trait hope, and
positive attributional style) as predictors of future high school grades, teacher-rated
adjustment, and students’ reports of their affective states in 784 high school fresh-
men. The results indicated that hope had a positive effect on total school grades as
well as individual subjects (English, religious studies, math, science, and design)
than positive attributional style or self-esteem.

4.4.2 Health Outcomes

Hope has also been shown to have positive health and medical outcomes for youth.
A study conducted by Berg et al. (2007), examined the relationship between hope
and pediatric asthma treatment adherence. A total of 48 participants were monitored
on their adherence to an inhaled steroid using a metered-dose inhaler that measures
the time and date of each use, with results indicating that hope was a significant
predictor of adherence to the asthma treatment. In another study, Barnum et al.
(1998) examined the relationship between hope and social support in the psycho-
logical adjustment of adolescents who have survived burn injuries. The participant
sample consisted of 15 burn survivors and 14 friends of the survivors who com-
prised the control group. Results demonstrated that adolescent burn survivors with
higher hope related to caregivers more positively and also engaged in fewer activities
that undermined recovery.
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4.4.3 Psychological Adjustment

Support for the relationship between hope and psychological adjustment also is
suggested from research with youth. In the original CHS development and validation
study, Snyder et al. (1997) found that hope scores were positively correlated with
children’s perceptions of athletic ability, physical appearance, social acceptance,
and scholastic competence, and negatively related to depression. Similarly, Gilman
et al. (2006) found that high hope youth reported higher scores on personal adjust-
ment and global life satisfaction, and less emotional distress and Ashby et al. (2011)
found that as hope scores increased among middle school students, scores of depressive
symptoms decreased.

Hope has also been proven to deter youth from engaging in risky behaviors such
as substance use. Carvajal et al. (1998) examined the relationship between intraper-
sonal factors (optimism, hope, and self-esteem) and youth substance abuse in a
large sample of 1,985 adolescents. The results revealed that hope, along with opti-
mism and self-esteem, were determinants of avoiding substance use in these youth.
Hagen et al. (2005) also found that children that were more hopeful had fewer
behavioral problems. Therefore, hope seems to serve as a form of protection from
engaging in risky-behaviors.

Furthermore, hope has been found to play a role in school connectedness among
youth. You et al. (2008) investigated the role of school connectedness in the relation-
ship between hope and life satisfaction for middle and high school youth (N=866)
with varying levels of exposure to peer victimization. The results showed that those
students with higher life satisfaction were able to visualize various pathways to desired
goals, which is a trait found in higher hope individuals. In addition, those who were
victimized exhibited less hope and experienced less school connectedness.

Importantly, hope has been shown to be a protective factor in the lives of youth
facing stressful life events (Valle et al. 2006). In one of the few longitudinal studies
conducted about hope among youth, 699 middle and high school students were
administered the CHS as well as measures of global life satisfaction, stressful life
events, and problem behavior at the beginning and end of 1 year. Findings showed
that participants with higher hope were more likely to report higher levels of life
satisfaction a year later. Additionally, hope was shown to be a moderator of the
relationship between stressful life events and global life satisfaction, highlighting its
utility in the lives of youth.

4.5 Applying Hope to the Lives of Youth: Programs
and Interventions

Research support for the utility of hope in the lives of youth has been accumulating
over the past years. Additionally, professionals have begun to develop methods to
accentuate and nurture hope among children and adolescents, though this area is
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just beginning to receive attention. In the following section, we review existing
prevention and intervention efforts in this area that have focused on children and
adolescents in particular.

4.5.1 Hope Therapy

Incorporating hope therapy into the therapeutic process is beneficial in helping
clients build upon their innate strengths. Lopez et al. (2004) identified a number of
strategies for integrating hope into the change process and heightening the hope that
individuals already possess. The authors believe that hope is an important agent of
change that can be very powerful in motivating clients. Therefore, in order to foster
to the change process, hope finding, bonding, enhancing, and reminding are essen-
tial strategies for accentuating hope (Lopez et al. 2004).

Lopez et al. (2004) suggest that hope finding utilizes formal and informal strategies
to reinforce client expectations that the therapist has the ability and motivation to
foster change, thereby instilling hope in the client. For example, measures such as
the ASHS and CHS can be used in the early phases of therapy to identify individu-
als’ levels of hope. Informal strategies might include narrative approaches that
illuminate the construct of hope to individuals of all ages in individual and psycho-
educational programs.

The goal of hope bonding is to further build a strong hopeful therapeutic alliance.
Formal strategies for hope bonding include building a working alliance between the
therapist and client based on mutually agreed upon goals. The development of a
variety of pathways to goal attainment is also essential in building a hope bond.
Suggested informal strategies for hope bonding includes therapists encouraging the
development of hopeful relationships that increase hope with an individual’s life.

Hope-enhancing is the process of building upon the hope the client already
possesses. Formal strategies for hope enhancing include psychoeducational pro-
grams that are aimed at assisting individuals in making positive decisions and
increasing hope. For example, hope programs conducted in schools over short-term
weekly sessions have been shown to enhance hope (Edwards and Lopez 2000;
Pedrotti et al. 2000). Informal strategies include encouraging clients to develop
attainable goals in a clear fashion, and constructing a variety of pathways or routes
to the desired goals. Reframing obstacles and building motivation to maintain
desired goals are additional strategies for enhancing hope.

Finally, hope reminding, or the encouragement of the daily use of hope,
involves repetition and daily practice of hopeful cognitions. Finding the hope
that individuals innately possess is important for constructing tools that will aid
in change, and hope-reminding encourages clients to become their own
hope-enhancing change agents. Formal strategies for helping clients in the hope-
reminding process include a number of self-monitoring techniques or mini-inter-
ventions that can be used in and outside of sessions, including reviewing favorable
hope narratives, constructing and completing a brief automatic thought record,



50 L.M. Edwards and J.B. McClintock

reviewing personal hope statements, and bonding with hopeful individuals.
Informal strategies include modeling interventions in sessions, and increasing
client awareness of goal and obstacle thoughts. All of these strategies offered by
the authors can be incorporated into a variety of therapy settings and used with
many therapeutic orientations.

4.5.2 Hope Interventions and Programs

In addition to suggestions for incorporating hope into the therapeutic setting, a num-
ber of researchers have developed programs to incorporate hope into other settings
outside of traditional therapy (Lopez et al. 2004). For example, at the University of
Kansas a series of school-based programs were created to enhance hope in cultur-
ally diverse elementary and middle school students. These 5-week Making Hope
Happen programs (Edwards and Lopez 2000; Pedrotti et al. 2000) included age-
appropriate activities and lessons related to identifying hope in story/novel charac-
ters and students, as well as working towards individual goals. Evaluation of the
elementary program suggested that hope was increased in these youth, however a
control group was not utilized. Results from the middle school program indicated
that hope was increased and maintained over 6 months, and that students who par-
ticipated in the intervention scored significantly higher than a control group of stu-
dents who had not received the programming.

In an effort to more rigorously evaluate this type of program for youth, Marques
et al. (2009a) implemented a 5-week hope based intervention at the University of
Kansas designed to enhance hope, life satisfaction, and self-worth, mental health,
and academic achievement in middle school students. The intervention consisted of
62 participants (31 in the intervention group and 31 in a matched comparison group
all from a community school). All the participants were Caucasian, with the major-
ity being female (71 %), and with a mean age of 11 years. The intervention was
conducted in groups of 8—12 students led by doctoral students in psychology.
Participants learned hope vocabulary, concepts of hope, hope goal setting, how to
create hopeful talk, and how to apply hope to the future.

Pretests and posttests, as well as 6 and 18-month follow-up assessments of various
instruments: CHS; the Students’ Life Satisfaction scale (Huebner 1991); the Global
Self-Worth Sub-scale (Harter 1985); and the Mental Health Inventory (Ware et al.
1993), were administered to evaluate intervention outcomes. At 6-month follow up,
the intervention group consisted of 28 students (9.68 % attrition rate) and the com-
parison group included 26 students (16.13 % attrition rate). The 18-month follow
up included 27 students in the intervention group (12.91 % attrition rate) and the
comparison group included 24 students (22.59 % attrition rate). Findings of this study
(Marques et al. 2009a) revealed that at posttest those in the intervention group experi-
enced improvements in hope, life satisfaction, and self-worth at the 18-month follow
up. The results indicate that a brief hope intervention can increase psychological
strengths, including hope and others, for up to 18 months and potentially beyond.
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In another effort to increase hope in youth, Robitschek (1996) developed a ropes
course designed to increase hope in at-risk youth who attended a summer jobs pro-
gram. The program participants consisted of 50 boys and 48 girls, ages 14—18 (mean
age=14.86), who were participants in a city-funded summer jobs program for at-
risk youth. Of the 98 participants there were 36 African Americans, 17 Caucasians,
41 Hispanics, 1 Native American, and 3 biracial adolescents. The intervention was
comprised of a 1-day adventure program with a ropes course. The ropes course
challenge consisted of individual and team-building activities, all of which were
expected to enhance hope in some way.

In order to evaluate the program participants were given the ADHS (Snyder et al.
1991) at the beginning and end of the activity. Participants also completed a demo-
graphic questionnaire and thought-listing exercise. For the thought exercise partici-
pants were prompted to write down any thoughts they had about their experience on
the ropes course. The results of the thought exercise reveal that the ropes course
appeared to be a positive experience for the participants as a whole. In addition,
hope scale scores increased (Agency mean score pretest mean 19.85, Agency post-
test mean score 20.74; Pathways means score pretest 18.07, Pathways posttest mean
score 19.85).

Another study that looked to increase hope in at-risk youth in a group setting was
conducted by Brown Kirschman et al. (2010). The researchers incorporated hope
into a 6-week summer camp aimed at developing dance and psychosocial compe-
tence skills. The authors hypothesized that participants would report higher levels
of hope at the completion of the camp as compared to baseline hope scores. There
were a total of 406 participants middle-school aged campers (312 female, 94 male).
The age range of the participants was 11-14 years with a mean age of 12.13 years.
Participants were selected based on their level of at-risk characteristics (low socio-
economic status, lack of identified role models, siblings/parent incarceration, siblings
who were teenage parents). Participants self-identified as African American
(76.2 %), Biracial (11.4 %), Caucasian (6.6 %), Hispanic (4 %), Asian (<1 %), and
Native American (<1 %).

The study was conducted at a camp that was already in existence. The camp was
designed through the collaboration of a dance company, social workers, art, music,
and writing teachers, a clinical evaluation team, and professional dancers. A number
of measures were given to participants the first day of camp, the last day of camp, and
at a 4-month follow-up, including the CHS, the Survey of Exposure to Community
Violence (Richters and Saltzman 1990), a skills rating form for abilities in ballet, tap,
jazz, modern dance, percussion, and creative writing, a friendship follow-up measure
to evaluate the frequency with which participants continued contact with fellow
campers and staff, and the Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (Eaton et al.
2008). The results of the evaluations indicated increases in hopeful thinking and
overall hope (pre-camp mean hope score 26.96, post-camp mean hope score 27.58).
No further changes were observed at the 4-month follow-up. Once again the results
provide support that hope is relevant with at-risk youth in a variety of settings.

Finally, McNeal et al. (2006) evaluated changes over a 6-month period in hope
among youth in a residential care center for emotional and behavioral disorders.
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The researchers hypothesized that hope scores would improve for youth in the
program. The analysis consisted of 185 participants: 121 male (65 %) and 64 female
(35 %), ranging in age from 10 to 17 years (mean 14.5 years). The participants
identified ethnically as: Caucasian (64 %), African American (18 %), Hispanic
(18 %), Biracial (3 %), Native American (3 %), and Asian (2 %). At admission into
the residential facility 50 % met the criteria for disruptive behavior, 37 % had anxi-
ety disorder, 27 % had a substance use disorder, 19 % suffered from depression/
depressive mood, and 4 % had an eating disorder. To assess hope the CHS was given
to participants. The Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach 1991) assessed the occur-
rence of behavior and emotional problems in children from the point of view of their
parents. The Diagnostic Interview Schedule for Children Version 2.3 (DISC-2.3;
Schwab-Stone et al. 1996) measured prevalence of psychiatric disorders. The par-
ticipants were given the CHS and DISC-2.3 at admission, 2 weeks into treatment,
and at the 6-month follow-up. The results indicate that there was a significant
improvement in hope scores over the 6 months of treatment. In particular, agency
(willpower) hope scores were significantly improved for those with higher levels of
psychopathology at admission.

As can be seen, these beginning efforts at enhancing hope among youth are
diverse in scope and population. Nonetheless, they show promising findings and
suggest that hope is a construct that can be enhanced through psychoeducational
efforts, and that nurturing hope will have academic and psychosocial benefits for
children and adolescents.

4.6 The Future of Hope: Recommendations and Possibilities

Research over the past 20 years has helped to demonstrate the importance of hope
in the lives of youth and adults. With its association to many positive outcomes,
hope has the potential to increase well-being and buffer the negative effects of
stress. Among youth, professionals are beginning to harness the power of this con-
struct through their work with programs that help children and adolescents apply
hope theory to their everyday lives and contexts. While strides have been made in
this area, there are still several ways in which the field can continue to grow.

One recommendation for future research lies with the refinement of hope
measurement. Since nurturing hope from a young age might be particularly impor-
tant, developing measures that can assess hope levels in young children are needed.
The Young Children’s Hope Scale (McDermott et al. 1997), which was designed to
measure dispositional hope in preschool to fourth grade level children, was an effort
in this direction; however, this scale was never published. Similarly, prevention and
intervention efforts that target young children could be helpful in possibly decreas-
ing later risky behaviors (e.g., substance abuse) and maximizing positive outcomes,
such as life satisfaction, school achievement and connectedness, and positive
emotions. Developing programs that teach young children about hope may bolster
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their levels of hope, and in turn inoculate them against the negative effects of life
events (Valle et al. 2006).

Another recommendation for future research relates to gaining a better under-
standing of hope and how it operates in the lives of culturally diverse youth. The
majority of research about hope among adults has been conducted with white, col-
lege aged populations, but there have been increasing efforts to study ethnically
diverse samples within the United States (Chang and Hudson Banks 2007; Danoff-
Burg et al. 2004). Research about hope among youth has generally included cultur-
ally diverse samples, but few efforts have been made to explore the cultural context
of hope specifically. Indeed, researchers need to begin to understand whether hope
levels vary across different ethnic groups, and whether or not hope functions differ-
ently in these groups. In other words, might some youth have higher or lower levels
of hope than others? And how does hope relate to certain outcomes among youth of
color? These questions provide many avenues for future research.

Finally, recent research findings have shown that incorporating hope into the
lives of youth can have a positive impact on academics and overall psychological
well-being (Gilman et al. 2006). Therefore, it seems warranted to continue to find
avenues to integrate hope into prevention/intervention activities for youth as a
whole, whether they are at-risk or not. Bringing hope into the everyday school set-
ting, psychological treatment program, or even recreational activities for youth will
likely empower them to overcome obstacles and reach their desired goals. With a
generation of youth armed with hope, the world has a bright future.
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Part 11
Interventions and Applications



Chapter 5

Flourishing Among Children and Adolescents:
Structure and Correlates of Positive Mental
Health, and Interventions for Its Enhancement

Andrew J. Howell, Corey L.M. Keyes, and Holli-Anne Passmore

5.1 Introduction

One of our colleagues posted an office whiteboard question, “What do you want
your child to be?”, and noted the complete absence of answers such as “not depressed
or anxious”; not a single parent wrote “not a drug addict”. We hope for positive
futures for our children, not futures absent of negatives. No one will argue that
avoidance of problems, such as substance abuse, suicide, or juvenile delinquency, is
undesirable or unimportant. While we can say that “the kids are alright” because “at
least 80 % of youth in a typical year remain free of mental disorder” (Keyes 2009,
p. 9), this begs a number of questions: Is alright an adequate goal for our children’s
well-being? Does alright really equate to being mentally healthy?

The benchmarks for mental health that we outline in this chapter are positive,
going beyond the absence of problems. In the past, research has focused on the
measurement and reporting of negative indicators, such as the avoidance of sub-
stance abuse and delinquency (Gillham et al. 2002; Moore and Keyes 2003). This
pathology or deficit model has been the traditional and predominant approach to
studying how children develop (Halle 2003; Roberts et al. 2002), and a similar deficit
framework has been dominant in the fields of early-childhood and youth development
(Lerner 2009; VanderVen 2008). However, with the new millennium came an
increased focus upon positive indicators of youth well-being, as the following two
examples attest.
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Land et al. (2011; see also Land et al. 2001) analyzed scores on the Child and
Youth Well-Being Index, an index based on national surveys conducted in the United
States over the period 1975-2007. The index consists of 28 indicators of well-being
in seven domains (i.e., material well-being, health, safety/behavioral concerns, edu-
cational attainment, community connectedness, social relationships, and emotional/
spiritual well-being). Results showed that overall well-being fluctuated during the
1970s, decreased through the 1980s, increased between 1994 and 2002, and then
plateaued. Considering specific domains, improvements occurred since 1994 in
safety/behavioral concerns and community connectedness, but decreases occurred in
health and social relationships. The researchers concluded that there is room for sig-
nificant improvement in the well-being of American children.

Land et al. (2011) employed both positive and negative markers of well-being
(e.g., rate of weekly religious attendance and suicide rate were two of the markers
of emotional/spiritual well-being). Scores across such markers were summed, sug-
gesting that they signify a single underlying dimension ranging from ill-being
(mental illness) to well-being (mental health). Greenspoon and Saklofske (2001), in
contrast, examined whether mental disorder and mental health are separable dimen-
sions of functioning as opposed to opposite poles of a single dimension. The mental
disorder dimension identifies variation in the degree to which youth experience psy-
chopathology, whereas the mental health dimension identifies variation in the
degree to which youth experience the presence of well-being. Based on data of 407
children in grades 3-6, the dual-factor conceptualization was supported; that is,
there were children who experienced both low psychopathology and low well-
being, others who exhibited both high psychopathology and high well-being, and
others who had scores on the two dimensions that opposed each other. Moreover,
evidence emerged that the combination of low well-being with high psychopathology
was most deleterious.

These studies serve as exemplars of a shift in focus of well-being research in
children and youth over the past decade toward a greater consideration of posi-
tive markers of well-being. We now turn to examine further work emphasizing
the importance of independently assessing positive and negative indicators of
well-being.

5.2 Complete State Model of Mental Health in Youth

Furthering the conceptualization of mental health as distinct from mental illness,
Keyes (2002, 2005a, b, 2007) described a complete state model of mental health,
in which mental health and mental disorder are viewed as separate but (inversely)
related dimensions of functioning. Mental health requires positive evidence of healthy
functioning, and complete mental health involves the presence of mental health and
the absence of psychopathology. Keyes (2002, 2005a, b, 2007) operationalized pos-
itive mental health as a combination of emotional well-being, psychological well-
being, and social well-being. To that end, the Short Form of the Mental Health
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Table 5.1 Type of well-being, DSM-type categorical diagnosis, and questions in the mental
health continuum short form (MHC-SF)

Emotional well-being: flourishing requires “almost every day” or “every day” and languishing
requires “never” or “maybe once or twice” during the past month on one or more of the three
symptoms of emotional well-being

“How often during the past month did you feel ...”

1. Happy

2. Interested in life

3. Satisfied

Positive functioning: flourishing requires “almost every day” or “every day” and languishing requires
“never” or “maybe once or twice” during the past month on six or more of the 11 symptoms of
positive functioning

“How often during the past month did you feel ...”

4. That you had something important to contribute to society. (Social contribution)

5. That you belonged to a community (like a social group, your school, or your neighborhood).

(Social integration)

That our society is a good place, or is becoming a better place, for all people (social growth)

That people are basically good. (Social acceptance)

That the way our society works made sense to you. (Social coherence)

That you liked most parts of your personality. (Self acceptance)

10 Good at managing the responsibilities of your daily life. (Environmental mastery)

11. That you had warm and trusting relationships with others. (Positive relationships with others)

12. That you had experiences that challenged you to grow and become a better person. (Personal
growth)

13. Confident to think or express your own ideas and opinions. (Autonomy)

14. That your life has a sense of direction or meaning to it. (Purpose in life)

SRR

Continuum (MHC-SF) consists of items in Table 5.1 that represent emotional well-
being (items 1-3; Bradburn 1969), psychological well-being (items 9-14; Ryff
1989; Ryff and Keyes 1995), and social well-being (items 4-8; Keyes 1998). The
MHC-SF was created to address the problem of the diagnostic threshold and num-
ber of items in the MHC Long Form (MHC-LF). While the MHC-LF consisted of
40 items, the MHC-SF consists of 14 items, each representing a facet of emotional,
psychological, and social well-being. The response option for the short form was
changed to measure the frequency (from “never” to “every day”’) with which respon-
dents experienced each sign of well-being during the past month. In the same way
that depression requires symptoms of an—hedonia, mental health consists of symp-
toms of hedonia, or emotional well-being. But, feeling good is not sufficient for the
identification of a clinical state, in the same way that feeling sad or losing interest in
life is not sufficient for diagnosing depression. Rather, similar to the requirement
that major depression consists of symptoms of mal—functioning, mental health must
also consist of symptoms of positive functioning. Individuals with flourishing men-
tal health must report at least 7 of the 14 signs of mental health “almost every day”
or “every day,” with at least one sign of mental health coming from the emotional
well-being domain.
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The MHC-SF has shown excellent internal consistency (>.80) and discriminant
validity in adolescents (ages 12—18) and adults in the United States, the Netherlands,
and South Africa (Keyes 2005b, 2006; Keyes et al. 2008; Lamers et al. 2010;
Westerhof and Keyes 2010). The test-retest reliability of the MHC-SF over three
successive 3-month periods averaged .68 and the 9-month test-retest was .65
(Lamers et al. 2010). The three factor structure of the long and short forms of the
MHC - emotional, psychological, and social well-being — has been confirmed in
nationally representative samples of American adults (Gallagher et al. 2009), col-
lege students (Robitschek and Keyes 2009), and in a nationally representative sam-
ple of adolescents between the ages of 12 and 18 (Keyes 2005b, 2009), as well as in
South Africa (Keyes et al. 2008) and the Netherlands (Lamers et al. 2010).

Most recently, Lamers et al. (2012) evaluated the measurement invariance of the
MHC-SF using data from a representative sample of 1,932 Dutch adults who com-
pleted the MHC-SF at four time points over 9 months. This study employed item
response theory and analytic techniques to examine differential item functioning
(DIF) across demographics, health indicators, and time points. The results indicated
differences in the performance of one item (social well-being) for educational level,
one item (social well-being) for sex, and two items (psychological well-being) for
age. However, none of the items with differential performance were large enough to
affect any mean comparisons. The MHC-SF is highly reliable over time, as there
was no DIF on ten of the items across demographics, health indicators, and four
time points. The four items with DIF were low and did not affect mean comparisons
after appropriate adjustments, and the means and reliabilities of the subscales were
consistent over time. Overall, the MHC-SF is a highly reliable and valid instrument
to measure positive aspects of mental health.

We turn now to evidence in support of the complete state model of mental health.
Keyes (2005a) demonstrated, on a national probability sample of 3,032 American
adults using the MHC-LF, that the best-fitting structure underlying correlations
among emotional, psychological, and social well-being and symptoms of depres-
sion, generalized anxiety, panic disorder, and alcohol dependence was that of two
separate, but negatively correlated, factors corresponding to mental health and men-
tal disorder. Importantly, additional analyses showed that the absence of mental
health was oftentimes worse than the presence of mental disorder (e.g., on outcomes
such as feeling cared for by others), and that mental disorder combined with the
absence of mental health was associated with poorer levels of functioning than men-
tal disorder alone (e.g., on outcomes such as lost work days).

Subsequent studies have examined the extent to which the separable dimensions
of mental health and mental illness can be extended downward to younger age
groups. Peter et al. (2011) administered a variant of Keyes’ measure alongside mea-
sures of depression, anxiety, health, forgiveness, childhood trauma, and religious
faith to 1,245 undergraduates (mean age=20). Measures of mental health and ill-
ness were moderately and inversely correlated, supporting the underlying structure
of the two continua model. Eklund et al. (2011) assessed, among 240 college stu-
dents aged 18-25, well-being and mental disorder symptoms. Students were classi-
fied as belonging to one of four groups representing high and low well-being crossed
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with high and low psychopathology. Dependent measures included measures of
hope, grit, and gratitude, as well as measures of locus of control, attention problems,
hyperactivity, and alcohol abuse. On positive outcome measures, the complete men-
tal health group had higher scores on gratitude and hope than all other groups. On
negative outcome measures, students with complete mental health and those with
low levels of both life satisfaction and psychopathology had lower attention prob-
lems and lower external locus of control scores relative to the remaining groups.

In a national sample of 1,234 youths aged 12-18, Keyes (2006) measured mental
health with the MHC-SF; psychopathology was assessed with measures of depres-
sion and conduct problems; and psychosocial functioning was assessed with mea-
sures of self-concept, self-determination, and closeness to others. Youths were
classified categorically as flourishing (38 %), moderately mentally healthy (56 %),
or languishing (6 %). Flourishing youth had the lowest rates of psychopathology
and the highest levels of psychosocial functioning. A lower proportion of 15- to
18-year-olds compared to 12- to 14-year-olds fell into the flourishing category.
Moreover, the sample was characterized with more emotional well-being than psy-
chological well-being, and more psychological well-being than social well-being.

Suldo and Shaffer (2008) assessed mental health and mental disorder among 349
adolescents aged 10—16. The researchers included measures of life satisfaction, affect,
and psychopathology, as well as measures of attitudes toward school, grade point
average, math and reading achievement, and attendance history. Fifty-seven percent
of children were classified as having complete mental health (i.e., high mental health
and low mental disorder), 13 % were classified as being vulnerable (i.e., low mental
health and low mental disorder), 13 % were classified as content but symptomatic
(i.e., high mental health and high mental disorder), and 17 % were classified as trou-
bled (i.e., low mental health and high mental disorder). In comparing those with com-
plete mental health with those classified as vulnerable, the presence of mental health
predicted more adaptive academic (e.g., attendance), social (e.g., fewer social prob-
lems), and physical functioning (e.g., lower role limitations).

In a follow-up study with the same sample, Suldo et al. (2011) examined the long-
term prediction of outcomes (including attendance, disciplinary actions at school,
grade point average, and standardized test scores on reading and math) as a function
of both mental health and mental disorder. Students with complete mental health, and
those classified as vulnerable or content but symptomatic, declined less in school
grades relative to those classified as troubled. The best outcomes (e.g., high grades)
were experienced by those with high mental health and low psychopathology. Those
classified as content but symptomatic had the poorest attendance, perhaps reflecting
a tendency for those with high well-being and high psychopathology to be character-
ized as prone to externalizing disorders (Suldo et al. 2011).

Finally, Shaffer-Hudkins et al. (2010) examined the relationship of both mental
health and mental illness to physical health among 410 adolescents aged 10-16.
Participants completed measures of life satisfaction, positive and negative affect,
internalizing and externalizing psychopathology, and physical health. All indicators
of mental health (i.e., life satisfaction, high positive affect, and low negative affect)
were significant predictors of physical well-being. Both indicators of mental illness
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(i.e., internalizing and externalizing symptoms) also predicted physical well-being.
In regression analyses in which indicators of both positive mental health and mental
illness were used to predict physical well-being, all three mental health indicators
and internalizing symptoms (but not externalizing symptoms) emerged as predictors
of physical well-being.

This area of research indicates that positive markers of mental health are indeed
distinct from negative markers of mental illness, that mental health and mental ill-
ness are inversely correlated at a modest level, and that incremental validity is
obtained when both kinds of indicators are employed in research predicting out-
comes associated with mental health and mental illness. This body of work there-
fore strongly supports the validity of the positive mental health dimension of
functioning in youth.

5.3 Predictors of Well-Being in Youth

What variables predict scores on the mental health dimension of functioning
identified in the dual-factor and complete state models? C. L. Proctor et al. (2009)
conducted a comprehensive review of 141 studies concerning predictors of one
aspect of well-being — life satisfaction — among youth. Concerning personality
traits, significant positive associations emerged between life satisfaction and both
extraversion and self-esteem, whereas negative associations emerged between life
satisfaction and neuroticism. Exercise emerged as a positive predictor of life satis-
faction, whereas poor physical health was a negative predictor, as were tobacco
use, alcohol use, and illicit drug use. Leaving school prior to graduation and lower
employability were associated with lower life satisfaction. Goal attainment, high
personal standards, and the pursuit of intrinsic goals positively predicted life satis-
faction. Hope and self-efficacy positively predicted life satisfaction. Life satis-
faction was inversely associated with poor parental relationships and positively
associated with healthy family functioning. Attachments to both parents and peers
were predictive of higher life satisfaction, as was perceived parental social support.
Youths residing in dense urban settings experienced lower satisfaction, as did
youths subjected to numerous changes in residence. Other stressful life events also
predicted lower satisfaction. Higher levels of life satisfaction were associated with
lower occurrence of fighting and violence, lower bullying, and lower dating-related
violence. Finally, numerous forms of psychopathology predicted lower life satis-
faction among youth, including eating disorder, depression, suicidality, and insom-
nia. Similar to the finding of Keyes (2006) reported above, C. L. Proctor et al.
(2009) noted that life satisfaction tends to decrease with the onset of adolescence.

This same research team examined very high life satisfaction among youth
and its correlates (C. Proctor et al. 2010). C. Proctor et al. (2010) studied 410
adolescents aged 16—18 with measures of life satisfaction as well as measures of
health-promotion behaviors, extracurricular activities, environmental views, and
ratings concerning school satisfaction, life meaning, achievement, and gratitude.
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Participants were classified into very satisfied, very unsatisfied, and average groups.
The three groups significantly differed from each other on most variables. For
example, the very satisfied students scored higher than the average students on mea-
sures of school satisfaction, parental relations, life meaning, gratitude, self-esteem,
social acceptance, and academic achievement. This and similar research (e.g.,
Gilman and Huebner 2006; Suldo and Huebner 2006) provides evidence consistent
with the complete state model of mental health in that gradations in positive mental
health are associated in a dose—response manner with changes in important criterion
variables. Next we consider examples of additional research exploring further cor-
relates of well-being among children and youth.

5.3.1 Psychological Need Satisfaction

Predictors of well-being in youth have recently been examined through the lens of
self-determination theory (e.g., Ryan and Deci 2000), which holds that the satisfac-
tion of three fundamental psychological needs — for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness — significantly contributes to well-being. Soenens and Vansteenkiste
(2005) showed that, among two samples (N>600 combined) of youth aged 15-22,
perceptions of autonomy-support provided by parents and by teachers were predic-
tive of need satisfaction in three important life domains (i.e., social competence,
school, and job seeking), which was in turn predictive of positive adjustment (e.g.,
scholastic competence, vocational identity). Veronneau et al. (2005) measured need
satisfaction in three different contexts (i.e., at home, at school, and with friends) as
well as levels of depression, positive affect, and negative affect among 331 Canadian
3rd and 7th graders. The depression and affect measures were repeated after an inter-
val of 6 weeks. Results showed that need satisfaction was related to concurrent and
future well-being. For example, satisfaction of each of the three needs was related to
concurrent positive affect, and satisfaction of the relatedness need predicted future
positive affect. There was also evidence that need satisfaction in the context of home
and school was more important than need satisfaction in the context of relationships
with peers. In follow-up research, Milyavskaya et al. (2009) examined whether the
experience of balance across the satisfaction of the needs for autonomy, competence,
and relatedness was predictive of high levels of well-being and adjustment (i.e., the
extent to which the needs were equally met across three diverse contexts of school,
home, work, and peer relationships). They conducted three studies with several hun-
dred adolescents in Canada, the United States, and China in which they assessed
numerous variables including positive affect, negative affect, self-concept, need
satisfaction, school adjustment, and teacher-rated adjustment. The experience of
balanced need satisfaction across diverse contexts was predictive of high levels of
well-being and other indicators of adjustment. Finally, among 255 adolescents aged
14-16, Eryilmaz (2012) measured need satisfaction as well as subjective well-being
(i.e., positive affect, negative affect, life satisfaction), and strategies for enhancing
well-being (e.g., reacting positively to an environment). Results showed positive
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associations between need satisfaction and subjective well-being; moreover, mediation
analysis suggested that the use of strategies to enhance well-being predicted enhanced
need satisfaction, and that enhanced need satisfaction in turn predicted high subjec-
tive well-being.

5.3.2 Character Strengths

Strengths of character have also been examined as predictors of well-being in children
and youth. Park and Peterson (2006a) obtained open-ended character descriptions
from parents of 680 children between 3 and 9 years of age. The descriptions were
content-analyzed to reflect the presence or absence of the 24 strengths of character
categorized by Peterson and Seligman (2004). Each description was also evaluated to
yield a 7-point rating of the child’s happiness. Results showed that hope, zest, and
love were the three strengths of character significantly associated with happiness.
Subsequently, Park and Peterson (2006b) devised a 198-item self-report inventory
(called the Values in Action — Inventory of Strengths for Youth) to assess the 24
strengths of character based upon several hundred respondents aged 10—17. Factor
analysis of the measure suggested four factors: temperance strengths (e.g., self-
regulation, prudence); intellectual strengths (e.g., creativity, curiosity); theological
strengths (e.g., hope, religiousness); and other-directed strengths (e.g., modesty, kind-
ness). Four strengths of character were significantly associated with life satisfaction:
hope, zest, love, and gratitude. Froh et al. (2011) showed, among 1,035 high school
students, that the characteristic of gratitude significantly predicted life satisfaction and
other outcomes such as grade point average. Gillham et al. (2011) showed that, among
149 high school students, other-directed strengths (such as kindness) predicted less
depression, whereas transcendence strengths (e.g., religiousness) predicted greater
life satisfaction.

5.3.3 Engagement

Froh et al. (2010) devised a 15-item measure, the Engaged Living in Youth Scale, to
assess the extent to which engaged living is associated with well-being. Engaged
living was defined as “having a passion to help others and be completely immersed
in activities” (p. 311) and thus was conceptualized as involving both social integra-
tion and absorption. Results of five studies with youth ranging in age from 10 to 19
showed that both subscales were positively associated with measures of well-being
(i.e., self-esteem, positive affect, life satisfaction, and happiness) as well as with
gratitude, hope, meaning in life, and grade point average. Inverse correlations
emerged between both subscales and measures of materialistic values, envy, antiso-
cial behavior, negative affect, and depression.
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5.3.4 Benefit Finding

Benefit finding refers to perceiving meaning or possibility in the face of adversity.
Among a sample of 1,999 children with cancer, Phipps et al. (2007) demonstrated
that scores on the Benefit Finding Scale for Children predicted aspects of well-being,
including optimism and self-esteem; benefit finding was inversely associated with
anxiety symptoms. Similarly, Michel et al. (2010) used the Benefit Finding Scale for
Children with 48 youth aged 12—15 who had survived cancer and again demonstrated
a positive association with optimism. In related research, Levine et al. (2008) dem-
onstrated that growth following adversity, as assessed with the Post-Traumatic
Growth Inventory, was most closely associated with responses to moderate posttrau-
matic stress levels (as opposed to low or high levels of posttraumatic stress).
Unexpectedly, post-traumatic growth was inversely related to resilience among 2,908
Israeli adolescents who had experienced exposure to terror (Levine et al. 2009).

5.3.5 Spirituality and Religiousness

Spirituality (referring to non-institutionally based inner belief systems
regarding life views and self-transcendence) and religiousness (referring to
institutionally-based beliefs regarding supernatural powers, affiliation, and par-
ticipation) have infrequently been studied as predictors of well-being in children,
youth, and adolescents. Nonetheless, existing research has been supportive. For
example, Dowling et al. (2004) demonstrated, in a study of 1,000 youth aged
9-15 years, that spirituality comprised an important component of “exemplary
positive development” (p. 11). Kelley and Miller (2007) reported, in a sample of
615 adolescents aged 11-23, that life satisfaction was significantly and posi-
tively associated with frequency of daily spiritual experiences, and with mea-
sures of both religiousness and spirituality. Similar findings regarding spirituality
and positive mental health were reported by Holder et al. (2010) in their study
of 320 children aged 8—12 years. Holder et al. (2010) reported that “[i]n general,
children who indicated that they were spiritual were happier based on self-
reports and reports by their parents” (p. 144). However, Holder et al. (2010)
found only a weak association between children’s religious practices and their
happiness.

5.3.6 Nature Involvement

Daily interactions with nature have been suggested to not only contribute to positive
mental development and well-being in children and youth, but “to constitute an
irreplaceable core for healthy childhood growth and development” (Kellert 2005, p. 81).
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A growing body of evidence is accumulating regarding the positive association between
contact with the natural environment and children and youth’s well-being. For
example, in a quasi-experimental study, Han (2009) demonstrated that the simple
addition of six plants at the back of an 8th grade classroom of 35 students was
associated with increased feelings of comfort and friendliness, compared to stu-
dents in the control classroom with no plants. Additionally, at the end of
2.5 months, fewer sick hours and punishment incidents were recorded for stu-
dents in the classroom with plants. Taylor et al. (2002) reported in their study of
169 children ranging in age from 7 to 12 years, that the “greener” the view from
a girl’s home, the higher the girl’s score on an index measuring three types of
self-discipline. The effect of near-home nature for boys, however, was not sig-
nificant. Wells and Evans (2003) demonstrated, in their study of 337 rural chil-
dren in grades 3-5, that higher levels of nearby nature corresponded to higher
global self-worth.

This area of research has documented that youth scoring highly on the positive
mental health dimension differ systematically from those experiencing lower
mental health on personality traits (e.g., extraversion, neuroticism), cognitive
content (e.g., hope, optimism, benefit finding), social support (e.g., relationships
with parents), activities (e.g., nature involvement, exercise), and transcendent
experiences (e.g., spirituality, purpose in life). While the correlational nature of
this research precludes the drawing of causal conclusions, these factors are at least
suggestive of targets of interventions aimed at boosting well-being, to which we
now turn.

5.4 Well-Being Therapies for Children and Adolescents

Enhanced understanding of the structure and predictors of childhood positive mental
health has ultimately helped to foster the development of interventions to boost
well-being among this segment of the population. Here we provide a sample of
well-being therapies for youth.

5.4.1 Positive Action

Flay (e.g., Flay and Allred 2003) devised a Positive Action program for elementary
school students with six central components: self-concept, positive action, respon-
sible self-management, getting along with others, being honest, and continuous
improvement. In an evaluation of the program comparing schools that adopted the
Positive Action program and matched schools that did not, benefits of the program
were revealed on measures of reading and aptitude test scores, and on behavioral
measures of violence, suspensions, and truancy (Flay and Allred 2003). Moreover,
performance by students in subsequent grades (e.g., high school) was higher in
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schools having a large number of students who came from feeder schools which
adopted the Positive Action program, as evidenced by such measures as standard-
ized writing tests and substance use incidents. Using randomized matched-pair
experimental designs, follow-up studies by Beets et al. (2009) and by Li et al. (2011)
showed that elementary school children attending schools for which the Positive
Action program was implemented had more positive outcomes than control chil-
dren, as reflected on such indices as reduced substance abuse and violence. More
generally, positive youth development programs aimed at competence enhancement
have received considerable support (for a recent review, see McWhinnie et al. 2008).

5.4.2 Well-Being Therapy

Well-being therapy was developed by Fava and Ruini (2003) as an intervention
aimed at boosting levels of well-being by addressing areas of deficit among facets
of Ryff’s (1989) psychological well-being dimensions, such as deficits in auton-
omy or in environmental mastery. Albieri et al. (2009) present the cases of four
boys (aged 8—11) treated with well-being therapy for disorders such as attention
deficit hyperactivity disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, and oppositional defi-
ant disorder. The therapy explicitly addressed positive personality characteristics,
autonomy, purpose in life, and happiness. Positive outcomes were described on
both diagnostic status and a global rating of functioning. Ruini et al. (2006)
applied well-being therapy in a group format to non-clinic-referred students,
which generated improvements in well-being and decreases in anxiety. More
recently, Tomba et al. (2010) conducted a randomized comparison study of well-
being therapy and anxiety management with 162 non-disordered students with a
mean age of 11.41 years. Pretest and 6-month follow-up measures included psy-
chological well-being scales and symptom measures. Students in the anxiety
management condition showed greater improvement on an anxiety symptom mea-
sure, whereas students in the well-being therapy condition showed greater
improvement on a measure of friendliness. However, the two groups did not differ
on psychological well-being subscales.

5.4.3 Positive Psychotherapy

As described by Rashid and Anjum (2008), positive psychotherapy is an 8-week
group-administered intervention aimed at bolstering pleasure, engagement, and
meaning. Components of the therapy include making use of character strengths,
expressing gratitude, and savoring positive experiences. In a pilot study, 22
children (mean age=12) were randomized to an intervention or control group.
Treated children obtained higher scores than control children on a measure of
happiness.
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5.4.4 Strengths-Based Interventions

C. Proctor et al. (2011) describe the development and testing of the Strengths Gym
program among 218 students aged 12—14. Students received a strengths-based exer-
cise intervention, identified their own character strengths, and received instruction
on how to further develop them. Results showed that students who received the
intervention had higher life satisfaction compared to those who did not. Similarly,
Madden et al. (2011) tested a strengths-based coaching program applied to 38
male children, aged 10-11. The program emphasized identification of children’s
strengths, and the setting of goals that maximized use of signature strengths.
Compared to pretest scores, posttest scores were enhanced on measures of
engagement and hope. Finally, Vohra (2006) developed and tested an intervention
for adolescents that promoted development of such strengths and values as altruism,
forgiveness, and self-analysis.

5.4.5 Mindfulness-Based Interventions

Another form of intervention for boosting the well-being of youth is mindfulness-
based interventions. Mindfulness is the process of maintaining an attentional focus
upon the present while adopting a nonjudgmental, accepting attitude (Cardaciotto
et al. 2008). A review of 16 studies concerning mindfulness and other meditative
practices among youth suggested replicable effects on measures of both psychological
and physiological outcomes for a number of conditions (Black et al. 2009).
Mindfulness-based interventions are now being employed to foster positive mental
health among non-clinic-referred children and adolescents, with significant effects.
For example, Schonert-Reichl and Lawlor (2010) showed a significant increase in
optimism from pre- to posttest among 246 4th through 7th graders undergoing a
mindfulness education program. Adolescents in a wait-list control condition did not
show similar increases. Similarly, Joyce et al. (2010) assessed 109 students aged
10-13 before and after participation in a mindfulness program consisting of ten
45-min modules. Results revealed that children experienced both a reduction of
problems (e.g., hyperactivity/inattention and conduct problems) and gains in proso-
cial behaviors.

5.4.6 Hope-Oriented Interventions

Lopez et al. (2004) describe a hope-oriented intervention called Making Hope
Happen, which was validated with 4th and 7th graders. The program, conducted in a
group format over 5 weeks, teaches children to identify (via the use of age-appropriate
games, stories, and activities) important goals, pathways towards those goals,
and means of maintaining motivation in working toward the goals. Examination of
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changes from pre-intervention to post-intervention revealed significant gains in hope
as measured with the Children’s Hope Scale. With the older age group, changes in
hope scores were not observed among a control group of children, and gains in the
intervention group were shown to persist at a 6-month follow-up. In a recent meta-
analysis, Weis and Speridakos (2011) reported a reliable but small effect on hope
scores across six studies applying hope-focused interventions to youth.

5.4.7 Gratitude Expression

Froh and Bono (2008) summarize the small literature supporting gratitude interven-
tions as a means of boosting well-being among youth. For example, Froh et al.
(2008) randomly assigned students to either identify (on a daily basis for 2 weeks)
things for which they were grateful, to identify things they found annoying, or to do
nothing. Expressing gratitude was related to outcomes such as optimism and life
satisfaction, and was also shown to boost satisfaction with school.

A number of interventions aimed at boosting scores on the mental health dimen-
sion of functioning have thus received support, although additional research on a
number of these approaches is needed to provide additional validation. Moreover,
these interventions target variables identified previously as significantly predictive
of well-being in youth, such as hope, engagement, meaning in life, gratitude, and
strengths of character.

5.5 Discussion and Future Directions

Significant progress has been made toward better understanding and fostering
well-being in youth. Here, we address or raise a number of outstanding issues in
the area.

The dual-factor or complete state mental health models have not been closely
associated with the development of well-being interventions for youth. Perhaps
interventions would be optimized to the extent that they are tailored to the particular
characterization of individuals along the mental health and mental disorder dimen-
sions (Eklund et al. 2011; Greenspoon and Saklofske 2001; Keyes 2005a). Youth
low in well-being and high in psychopathology may especially benefit from well-
being oriented interventions that are combined with traditional mental disorder
treatment, such as combining well-being therapy with cognitive-behavioral therapy.
Those low in well-being and low in psychopathology would presumably benefit
sufficiently from well-being interventions alone, while those high in well-being and
high in psychopathology would presumably benefit sufficiently from mental disor-
der treatment alone. It would also be reasonable to target the precise nature of the
well-being deficit experienced by youth (e.g., employing a hope-focused interven-
tion for those lacking hope). Beyond the treatment context, Suldo and Shaffer
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(2008) suggest that psychoeducational and clinical assessment would benefit from
an explicit consideration of both mental health and mental disorder dimensions (i.e.,
measuring strengths, assets, and well-being as well as deficits and symptoms).

Beyond the dual-factor and complete state models, additional conceptualizations
of the interplay between mental health and mental disorder have also been devised. As
an example, Kia-Keating et al. (2011) argue for an integration of work on resilience
(i.e., competencies that are brought to bear on mitigating the experience of risk) and
positive youth development (i.e., competencies that are used to foster optimal out-
comes, regardless of the experience of risk). They conceptualize a protecting pathway
between risk factors and healthy development, a promoting pathway between assets
and healthy development, and interactions between the two pathways (e.g., assets can
mitigate risks). The framework emphasizes mutual interactions among multiple
aspects of youth’s social network (e.g., peers, school, family, society, and culture) and
evolution and fluctuation in healthy development over time. Kia-Keating et al. (2011)
further argue that the two pathways (i.e., resilience and positive youth development)
complement each other; for example, assets can mitigate the role of risk experiences
in the development of youth. This model argues for eight important developmental
domains relevant to the fostering of resilience and/or positive youth development:
belongingness, self-efficacy, prosocial activities and having an orientation toward oth-
ers, strengths of character, emotional self-regulation, hope, school engagement, and
adult supervision and monitoring. These are highly overlapping with the factors high-
lighted previously in this chapter; indeed, each of these factors emerged either as a
predictor of well-being or as a target for well-being interventions.

Another recent conceptualization of the interplay between youth mental health and
disorder is the concept of thriving as studied by Benson and colleague (e.g., Benson
and Scales 2009). Thriving youth are identified by the presence of various markers of
well-being including positive emotions, passion in a specific domain, a sense of pur-
pose, optimism, a prosocial orientation, and spirituality (Benson and Scales 2009).
The attainment of thriving is conceptualized as requiring positive inputs from the
environment in the form of support, empowerment, boundaries and expectations, and
constructive use of time, and internal assets in the form of commitment to learning,
positive values, social competencies, and positive identity (Benson and Scales 2009).
Thus, the thriving concept is highly congenial with core factors emphasized herein as
characterizing and contributing to youth well-being. The thriving concept also empha-
sizes the dynamic interplay between the youth and his or her social context; a key role
for finding an intrinsically-driven interest or spark in one’s life; the inherent potential
for positive growth of all youth; the importance of adoption of a prosocial orientation;
and the role of thriving in fostering resilience and even growth in the face of adversity
(Benson and Scales 2009).

The promoting versus protecting and thriving frameworks are good examples of
recent theory development organizing processes and outcomes related to youth
mental health and disorder. Future youth well-being research would also potentially
profit from a greater utilization of existing psychological theories concerning well-
being. For example, while self-determination theory has been influential in contrib-
uting to understanding of well-being in adults, it has been infrequently applied to
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youth. Nonetheless, key concepts of self-determination theory are seen in various
approaches to the understanding of youth well-being, such as the concepts attached
to the thriving construct (i.e., inherent human potential for growth; intrinsic motiva-
tion). As another example, Fredrickson’s (1998, 2001) broaden-and-build theory
argues that positive affective states such as happiness cause mental capacities to be
broadened and personal competencies to be developed, and that such states buffer
the impact of negative affective states. This theory was applied by Reschly et al.
(2008) to students in grades 7—10, showing that frequent positive affect was associ-
ated with greater student engagement and adaptive coping. Broaden-and-build the-
ory is also relevant to findings by Suldo and Huebner (2004), who showed that
stressful life events could be buffered by high life satisfaction in protecting against
externalizing symptoms.

The potential application of self-determination theory or broaden-and-build the-
ory to youth well-being research reflects the fact that youth well-being research has
generally benefitted from the consideration of predictors and intervention targets
identified as fruitful in research on adults (e.g., hope, gratitude expression). Negative
findings emerging in the adult literature may also be informative for work in youth
well-being. For example, the concepts of benefit finding and post-traumatic growth
in the adult literature have proven contentious in some applications (Coyne and
Tennen 2010); this might suggest caution with respect to how these concepts apply
to youth populations. Indeed, some anomalous findings were described above
regarding post-traumatic growth in youth (Levine et al. 2009). As another example,
in the domain of positive thinking and optimism, it has been suggested that adaptive
optimism among adults falls within the parameters of what is realistic (Schneider
2001); similarly, recent evidence suggests that repeating positive self-statements
may be not be advantageous for individuals characterized by low self-esteem (Wood
et al. 2009). Research could profitably examine the extent to which levels of opti-
mism or positive thinking among youth are moderated by such additional personal
and situational factors. As a final example, recent evidence has suggested that the
highest levels of well-being are not always optimal for adults. Oishi et al. (2007)
showed that the optimal level of happiness or life satisfaction related to achievement
was a moderately high level, perhaps reflecting the fact that motivation toward
accomplishment is highest if one’s well-being is not yet maximized (Oishi et al.
2007). Again, the extent to which findings such as these may also apply to youth
well-being could be a useful focus of future research.

This latter example raises two additional issues. First, distinctions between
hedonic and eudaimonic conceptualizations of well-being in research on youth may
be important. Hedonic conceptualizations emphasize positive emotions and life sat-
isfaction, whereas eudaimonic notions emphasize positive growth and fulfillment
(e.g., Keyes and Annas 2009). Few studies have examined this distinction in youth
well-being research, but it may be highly relevant. For example, perhaps moderate
levels of hedonic well-being, but maximum levels of eudaimonic well-being, are
optimal when it comes to achievement striving. Second, to what extent do we focus
on child well-being as an end in itself or, conversely, as a means to an end, such as
success later in life? Here, a distinction has been made between child well-becoming
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and child well-being, with the former emphasizing the future benefits of childhood
mental health and the latter emphasizing the here-and-now functioning of the child
(Moore and Lippman 2005). Bradshaw and Richardson (2009), for example, argue
that one should give “priority to indicators of child well-being now, rather than
indicators of well-becoming — how a child might do in adulthood — on the grounds
that childhood is a life stage to be valued in its own terms” (p. 321). Child well-
being and child well-becoming are not, however, exclusive concepts. Measures can
be developed that aim to predict both present and future outcomes (Moore and
Lippman 2005), while efforts can be made to “improve the quality of life for the
child during childhood and for that child’s later adulthood” (Roberts et al. 2002,
p. 671; see also Benson and Scales 2009).

The issue of child well-being versus child well-becoming can also be illustrated
with the example of play. In the midst of research aimed at developing programs to
increase child and youth well-being, the importance of play — that “simple joy that
is a cherished part of childhood” (Ginsburg 2007, p. 183) — must not be forgotten.
In addition to being pleasurable, and therefore contributing to child well-being,
child-driven play enables children and youth to develop essential problem solving
skills (Kashdan 2009; National Institute for Play 2009), to learn “the interpersonal
skills needed to become effective social beings” (Elkind 2007, p. 145), and allows
“children to become secure and self-confident on their own” (Brown and Vaughan
2009, p. 108), thereby contributing to child well-becoming. Broaden-and-build the-
ory also emphasizes that joyful, exuberant affective states promote play, which in
turn promote the development of personal and social resources that can be called
upon in the future (e.g., friendships, specific physical abilities). Self-determination
theory might also be applicable to play, in that play may oftentimes provide nutri-
ments for the meeting of the basic needs of autonomy, competence, and related-
ness. Engaging in spontaneous, self-directed play driven by curiosity also allows
children to become attuned with their own passions and inner motivations for activi-
ties (Brown and Vaughan 2009; Kashdan 2009), some of which may “later blossom
into a motive force for life” (Brown and Vaughan 2009, p. 105). Therefore, the
youthful activity of play may be an exemplar of activities conducive to both well-
being and well-becoming.

Another area that would benefit from additional consideration is developmental
changes in well-being suggested by several findings mentioned herein. C. L. Proctor
et al. (2009) and Keyes (2006) showed that adolescents reported lower well-being
than younger children. And, Park and Peterson (2006b) showed that some strengths
are lower among adolescents than among younger children, possibly suggesting
“that adolescence can take a toll on good character” (p. 905). These changes could be
examined through a general developmental perspective (e.g., reflecting the unique
stage of adolescence in comparison to childhood) or through the perspective of spe-
cific theories, such as self-determination theory. Regarding the latter, for example, it
may be that basic psychological needs (i.e., of autonomy, competence, and related-
ness) are less likely to be met during adolescence than during early stages. These
changes could also be examined from the perspective of hedonic versus eudaimonic
conceptualizations of well-being; for example, perhaps the former but not the latter
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is lower in adolescence relative to childhood. Keyes’ (2006) finding that youth
experience more emotional (i.e., hedonic) well-being than psychological and social
(i.e., eudaimonic) well-being also requires further exploration and explanation.

The research and interventions presented in this chapter show that we have
moved far beyond the traditional deficit framework and pathology model in our
approach to mental health in children and adolescents. Indeed, the benefits of many
of the interventions described in this chapter begin to address what Kahn (2011) has
described as unfulfilled flourishing: ... physical, material, or psychological bene-
fits that do not occur but could have and sometimes rightly should have” (p. 199).
Imagine the child, and the adult that child will become, who has never known the
joy of close friendships; who has never experienced the rewards of a mindful, grateful,
and hope-oriented approach to daily life; who does not celebrate their strengths; or
who does not engage in creative play. Such a person may or may not remain free of
mental disorder, but they will necessarily remain free of a life of flourishing.
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Chapter 6
Assessment of Character Strengths
in Children and Adolescents

Tayyab Rashid, Afroze Anjum, Carolyn Lennox, Denise Quinlan,
Ryan M. Niemiec, Donna Mayerson, and Fahim Kazemi

6.1 Introduction

For more than a century, psychology has been fascinated with the clichéd question
“what is wrong with you, Johnny?” Since the dawn of this millennium, positive
psychology has seriously urged psychologists to also probe into a much deeper and
a loftier question, “what are you good at, Johnny?” Psychologists have been asking
the former question in copious ways through formal and informal, objective and
subjective, and normative and ipsative psychological assessments. The latter question
has unfortunately remained unasked, leaving the positive aspects of Johnny largely
unpacked and underexplored. A bibliographic database search (as of July 2, 2012)
of PsycINFO and ERIC (accessed through CSA Illumina') with scoping search
using descriptors assessment and psychopathology and children and adolescents
covering the period of 2000 through 2012, yielded 24,129 peer reviewed journals
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article whereas only 3,330 articles were found when the descriptor psychopathology
was replaced with strengths. This clearly suggests that we have just started exploring
the intact aspects of Johnny and we have a long way to go in understanding what is
wrong with Johnny as well as what is strong about him. Our central point, in this
chapter, is to underscore the importance of exploring the positive aspects of Johnny
without dismissing, minimizing, or avoiding weakness. To make our case, we
underscore the shortcomings of a deficit model of assessment for children and ado-
lescents, and define a strength-based assessment and the benefits of exploring
strengths. Positive psychology posits that the use of signature strengths — the highest
strengths that individuals believe are most core to who they are — is associated with
greater well-being and less psychological distress. This notion has been well tested
with adults (e.g., Linley et al. 2010; Rust et al. 2009; Mongrain and Anselmo-
Matthews 2012; Seligman et al. 2005). However, this assertion has not been widely
tested with children and adolescents. Major shortcoming of these studies is that
signature strengths, almost exclusively are determined by one self-report measure,
(usually VIA-IS [Values in Action — Inventory of Strengths], explained later in the
chapter) which ranks top five strengths. We find determination of signature strengths,
based on one self-report measure, limiting. Signature strengths of children and ado-
lescents should be assessed considering their context which inherently includes a
number of adults including their parents, teachers, coachers, siblings, peers,
friends.. .etc.

We present a new and comprehensive model of assessing signature strengths and
evaluate the impact of strengths identification and development on boosting student
life satisfaction, well-being, and social skills. Furthermore, practical strategies to
use strength in solving problems are also illustrated. We conclude the chapter with
applied strategies to assess and build signature strengths of children and adolescents.

6.1.1 What Is a Strength-Based Assessment?

Strengths-based assessment, according to M. H. Epstein (2004), is a measurement
of the emotional and behavioral skills, competencies, and characteristics that foster
a sense of personal accomplishment, contribute to supportive and satisfying
relationships with family members, peers, and adults, enhance one’s ability to cope
with challenges and stress, and promote one’s personal, social, and academic
development. Although strengths-based assessment finds a convenient thrust in the
contemporary positive psychology movement, it has been part of humanistic
psychology tradition (Friedman and MacDonal 2006). Moreover, school psycholo-
gists and social workers have long emphasized assessing and working with strengths
(Rhee et al. 2001; Laursen 2003; Rapp 1997).

In promoting strength-based assessment we ought to keep in mind that our brains
have evolved in such a way that we are better at attending, selecting, discerning, and
remembering grudges than expressions of gratitude; criticism than compliments;
conflict than cooperation; and hubris than humility (Rashid and Ostermann 2009).
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Evidence supports that negatives weigh more heavily than positives of equal value
and impact (Kahneman and Tversky 1984; Cottrell and Neuberg 2005). Educational
settings from classrooms to playgrounds are not immune from this. Consider the
following mini experiment. Below are two vignettes. Approach each one in a particu-
lar way: read the description twice, close your eyes and visualize the student, and
write down a few descriptors of the student described in numbers 1 and 2:

1. Joey is an 8th grade student and is in his fourth school in 6 years. Joey’s concen-
tration is poor, he is described as disruptive and as a procrastinator by most of his
teachers.

2. Consider Joseph, also an 8th grade student who is also attending his fourth school
in 6 years. Joseph has good personal hygiene, and although he is not very social,
he has two consistent friends who describe him as loyal and fun to hang around
with. Joseph doesn’t particularly enjoy academics but occasionally he is able
to focus and complete his assignments without much difficulty. He is a good
basketball player and is considered an important member of the school team.
Joseph is very good with digital equipment and often helps teachers when they
are technologically challenged.

Compare your notes. Your descriptors for these decontextualized vignettes may
differ with the former carrying more negatives than the latter. Ironically, these
vignette descriptions are of the same student. The vignettes were taken from two
psychoeducational evaluations. The first was completed by a school psychologist,
trained in a traditional psychopathology model of assessment while the second was
completed by the first author. Both assessments were completed within a year.
These contrasting vignettes offer important considerations for the assessment of
children and adolescents and subsequent interventions. Descriptors organize and
simplify the information. If the information is negatively labeled for the most part,
the perception of the individual is likely to be formed in an unfavorable way. If a
practitioner only perceives the negative traits described in the former vignette
(e.g., distraction, procrastination...etc.), this may overshadow several positive traits
(e.g., curiosity, loyalty, self-regulation...etc.) of Joey/Joseph — offering a skewed and
limited impression of him. Furthermore, negative traits are more likely to rein-
force the notion that weaknesses reside inside Joey — minimizing the role of risks
and resources embedded within the environment.

A deficit-oriented assessment reduces children and adolescents into synthetic
labels and categories of psychopathology. Sophisticated objective and projective
measures are used to validate the existence of these categories. These labels have
become so pervasive that adolescents may readily fit themselves in these categories
before seeking professional help. While labeling may help categorize and organize
the world, at the same time, it may oversimplify the rich, nuanced, and idiosyncratic
complexities of children and adolescents. In worst-case scenarios, vulnerable adoles-
cents may perceive themselves from an early age as disturbed, anxious, or depressed.

The traditional deficit-oriented assessment is based on the assumption that weak-
nesses, if remediated, will make children and adolescents happy. Challenging this
assumption, Corey Keyes (2009) posits that the absence of symptoms does not
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necessarily mean the presence of mental health. Keyes terms the presence of mental
health as flourishing, and the absence of mental health as languishing. He has examined
the flourishing and languishing of more than 1,200 nationally representative adoles-
cents between the ages of 12 and 18 and has found that approximately 38 % of
adolescents are flourishing, 56 % are moderately mentally healthy, and 6 % are
languishing. The languishing adolescents report more conduct problems (arrests,
truancy, alcohol use, cigarette smoking, and marijuana use) while the flourishing
adolescents report better psychosocial functioning (global self-concept, self-
determination, closeness to others, and school integration). Independent lines of
research support Keyes’ (2009) findings. Wood and Joseph (2010) recently demon-
strated that after controlling for negative characteristics, individuals who score low
on positive characteristics will still be at a two-fold risk of developing depression
compared to individuals who score high on positive characteristics. Similarly, even
after controlling for neuroticism, the prospective relationship between depression
and gratitude remains significant (Wood et al. 2008). Positive traits can also act as a
buffer between negative life events and psychopathology. For example, Johnson and
colleagues (2010) found that positive beliefs about relationship support and coping
ability (“resilience appraisals”) buffer against suicidality. For people with low
positive beliefs, more negative life events lead to greater suicidality. Jane Gillham
and colleagues (2011) recently studied the character strengths and depression of
149 adolescents as part of a positive psychology intervention. They found that
other-directed strengths (e.g., forgiveness, kindness, teamwork) and self-regulation
predicted fewer symptoms of depression through the end of Grade 10. Furthermore,
higher life satisfaction was associated with hope, gratitude, curiosity and love of
learning. Therefore, the assumption that fixing weaknesses will ensure well-being
has been seriously challenged and will continue to be scrutinized in years to come.
With that being said, in order to make children and adolescents feel good and worth-
while, hundreds of interventions in educational and community settings are delivered
every year. Many of these interventions are based on external validation of the self,
which can foster unhealthy levels of self-esteem. Some research has found that
externally validated self-esteem tends to be more detrimental than beneficial
(Crocker et al. 2003; Lyubomirsky et al. 2006). Rather than seeking external validation,
developing character strengths and other strengths, such as talents/abilities, skills, and
assets, boosts both subjective and psychological well-being, even when controlling
for the effects of self-efficacy and self-esteem (Govindji and Linley 2007). Finally,
Bird and colleagues (2012) in a recent systematic review of strength-based assess-
ment noted that use of a strengths-based assessment fosters a positive relationship
between the client and the clinician. Therefore, any assessment and intervention that
largely rests on deficits presents a skewed picture of children and adolescents.
Furthermore, deficit-oriented assessment limits the role of the professional to diagnose
and treat symptoms and disorders, and expands the power differential between
children and adolescents and the professional.

Assessment, especially a formal one, is conducted to make important decisions
including screening, diagnosing, placing children and adolescents in specialized
programs, and providing them with accommodations and modifications. When such
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important decisions are at stake, the need for a balanced assessment including
symptoms and strengths becomes critical. Therefore, we argue that assessment of
children and adolescents should always be a hybrid exercise, exploring strengths as
well as weakness. Furthermore with children and adolescents, merely assessing
strengths could be considered a positive intervention in its own right (Poston and
Hanson 2010).

Positive Psychology, for well over a decade now, has made concerted empirical
efforts to advance the science that integrates both strengths and weaknesses. In
order to do so, positive psychology researchers realized that unlike the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM; American Psychiatric Association
2000), which numerates a sophisticated classification of disorder, there lacked a
common language to describe strengths. Spearheading the first effort to describe a
systematic classification of core human strengths were C. Peterson and Seligman
(2004), who published the VIA (formerly called the “Values in Action’’) Classification
of strengths. C. Peterson and Seligman (2004) define character strengths as capacities
of cognition, affect, volition, and behavior, which constitute the basic psychological
ingredients that enable us to act in ways that contribute to our well-being and the
well-being of others. They acknowledge that character strengths are morally desired
traits of human existence, which are valued in every culture. However, the VIA
Classification is descriptive rather than prescriptive, thus character strengths are
open to empirical examination. The character of human beings is plural in nature,
meaning that character strengths are expressed in combinations (rather than singu-
larly), and are expressed in degrees relative to context. The 24 character strengths in
the VIA Classification are subsumed under six broader categories called virtues.
Table 6.1 presents the language of character, that is, the 24 core character strengths
and virtues, and corresponding descriptions.

6.1.2 Character Strengths and Talents/Abilities

It is also important to distinguish character strengths from talents and abilities.
According to Chris Peterson (2006), talents and abilities, such as dexterity, aptitude,
athletic ability, or musical talent, are more genetically influenced than character
strengths, such as humility and social intelligence. Talents and abilities are also
more likely to be associated with concrete consequences (fame, wealth) than
character strengths, and people may waste them. In contrast, C. Peterson (2006)
argues that character strengths are rarely wasted, that is, kindness, social intelli-
gence, or spirituality are either used or not, but rarely wasted. Character strengths,
are morally desirable traits. These are aligned with values but at the same time are
somewhat distinct from them. Values are largely located on religious, cultural, and
political spectrums whereas character strengths are descriptive traits. Their utility,
context, and content is being increasingly informed and constrained by scientific
knowledge, as discussed next.
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Table 6.1 VIA classification of character strengths

Wisdom and knowledge — strengths that involve acquiring and using knowledge
Creativity [Ingenuity; Originality]: Thinking of novel and productive ways to do things
Curiosity [Interest; Novelty-seeking; Openness to experience]: Taking an interest in all of
ongoing experience
Judgment [Critical thinking]: Thinking things through and examining them from all sides
Love of learning: Mastering new skills, topics, and bodies of knowledge
Perspective [Wisdom]: Being able to provide wise counsel to others; taking the “big picture”
view
Courage — emotional strengths that involve exercise of will to accomplish goals in the face of
opposition, external or internal
Bravery [Valor]: Not shrinking from threat, challenge, or pain
Perseverance [Persistence; Industry; Diligence]: Finishing what one starts, completing a
course of action in spite of obstacles
Honesty [Authenticity and integrity]: Speaking the truth and presenting oneself in a genuine
way
Zest [Vitality]: Approaching life with excitement and energy; not doing things halfway or
halfheartedly, living life as an adventure, feeling alive and activated
Humanity — interpersonal strengths that involve tending and befriending others
Love [Capacity to give/Receive love]: Valuing close relations with others, in particular those in
which sharing and caring are reciprocated; being close to people
Kindness [Compassion; Altruism; Generosity; Care]: Doing favors and good deeds for others;
helping them; taking care of them
Social intelligence: Being aware of the motives and feelings of self and others; knowing what
to do to fit into different social situations; knowing what makes other people tick
Justice — strengths that underlie healthy community life
Teamwork [Citizenship; Social responsibility; Loyalty]: Working well as member of a group
or team; being loyal to the group; doing one’s share
Fairness [Equity]: Treating all people the same according to notions of fairness and justice; not
letting personal feelings bias decisions about others; giving everyone a fair chance
Leadership: Encouraging a group of which one is a member to get things done and at the same
time maintain good relations within the group; organizing group activities and seeing that
they happen
Temperance — strengths that protect against excess and vices
Forgiveness [Mercy]: Forgiving those who have done wrong; accepting the shortcomings of
others; giving people a second chance; not being vengeful
Humility [Modesty]: Letting one’s accomplishments speak for themselves; not seeking the
spotlight; not regarding oneself as more special than one is
Prudence: Being careful about one’s choices; not taking undue risks; not saying or doing
things that might later be regretted
Self-regulation [Self-control]: Regulating what one feels and does; being disciplined;
controlling one’s appetites and emotions
Transcendence — strengths that forge connections to the larger universe and provide meaning
Appreciation of beauty and excellence [ Awe; Wonder; Elevation]: Noticing and appreciating
beauty, excellence, and/or skilled performance in all domains of life, from nature to arts to
mathematics to science
Gratitude: Being aware of and thankful for the good things; taking time to express thanks
Hope [Optimism; Future-mindedness]: Expecting the best in the future and working to achieve
it; believing that a good future is something that can be brought about

(continued)
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Table 6.1 (continued)

Humor [Playfulness]: Liking to laugh and tease; bringing smiles to other people, seeing the
light side; making (not necessarily telling) jokes

Spirituality [Sense of Purpose; Faith; Meaning; Religiousness]: Knowing where one fits within
the larger scheme; having coherent beliefs about the higher purpose and meaning of life that
shape conduct and provide comfort

Peterson and Seligman (2004)

6.1.3 What Good Are Character Strengths?

Good character is what parents look for in their children, what teachers look for in
their students, what siblings look for in their brothers and sisters, and what friends
look for in their peers (Park and Peterson 2009). Character is critical for lifelong
optimal human development. Good character is not simply the absence of deficits,
problems, and pathology but rather a well-developed cluster of positive personality
traits. In recent years, under the rubric of “character education”, good character is
a set of distinct strengths that a person possesses to varying degrees and more
importantly they are malleable across the lifespan. For example, among children
and adolescents, character strengths of appreciation of beauty and excellence, forgive-
ness, modesty, and judgment appear to have a developmental trajectory; being least
common in youth and increasing over time through cognitive maturation (Park and
Peterson 2006a). However, the malleability of character strengths is also dependent
upon a number of contextual factors.

Character strengths are strongly associated with several indicators of well-being
and inversely related with symptoms of psychopathology. Wood and colleagues
(2011) have found that using strengths was associated with decreased stress,
increased vitality and positive affect (but not reduced negative affect). Huta and
Hawley (2010) have shown that the strengths of zest, spirituality, and appreciation
of beauty/excellence are inversely related to cognitive vulnerability; and strengths play
a predictive role in improving depressive symptoms. Using character strengths
has also been shown to decrease depression and increase well-being in certain
samples (Rust et al. 2009; Seligman et al. 2006; Proctor et al. 201 1a). Furthermore,
using strengths is also associated with better therapeutic outcome (Fliickiger and
Grosse Holtforth 2008; Larsen and Stege 2010).

Increased use of specific character strengths are associated with fewer symptoms
of depression and anxiety (Gillham et al. 2011; Park and Peterson 2008), greater life
satisfaction (Gillham et al. 2011), fewer externalizing problems (Park and Peterson
2008), and lower internalizing problems (Beaver 2008). The strength of leadership
contributes to helping others and also predicts fewer symptoms of depression (Schmid
et al. 2011). Similarly, Bundick (2011) conducted a longitudinal study, which has
shown that leadership is positively related to purpose in life and optimism. Richards
and Huppert (2011) analyzed data from a 1964 British birth cohort, which began
with 563 teens. Children rated as “positive” by their teachers at age 13 or 14 were
significantly more likely than those who received no positive rating to report
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satisfaction with their work, midlife, and to have stronger social ties. Prosocial
behavior, such as volunteering, buffered against emotional exhaustion, while positive
emotions increased helping and citizenship.

Character strengths are not only associated with favorable psychosocial outcomes,
they also predict well-being, over and above IQ scores. Park and Peterson (2008)
found that after controlling for IQ, the character strengths of perseverance, fairness,
honesty, hope, and perspective/wisdom predicted grade point average (GPA). In a
longitudinal study of 140 eighth grade students, Duckworth and Seligman (2005)
found that perseverance and self-discipline, measured by self-report, parent report,
and teacher report accounted for more than twice as much variance as 1Q in final
grades, high school selection, school attendance, hours spent doing homework,
hours spent watching television (inversely), and the time of day students began their
homework. These findings underscore the importance of character strengths in
conjunction with intellectual potential. Corroborating this finding, Lounsbury and
colleagues (2009) found that perseverance, along with love of learning, fairness,
and kindness predicted college GPA.

In a study of more than 1,200 children, the most curious children (n=207) were
compared to the least curious or bored children (n=207). The curious children were
more optimistic, hopeful, confident, and had a higher sense of self-determination and
self-efficacy believing they were in control of their actions and decisions than the
bored children who felt like pawns with no control of their destiny (Hunter and
Csikszentmihalyi 2003). These lines of research suggest that character strengths
help individuals to build personal resources which help individuals to attain other
desirable outcomes (Xanthopoulou et al. 2007).

But how? One hypothesis is that the use of character strengths engenders positive
emotions, which broaden thought-action repertoires promoting exploratory behavior
that helps individuals create opportunities and goal-directed actions. The mechanisms
through which character strengths produce their effects have not yet been identified
although it is expected that a number of mechanisms will be involved.

Finally, Seligman (2011), advocating the notion of positive education (Seligman
et al. 2009), contends that positive traits and states ought to be integrated in the
school curriculum because these traits can act as a buffer to prevent depression and
many other forms of psychopathologies.

6.2 Assessing Strengths

A number of assessment scales, inventories, and interviews have been developed to
assess positive emotions, strengths, meaning, and a host of strengths related constructs.
Professionals working with children and adolescents can choose empirically validated
instruments to assess specific positive constructs. The most comprehensive positive
psychology assessment tool for children and adolescents to date is the VIA Inventory
of Strengths for Youth (VIA Youth Survey). This survey uses 198 items to measure
the 24 character strengths and provides children between 10 and 17 with feedback
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about their top character strengths, also known as signature strengths. The VIA
Youth Survey has established good psychometrics with positive convergence
between parent and self-ratings of the 24 character strengths (Park and Peterson
2006a). Table 6.2 presents an overview of some salient strength-based measures.
Most measures of psychopathology are expensive and require specific qualification
and credentials to administer. In contrast, most strength-based measures, developed
by practitioners and researchers of positive psychology, are readily available online
without charge. A number of these measures and their respective theoretical frame-
works are discussed in detail in books, such as the Handbook of Positive Psychology
in Schools (Gilman et al. 2009), Celebrating Strengths: Building Strength-based
Schools (Fox Eades 2008), Positive Psychological Assessment: A Handbook of Models
and Measures (Lopez and Snyder 2003), and the Oxford Handbook of Methods in
Positive Psychology (Ong and van Dulmen 2006).

The assessment of character strengths in very young children has also been
attempted by use of parent ratings. Park and Peterson (2006b) conducted a content
analysis of parents’ written descriptions of their children between the ages of 3
and 10 (n=680). The parents’ descriptions had an average of three VIA character
strengths mentioned in each description. They explain that prior to this study,
there were no investigations of character as a multidimensional construct among
young children (below age 10). Another component of this study was to investi-
gate correlations with happiness. The researchers framed the parents’ instructions
to note the child’s personal characteristics and individual qualities (e.g., “What
can you tell us so that we might know your child well?””), and encouraged parents
to tell a story that captures what the child is all about. The prevalence of character
strengths were as follows (highest prevalence listed first): love, kindness, creativ-
ity, humor, curiosity, love of learning, perseverance. Some character strengths
were significantly correlated with happiness; these strengths included love, zest,
and hope.

6.3 Building Strengths

There are a very limited number of interventions that build character strengths in a
comprehensive way. Most interventions target one or two specific strengths, for
example, gratitude (Froh et al. 2009; Flinchbaugh et al. 2012), optimism (Gillham
et al. 1995), and hope (Pedrotti et al. 2008). Few systematic interventions have been
completed that have explicitly attempted to build positive traits in children and
adolescents. Proctor, Tsukayama and colleagues (2011) examined the impact of
Strengths Gym, a character strength-based positive psychological intervention
program, on adolescent life satisfaction, positive and negative affect, and character
strength-based exercises in the school curriculum. Adolescents (n=208) who
participated in the program experienced significant increases in life satisfaction
compared to adolescents (n=101) who did not participate.
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Over the past 5 years, we (Rashid and Anjum) along with our graduate students
have devised and refined three strength-based interventions, which first assess and
then systematically attempt to build strengths in children and adolescents.

6.3.1 Signature Strengths

According to Seligman (2002), each person possesses several signature strengths.
These are strengths of character that one owns, celebrates, and (if he or she can
arrange life successfully) exercises every day in school, work, play, and recreation.
Seligman suggests the following possible criteria for a signature strength:

e A sense of authenticity (“this is the real me”).

* A feeling of excitement while displaying it.

* A rapid learning curve as themes are attached to the strength and practiced.

* Continuous learning of new ways to enact the strength.

* A sense of yearning to act in accordance with the strength.

* A feeling of inevitability in using the strength, as if one cannot be stopped or
dissuaded from its display.

 Invigoration rather than exhaustion when using the strength.

e The creation and pursuit of fundamental projects that revolve around the strength.

 Intrinsic motivation to use the strength.

Seligman’s formulation of a good life entails using your signature strengths daily
in the main realms of one’s life, such as work, love, and play in order to achieve an
authentic sense of well-being and happiness (Seligman 2002). Seligman’s formula-
tion has been empirically tested. T. D. Peterson and E. W. Peterson (2008) found
using one’s signature strengths leads to decreased likelihood of depression and
stress and an increase in satisfaction. Linley and colleagues (2010) have also found
that using signature strengths helps in making progress towards goals and meeting
basic needs for independence, relatedness, and competence. Seligman et al. (2006)
found using signature strengths among young adults decreased symptoms of depres-
sion and increased life satisfaction. Mongrain and Anselmo-Matthews (2012) have
found similar results. However, the use of signature strengths to improve well-being
or decrease psychological distress has only recently begun to be explored among
adolescents (e.g., Proctor, Tsukayama et al. 2011).

In the non-adolescent studies noted above, the individual’s signature strengths
were determined by their top five scores on the VIA Inventory of Strengths
(VIA-IS; Peterson and Seligman 2004). Replicating these studies with children
and adolescents in a school setting, we explored another way of determining one’s
signature strengths.

Next, we will briefly discuss three intervention studies, which identified signature
strengths of children and adolescents. For these studies, we used the following
measures:
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* VIA Inventory of Strengths for Youth (VIA Youth Survey; Park and Peterson
2006a) is a 198-item self-report inventory of strengths that measures the 24 VIA
strengths on a Likert Scale ranging from 1 (“Not like me at all”’) to 5 (“Very much
like me”). The VIA-Youth scales have demonstrated good internal consistency
(with alpha’s ranging from 0.72 to 0.91).

e Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI; Kovacs 1992) is a 27-item self-report
measure that assesses the affective, cognitive, and behavioral symptoms of
depression with a score range of 0-52.

* Social Skills Rating System (SSRS) or Social Skills Improvement System
(SSIS) (Gresham and Elliot 1990, 2008) contains 79-83 items and has
teacher, parent, and self-report versions. It has a Social Skills Composite
score with the following subscales: cooperation, assertion, responsibility,
and self-control, and a Problem Behavior Composite, which includes sub-
scales of: externalizing, internalizing, and hyperactivity. For study one, we
used SSRS and for study three we used SSIS. For both studies, we used par-
ent and teacher report.

e Conners 3 (self-report version; Conners 2008) is a widely used measure to
assess hyperactivity and attention deficit. Only positive and negative impression
scales were used for intervention two.

* Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale (SLSS; Huebner 1991) is a 7-item self-report
measure that assesses students’ overall life satisfaction.

* Positive Psychotherapy Inventory — Children Version (PPTI; Rashid and
Anjum 2007) is an 18-item self-report measure that assesses positive emotions,
engagement, and meaning.

6.3.1.1 Intervention One

In our first study,” we randomly assigned Grade 6 students to a strength-based
well-being group or to a control group. Our sample was 41 % female with a mean
age of 11.77 (SD=.68). The intervention group, after the orientation session,
completed the VIA Youth Survey (Park and Peterson 2006a) in a group format.
The subsequent eight sessions focused on how to use signature strengths in vari-
ous domains, and a description of these exercises is given in Table 6.3. Students
also undertook a personal project in which they were asked to think of becoming
a better person, that is, nicer, kinder, more socially attuned, more curious, more
creative, more grateful, more industrious and so forth (see examples for several
character strengths in Appendix 6.1). The students’ parents and teachers in both
groups were provided the feedback about their signature strengths and were
asked to notice and record any behavior changes they notice weekly on a sheet
provided. In addition, they also completed the SSRS at the beginning and end of
the intervention.

2Conducted in compliance with the Research Services of the Toronto District School Board.
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Table 6.3 Strength-based assessment and intervention

Topic
One

Description

Students introduce themselves through a concrete story/narrative,
which depicts them at their best. Facilitator guides them by
modeling and personal narrative. Students identify their two
problem areas to work through this group

Homework: Students write or express “You at your best” through
art, story...etc

The 24 character strengths are introduced through film clips,
narratives, and stories; problem areas are further refined in
concrete terms

Homework: Parents/Guardians are asked to identify the student’s
top five signature strengths

Students complete VIA Youth survey online

Homework: Students discuss their strengths and identified problems
with parents/guardians

Students are coached in use of signature strengths in solving
problems and design a Signature Strength Action Plan on paper
through narratives, graphics, or pictures

Homework: Student draw a solution map connecting each identified
problem with a strength, ways to use it and its consequences

Students are taught how to recognize character strengths of others in
the school including peers, teachers, support staff, and also at
home with their family members, friends and significant others

Homework: Students draw a family map of strengths

You at your best

Two

Character strengths

Three
Signature strengths

Four

Signature strengths
in action
Five

Signature strengths
of others
Six Students are coached in depth about the use of character strengths in
solving problems

Signature strengths
in problem solving
Seven

Overuse and underuse of
strengths
Eight

Signature strength action
plan presentation

Homework: Progress on signature strength action plan with
emphasis on solving problem initially identified

Students are given examples and discuss the overuse and underuse
of their signature strengths

Homework: Progress on signature strength action plan

Students do a brief presentation about progress, outcome of their
signature strengths project; feedback from parents and teachers
is incorporated

Parents are invited to come in person to support their child’s
presentation or are asked to send their feedback about progress/

changes they noticed. Ways to maintain positive behavioral gains
are discussed

After the first orientation session, the children completed the VIA Youth Survey
online in a group format. Some students experienced difficulty in completing
the 198-item measure, finding it long and repetitive. However, eventually, students in
both groups were able to complete the online measure in the school’s computer lab.
Each participant was encouraged to imagine himself or herself as a better person at
the end of the intervention by undertaking a signature strength project. In the
following three sessions, the children were extensively coached about ways of
using their top strengths, also known as signature strengths and devised a practical
behavioral project. Legends, real-life narratives, and popular films, such as Pay It
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Forward, Billy Elliot, Forest Gump, Life Is Beautiful, and My Left Foot, illustrated
the use of strengths. Movies have been shown to offer powerful exemplars of each
of the 24 character strengths in action (Niemiec and Wedding 2008). Parents and
teachers in both groups were requested to complete the SSIS before and after the
treatment. From sessions three to seven, participants were extensively taught about
a strength-based, problem-solving approach which entailed understanding and
appreciating the context and fit between situation and intended use of the character
strength. Table 6.4 presents some sample strategies of using strengths in solving
specific problems. In the final session, each of the 11 participants described their
experience using their signature strengths. One participant, who had experienced
bullying, utilized her social intelligence to team up with a friend and perform a
small skit illustrating the impact of bullying. The skit was so well done that the
school principal asked the student to perform the skit at a school assembly. Another
student, who constantly argued with her mother, utilized her gratitude and started
expressing her thanks towards her mother — even for small favors. Another student
whose signature strength was not self-regulation, nonetheless, used it to stop saying
impolite and unkind words towards his younger sibling. As children discussed their
use of signature strengths within the group, we noticed a synergistic contagion,
which motivated other group members.

Furthermore, gratitude and savoring were addressed through specific exercises.
Overall, this was an 8-week intervention with each session lasting 1 and 1/2 h. The
control group completed pre- and post-intervention measures and also completed
the VIA Youth Survey online. At the end of the intervention, both groups did
not change on measures of depression and student satisfaction but significant differ-
ences were found on the well-being measure (PPTI) with a large effect size (Cohen’s
d=0.90) and the social skills measure (SSRS), on the parent version, but not on
the teacher version (Cohen’s d=1.88). This is consistent with the results of the
individualized positive psychotherapy pilot (Seligman et al. 2006). At a 6-month
follow-up the gains were maintained on the well-being measure with slight but not
statistically significant decline. However, the two groups did not differ on the social
skills measure (SSRS) (parent version).

6.3.1.2 Intervention Two

The promising results of the first intervention encouraged us to replicate the inter-
vention. However, in order to assess the experimenter bias (first and second author
being closely affiliated with the development of the Positive Psychology Center,
University of Pennsylvania, during their postdoctoral residency), we decided to
train two graduate students to run a similar intervention at an inner city neigh-
borhood. This presented an elevated level of behavioral and emotional challenges.
To address these, we slightly changed the exercises in the intervention (Table 6.3)
adding an exercise called Negativity Bias. Among the measures, we dropped
CDI, as it was expected to be a nonclinical sample, but given the behavioral chal-
lenges, added two subscales of the Conners 3 (positive and negative impressions),
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Table 6.4 Using strengths in challenges and in solving problems — some illustrations

Character strength

Challenge

Strategy

Zest, vitality, enthusiasm:
Student is energetic,
cheerful, and full of life

Persistence, industry, diligence
and perseverance: Student

finishes most things, even

when distracted, and is able

to refocus to complete task

Self-regulation and
self-control: Students
gladly follows rules and
routines

Forgiveness and mercy:
Student does not hold a
grudge and forgives easily
those who
offend him/her

Hope and optimism: Student
hopes and believes that
more good things will
happen than bad ones

Humor and playfulness:
Students is playful, funny,
and uses humor to connect
with others

Social and emotional
intelligence: Student
manages themselves well
in social situations and has
good interpersonal
skills

Teamwork and citizenship:
Student relates well with

teammates or group members
and contributes to the success

of the group

Student does not show
interest with other
students (e.g., does not
talk much, share or
participate much in
group activities, has few
friends)

Student gives up easily, has
difficulty finishing tasks
and performs assign-
ments carelessly

Student behaves impul-
sively, without
self-control, lacks
time-management skills,
and is disorganized

Student holds grudges,
exaggerates minor
offenses of others, and
does not accept sincere
apologies

Student is preoccupied with
their failures and
shortcomings, and is
overly negative

Student responds inappro-
priately to friendly
teasing (e.g., jokes,
name calling)

Student does not socialize
appropriately with peers
and does not respond
appropriately to
nonverbal cues from
others

Student is very competitive,
will not let others take
turns, and cannot stand
to lose in a game

Encourage student to do at least
one outdoor activity weekly
such as hiking, biking,
mountain biking, mountain
climbing, brisk walking or
jogging

Help student identify factors
that diminish their interest
in the assignment, and help
students monitor their
progress to incrementally
overcome difficulties

Help student be aware of the
time of day when they are
most productive. Ask them
to remove distractions and
utilize this time in tasks
requiring mental and
physical organization rather
than mundane tasks

Identify how holding a grudge
affects student emotionally.
Help student picture themself
as offender and remember
times when they offended
someone and were forgiven

Coach student to focus on their
strengths, and find positive
aspects of bad things that
have happened to them

Encourage student to engage in
light-hearted gestures and
playful activities with a
good-natured attitude

Encourage student to watch
others how they make and
maintain connections, rather
than seeking friends, student
can seek experience which
bring together like-minded
people together

Help student identify their
motivation for completion
and help create a motiva-
tional climate focused on
doing their best, not to
achieve external rewards.
Coach student to cultivate
reciprocity and to promote
cooperation

(continued)
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Character strength

Challenge

Strategy

Open-mindedness: Student
thinks through and examines
all sides before making a
decision. Is not reluctant to
change mind

Gratitude: Student expresses
thankfulness for good things
through words and actions

Modesty and humility:
Student does not like
to be the center of
attention and prefers
others to shine

Perspective/Wisdom: Student
often is the source of advice
for peers and often settles
disputes among peers

Capacity to love and be loved:
Student shows genuine love
and affection through actions

Fairness, equity and justice:
Student stands up for others
when they are treated
unfairly, bullied or ridiculed

Student is rigid, and
inflexible. Does not
adjust well to changes
such as new settings,
teachers, peers and
situations

Student takes good things in
life and well-intentioned
acts of others for
granted

Student lacks modesty,
draws attention
unnecessarily, and
overrates one’s qualities
and achievements

Student does not learn from
mistakes and often
repeats them. Lacks
deeper understanding of
moral and ethical issues.
Is unable to apply
knowledge to practical
problems

Student withdraws by
isolating himself or
herself or appearing
uninterested. Other
student do not accept
student

Student behaves inappropri-
ately in specific
situations and does not
demonstrate sensitivity
or care towards those
who are different

Ask student to adopt the
perspective of the “other
side” in an argument in
which they are inflexible or
have strong opinions

Encourage student to reflect on
the positive things that have
happened throughout their
day before going to bed.
Discuss with student some
of the things they are most
grateful for

Coach student to an accurate,
realistic estimate of their
abilities and achievements.
Have student write
statements acknowledging
their imperfections and how
they make them human

Help student become open to
experience. Encourage
students to be adventurous,
curious and inquisitive
about different things.
Encourage students to find
the purpose and motivations
of their past decisions

Help student communicate care
in small ways to those who
are interested in them and to
be honest and transparent
with their friends

Encourage student to reflect
how she/he would like to
be treated, in situations he
treats others unfairly

along with the PPTI, and the SLSS. The participants were a convenience sample
of students in Grade 6, an intervention group (n=21) and a control group (n=22).
The intervention was administered by two graduate students in school psychology.
Both students were trained and supervised by the first author. The classroom teacher
was present during eight, weekly (60 min) sessions. Some students have had difficulty
completing the 198-item VIA Youth Survey, and since this population was an inner
city school with students with academic and behavioral challenges, this concern was
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heightened. One student, a proficient reader at her grade level, gave up at item 181
stating that she didn’t care about exploring her strengths. Unfortunately, the online
server didn’t save the results. She was eventually able to complete the measure at
her home. Similar challenges were experienced with other students who lost con-
centration as the test progressed and some became disruptive. Given the experience
of the intervention group, we altered the intervention and the control group was not
administered the VIA Youth Survey. They only completed the remaining measures
aforementioned. Both groups did not differ on any of the outcome measures. However,
participants’ degree of enjoyment in the intervention group was significantly related
to how much they perceived what they learned from the group (r=.63, p<.001).
A 6-month follow-up showed similar trends. However, by teacher anecdotal
report, several students in the intervention group started discussing strengths and
their problem-solving skills improved.

We compiled several findings from our first two interventions. First, an 8-week
long, stand-alone intervention of character strengths-based well-being, when delivered
by experienced professionals, yields better results. Second, an 8-week period might
be too short to produce a significant and meaningful impact. Third, teachers’ active
involvement in both of our first interventions was missing. Classroom teachers
needed to play an important role in these interventions. Fourth, outcome measures
needed to include impact of intervention on teacher reported academic performance
and the intervention needed more integration within the school curriculum. Fifth, it
was felt that more active parental involvement was needed to help children ascertain
and use their character strengths at home. Finally, and most importantly, the VIA
Youth Survey’s length of 198 items posed a challenge to disengaged students at the
onset of intervention.

6.3.1.3 Intervention Three

Part One: Development and Validation of a Brief Measure to Assess Signature
Strengths

To address the aforementioned challenges, we made the classroom teacher the focal
point of the intervention. The teacher was first trained on the VIA Classification
through a detailed manual which included detailed descriptions of the 24 character
strengths, their links with well-being, and behavioral methods to build character
strengths in school settings. The classroom teacher was then asked to establish links
between character strengths and the curriculum, and he offered useful tips in this
regard. For the third intervention, we did not use any structured exercises as done in
interventions one and two (Table 6.5). Given the challenges we faced in having
students complete the VIA Youth Survey, we decided to use a shorter measure of
character strengths, still based on the VIA Classification model. This measure is
referred to as the Signature Strengths Assessment of Youth (SSAY). Our goal was
to create a shorter measure, using the VIA Classification that could distinguish a
young person’s signature strengths from his/her non-signature strengths. Therefore,
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Table 6.5 Integration of character strengths in the curriculum (Intervention Three)

Description Frequency
Phase Explicit instruction on character strengths, their correlates, benefits, Once a week
one overuse and underuse
Character strengths discussed in community circles Twice a week

Student brought up scenarios from their lives, which included conflicts,
dilemmas, or a problem that needed a solution. Students were asked
to think of someone with the character strengths of kindness or
prudence, and consider how that person would solve the problem
using one of those strengths. Students also discussed how someone
who lacks these strengths would deal with these problems?

Phase Integration of character strengths in the curriculum Classroom
two discussion
as needed

An illustration: Students read four novels

Discussed character strengths mentioned

Homework was done through blogging

Students were asked to identify character guided

By specific character strengths and how character

Strengths of character impacted others

Novels: “Misfits” (Howe), “Homeless bird” (Gloria Whelan),
“Sacred Leaf’ (Deborah Ellis)

Community circles continued, students kept on discussing a real life ~ Weekly
problem and a solution utilizing character strengths

we decided to capture each of the 24 signature strengths through three items. The
first item, referred as the signature strength item was written keeping the aforemen-
tioned signature strength criteria in mind so that if it is a person’s signature strength,
he/she is able to endorse it strongly. For example the signature strength item for love
of learning was, “I love spending a lot of time learning from other people (parents,
teachers, friends) as well as through books and/or educational media (television,
internet, radio)”. The second item, referred as the middle item, was deliberately written
as if it was not a person’s signature strength (e.g., love of learning, “I like to learn
new things in school and at home”). Whereas the third item was a reverse item with
the intention that the person reading the item with a specific signature strength
such as love of learning, would not endorse it highly (e.g., love of learning, “I learn
new things because I have to, not because I love it”).

Along with the intervention study, we ran a validation study to explore the
psychometrics of the SSAY. The data was collected from three schools in Toronto
and from more than 15 schools in Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United
States. All students completed the SSAY online, along with the PPTI (children’s
version) and the SLSS. A total of 2,435 elementary and high school students
completed the measure online. Of these, 161 students completed both the VIA
Youth Survey and the SSAY. The correlation of 20 of 24 character strengths was
significant for spirituality (r=.66, p<.001), love of learning (r=.50, p<.001), and
forgiveness (r=.54, p<.001) demonstrating medium to high correlation, whereas
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self-regulation (r=.24, p<.001) and prudence (r=.27, p<.001) showed small
correlations. We also gathered data from a subset of students (n=963) on their
self-reported behaviors through single item questions and correlated it with the
average of 24 SSAY scores. We found that a high average SSAY is significantly
correlated with self-reported academic performance’® (r=.35, p<.001). We also
found that a low average SSAY score was correlated with watching more television
(r=.20, p<.001), spending more time on the Internet for non-academic purposes
(r=.16, p<.001), and also playing more video games (r=.16, p<.001). We also
found that those who on average ate more meals with their family had more
friends (r=.38, p<.001). In summary, SSAY’s psychometrics were mixed, by tra-
ditional consistency standards, we found low alphas due to the discrepant nature of
item content within each strength scale. However, the measure yielded satisfactory
construct validity.

Part Two: Administration of Intervention Three

The participants in intervention three were 59 Grade 6 students from two Toronto
elementary schools with a mean age of 11.76 years (SD=1.5). Females comprised
53 % of the entire sample with 42 % Caucasian, 21 % Asian, and 19 % from a
Chinese background. One school served as the intervention group while the other
served as the control group and only completed pre- and post-measures.

Parents in the intervention group received two workshops on character strengths of
children and their role in their child’s well-being. In identifying children’s signature
strengths, we adopted a dynamic assessment approach, which had the following two
steps: (1) children completed SSAY online; and (2) their parents, teacher, and one
peer (a classmate but not the best friend to control for favorability bias) identified their
top five strengths, from descriptions of the 24 VIA character strengths (Table 6.1).
This description did not include names of the strengths. A composite was calculated
which assigned differential weight to scores, such as the top five SSAY score received
a score of 1, five strengths identified by parents and teacher were assigned a weight of
.75, whereas strengths identified by a peer were assigned a weight of .5. These scores
were computed and the top five scores were regarded as signature strengths. In cases
of ties, strengths identified by SSAY were given preference. A detailed five-page feed-
back report was provided to the teacher and parents (See Appendix 6.1 for a sample
feedback report). This feedback was provided prior to the winter break, and children
were invited to use their signature strengths as part of a New Year’s resolution project.
Parents were asked to consult with the first and second author about signature strengths
and to be active participants in helping their children devise a personalized Signature
Strength Action Project (see Appendix 6.2). Evening workshops and individual con-
sultations after the winter break offered parents the opportunity to discuss their child’s

3Students were asked compared to their peers, how would they rate their academic performance in
general on a scale of 1 =weak to 5=excellent.
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signature strengths. Parents were provided with practical strategies to share with their
children the anecdotes, memories, experiences, real life stories, accomplishments and
skills, which illustrated their and their child’s strengths. This process was overwhelm-
ingly positive as most parents were pleasantly surprised to name a positive trait as
a strength. The process was infectious enough that initially 29 of 33 parents in the
intervention group consented to participate in the project. However, as the strengths
assessments were taking place, three of the four who did not consent initially,
requested to join the project.

In the classroom, instead of doing structured exercises that we completed in the
first two interventions, the classroom teacher was focused on integrating the
strengths in the Grade 6 curriculum, especially in language and arts. The teacher
heavily emphasized using character strengths in solving problems. Integration into
the curriculum was not a challenge, as the Ministry of Education requires character
education in schools.

6.3.1.4 Results

On our primary outcome measures, the SSIS, we found that use of signature
strengths improved social skills (the overall composite score), as reported by the
teacher, from pre- to post-intervention level with a large effect size (Cohen’s d=1.12).
In the parent report, the Problem Behavior (overall composite score) also improved
from pre- to post-intervention level. We also found significant teacher-reported
changes in academic performance, from pre- to post-intervention level. Caution is
warranted in interpreting these results — because of logistic limitations, we only
administered the social skills questionnaire to the intervention group. On the well-
being measure (PPTI) and on student life satisfaction, which was administered
to both the intervention and control groups, the two groups did not differ at post-
intervention level.

Our results showed that, when assessed from multiple perspectives (self-report,
parents, teacher, and peer), the most endorsed character strengths were zest, love,
hope, curiosity, honesty, appreciation of beauty and excellence, and forgiveness. In
contrast, spirituality, self-regulation, and perspective/wisdom were the least endorsed.
Of these strengths, large to medium size correlations were found for love (r=.57%%4),
zest (r=.43%%), and hope (r=.46%*) and gratitude (r=.43**), also were among the
top five strengths associated with life satisfaction. Our finding is consistent, with
previous findings by Park et al. (2004) who found that love, hope, and zest are con-
sistently related to life satisfaction for individuals across all ages. We also found
significant correlations between SSAY scores and at least two informant reports
(coded as 1 if a character strength was identified as signature strength and 0 if not)
for strengths of curiosity, love of learning, perseverance, love, social intelligence,
teamwork/citizenship, forgiveness, prudence, hope, and humor. In other words,

“ p<.05; ¥ p<.01.
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when the child reported (through SSAY scores) that these were their strengths, his/
her parents, teachers and/or peers also recognized it. These findings suggest that
certain strengths are more visible to those around the individual than others.

In this intervention, we incorporated multiple perspectives in determining the
signature strengths of students. Furthermore, in order to help children see the inte-
gration of character strengths in their school experience, we eliminated structured
exercises and relied on an intuitive integration of the teacher in terms of integrating
character strengths in two areas: (a) curriculum and (b) problem solving. To incor-
porate more parental involvement, the first author conducted two after-school
workshops to help parents understand character strengths and to help their children
build them further. These workshops were well-attended with more than 80 % of
the parents of children involved in the intervention actively participating in the
workshops, and many regularly corresponded with the teacher and first author about
the various phases of the intervention. Finally, we decided that the intervention
would last for the whole academic year (September through June).

6.3.1.5 Summary of Our Interventions

Helping children to identify their strengths and teaching them ways to use strengths
in problem solving not only makes them efficient problem solvers but also enhances
their well-being. Previous research using the 198-item VIA Youth Survey has found
substantial correlation between life satisfaction and hope, zest, and love. Our 72-item
measure found similar correlations, suggesting that a shorter measure of character
strength yields satisfactory construct validity. In our first intervention, which lasted
for 8 weeks, we found significant improvement in social skills, but these improvements
were not maintained at the 6-month follow-up. However, our third intervention
which lasted for a year, integrating character strengths in the curriculum and also
involving teacher and parents closely, yielded significant changes in social skills
and teacher reported academic performance as well as significant changes in parent
reported problem-solving behavior. It appears that the classroom teacher is better
suited to deliver strength-based interventions that are embedded within the curricu-
lum rather than outside professionals.

We also found that our second and third intervention studies did not yield signifi-
cant pre to post changes on measures of well-being and life satisfaction. It could be
argued that the baseline scores on both well-being and life satisfaction were at a
level where room for improvement in these scores was limited. In other words, these
findings could be attributed to the ceiling effect of these constructs; however, further
analyses would needed in order to determine this. Moreover, procedural differences
in delivery of the interventions and sociocultural environmental effects may have
also had an impact on the results. For example, intervention three relied upon a
classroom teacher with whom the students and parents already had an established a
relationship and the teacher had the opportunity to incorporate strengths in the
curriculum.
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We conclude with the following strategies in assessing and building strengths
extracted from best practices in the literature and also from our experience in working
across three different countries with diverse student samples:

» Integration: Integrating measures of psychopathology and strengths is perhaps
the most efficient strategy to understand children and adolescents in a holistic
and balanced way. One illustration of such an integration is by Greenspoon
and Saklofske (2001) who employed measures of subjective well-being (i.e., life
satisfaction) along with traditional measures of psychopathology (i.e., self-
reported internalizing and teacher-reported externalizing behavior scores on the
BASC; Reynolds and Kamphaus 1992). They showed that students with low
subjective well-being had significantly lower functioning across psychosocial,
academic, and physical health domains. Since most measures of psychopathol-
ogy have good psychometrics, establishing a relationship with strength-based
measures will make the assessment of children and adolescent more compre-
hensive and will help professionals appreciate the incremental validity of their
conclusions by adding these measures.

* Reinterpreting existing measures: Given the pervasive use of psychometrically
sound measures which assess weaknesses and deficits of children, Wood and
Joseph (2010) suggest that one way to assess strengths is to reinterpret these
existing measures that contain positive items (often reverse coded). For example,
the Conners 3 (2008) is widely used to assess symptoms related to attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder, executive dysfunction, learning problems, aggres-
sion, and family relationships. The longer version, also contain items such as telling
the truth, not telling white lies, fun to be around, sharing feelings, personal interests
and achievement with others. Similarly, the BASC-2 (Reynolds and Kamphaus
2004) has items such as paying attention, encouraging others to do their best,
communicating clearly, offering help to others, being well organized, making
friends easily, working well under pressure, recovering well under pressure,
adjusting well to changes, volunteering to help others, setting realistic goals, etc.
These items are often reverse-coded. One strategy is to keep positive items as
positive suggesting the presence of positive states and traits, rather than their
absence. Rather than regarding negatives and positive as separate dimensions,
common states such as depression and anxiety could be considered on a continuum
with happiness and relaxation or these could form two separate continua.

* Interview: Interviews guided by research can also be used to assess strengths.
If a professional prefers not to use formal assessment, he/she can use questions
during informal assessments or formal psycho-educational evaluations that elicit
strengths, positive emotions, and meaning. For example, discuss with children
and adolescents what they consider satisfying, their goals, their wishes, their
attainable goals, and what they are particularly good at. Other questions to
consider include: What activities, tasks, and challenges do they find intrinsically
motivating and absorbing? Which accomplishment are they most proud of?
Which relationships in school, at home, and elsewhere do they find trustworthy?
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Discussing positive aspects openly, explicitly and consciously lays a motivational
foundation, which can later be changed into concrete, achievable, and favorable
goals.

Paragons: To help children and adolescents discern and identify their own
strengths, professionals can use paragons of certain strengths (e.g., Gandhi, Mother
Theresa, Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King, Albert Einstein, Aung San Suu
Kyi, Ken Saro Wiwa), real-life narratives, and popular films (e.g., Pay it Forward,
Forest Gump, My Left Foot). A professional can use strengths displayed by spe-
cific paragons and film characters and discuss with students whether they partly
or fully identify with them, which conditions seem to display these strengths
maximally, and what might be the consequences of displaying these strengths.
A comprehensive list of over 1,000 films from around the world illustrating each
of the 24 character strengths can be found in Niemiec and Wedding (2008).
Collateral data: Collateral information from family members, teachers, and
peers about the strengths of the child or adolescent can be very useful, as we found
in our interventions. It is particularly helpful to assess and identify social and
communal buffers for children and adolescents living in neighborhoods ridden
with social problems. For example, in addition to inquiring about problems with
family members, professionals can also assess attachment, love, and nurturance
from the primary support group. Instead of looking for problems related to the
social environment, a child or adolescent can be asked to describe humor and
playful interactions, connectedness, and empathetic relationships at work.
Informal assessment: Standardized tests may often overlook or hide individuality.
While there are advantages of establishing normative common denominators,
individuality in this process is compromised. Therefore one strategy is to integrate
both standardized as well as informal ways of assessing strengths. For example,
inquiring about strengths displayed during challenges and setbacks can provide
rich information that may not be captured by a standardized measure. For exam-
ple, we have asked questions such as: “Tell me about a challenge you handled
adaptively?” or “What have you done to overcome a serious difficulty?” or “Tell
me about a setback from which you learned a lot about yourself.” These lines of
inquiry can be customized to adapt to the cognitive and academic level of children
and adolescents. Furthermore, standardized questionnaires, which assess resilience
can be adapted to an interview format and critical items can be used to initiate
discussion. This will also help to conceptualize the cultural context of strengths,
which is difficult to capture within standardized measures.

Formal evaluations: Assessment of strengths should be an important part of
formal psychoeducational assessment and should be creatively integrated into
Individualized Educational Plans (IEPs). Following is an excerpt from one of the
psychoeducational assessments completed by the first author, which integrates
strengths in a formal evaluation of an 11-year-old boy who was referred for
having math difficulties.

Tyron has good verbal skills including vocabulary, reading comprehension, and decoding.
In addition, he is resilient, a good leader, athletic, and playful. His intellectual and character
strengths have to be harnessed efficiently to help him overcome significant behavioral
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challenges and cognitive difficulties posed by his weak visual and non-verbal skills. Tyron’s
deductive and inductive reasoning skills — key for acquiring new information — are weak,
especially when information is non-verbal such as mathematical calculations, figures,
illustrations, and graphs. Therefore, he will benefit from an instructional approach that
is explicit and systematic rather than one which is based on a discovery learning type
approach. When teaching Tyron any new process or skills, provide slow and step-by-step
instructions. Use manipulative and concrete objects to supplement verbal instructions so
that he can comprehend concepts thoroughly. Use Tryon’s leadership skills to pair him with
someone who could benefit from Tyron verbal skills, and in turn, can offer help to Tyron in
non-verbal communication. This will likely enhance Tyron’s self-confidence and positive
interaction with others.

* Integrating strengths into academic performance: Character strengths can
also be incorporated in meaningful ways in existing measures of psychopathology.
A school in the New York area has started to do so. School’s admiration posits
that if you are a parent, wouldn’t you want to know how your son or daughter
stacked up next to the rest of class in character as well as reading ability.

¢ Narratives: Relatedly, another strategy to elicit and build strengths in children
and adolescents is to ask them to share a real story that shows their strengths.
This strategy, due to its personalized narrative appeal can connect the professional
and the child or adolescent and can build rapport promptly as well as a powerful
therapeutic alliance. If children or adolescents cannot come up with a story, they
can tell a favorite story which they find inspiring or motivating. Stories can
be replaced with poems, songs, fictional characters, metaphors, living exemplars,
or paragons.

* Strengths translated into actions and habits: The professional should assess
whether children and adolescents are able to translate abstract strengths into
concrete actions, behaviors, and habits. This assessment is important because in
real life challenges rarely come in neat packages with labeled instructions
such as, “When feeling down, use zest and vitality.” Challenges and hassles
often occur amidst a dizzying jumble of emotions, actions, and their effects.
The role of the strengths-based professional is to gently guide the student to use
their strengths adaptively, to solve their problems adaptively, and to come to
know themselves better.

* Building self-efficacy: Some children and adolescents, especially those with
behavioral concerns may be reluctant to explore or believe their strengths because
they have been conditioned to associate negatives about themselves. In such
cases, the professional may first work on building the self-efficacy of children
and adolescents by using evidence-based strategies such as cognitive-behavioral
programs that can help them to believe that they have the ability to change. Once
they focus and spend more time on what they are capable off, they will automatically
spend less time in thinking about their shortcomings.

e Family life: It is of critical importance that strengths are built within the family
context. If the adults in children’s lives are not aware of the children’s strengths,
they will not able to coalesce resources to build strengths, skills, and competence.
As observed by Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000), “promoting competence
in children is more than fixing what is wrong with them. It is about identifying and
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nurturing their strongest qualities, what they own and are best at, and helping them
find niches in which they can best live out these strengths” (p. 6). Another way to
assess strengths in children and adolescents is to explore how they spend time with
their immediate and extended family, including time doing recreation (indoor and
outdoor games; art and sports activities), household chores, caregiving to a sibling
or grandparent, play with neighborhood peers, and time with volunteering.

e Teacher: Importantly, strength-based assessment and intervention cannot
succeed if the classroom teacher does not believe in it. If the teacher’s focus is
primarily remedial focused on correcting weakness, he/she will have a mindset
that looks for and discovers problems. Teachers serve as role models, if they
don’t demonstrate acknowledgement and cultivation of strengths, students are
unlikely to do so. Working from a strength-based perspective can help teachers
to have a huge impact on students, in inspiring them and motivating them because
teachers not only teach curriculum but also implicitly teach emotional and
psychological well-being. Furthermore, enhancing strengths of students will
help teachers to refine their own.

Appendices

Appendix 6.1

Sample feedback report: Signature strengths of your child

1. Zest, Enthusiasm, and Vitality: You are an energetic, cheerful, and full-of-life
person. You approach most things with excitement and enthusiasm. Nothing is
done half-way or half-heartedly for you. You wake up most mornings feeling
energized and happy. The enthusiasm and passion you bring to activities often
attract others to join you. When you experience something well done, you feel
inspired and motivated.

Balance: Too much zest and enthusiasm can make you overactive and can
cause social challenges with peers who may experience you as “intense”. On the
other hand, if you do not use this signature strength, you will come across as
passive and inhibited, maybe even withdrawn.

2. Love of Learning: You love to learn new things — in school or on your own. You
make very good use of opportunities where you can gain knowledge about skills,
concepts, ideas, and facts. You have always enjoyed school and reading. When it
comes to learning, you are persistent; even if you get frustrated or distracted, you
refocus and don’t give up until you have mastered the topic or skill.

Balance: Too much use of this signature strength may result in less participa-
tion in fun extra-curricular activities. Also, overuse of this strength could com-
promise your social interactions — you could be considered a geek who knows
everything but isn’t much fun to hang out with. Then again, a lack of “love of
learning” may keep you naively uninformed and unaware of many facts of life.
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3. Humor and Playfulness: It is very easy for you to find opportunities to laugh,
be witty, playful, and humorous in most situations. You are known for bringing
smiles to other people and making them comfortable. You are also very good at
seeing the lighter side of most situations and therefore use humor to take the
edge off a stressful situation. Your sense of humor bonds you with others.

Balance: An overuse of this signature strength may find you expressing
playfulness and humor in some situations that require demonstration of other
strengths — such as self-regulation or caution. Moreover, use of playfulness and
humor during classroom activities may distract you and others, and you may not
be able to attend specific details of a challenging assignment. On the other hand,
a lack of playfulness and humor may make you too serious and inhibited and it
may impact your interpersonal relationships.

4. Leadership: You excel at leadership tasks and activities. You are very good at
organizing group activities and seeing that they happen. That is why you are the
one children like to follow or often prefer that you take the lead. You also make
everyone feel included. As a leader, whenever differences or conflicts occur,
you are able to resolve these amicably and keep the harmony of the group intact.
In fact, you are often able to bring best out of every member.

Balance: An overuse of this strength may show you as bossy or dominating.
A lack of this strength may show overly compliant behavior or lack of necessary
independence.

5. Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence: You are very good at perceiving and
appreciating beauty and excellence in many areas of life, from nature to art to
mathematics to science. Display of excellence inspires you. You love to incor-
porate things of beauty in your surroundings. You feel at ease when you are amid
art or watching a great performance.

Balance: An overuse of this strength may not let you be sensitive to those
who do not have access to great art or performances and are more concerned
with meeting basic needs of everyday living. Also, an overuse of this strength
may give other people the impression at times that you are bit snobbish and
have an elitist attitude. An underuse of this strength may manifest in naive igno-
rance or disrespect of great performances (including in sports) or pieces of art.

Appendix 6.2

Signature strength action project — Years resolution: Using my signature

Dear Child: Visualize what kind of person you would like to be in 20117
Perhaps nicer, kinder, more social, inquisitive, spiritual, courageous, playful,
knowledgeable, modest, cheerful and perhaps more engaged...etc. Think
and consult with your parents and friends; how you could use your signature
strengths to become that person? Briefly describe your plan below. What

(continued)
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(continued)

exactly you would like to do? How frequently? What kind of support you
would like from your parents and friends in making this plan a success? We
would like you to complete this by June 2011. What are some timelines and
phases of this plan (beginning, middle and ending)? What would happen if
you become that person?

Three things you like (or dislike) about your signature strength profile?
1.
2.
3.
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Chapter 7

Gratitude Intervention in Adolescence
and Young Adulthood

Nathaniel M. Lambert and Amanda Veldorale-Brogan

7.1 Introduction

Gratitude is a positive emotion of joy or thankfulness in response to receiving a gift
or the perception of having benefitted from an intentional, costly, and voluntary
action of another person (McCullough et al. 2008). Gratitude can also be conceptu-
alized more broadly to include both the emotion resulting from a specific benefit
received (benefit-triggered gratitude), as well as a more general appreciation for the
people and blessings of one’s life (generalized gratitude; Lambert et al. 2009a).
What are the effects of experiencing gratitude from perceived benefits of others and
perceived blessings of life?

Gratitude has been associated with many intrapersonal benefits including psy-
chological well-being (Froh et al. 2009b; Wood et al. 2009), enhanced life satisfac-
tion (Froh et al. 2008), greater sense of coherence (i.e., the perception of life as
comprehensible, meaningful, and manageable; Lambert et al. 2009c), more opti-
mism, less negative affect (Froh et al. 2008), lower materialism (Lambert et al.
2009b), and less behavioral disengagement, self-blame, substance use, and denial
(Wood et al. 2007).

In addition, gratitude yields many interpersonal benefits including creating and
sustaining positive social bonds and friendships (Algoe et al. 2008; Bartlett and
DeSteno 2006; Emmons and Shelton 2002; Harpham 2004; McCullough et al.
2001), improved social support (Algoe and Haidt 2009; Froh et al. 2009b; Wood
et al. 2008), cooperation (DeSteno et al. 2010), enhanced communal strength
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(Lambert et al. 2010), more comfort in voicing relationship concerns (Lambert et al.
2011b), and higher levels of forgiveness (Neto 2007).

7.2 Gratitude Research Among Children and Adolescents

Despite the burgeoning literature on gratitude, little research has been conducted on
gratitude in children and adolescents. The extensive gratitude literature and inter-
vention studies among children and adolescents to this point have focused on men-
tal health, academic outcomes, and social integration and have been conducted
almost exclusively by Froh and his colleagues.

7.2.1 Gratitude and Mental Health

Froh et al. (2009a) examined the impact of positive affect on the experience of grati-
tude expression with students aged 8—19. The students were randomly assigned to
either a gratitude intervention group or the control group. Those in the gratitude
intervention group were directed to write a letter to a benefactor to whom they had
never given proper thanks and then read it aloud to that person. The students in the
control group wrote about their previous day’s activities and how they felt doing
them. Students completed these tasks in class for 5 days over a 2-week period. Data
were collected at four time points, immediately prior to the students beginning the
intervention (T1), at the end of the intervention (T2), and twice more at 1-month
intervals (T3 and T4). The authors conducted three hierarchical regressions to deter-
mine if T1 positive affect moderated the effects of condition on gratitude, positive
affect, and negative affect at T2, T3, and T4. They found that positive affect moder-
ated the effects of the experimental condition on well-being, such that students low
in T1 positive affect who received the gratitude intervention reported more T2 grati-
tude and T2 and T4 positive affect compared with those low in T1 positive affect in
the control group.

Aside from positive affect, gratitude has been related to several other mental
health outcomes in adolescence. In a cross-sectional study of 1,035 high school
students, ages 14—19, Froh et al. (2011) found that gratitude predicts life satisfaction,
absorption, social integration, envy, and depression.

7.2.2 Gratitude Predicts Satisfaction with School and Grades

Some research has begun to examine how gratitude may affect satisfaction with
school and academic performance. Satisfaction with school is an important out-
come among adolescents. In fact, satisfaction with school predicts a number of



7 Gratitude Intervention in Adolescence and Young Adulthood 119

school-related factors, such as engagement in or withdrawal from school (Elmore
and Huebner 2010), grade point average (GPA; Huebner and Gillman 2006), as well
as non-school related factors, such as self-esteem, anxiety (Huebner and Gilman
2006), and marijuana use (Hoff et al. 2010). Some intervention research indicates
that gratitude can boost satisfaction with school. In a study of 6th and 7th grade
students, Froh et al. (2008) examined the impact of gratitude on school satisfaction,
psychological, physical, and social well-being. Eleven classes of students were ran-
domly assigned to one of three conditions (gratitude, hassles, or control). Those in
the gratitude condition were asked to list up to five things for which they were grate-
ful since the previous day. Those in the hassles condition were instructed to list up
to five hassles they had experienced the previous day. The control group had no
assignment.

Participants in all three groups completed a battery of measures designed to
assess affect, school satisfaction, and life satisfaction. Data were collected daily for
2 weeks, and then at a 3-week follow-up. Pretest data were collected also. Findings
showed that, at the 3-week follow-up, the gratitude intervention was related to
increased school satisfaction, optimism, and overall life satisfaction. The authors’
finding that those in the gratitude condition experienced greater school satisfaction
may be particularly important in terms of implications for this research.

Aside from school satisfaction, gratitude apparently predicts GPA. In a large
study of 1,035 high school students, ages 14—19, Froh et al. (2011) contrasted the
effects of gratitude with materialism on academic functioning (calculated by GPA).
They found that gratitude predicted higher GPA and that materialism was negatively
related to GPA. The authors suggest that encouraging gratitude may be one method
of countering the trend towards juvenile materialism.

7.2.3 Gratitude and Social Relationships

Several studies on gratitude in youth have examined the impact of gratitude on
social relationships. In a study of 700 middle school students aged 10-14, Froh
et al. (2010) explored how gratitude impacts and interacts with social integration.
Social integration refers to the extent that people (in this case youth) are engaged in
and attached to various social organizations, such as school or religious groups
(Youniss et al. 1997). Data were collected at three time points (initial [T1], 3-months
post [T2], and 6-months post [T3]). They found that T1 gratitude predicted T2 pro-
social behavior, which in turn predicted T3 social integration. T1 gratitude indepen-
dently predicted T3 social integration as well. Additionally, they found that T1
gratitude predicted T2 life satisfaction, which predicted T3 social integration. They
also found that gratitude and social integration build upon one another, such that
greater social integration at T1 is related with increased gratitude at T3, which in
turn is related with greater social integration at T3. The researchers suggest that
increasing children’s experiences and expression of gratitude may be an important
component in improving their social integration and life satisfaction.
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Froh et al. (2009b) examined the relationship among gratitude and subjective
well-being, social relationships, prosocial behavior, physical symptoms, and gender
with students aged 11-13. Data were collected at one time point. They found that
relational fulfillment (defined as family and friend satisfaction and support) medi-
ated the relationship between gratitude and physical symptoms, such that higher
levels of gratitude predicted higher levels of relational fulfillment, which in turn
predicted lower levels of physical symptoms. The authors also noted some gender
differences. Girls tended to have higher levels of gratitude overall as compared to
boys. Additionally, gender moderated the relationship between gratitude and family
support, such that the relationship was stronger for boys than for girls. For girls,
gratitude had little impact on family support. However, boys’ gratitude significantly
predicted family support. Gratitude also predicted social integration in a large study
of 1,035 high school students’ aged 14—19 (Froh et al. 2011).

Thus, a great deal of the foundational work has been done in this area, especially
in regards to mental health, academic outcomes, and social relationships. However,
much more gratitude research is needed on this age group, particularly in the realm
of intervention.

7.3 Gratitude Interventions Among Late Adolescents

As with many topics, little research has been done among adolescents, but quite a
large amount of research has been conducted on young adult college students. A
large proportion of college students are in fact still teenagers and thus it seems
important to at least discuss some of the intervention work that has been conducted
among late adolescents. We will describe three types of interventions: counting
your blessings through gratitude journaling, sharing your grateful experiences, and
expressing gratitude to close relationship partners.

7.3.1 Counting Blessings Interventions

As one form of gratitude, some researchers have examined the impact of counting
blessings. The effect on psychological and physical well-being of counting one’s
blessings was examined in three studies of undergraduate students (Emmons and
McCullough 2003). In Studies 1 and 2, participants were randomly assigned to one
of three experimental conditions (blessings, hassles, or neutral life events/down-
ward social comparison). Participants were then instructed to keep weekly (Study 1)
or daily (Study 2) journals of their moods, coping behaviors, health behaviors, phys-
ical symptoms, and overall life assessments, including lists of either blessings, has-
sles, or neutral events (Study 1) or by listing the ways the participant is better off
than others (Study 2). In a third study, participants were randomly assigned to either
the gratitude condition or to a control condition that included the same general
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assessments, but no list. The authors found that, across all studies, the blessing/
gratitude groups exhibited heightened well-being across several, though not all, of
the outcome measures (i.e., positive and negative affect, coping and health behav-
iors, physical symptoms, and overall life assessment), relative to the comparison
groups. The effect appeared strongest for positive affect.

Other research has examined the motivational predictors and positive emotion
outcomes of regularly counting one’s blessings. In a 4-week study with entering
college freshman, participants were randomly assigned to perform one of three
exercises: counting blessings, visualizing best possible selves, or paying increased
attention to life details (Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 2006). Participants completed
one of the three exercises during Session I and were asked to continue performing it
at home until Session II (2 weeks later) and again until Session III (an additional 2
weeks later). The relationship of these interventions to positive affect and initial
motivation was examined. Results showed that the practices of counting blessings
and visualizing best possible selves boosted immediate positive affect, as compared
to the control condition. Additionally, continued performance of these exercises
was needed to maintain the increases. Finally, initial motivation to perform the exer-
cise predicted actual performance and moderated the effects of performance on
increased mood. These interventions have been the foundation for several other
similar interventions among late adolescents.

7.3.2 Sharing Grateful Experiences

Sharing one’s positive experiences has been shown to have positive mental health
outcomes (Gable et al. 2004; Langston 1994). In a recent study we (Lambert et al.
2013) wanted to test whether regular sharing of grateful experiences would lead
to greater gains relative to typical gratitude journaling in happiness, positive affect,
and life satisfaction over the course of 4 weeks. Participants initially completed
measures of happiness, positive affect, and satisfaction with life, and were then
randomly assigned to engage in one of three experimental conditions: a gratitude
sharing condition, a sharing of learning condition, or a gratitude journaling condi-
tion. Grateful experiences sharing participants were told to journal their grateful
experiences and then to share these experiences with a partner of their choice at
least twice a week for 4 weeks.

To ensure that gratitude alone was not driving any effect, one group of control
participants wrote about the same gratitude topics twice a week for 4 weeks, but
were not instructed to share their thoughts or experiences with anyone else. We also
ensured that simply having a regular, positive interaction with someone else was not
responsible for any outcome of the study by asking another group of control partici-
pants to write about things that they were learning in a class and to share it with
someone else twice a week for the duration of the study.

At the end of the 4-week study, those who had shared their gratitude experiences
with someone else reported significantly more happiness, positive affect, and life
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satisfaction than participants in either control condition. Thus, it appears that sharing
one’s grateful experiences has greater potential to positively affect mental health
than simply writing about the grateful experiences.

7.3.3 Expression of Gratitude Interventions

Most gratitude interventions have focused on writing about things for which one is
grateful. However, expressing gratitude for what someone else has done can reap
enormous relational benefits both for the mental health of the person expressing
gratitude as well as for the relationship. For instance, Seligman et al. (2005) asked
participants to compose and deliver a letter expressing their gratitude to someone
important in their life and those who did so reported fewer depressive symptoms
than control participants.

In a recent intervention, late adolescent participants were randomly assigned to
write about daily events, express gratitude to a partner, think grateful thoughts about
a partner twice a week (to ensure that simply thinking grateful thoughts wasn’t driv-
ing the effect) or discuss a positive memory with a partner (to ensure that simply
talking about something positive with a partner was not driving the effect) for
3 weeks. At the end of the 3 weeks, those assigned to the expression of gratitude
condition reported higher positive regard for their friend and more comfort voicing
relationship concerns than did those in the other two conditions, even when control-
ling for the initial reported positive regard and comfort in voicing concerns. Also,
positive regard mediated the relationship between experimental condition and com-
fort in voicing relationship concerns (Lambert et al. 201 1b). Furthermore, those who
expressed gratitude to a friend reported higher levels of willingness to sacrifice and
caring (i.e., communal strength) than those individuals any of the control conditions
(Lambert et al. 2010). These intervention studies suggest that expressing gratitude
to others is an important way by which individuals can make positive relationship
deposits (Lambert et al. 2011a).

Thus a great deal of the intervention-focused work in the gratitude field has been
conducted with late adolescent college students. These interventions have primarily
focused on gratitude lists, sharing grateful experiences, and expressing gratitude to
close relationship partners. These studies ought to be replicated in samples of
younger adolescents and perhaps older children.

7.4 Future Directions

Significant work has been done in the new field of gratitude research; however, there
are many ways in which methodological improvements could be made. Also, there
are potentially very fruitful directions for future research that could yield much
needed information, especially in regards to gratitude in children and adolescents.
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For instance, little is known about how gratitude develops in children and adolescents,
which is crucial for designing future interventions. Also, little is known about
gratitude in the parent—child relationship. The differences between generalized
gratitude and benefit-triggered gratitude have not been explored in adolescent inter-
ventions and neither has the role of gratitude to God been explored. All of these
provide potentially fruitful avenues for future research.

7.4.1 Methodological Improvements

Gratitude research has made its mark on the positive psychology movement as well
as on the social sciences more broadly. However, much of the current gratitude
interventions employ weak control conditions, do not extend beyond self-report,
and do not examine mediator or moderators of proposed relationships. Such
improvements could drastically improve the contribution of gratitude research to
science.

7.4.1.1 The Case for Stronger Control Conditions

Initial experimental studies on gratitude were very important for launching the
study of gratitude; however, many gratitude researchers have not moved on from
some of the initial, weak control conditions. For instance, in the groundbreaking
gratitude intervention by Emmons and McCullough (2003) conducted on young
adults included a “hassles” condition in which individuals journaled about the has-
sles they experienced on a daily basis. The study also included a neutral condition.
They found that relative to the hassles and neutral conditions, those who journaled
about gratitude showed several improvements in mental health and physical health.
Many of the subsequent studies on gratitude have followed this general model in
their interventions, which limits what can be inferred. For instance, it could be that
any positive action would contrast well with a hassles condition or even with a
neutral condition. Future research should seek to answer the question, “is gratitude
unique from other positive processes?”.

7.4.1.2 The Case for Going Beyond Individual Self-Report

The overwhelming majority of research on gratitude has focused exclusively on one
member of the relationship, which provides only one piece in the puzzle. The Actor-
Partner Interdependence Model can be used to analyze the interactions between
individuals nested within couples and uses the dyad as the unit of analysis (Kenny
1990, 1996; Kenny and Cook 1999; Kenny et al. 2006). Oftentimes the other rela-
tionship partner’s response is left out or analyzed incorrectly, making this type of
statistical procedure very important. Gratitude (when expressed) is oftentimes an
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interpersonal construct and therefore these types of procedures need to be used
more regularly.

Furthermore, intervention research ought to focus more on behavioral outcomes.
For instance, videotaping how participants respond in certain situations and then
coding their behavior could be a fruitful avenue for future research. In addition, ask-
ing participants to sign up to donate time in service could be one way to behavior-
ally assess prosocial behavior (see Lambert et al. 2012). The Prisoner’s Dilemma
(e.g., Komorita et al. 1991) could be used to behaviorally assess cooperative behav-
ior. These types of behavioral measures can help alleviate some of the bias due to
social desirability.

7.4.1.3 Mediators and Moderators

Finally, there is a shortage of studies in gratitude research that answer questions of
“how” and “why” by using mediators or that address questions of “for whom” or
“under what conditions” by examining potential moderators. Once the main effect
of gratitude on another variable is demonstrated, more attempts should be made to
answer further questions about how or under what circumstances.

In sum, increased rigor points to the need for adding positive control conditions
to experiments to test the unique contribution of gratitude on other variables, inclu-
sion of designs that include more than one person’s self-report, and increased inves-
tigation of mediators and moderators. Making such improvements will significantly
raise the bar for research in gratitude research.

7.4.2  What Develops Gratitude in Children and Adolescents

The majority of research has examined the outcomes and correlates associated with
gratitude; however, very little research has investigated how gratitude is developed
in children and adolescents. This is potentially a very important topic, because
many of the attitudes and behaviors that persist throughout adulthood are set in
motion during these early formative years. It is not completely clear whether grati-
tude is a naturally occurring characteristic or whether it is learned and developed.
To what degree can gratitude be taught? What are some of the most important fac-
tors that can impact the development of gratitude?

Some research has begun to examine predictors of gratitude. For instance,
Lambert and colleagues (2012) found that parental valuing of recreational activities
predicted changes in adolescent trait gratitude over the course of 2 years. This effect
was mediated by parent—child connectedness. These results seem to indicate that
engaging in recreational activities as a family may engender trait gratitude inso-
much as engaging in these activities fosters connection with parents.

Given all the positive outcomes predicted by gratitude, parents may be keenly
interested in what they might be able to do to raise grateful children. Thus, future
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research should continue to examine what predicts gratitude in children and
adolescents and whether this is something that can be developed.

7.4.3 Gratitude to Parents Intervention

A key relationship in the lives of children and adolescents is the parent—child rela-
tionship. Despite the salience of this relationship, existing studies and interventions
have barely begun to tap the potential effect of gratitude on parent—child relation-
ships. Many parent-adolescent relationships are characterized by conflict and strife.
How might interventions focusing on gratitude expression to a parent help to minimize
such contention?

7.4.4 Generalized Versus Benefit-Triggered

Lambert et al. (2009c) provided evidence for two types of gratitude: benefit-
triggered gratitude and generalized gratitude. Benefit-triggered gratitude reflects
a response to an interpersonal benefit transfer described by many gratitude
researchers as the primary definition of gratitude (e.g., Emmons 2004; Roberts
2004), and may be characterized as being “grateful to someone” for some spe-
cific benefit provided. Lambert et al. (2009¢c) found that the layperson also
acknowledged a second type of gratitude, termed generalized gratitude, as also
appreciating what is valuable and meaningful to oneself, characterized by being
“grateful for something or someone,” which has been described as appreciation
(Adler and Fagley 2005) or transpersonal gratefulness (Steindl-Rast 2004). This
could include the grateful feelings one experiences when witnessing a beautiful
sunset or when reflecting on the blessings one enjoys, such as good health or sup-
portive relationships. The key difference between these gratitude types is that
benefit-triggered gratitude is elicited by a specific benefit provided by a specific
person (e.g., one’s spouse performed a needed favor), whereas generalized grati-
tude is triggered by thinking of things one is grateful for, not provided by a spe-
cific person in a specific instance (e.g., “I’'m grateful for having good friends”).
We propose that, due to the focus on a specific benefit from a specific entity,
benefit-triggered gratitude would be more strongly related to feelings of indebt-
edness and hence reciprocity.

This distinction is an important one to make going forward with gratitude inter-
vention research as some interventions have focused on benefit-triggered gratitude
(e.g., doing something extra to express your appreciation to friends or romantic
partners; Lambert et al. 2010, 2011a) and some have focused on generalized grati-
tude by having people write what they are grateful for more generally (e.g., Emmons
and McCullough 2003). We propose that benefit-triggered gratitude is likely to pro-
vide a greater benefit for interpersonal relationships whereas generalized gratitude
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is more likely to promote mental health. However, this and other questions relevant
to should be tested by future research

7.4.5 Gratitude to God

Most gratitude interventions to date have focused on the school or college setting,
but could gratitude be successfully implemented in a church setting? Might there be
any unique contribution of gratitude to God as opposed to other types of gratitude?
Gratitude is prized across the major religious traditions of the world (McCullough
et al. 2001). Emmons and Kneezel (2005) found that daily gratitude correlated with
every one of their 10 measures of religion and spirituality, with 7’s ranging from .25
to .55 (median r=.40). Gratitude to God is intertwined with both the lay experience
of gratitude, and the practice of prayer. For instance, when they asked participants
to describe prototypical experiences of gratitude, Lambert et al. (2009¢) found a
high prevalence of spontaneously generated statements of gratitude to God. Despite
these links, the phenomenon of expressing gratitude to God through prayer remains
largely unstudied. We propose that gratitude to God should uniquely contribute to
prosocial behavior.

For instance, perceiving that one is the recipient of freely given blessings from
God should inspire motivation to help others as a way to return the favor, leading to
increased prosocial behavior. As an example, an individual might think about
having wealth and prosperity, which could not only lead to generalized gratitude but
also a sense of personal pride in one’s good fortune. Conversely, shifting the focus
to benefit-triggered gratitude by attributing one’s prosperity to God through praying
to thank God for bestowing this wealth should trigger a desire to repay God for this
blessing by using the wealth to help others. In other words, a focus of God as the
source of one’s received benefits could lead an individual to perceive oneself as
an endowed steward of something that actually belongs to God. A steward is one
who administers anything as the agent of another. Thus, rather than feeling grateful
for one’s good fortune, attributing this fortune to God should facilitate perception
of oneself as a steward of a sacred trust. Thus, we propose that gratitude to God
provides an additional, unique pathway for enhancing well-being and prosocial
behaviors. This could be a fertile avenue for future research and intervention.

7.5 Conclusion

Gratitude research is burgeoning and yet research that focuses specifically on chil-
dren and adolescents is not keeping up. Nonetheless, there is a strong foundation of
intervention research that indicates the effect gratitude has on prosocial behaviors
and on well-being. Much needs to be done — yet the future looks bright for research
on gratitude in children and adolescents.



7 Gratitude Intervention in Adolescence and Young Adulthood 127

References

Adler, M., & Fagley, N. (2005). Appreciation: Individual differences in finding value and meaning
as a unique predictor of subjective well-being. Journal of Personality, 73(1), 79-114.

Algoe, S., & Haidt, J. (2009). Witnessing excellence in action: The other-praising emotions of
elevation, admiration, and gratitude. Journal of Positive Psychology, 4, 105-127.

Algoe, S., Haidt, J., & Gable, S. (2008). Beyond reciprocity: Gratitude and relationships in every-
day life. Emotion, 8, 425-429.

Bartlett, M. Y., & DeSteno, D. (2006). Gratitude and prosocial behavior: Helping when it costs
you. Psychological Science, 17, 319-325.

DeSteno, D., Bartlett, M., Baumann, J., Williams, L., & Dickens, L. (2010). Gratitude as moral
sentiment: Emotion-guided cooperation in economic exchange. Emotion, 10, 289-293.

Elmore, G., & Huebner, E. S. (2010). Adolescent’s satisfaction with school experiences:
Relationships with demographics, attachment relationships and school engagement. Psychology
in the Schools, 47(6), 525-537.

Emmons, R. A. (2004). The psychology of gratitude: An introduction. In R. A. Emmons & M. E.
McCullough (Eds.), The psychology of gratitude (pp. 3—16). New York: Oxford University Press.

Emmons, R. A., & Kneezel, T. T. (2005). Giving thanks: Spiritual and religious correlates of grati-
tude. Journal of Psychology and Christianity, 24, 140-148.

Emmons, R. A., & McCullough, M. E. (2003). Counting blessings versus burdens: Experimental
studies of gratitude and subjective well-being in daily life. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 84, 377-389.

Emmons, R. A., & Shelton, C. S. (2002). Gratitude and the science of positive psychology. In
C.R. Snyder & S. J. Lopez (Eds.), Handbook of positive psychology (pp. 459-471). New York:
Oxford University Press.

Froh, J. J., Sefick, W. J., & Emmons, R. A. (2008). Counting blessings in early adolescents: An
experimental study of gratitude and subjective well-being. Journal of School Psychology, 46,
213-233.

Froh, J. J., Kashdan, T. B., Ozimkowski, K. M., & Miller, N. (2009a). Who benefits the most from
a gratitude intervention in children and adolescents? Examining positive affect as a moderator.
The Journal of Positive Psychology, 4, 408—422.

Froh, J. J., Yurkewicz, C., & Kashdan, T. B. (2009b). Gratitude and subjective well-being in early
adolescence: Examining gender differences. Journal of Adolescence, 32, 633-650.

Froh, J. J., Bono, G., & Emmons, R. A. (2010). Being grateful is beyond good manners: Gratitude
and motivation to contribute to society among early adolescents. Motivation & Emotion, 34,
144-157.

Froh, J. J., Emmons, R. A., Card, N. A., Bono, G., & Wilson, J. (2011). Gratitude and the reduced
costs of materialism in adolescents. Journal of Happiness Studies, 12, 289-302.

Gable, S., Reis, H., Impett, E., & Asher, E. (2004). What do you do when things go right? The
intrapersonal and interpersonal benefits of sharing positive events. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 87, 228-245.

Harpham, E. (2004). Gratitude in the history of ideas. In R. A. Emmons & M. E. McCullough
(Eds.), The psychology of gratitude (pp. 19-36). New York: Oxford University Press.

Hoff, D., Andersen, A., & Holstein, B. (2010). Poor school satisfaction and number of cannabis
using peers within school classes as individual risk factors for cannabis use among adolescents.
School Psychology International, 31(5), 547-556.

Huebner, E. S., & Gilman, R. (2006). Students who like and dislike school. Applied Research in
Quality of Life, 1, 139-150.

Kenny, D. A. (1990). Design issues in dyadic research. In C. Hendrick & M. S. Clark (Eds.),
Review of personality and social psychology: Research methods in personality and social
psychology (Vol. 11, pp. 164—184). Newbury Park: Sage.

Kenny, D. A. (1996). Models of nonindependence in dyadic research. Journal of Social and
Personal Relationships, 13,279-294.



128 N.M. Lambert and A. Veldorale-Brogan

Kenny, D. A., & Cook, W. (1999). Partner effects in relationship research: Conceptual issues,
analytic difficulties, and illustrations. Personal Relationships, 6, 433-448.

Kenny, D. A., Kashy, D. A., Cook, W. L., & Simpson, J. A. (2006). Dyadic data analysis. New York:
Guilford Press.

Komorita, S. S., Hilty, J. A., & Parks, C. D. (1991). Reciprocity and cooperation in social dilemmas.
Journal of Conflict Resolution, 48,494-518.

Lambert, N. M., Fincham, F. D., Braithwaite, S. R., Graham, S. M., & Beach, S. R. H. (2009a).
Can prayer increase gratitude? Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, 1, 39—49.

Lambert, N. M., Fincham, FE. D., Stillman, T. F., & Dean, L. (2009b). More gratitude, less materialism:
The mediating role of life satisfaction. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 4, 32—42.

Lambert, N. M., Graham, S. M., & Fincham, F. D. (2009c). A prototype analysis of gratitude:
Varieties of gratitude experiences. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 35, 1193-1207.

Lambert, N. M., Clarke, M. S., Durtschi, J. A., Fincham, F. D., & Graham, S. M. (2010). Benefits of
expressing gratitude for the expresser: An examination of gratitude’s contribution to perceived
communal strength. Psychological Science, 21, 574-580.

Lambert, N. M., Fincham, F. D., & Graham, S. M. (2011a). Feeling comfortable voicing concerns
in a relationship: The role of gratitude. Emotion, 11, 52—60.

Lambert, N. M., Fincham, F. D., Gwinn, A. M., & Ajayi, C. (2011b). The fourth pillar of positive
psychology: Positive relationships. In K. Sheldon, T. Kashdan, & M. Steger (Eds.), Designing
the future of positive psychology: Taking stock and moving forward. Oxford: Cambridge
University Press.

Lambert, N. M., Brown, P., Coyne, Walker. L., & Fincham, F. D. (2012). Family recreation and
gratitude. Unpublished Manuscript.

Lambert, N. M., Gwinn, A. M., Baumeister, R. F., Fincham, F. D., Gable, S. L., Stachman, A., &
Washburn, L. J. (2013). A boost of positive affect: The perks of sharing positive and grateful
experiences. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 30, 24-43.

Langston, C. A. (1994). Capitalizing on and coping with daily-life events: Expressive responses to
positive events. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 67, 1112-1125.

McCullough, M. E., Kilpatrick, S. D., Emmons, R. A., & Larson, D. B. (2001). Is gratitude a moral
affect? Psychological Bulletin, 127, 249-266.

McCullough, M. E., Kimeldorf, M. B., & Cohen, A. D. (2008). An adaptation for altruism? The
social causes, social effects, and social evolution of gratitude. Current Directions in
Psychological Science, 17, 281-285.

Neto, F. (2007). Forgiveness, personality and gratitude. Personality and Individual Differences,
43(8), 2313-2323.

Roberts, R. (2004). The blessings of gratitude: A conceptual analysis. In R. A. Emmons &
M. E. McCullough (Eds.), The psychology of gratitude (pp. 282-291). New York: Oxford
University Press.

Seligman, M. E. P., Steen, T., Park, N., & Peterson, C. (2005). Positive psychology progress:
Empirical validation of interventions. American Psychologist, 60(5), 410-421.

Sheldon, K. M., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2006). How to increase and sustain positive emotion: The
effects of expressing gratitude and visualizing best possible selves. The Journal of Positive
Psychology, 1, 73-82.

Steindl-Rast, D. (2004). Gratitude as thankfulness and gratefulness. In R. A. Emmons & M. E.
McCullough (Eds.), The psychology of gratitude (pp. 282-291). New York: Oxford University Press.

Wood, A. M., Joseph, S., & Linley, P. A. (2007). Coping style as a psychological resource of grate-
ful people. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 26(9), 1076—-1093.

Wood, A. M., Maltby, J., Gillett, R., Linley, P. A., & Joseph, S. (2008). The role of gratitude in the
development of social support, stress, and depression: Two longitudinal studies. Journal of
Research in Personality, 42, 854-871.

Wood, A. M., Joseph, S., & Maltby, J. (2009). Gratitude predicts psychological well-being above
the big five facets. Personality and Individual Differences, 46, 443—-447.

Youniss, J., Yates, M., & Su, Y. (1997). Social integration: Community service and marijuana use
in high school seniors. Journal of Adolescent Research Special Issue: Adolescent Socialization
in Context: Connection, Regulation, and Autonomy in Multiple Contexts, 12(2), 245-262.



Part 111
Family, Friends, and Community



Chapter 8
Parent-Child Relationships and Well-Being

Shannon M. Suldo and Sarah A. Fefer

8.1 Introduction

Modern parenting often entails a seemingly endless cycle of schedules and con-
cerns, complicated by information overload. Parents are pressured to have their
children reading and toilet-trained at near impossible ages, to expose their children
to novel and enriching situations (while ensuring the children do not disrupt tran-
quility at restaurants or on airplanes, of course), to develop an impressive array of
extracurricular talents in their young sons and daughters, and to buy “necessities”
(e.g., college savings plans, summer camps, gifts for teachers) that require a dispos-
able income level most accessible to households with dual earners. While parents
are making difficult choices about how to spend their time and what to sacrifice,
they are bombarded with media messages replete with statistics and warnings: an
alarming number of youth turn to drugs, drop out of high school, commit crimes,
lack empathy, fail to marry before starting a family, etcetera. In a quest to protect
children from dismal outcomes, successful parenting turns from fostering excel-
lence to preventing despair. This chapter summarizes the growing body of research
finding that happy children have parents who express warmth, care, and support,
and spend quality time with their children. Particularly in fast-paced and fear-
oriented societies, parents seeking insight about how to raise happy children need to
hear the value of relatively simple parenting practices that do not require extensive
funds or time. After defining well-being as entailing the presence of positive indica-
tors of psychological functioning, this chapter advances applications and interven-
tions from studies that delineate which aspects of the parent-child relationship
co-occur with optimal psychological well-being in children and adolescents.
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8.1.1 Defining Well-Being

The bulk of psychological research has focused on remediating deficits or amelio-
rating mental health problems. In contrast, researchers and clinicians operating
from a positive psychology perspective have sought to understand what contributes
to states of optimal functioning. Such a perspective intentionally involves striving
for complete well-being that is beyond the asymptomatic or neutral point of exis-
tence. Well-being outcomes included under the positive psychology umbrella
include subjective well-being (Diener et al. 2009) and other indicators of flourishing
(Keyes 2009). Diener and colleagues (2009) define high subjective well-being as
“experiencing high levels of pleasant emotions and moods, low levels of negative
emotions and moods, and high life satisfaction” (p. 187). As such, happy individuals
experience more frequent positive affect relative to negative affect, and judge the
quality of their lives to be high in relation to their satisfaction with personally-
relevant domains of life. More is known about links between parent-child relation-
ships and the cognitive component of subjective well-being in comparison to the
affective component. While subjective well-being (and life satisfaction in particular)
is a dominant indicator of well-being, other indicators of wellness and flourishing
merit consideration. For instance, Seligman (2002) advances that well-being entails
positive emotions about one’s past (e.g., gratitude) and one’s future (e.g., hope,
optimism) in addition to contentment with one’s present (e.g., positive affect).
Keyes (2009) operationalizes positive mental health as including indicators of social
well-being (e.g., positive interpersonal relationships, social contribution, community
integration) and psychological well-being (e.g., personal growth, purpose in life,
self-acceptance) in addition to emotional well-being (akin to the positive affect and
life satisfaction components of subjective well-being). This model yields mental
health categories that range from languishing (equivalent to mental unhealth) to
flourishing — high hedonic/emotional well-being in addition to positive functioning
in more than half of the social and psychological domains. Due to the variety of
terms currently available for use when defining youth well-being in a positive manner,
the subsequent literature review was intentionally comprehensive and specifies how
well-being was operationalized in a given study.

8.1.2 Defining Parent-Child Relationships

The parent-child relationship in relation to child outcomes has most often been
studied in terms of behavioral dimensions of parenting practices. As summarized by
O’Connor (2002), the dimensions of parenting that have been examined the most
include: (a) warmth/support/responsiveness; (b) conflict or rejection; (c) level
of supervision and [punitive] control techniques; and (d) autonomy promotion.
Overarching parental attitudes and patterns of use of specific parenting practices in
combination are reflected in parenting styles. An authoritative style, characterized
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by high parental responsiveness in tandem with high control/demandingness
(including firm behavioral control and supervision), is most commonly associated
with enhanced competence and reduced psychopathology in youth (Baumrind
1991; Steinberg et al. 2006).

Studies on parenting practices in relation to youth well-being are summarized
next. Conclusions from this synthesis should be tempered in light of the following
limitations in the extant literature: (a) failure to account for method variance (i.e.,
few studies that assessed the parent-child relationship and youth well-being via
different methods or sources); (b) few studies with young children (most samples
include older children or adolescents, or even adults who retrospectively recall
parenting, largely due to the current lack of means for assessing well-being among
children who do not have the cognitive capacity and/or reading ability to complete
self-report rating scales); and (c) proliferation of studies that purport to assess youth
“well-being” but instead measure psychopathology, and equate well-being with a
lack of symptoms. This misuse of terms is contradictory to studies in the positive
psychology literature that demonstrate psychopathology and subjective well-being
are not synonymous (e.g., Antaramian et al. 2010; Suldo and Shaffer 2008), and
instead both an absence of mental health problems and the presence of well-being
are needed to attain optimal outcomes.

8.2 Empirical Links Between Parent-Child Relationships
and Youth Well-Being

The family context is a central determinant of subjective well-being throughout the
lifespan, including the childhood and adolescent years (Diener and Diener
McGavran 2008). For example, a cross-sectional study of 587 American middle
school students found that in early adolescence, high life satisfaction was much
more tied to positive relationships (in terms of attachment [perceptions of trust,
support, care]) with parents than with friends (Ma and Huebner 2008). While high
attachment to both sources co-occurred with greater life satisfaction, parent attach-
ment explained 19 % of the unique variance in early adolescents’ life satisfaction
scores, in comparison to 3 % unique variance explained by peer attachment.
Further, peer attachment partially mediated the influence of parent attachment on
girls’ life satisfaction, with greater parent attachment predicting greater peer
attachment, which, in turn, linked to higher life satisfaction. Thus, while adoles-
cents’ peer relationships take on significant meaning during youth, relationships
within the family set the foundation for the potential benefits of strong friendships
on youth well-being.

The strong association between youth well-being and parent-child relationships
is robust across cultures. This conclusion is illustrated by a study of 1,034 early
adolescents (ages 10-14) from 11 cultures (n=31-246 children per country) that
evaluated the relationships between children’s life satisfaction and their peer and
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parent relationships, while considering average levels of family values in a given
culture (e.g., family vs. individuation orientation; Schwarz et al. 2012). Adolescent
life satisfaction was assessed by a 5-item measure of global satisfaction and satis-
faction with four domains (friendships, family, school, and health). Zero-order
bivariate relationships between these variables in the entire sample suggested that
higher life satisfaction co-occurred with higher reports of intimacy with parents
(i.e., self-disclosure and open communication in parent-child relationships) and
peer acceptance, and particularly with admiration from parents (i.e., feelings of
warmth and acceptance). Results of multi-level modeling concluded that whereas
the strength of the association between peer acceptance and life satisfaction varied
by culture (with a weaker association within cultures that placed greater importance
on family values), admiration from parents yielded strong, positive associations
with life satisfaction across cultural groups and a positive trend between intimacy
with parents and life satisfaction was noted across cultures. Findings led Schwarz
and colleagues (2012) to conclude that “parental warmth and acceptance are impor-
tant for early adolescents relatively independent of the respective cultural values”
(p- 72).

In light of the robust link between youth subjective well-being and family
dynamics, a logical question is which aspects of the parent-child relationship are
most important. Some insight was provided by a qualitative study of 19 youth (ages
12-16) in South Finland, in which participants explained what family factors con-
tribute to their happiness (Joronen and Astedt-Kurki 2005). The researchers identi-
fied six themes in children’s responses, including that family factors associated with
high subjective well-being included: (a) a safe, inviting, and comfortable physical
home; (b) family interactions that were primarily harmonious and fun in nature;
(c) open communication between family members that engendered trust; (d) high
levels of parent involvement and supervision; (e) permission for a child to have a life
outside of the family; and (f) child’s sense that they were a valued and contributing
member of the household. A cross-sectional study of 239 youth (ages 12—17) from
the same region confirmed significant associations between adolescent life satis-
faction and multiple aspects of family dynamics; specifically, adolescents’ perceptions
of mutuality (i.e., high perceptions of comfort and support by family members in
addition to low feelings of isolation) and stability (i.e., low disorganization) in the
family predicted 54 % of the variance in adolescents’ life satisfaction (e.g., positive
attitudes towards, and joy in, life; Rask et al. 2003).

A review of empirical studies with multiple samples of youth in different cultures
concluded that the parenting practices linked to high youth subjective well-being
are aligned with an authoritative parenting style (e.g., promotion of psychological
autonomy, supervision of youth whereabouts), with a particular emphasis on high
levels of warmth, care, and emotional support (Suldo 2009). In contrast, low subjective
well-being appears to co-occur with parental over control and punishment, as
well as parent-child conflict. These conclusions have been confirmed in research
published since that review was written. Case in point, among 448 high school
students in China, greater life satisfaction and positive affect co-occurred with
higher perceptions of fathers’ and mothers’ care and emotional warmth, and were
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inversely associated with youth report of punitive parenting (Yang et al. 2008). In a
separate sample of Chinese youth (specifically, 625 children ages 10—18 in migrant
families), the parent-child relationship accounted for 15 % of the variance in
youth life satisfaction (Wong et al. 2010). Aspects of the relationship that drove the
effect were parent-child loving exchanges (i.e., “genuine harmonious displays of
love, respect, and understanding between parents and children” p. 152) and
companionship (i.e., greater time spent together in structured and play activities).
These dimensions emerged as more influential than other family relationship factors
such as parent-child conflict and the child’s perceived contribution to the relation-
ship. The benefits of positive parenting practices may last into the adult years, as
suggested by a study of 984 adult women (in England) who reported greater
psychological well-being (i.e., environmental mastery, personal growth, purpose in
life, self-acceptance) in mid-life when they recalled their mothers and fathers as
demonstrating more care and greater autonomy promotion (lower levels of over
control) during their childhood (Huppert et al. 2010).

The simplistic hypothesis that parenting behaviors effect youth may not tell the
entire story; longitudinal studies suggest that children’s well-being may shape their
family experiences. This bi-directionality is illustrated by research with a sample
of 819 middle and high school students who rated their life satisfaction and par-
ents’ levels of authoritative parenting at two time points separated by 1 year (Saha
et al. 2010). Findings included that higher levels of authoritative parenting were
correlated with greater youth life satisfaction the following year (specifically, small
correlations were associated with parental supervision and autonomy promotion;
parent support yielded a moderate correlation). These bivariate correlations are in
accordance with the bulk of previous research showing that greater life satisfaction
is linked to higher levels of authoritative parenting, experienced either concurrently
or earlier in life. However, in regression analyses that controlled for baseline
(Time 1) levels of life satisfaction, none of the parenting behaviors at Time 1 pre-
dicted changes in life satisfaction. Rather than parenting behaviors predicting
changes in life satisfaction, the reverse direction was supported, with baseline life
satisfaction predicting positive increases in perceived parental support the following
year (Time 2). Thus, child characteristics (life satisfaction) appeared to exert an
effect on changes in the parent-child relationship (i.e., parental support) rather than
the parent-child relationship predicting changes in child well-being.

Such bi-directionality notwithstanding, positive parent-child relationships appear
to exert promotive and protective effects on youth subjective well-being, as illus-
trated by an ongoing study our lab is completing. In an effort to understand the
development of subjective well-being in high school students, we are assessing 500
high school students at two time points separated by a year. Preliminary analyses
from the first year of data pertain to the extent to which social support from parents
and school sources (teachers, classmates) predicts students’ subjective well-being
(youth self-reports of life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect), as well
as may protect students who experience peer victimization (relational and overt
bullying) from diminished subjective well-being. Results of regression analyses
indicated that students who perceived higher social support from their parents
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reported the greatest happiness, indicative of a promotive effect of parent-child
relations among the general sample of youth (Hoy et al. 2012). Moreover, parent
support emerged as a protective factor. Specifically, students with high parent
support reported high subjective well-being regardless of the frequency with which
they were bullied by peers. In contrast, for students with average and low levels of
parent support, increased bullying co-occurred with lower happiness. This buffer
effect underscores the importance of positive parent-child relationships to youth
subjective well-being.

More research is needed to understand associations between parent-child rela-
tionships and indicators of youth wellness beyond subjective well-being, such as
positive emotions about the past and future, or evidence of flourishing in the social
or academic realms. One notable exception is a recent study of children’s hope in
relation to the family context (Padilla-Walker et al. 2011). Within a sample of 489
children (ages 9—14), higher levels of child hope were associated with higher levels
of children’s perceived connectedness to their mothers and fathers (r=.51 to .54).
This link was important in that high hope, in turn, co-occurred with a host of desir-
able outcomes, including better school engagement, more kind/prosocial behavior,
and fewer symptoms of psychopathology.

8.3 Interventions

One of the primary criticisms aimed at the relatively new field of positive psychol-
ogy is that “applications are outstripping the science” (Diener 2009, p. 9). Given
that research on correlates of youth well-being has lagged behind the corresponding
literature on well-being in adults, this caution is particularly relevant to those desir-
ing to implement clinical interventions to promote optimal family functioning
(i.e., desirable parenting practices) or youth happiness (e.g., indicators of subjective
well-being). In the absence of empirically-supported interventions that improve
children’s well-being by systematically improving parent-child relationships, what
we offer instead are (a) logical applications of the existing studies on family corre-
lates of youth well-being, including interventions that target parenting practices
as a means to reduce children’s mental health problems, (b) recommendations
for improving child well-being by targeting parent well-being, and (c) theoretical
models of family-focused applications of positive psychology.

8.3.1 Targeting Parenting Behaviors That Link to Youth
Well-Being

Whether through systematic prevention efforts, targeted interventions for at-risk
families, or provision of guidance to families seeking advice, a reasonable strategy
for improving youth-well-being involves increasing families’ use of positive
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parenting practices that correlate with youth subjective well-being. The key parenting
behaviors suggested as viable targets through empirical research on correlates
include the hallmarks of an authoritative parenting style, including support, supervi-
sion, and autonomy promotion (Suldo and Huebner 2004). Public health campaigns
that describe and strengthen these parenting practices could constitute a form of
universal intervention to improve overall family functioning and impact youth well-
being. For example, parents should be informed of the strong associations between
adolescents’ happiness and their perceptions of emotional support from parents. In
becoming motivated to increase their expression of care, warmth, and acceptance to
their children, parents may be interested to learn relevant research findings, such as
that youth who are bullied experience much lower happiness levels when parent
support is low, whereas happiness is generally intact among bullied high school
students who are fortunate to perceive high levels of parent support (Hoy et al. 2012).

Evidence of the efficacy of universal guidance on parenting practices that
strengthen relationships and improve child outcomes is provided by the public
health approach evident in the media-based parent information campaign compo-
nent of the Triple P — Positive Parenting Program (Sanders 2008). Triple P is a
multi-tiered continuum of interventions designed to promote positive parenting and
caring parent-child relationships via teaching of relationship enhancement skills
(e.g., spending quality time together, providing affection) and behavior manage-
ment strategies to teach desirable behaviors as well as prevent and manage misbe-
havior. The media component of Triple P entails the dissemination of effective
parenting strategies via a 12-episode television series designed to highlight the
importance of healthy family relationships, normalize parenting challenges, model
effective parenting, and instill hope for positive change in children’s behavior.
Compared to a wait-list control group, mothers of young children who viewed the
TV series incurred statistically and clinically significant improvements in the fre-
quency of their children’s behavior problems, as well as reported greater percep-
tions of parenting competence; positive changes were maintained at a 6-month
follow-up (Sanders et al. 2000).

Families in need of more intensive, psychologist-facilitated interventions due
to the presence of family risk factors or child behavior problems can be referred
to behavioral parent training programs that focus on decreasing child behavior
problems by enhancing parenting practices. In general, the focus is to equip parents
with effective strategies for managing child behavior by teaching parents: (a) the
common functions of child behavior; (b) methods to minimally attend to negative
behavior and praise positive behaviors; and (c) effective strategies for discipline and
limit setting. Although the overarching goal of the parent training programs is often
to decrease child behavior problems, these interventions are relevant to the current
discussion because the parenting practices addressed are also linked to youth well-
being. One example of a targeted intervention that teaches effective parenting
practices as well as purposefully attends to relationship building is Parent-child
Interaction Therapy (PCIT; Zisser and Eyberg 2010). PCIT is a two-stage family
therapy program that first trains parents to increase nurturance and spend quality
time in play in order to establish a more positive family context, and then provides
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instruction in parenting practices that prevent and reduce child misbehavior.
Abundant research shows positive effects of PCIT on positive parenting practices,
such as praise and effective discipline, and improvements in negative child behaviors,
such as aggression and defiance (Bagner and Eyberg 2007; Matos et al. 2009).

A more informal way for parents to learn parenting practices likely to promote
youth well-being involves self-study of books written for parents that offer research-
based practical guidance. Two examples include Raising Happiness (Carter 2010)
and The Ten Basic Principles of Good Parenting (Steinberg 2004), focused on appli-
cations of positive psychology and authoritative parenting, respectively. Carter
(2010) synthesizes research on many positive psychology topics (e.g., benefits of
positive emotions, emphasizing youth kindness and gratitude, mindfulness) as well
as authoritative parenting into a relaxed and informal self-help book for parents.
Steinberg’s (2004) classic book summarizes the fundaments of effective parenting
practices, as determined by decades of psychological studies (e.g., research con-
ducted by Baumrind, Maccoby, and Steinberg himself; representative works include
Baumrind 1989; Collins et al. 2000; and Steinberg 2001). He relays the importance
of parental warmth, involvement and interest, developmentally appropriate limit-
setting and autonomy promotion, and avoidance of overly harsh punishment tech-
niques. Optimism for the ability of parents to internalize evidence-based practices
via self-study is gleaned from a study that compared the efficacy of three forms of
Triple P on preschoolers’ behavioral outcomes (Sanders et al. 2007). Sanders and
colleagues (2007) found that the lasting improvements in children’s behaviors that
were evidenced by families assigned to two therapist-facilitated forms of Triple P
(Enhanced and Standard Behavioral Family Intervention) were as strong and well-
maintained as those improvements seen in families who completed the Self-Directed
form of Triple P. In Self-Directed Triple P, parents are provided with a self-help
manual that includes 10 weeks of structured learning activities independent of
contact with a psychologist or other professional.

As aforementioned, the bulk of parent-focused interventions developed and
tested in the twentieth century target effective parenting practices as a means to
improve child behavior. An exciting development relevant to the field of psychology
involves interventions that target parents’ positive mindsets and/or assess change
in positive indicators of well-being in establishing intervention effectiveness.
Specifically, a growing body of research extends the practice of mindfulness into the
context of parent-child relationships. In brief, mindfulness involves attending to the
present and intentionally focusing attention on the here and now. As given by Langer
(2009), “the mindful individual is likely to choose to be positive and will experience
both the advantages of positivity and the advantages of perceived control for
well-being” (p. 279). Increased mindfulness in parenting is likely to help parents
focus on the present and become attune to their child’s emotions, reduce negative
(over) reactivity to challenging child behaviors, and enable parents to select more
desirable methods of communicating with their children. Mindful parenting entails
five key components which overlap with features of effective parenting, including:
listening, acceptance of self as a parent and of the child, emotional awareness of
self and child, self-regulated parenting, and compassion (Duncan et al. 2009).
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Duncan and colleagues (2009) propose that mindful parenting positively influences
the parent-child relationship, which in turn leads to decreased problem behaviors
and increased positive outcomes in youth.

Regarding empirical support for this model, Singh and colleagues have used
single-subject methodology to investigate the impact of training in mindful parenting
among families of three children with autism (Singh et al. 2006), four children with
developmental delays (Singh et al. 2007), and two children with Attention-Deficit/
Hyperactivity Disorder (Singh et al. 2010). Findings suggest that mothers who par-
ticipated in 12 weeks of training in mindful parenting reported reduced parenting
stress (Singh et al. 2007), as well as increased satisfaction with parenting and
parent-child interactions (Singh et al. 2006, 2007, 2010). Although child behavior
was not directly targeted, mindful parenting was linked to less child aggression and
more appropriate child social interactions with siblings (Singh et al. 2007), as well as
increased child compliance with parents’ directives (Singh et al. 2010). These authors
suggest that training in mindfulness is a wellness-focused alternative to typical
behavioral interventions that focus on decreasing challenging behavior (Singh et al.
2007, 2010). Replication of this mindfulness training is encouraged by the developers
who provide a detailed intervention outline in an appendix (Singh et al. 2007).

Promising outcomes (including positive indicators of youth wellness) have also
been evidenced in mindfulness interventions delivered separately to both adoles-
cents and their parents (Bogels et al. 2008). Specifically, following eight sessions of
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy delivered to the families of 14 youth with
externalizing behavior problems, parent ratings showed increases in children’s self-
control and attunement to others, as well as decreased child behavior problems.
Adolescents reported increases in happiness and mindful awareness, and fewer
externalizing and internalizing problems (Bogels et al. 2008). These effects were
maintained at an 8-week follow-up. Because parents and youth both received train-
ing in mindfulness, it is unknown whether increased child happiness and other posi-
tive gains were an indirect result of mindful parenting or a direct effect of the youth
training in mindfulness.

Perhaps the strongest empirical support for the value of increasing mindful
parenting practices is provided by a pilot randomized trial investigating a modified
version of the Strengthening Families Program for Parent and Youth 10-14 (SFP
10-14; Molgaard et al. 2001) that incorporated brief training in mindful parenting
(Coatsworth et al. 2010). A community sample of 65 families with children in 5th
through 7th grade were randomly assigned either to traditional SFP 10-14, SFP
10-14 with mindfulness components, or a wait-list control group. The two SFP
10-14 intervention conditions yielded comparable effects on positive parenting
practices, including monitoring and rules communication. In line with the model
proposed by Duncan and colleagues (2009), SFP 10—-14 with mindfulness yielded
the greatest influence on indicators of positive parent-youth relationship, and mind-
ful parenting practices mediated this relationship (Coatsworth et al. 2010). The
encouraging results of this preventative study with typically-developing early
adolescents provide support for the utility of mindful parenting interventions beyond
populations of youth with challenging behaviors.
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8.3.2 Targeting Parent Well-Being in Light of Links
with Child Well-Being

Well-designed studies have established that mental health problems in adults,
ranging from maternal depression to parental externalizing behaviors, predict
greater psychopathology in their offspring during childhood and adolescence
(e.g., Bornovalova et al. 2010; Campbell et al. 2009). A reasonable extension of this
research on familial transmission of psychopathology is that parents’ and children’s
well-being is also likely linked. Support for this notion comes from recent studies
with children (ages 9-12; Hoy et al. in press) and adolescents (ages 12—17; Casas et al.
2008) that yielded statistically significant, positive associations between children’s
and parents’ levels of life satisfaction. Specifically, Hoy and colleagues (in press)
assessed life satisfaction within 150 American families, using psychometrically-
sound measures of global life satisfaction appropriate for the developmental levels
of the participating children and parents. Children’s global life satisfaction was
correlated with both fathers’ and mothers’ life satisfaction (r=.29 and .26, respectively).
These findings suggesting happier children have happier parents are consistent
with findings from Casas and colleagues’ (2008) study of 266 Spanish families, in
which both parents and children rated their level of satisfaction with the same
seven domains of life (e.g., health, relationships, community connection, safety).
Children's sum score on this personal well-being index yielded a .19 correlation
with their parents’ personal well-being index.

In addition to these studies that establish modest but reliable associations between
parents’ and children’s life satisfaction, research on the affective component of sub-
jective well-being affirms that associations between parents’ well-being and their
children’s behavior and well-being are significant and reciprocal. In a community
sample of 944 mothers of 2- to 16-year-olds, maternal levels of positive affect linked
to child behavior problems indirectly, through maladaptive parenting (Karazsia and
Wildman 2009). Specifically, lower levels of positive affect were associated with
increases in maladaptive parenting behaviors (i.e., discipline styles that were overly
permissive or angry/authoritarian discipline), which in turn predicted higher levels
of child behavior problems. A logical, albeit untested, application of these findings
is that improvements in mothers’ positive affect may result in enhanced parenting,
which would be highly desirable in light of the established links between youth
subjective well-being and parenting practices characterized by consistent and caring
guidance. The associations between parents’ happiness and their children’s behav-
ior and well-being are likely bi-directional; for example, among parents of children
with intellectual disabilities, mothers reported higher levels of positive affect when
their children had fewer behavior problems (Lloyd and Hastings 2009). Weis and
Ash’s (2009) study on parent characteristics associated with improvements in child
outcomes further augments the small but growing body of research that supports the
value of attending to parents’ positive emotions as a viable mechanism for increas-
ing children’s well-being. Specifically, among youth in therapy, adolescents’
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behavioral improvements were in part predicted by caregivers’ levels of hopeful-
ness and optimism about their child’s treatment prognosis. These findings led Weis
(2010) to recommend clinicians incorporate hope-focused interventions for parents
of child clients. Durand and Hieneman (2008) have also suggested that targeting
parent optimism throughout family-based behavioral interventions increases inter-
vention effectiveness and leads to greater change in child challenging behavior.

In light of the positive associations between parents’ and their children’s subjec-
tive well-being, attempting to increase parents’ happiness may be a logical strategy
for improving children’s well-being. In contrast to the paucity of empirical support
for systematically improving youth happiness, there is a larger body of literature
on the efficacy of happiness-increasing strategies for adults. Optimism for a
momentous effect of such interventions is tempered in line with such realities as the
genetic set-point (i.e., approximately 50 % of happiness is genetically determined
and unlikely to change over time, as summarized by Nes 2010) and the hedonic
treadmill (i.e., most individuals eventually acclimate to positive changes in their
circumstance by returning to their baseline level of happiness; Diener et al. 2006).
Nevertheless, a growing number of systematic experiments prove that lasting changes
in adults’ happiness can be achieved through their active participation in happiness-
increasing interventions targeting increased kindness (Buchanan and Bardi 2010),
gratitude (Emmons and McCullough 2003), private reflection on past positive events
(Burton and King 2008; Lyubomirsky et al. 2006), and visualizing a positive future
(King 2001; Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 2006). Given that increased levels of happi-
ness as a result of positive activities are tied to higher levels of personal motivation
to become happier (Lyubomirsky et al. 2011), clinicians working to improve families’
well-being by targeting adults should inform parents of the many benefits of happiness
(Lyubomirsky et al. 2005) as well as the links between parents’ and children’s levels
of well-being (Casas et al. 2008; Hoy et al. in press).

8.3.3 Theoretical Models of Family-Focused Applications
of Positive Psychology

A hallmark of the positive psychology perspective involves a strengths-based
approach to assessment and intervention in clinical contexts. In addition to develop-
ing clinical interventions for improving parenting practices and parents’ positive
emotions, in recent years psychologists have advanced conceptual models for
applying a strengths-based approach to work with family units (as opposed to, or in
addition to, individual clients). One relevant model is the ecological Family-
Centered Positive Psychology (FCPP) approach, as advanced by Sheridan and
colleagues (2004; Sheridan and Burt 2009). FCPP merges ideas from positive
psychology with ecological and systems theories (Sheridan et al. 2004). Within an
ecological perspective, the family context is recognized as a central domain in
which children learn and grow. FCPP focuses on enhancing child outcomes by
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focusing on family strengths and assets, and building family competence. Sheridan
and Burt (2009) assert that family members are motivated to work towards the goals
that they value and prioritize, thus the FCPP service delivery model addresses
family-developed (rather than clinician-created) goals. Key tenets of FCPP include
building upon existing family strengths, empowering parents to play a central role
in the intervention process, helping families to acquire skills and competencies
related to problem-solving, and promoting child and family social supports. A central
assumption of FCPP is that families continue to build capacity, grow, and work
towards positive change, even after professional consultation has ended, because
family members generalize skills gained during intervention to future endeavors
(Sheridan et al. 2004). In accord with its positive psychology roots, the FCPP frame-
work acknowledges that it is not adequate to address or solve problems, but rather
the focus is on acting proactively to build family assets that can be applied to a
variety of future challenges (Sheridan et al. 2004). Sheridan and colleagues (2004;
Sheridan and Burt 2009) offer Conjoint Behavior Consultation (CBC) as an example
intervention that helps professionals to collaborate and work with families rather
than treat families, as is traditionally emphasized in models of behavior intervention.
CBC focuses on collaborating across key developmental contexts for children
(home and school) and engaging in problem-solving, intervention implementation,
and data collection to address parent and teacher developed goals; caregivers are
empowered to promote change within a family while minimizing dependence on
outside professionals (Sheridan et al. 2004; Sheridan and Burt 2009). Empirical
studies demonstrate that CBC decreases students’ challenging behaviors (Sheridan
et al. 2001) and empowers parents and teachers (Sheridan et al. 2006). Research is
needed to support the viability of FCPP to improve child well-being in general
samples.

Conoley and Conoley (2009) propose a model of family therapy that merges
positive psychology research, humanistic and solution-focused therapy orientations,
and systemic family therapy into an integrated model termed Positive Family
Therapy. This model emphasizes that each individual family member influences
overall family development, with a focus on moving towards family goals rather
than ameliorating problems within the family context. Specific therapeutic
techniques emphasized include: finding the strengths of each individual and the
family as a whole, linking existing strengths to family goals, circular questioning,
therapist as a neutral individual exhibiting unconditional positive regard, parent
modeling of positive behaviors, reframing and finding exceptions, the miracle
question, as well as paraphrasing and summarizing (Conoley and Conoley 2009).
Other positive psychology strategies, such as practicing gratitude, creating closeness
through sharing positive aspects of yourself and celebrating successes of others,
and practicing acceptance and awareness (in line with mindfulness practices), are
suggested as homework for the therapist to assign to families between therapy
sessions. The end goal of Positive Family Therapy is to increase happiness among
all members of a family. Research is needed to demonstrate successful outcomes
of this approach.
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8.4 Conclusions

Information summarized in this chapter illustrates the importance of the family con-
text to youth well-being. Given the resources spent preventing maladaptive youth
outcomes, it seems possible and prudent to provide parents with the level of support
they need to raise children who flourish. Families with high levels of conflict or
children with challenging behaviors may need intensive interventions to achieve
harmony and wellness. In contrast, families with a healthier foundation may simply
need guidance regarding effective, authoritative parenting practices and the impor-
tance of attending to all family members’ positive emotions. Virtually all families
would benefit from encouragement to limit coercive discipline strategies that may
appear to achieve immediate results but at the cost of the affection and emotional
support that facilitates youth well-being. As such, applied recommendations for
psychologists include:

1. Provide information to all families (via summaries of the literature, recommen-
dations for evidence-based self-help books) regarding the importance of positive
parent-child relationships and healthy parenting practices.

2. In individual work with youth clients, encourage children and adolescents to
invest time and energy into sustaining and improving family relationships, point
out ways that parents demonstrate support and warmth, empower youth to seek
autonomy in healthy ways, and discuss youth behaviors that elicit positive
parenting.

3. When clinically indicated, enroll families in behavioral parent training programs
to strengthen the parent-child relationship, shape parenting practices, and improve
child behavior; parent-focused interventions that address mothers’ and fathers’
hope or optimism for change may be particularly effective.

4. Keeping in mind familial links in happiness, aim to improve adults’ positive
emotions, including via happiness interventions and mindful parenting.

5. Adopt a strength-based approach to child service provision that includes the
entire family, empowers parents, and targets goals relevant to the family.

In many ways, the field of positive psychology and the literature specific to
healthy families has come a long way in only a few years. But given the fragmented
state of the literature and the gaps in existing knowledge, there are many opportuni-
ties for seminal contributions to the research base. Recommendations for future
research include:

1. Develop a means to reliably assess positive indicators of well-being in young
children, in part to permit the extension of research on happy families to include
children in preschool and the early elementary school grades.

2. Identify the family correlates of the full range of youth positive emotions, including
gratitude, hope, and indicators of psychological flourishing.

3. Through longitudinal studies, determine the contributions of parent and child
behaviors, and the wellness levels of each party, to subsequent parent-child
relationship quality and well-being levels in parents and children.
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4. Empirically illustrate the superiority, or at least the equivalence, of a strength-
based approach to youth clinical services with regard to improving well-being
and enhancing family functioning, in addition to remediating psychopathology.

5. Develop and evaluate universal interventions that educate parents on effective
parenting practices, the value of conveying emotional social support to their off-
spring, and the short-sightedness of prioritizing risk prevention over wellness
promotion when raising children.
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Chapter 9
Peer Relations

B. Bradford Brown and Michael T. Braun

9.1 Introduction

From the earliest ages of life young people are drawn into relationships with peers.
Given the opportunity, even toddlers are inclined to orient towards age mates. This
inclination grows through the rest of childhood to become particularly prominent
during adolescence, when many adults express fears that peers will rival or surpass
adults in their ability to influence the actions and thoughts of young people. Such
concerns have some merit, as researchers routinely report that the strongest corre-
late of deviant behavior among teenagers is the deviance level of their friends
(Elliott and Menard 1996). In such research, however, the capacity for peers to exert
positive influences or provide health-enhancing resources is often understated or
overlooked. In this chapter we will review evidence of the ways in which peers
enhance positive youth development in several domains of young people’s lives.

Over the course of childhood the peer social world is dominated by dyadic and
small-group relationships. Individual friendships tend to be transient and heavily
dependent on continued proximity (e.g., sharing the same school classroom or
neighborhood) and involvement in shared activities (Berndt and Hoyle 1985). By
middle childhood, larger clusters, or friendship groups, emerge. Throughout child-
hood, membership in friendship groups fluctuates considerably, even month to
month, but slowly grows more stable (Cairns et al. 1995).
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The advent of adolescence changes peer systems structurally and functionally.
Growing concern with reputation or status introduces notions of hierarchy both
within and among groups, such that some groups have more prestige or authority
than others, and within each group a hierarchy of member status or influence can
arise as well (Adler and Adler 1998; Dunphy 1963). Groups may take on identity
labels (e.g., jocks, brains, loners, Latinos) reflecting normative activities and values
expected of group members (Brown and Larson 2009).

Dyadic relationships are transformed as well. Friendships grow more stable and
more intense (Berndt and Hoyle 1985), only to yield some of their authority in time
to growing romantic and sexual interests that evolve into emotionally intense
romantic relationships (Connolly and Johnson 1996). Occasionally, these two types
of dyads are counterbalanced by antipathetic relationships involving an aggressor
and victim or joint aggressors (mutual antipathies, Witkow et al. 2005). Sibling
relationships also evolve over this period, often emerging as highly influential
dyadic ties, although usually with a mix of positive and negative elements (McHale
et al. 2006).

Collectively, then, young people must learn to navigate a complex peer social
system comprised of several types of dyadic relationships and multiple forms of
small group interactions. Suffused within these relationships are issues of identity,
status, normative expectations, and social acceptance. Different dynamic forces are
at work in these relationships and have varying impacts on a young person’s devel-
opment and behavior. Peers may be a source of modeling appropriate attitudes and
activities. They may provide instrumental and emotional support, and they may
exert direct and indirect pressures to guide behavior choices. They may also serve
as buffers to moderate the influence of other forces, including the demands or
expectations of parents or other adults and even other peers.

Assessing or even appreciating the full effect of peers on children and adoles-
cents is an overwhelming task, so it is not surprising that, to date, researchers
have focused on a narrow set of issues and outcomes. The bulk of evidence
considers peer effects on undesirable behaviors such as delinquency, drug use,
or dropping out of school. Some investigators have turned attention to more
positive peer influences and effects. Their studies have concentrated on five
major domains: academic achievement or school engagement, extracurricular
participation, behaviors that promote physical and sexual health, prosocial
behavior (or the discouragement of antisocial activity), and positive psychosocial
adjustment.

We concentrate attention on these five domains, striving to illustrate the many
ways in which and conditions under which peers contribute to positive youth
development. Our intent is to illustrate the nature of positive peer dynamics
through childhood and adolescence, but this should not be construed as an
exhaustive analysis of these dynamics. On the basis of our review we offer sug-
gestions for future research and potential applications and prevention/interven-
tion efforts aimed at fostering positive developmental trajectories of young
people.
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9.2 Academic Orientations and Achievement

The domain with the most extensive evidence of peers’ contributions to positive
youth development concerns academic achievement and other school related behav-
iors. Investigators have explored the types of peer relationships and types of influ-
ence processes that are most salient in this setting; there is also some indication of
the conditions under which peers promote positive academic behaviors.

Although it is common to find that students who do well in school have friends
with high academic achievement levels as well, much of this association may be
due to youngsters’ selection of friends who share their academic orientations,
rather than friend influence. Longitudinal studies, however, indicate that friends are
a significant source of influence beyond “selection” effects (Cook et al. 2007;
Crosnoe et al. 2003). Friend effects may be contingent on the features of the rela-
tionship or the context in which it occurs. Altermatt and Pomerantz (2003), for
example, found an effect only for reciprocated best friendships, not for unilateral
or less salient friendships. Vaquera (2009) found that, especially for Hispanic
youth, who are less likely to have close friendships and especially less likely to
share the same school with close friends, the mere presence of a best friend in their
school boosted their sense of school belongingness, which in turn enhanced aca-
demic performance.

One aspect of the effectiveness of friends is the social support that they provide,
either to combat a sense of loneliness and social isolation — again, especially among
ethnic minority youth (Benner 2011) — or to bolster a young person’s sense of
academic competence (Bissell-Havran and Loken 2009). Unlike peer achievement
levels, which seem to affect an individual’s achievement only when the relationship
is close and reciprocated, peer support provides a more general effect. Even measures
of general peer support (the amount of support a young person feels from peers in
general) are associated with high levels of school engagement (Li et al. 2011) and
the pursuit of high achievement levels (Wentzel 1998).

The influence of siblings is more difficult to discern because of the numerous
features of this relationship that must be considered, including the age difference
between siblings, gender composition of the pair, the quality of their relationship,
and whether the younger or older sibling is the target of investigation. In a study
of Latino adolescents that considered all of these factors, Alfaro and Umaia-
Taylor (2010) found gender differences in influence pathways. For girls, having
older siblings was associated with higher quality sibling relationships, which in
turn was related to stronger achievement levels. For boys, the presence of older
siblings also was related to higher quality sibling relationships, but this was
related to academic achievement via the support that siblings provided for
achievement. A more puzzling set of findings emerged from a sample of African
American and European American early adolescents (Bouchey et al. 2010).
Increases in the older sibling’s level of academic achievement predicted increas-
ingly levels of achievement for the early adolescent. However, the amount of
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support the older sibling said they provided predicted lower levels of achievement
for the target child. Likewise, the level of perceived support from the older sibling
was inversely related to achievement levels and academic self-concept — but only
for mixed sex dyads.

One clue to these findings may lie in the forms of influence that investigators
have suggested are typical in sibling relationships. Whiteman and Christiansen
(2008) outlined three different types of sibling influences: emulation, in which a
child tried to copy the behavior of a sibling, differentiation, in which the child tried
to do something different from the sibling to demonstrate that he or she was a sepa-
rate and distinct person, and example setting, in which the child consciously behaved
in a given way to set a good example for a sibling. A subsequent study (Whiteman
et al. 2007) added a fourth process: competition, in which one sibling tried to sur-
pass another’s achievements in a given domain or behavior. Although this lexicon
of influences has not been applied to studies of achievement related behavior, one
can imagine how it might differentiate young people who try to match, surpass, or
substantially underperform a sibling’s achievement level, depending upon the per-
sonality characteristics, family dynamics, and relationship features that characterize
a pair of siblings.

Moving beyond dyadic relationships, some investigators have considered the
role of broader peer group norms on young people’s academic behaviors. Wentzel
and Caldwell (1997) found that group membership was a stronger predictor of early
adolescent school performance than either being highly accepted by peers or having
reciprocated friendships. This group effect can be traced to norms about academic
achievement that are common within most adolescent groups. Kindermann (1993)
reported that although the membership of early adolescent cliques was unstable,
achievement norms persisted over time, even as different young people moved in
and out of a group. In other words, the group sets achievement standards that
are sustained despite group instability; these standards influence group members
beyond the effects of individual dyadic relationships. Nevertheless, the group may
not be equally influential in all aspects of academic orientations. Ryan (2001)
reported that, controlling for factors affecting young people’s selection of group
affiliations, their group membership was a strong predictor (from fall to spring of a
school year) of changes in members’ liking and enjoyment of school and their aca-
demic achievement levels, but not of the importance they placed on achievement or
their expectancies for success in school.

In sum, investigators have consistently found evidence of potential positive influ-
ences that peers can exert on young people’s interest in and achievement at school.
These influences are rooted in both dyadic relationships and broader group affilia-
tions. The strength and nature of such influences are contingent on features of the
peer relationship, individuals’ backgrounds (such as ethnicity or gender), and the
nature of the social context (e.g., location or ethnic composition of the school).
As a result, more extensive and systematic exploration of various peer relationships
and affiliations is needed to fully understand the dynamics of peer influence in this
domain of youths’ behavior.
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9.3 Extracurricular Participation

School or community sponsored extracurricular activities are generally regarded as
healthy pursuits and contexts that promote positive youth development. In truth,
activities vary in the degree to which — or at least the consistency with which — they
enhance positive development. Certain sports, for example, seem to be associated
with both positive and problematic behavior (Blomfield and Barber 2010; Mays
et al. 2010). The preponderance of positive outcomes for extracurricular partici-
pants has fueled an interest in factors that encourage youth involvement in these
activities (Eccles and Templeton 2002). It is conceivable that peers are instrumental
in young people’s decision to join extracurricular activities, or that pursuing rela-
tionships with co-participants serves as an incentive for involvement. It is also
possible that the peer relationships occurring within extracurricular activities foster
more positive development than relationships pursued outside these activities. In
contrast to academic achievement, the research about peer factors is limited in this
domain, both in quantity and sophistication. Our commentary must be regarded as
speculative.

Blomfield and Barber (2010) assessed correlations among extracurricular
involvement, friend characteristics, and outcomes in a sample of Australian youth.
Grouping reports of extracurricular participation into five types of activities, the
investigators found different peer profiles depending upon type of activity and dif-
ferent ways in which peer factors might account for associations between extracur-
ricular participation and outcomes. For example, whereas those involved in team
sports reported more friends who drank regularly, adolescents in individual sports
had an unusually high number of friends who did well in school and encouraged
them to excel academically as well, and an unusually low number of friends who
skipped school. Friends’ level of alcohol use mediated the association between par-
ticipation in team sports and alcohol use; friends’ disinclination to skip school
mediated the negative association between individual sports participation and
truancy. The study did not determine whether or not friends on whom participants
reported were activity co-participants, so it is not entirely clear how the activity
context figured into peer influences. This shortcoming is common to studies in this
domain. In a sample of early adolescent, predominantly African American youth,
Wilson et al. (2010) reported that participants in an after-school program who spent
most of their time playing football or basketball were less likely to report positive
peer influences toward academic achievement than those who selected other types
of sports or non-sport activities, but the authors did not ascertain whether or not
friends made the same activity selections in the after-school program.

Some indication of the importance of the social atmosphere established in the
extracurricular activity comes from a study of sports team participants by MacDonald
et al. (2011). Those who reported positive interaction with peers (among other
factors) within the sports team reported stronger personal achievement and enjoy-
ment of the activity than those describing a more competitive atmosphere within
their team.
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As in the academic domain, sibling influences on extracurricular participation
are contingent on whether a young person is attempting to emulate, differentiate
from, or set an example for a sibling. In Whiteman et al. (2007) study, modeling was
common with regard to all types of extracurricular activities, but differentiation was
also a frequent motive behind sports participation. Girls were more interested in
sports when their older sibling was and they reported influence from that sibling;
but this effect was not apparent among boys. A closer analysis of these sibling
effects is clearly warranted.

9.4 Health-Enhancing Behavior

In addition to extracurricular participation, investigators have examined the role of
peers in promoting two healthy behavior patterns, namely, physical activity and safe
sexual practices.

Physical activity level is a strong concern at adolescence because it tends to
decline at this age, which can lead to serious weight gains that, in turn, are corre-
lated with other problematic health conditions (Patrick et al. 2004). Sexual activities
also grow more salient in adolescence as young people begin sexual relationships
and can establish behavior patterns (unprotected sex, sex with multiple partners)
that compromise their health.

9.4.1 Physical Activity

It is not surprising to find that physical activity levels of friends are correlated in
adolescence because friends are such central activity companions during this life
stage. An important question is whether this correlation arises from the inclination
to select friends who share one’s level of physical activity or from the tendency to
be influenced by a friend’s activity level. Evidence from one study suggests that
both factors are at play. In a longitudinal study of Australian 8th graders, de la Haye
et al. (2011) found that young people tend to select peers who share their activity
level as friends; but even controlling for this selection effect, friends have consider-
able impact on changes in activity level. In fact, the friend influence effect was
nearly three times as large as the selection effect.

A major component of the influence effect is the degree of support friends
provide for physical activity (Duncan et al. 2005; Raudsepp and Viira 2008).
Support may take various forms — from encouraging words to joint participation
in activities to instrumental assistance that makes participation possible (e.g.,
driving a peer to sports practice). The importance of these supportive functions
has been found in urban as well as rural youth, in children as well as adolescents.
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9.4.2 Safe Sex Practices

The question of whether similarities between friends are a function of selection or
influence factors also emerges in research on adolescents’ sexual practices. Based on
two waves of data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health,
Henry et al. (2007) found that adolescents tend to befriend peers with similar
attitudes, but not necessarily similar behaviors regarding sexual activity. Over time,
however, friends tend to grow more alike in terms of both sexual attitudes and prac-
tices. This convergence can involve movement towards either safer or riskier sexual
behavior. Among a sample of economically disadvantaged Belgian 18-year-olds,
most of whom were sexually active, friends’ positive attitudes toward safe sex
practices were associated with higher rates of condom usage (Hendrickx and Hilde
Avonts 2008). Similarly, among a sample of Latino youth, Kapadia et al. (2012)
reported that perceived peer norms favoring safe sex were associated with higher
rates of condom use and lower likelihood of engaging in sex with multiple partners.

The friendship dynamics related to health behaviors can become complicated. In
an intriguing study that followed a set of university students before and after spring
break trips that featured major partying in resort settings, Patrick et al. (2011) found
that friends sometimes made pacts to depart from their normal behavior patterns and
get drunk or have more indiscriminant sexual liaisons. The promise that a friend
would watch over these activities and not let a person go “too far” actually enhanced
risk taking. On the other hand, undergraduates who placed more emphasis on devel-
oping a strong friendship network were less likely to venture into health compro-
mising forms of drug use or sexual activity.

Siblings also can play a role in adolescent sexual behavior. In one longitudinal
study of U.S. high school youth, Kowal and Blinn-Pike (2004) found that conversa-
tions with older siblings about safe sex practices were correlated with enacting these
behaviors in sexual activities. Such discussions were more common among adoles-
cents who reported close relationships with older siblings.

A potentially important source of influence missing from most studies to date is
a young person’s sexual or romantic partner. Here, again, selection factors (choosing
to become involved with someone who shares similar attitudes and experiences
with safe or riskier sexual practices) are likely to be important, but as relationships
develop and sexual interests become more intense, attitudes may change. Do partner
influences supersede those of friends or siblings? Are there gender, ethnic, or age
differences in the relative weight given to various peer sources? These are questions
that deserve more research attention.

9.5 Prosocial Behavior

Counterbalancing the extensive literature on peer influences on antisocial behavior
(especially, various forms of delinquency and drug use) is a modest but growing
body of work on prosocial behavior. Operationalized in different ways in different
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studies, this term encompasses such activities as cooperation, sharing, and helping
others, but it also refers to peer efforts to discourage or disavow problem behavior
(e.g., Maxwell 2002). Unfortunately, many authors fail to specify the items included
in their measure of prosocial behavior.

Prosocial peer influences are not uncommon. In fact, when given an opportunity
to describe rates of prosocial as well as antisocial peer pressures, adolescents tend
to report that peers encourage constructive pursuits (family and peer involvement,
doing well in school) to a greater extent than problem behaviors (Clasen and Brown
1985). Investigators also find that young people resemble each other on prosocial
traits, although usually to a lesser extent than their resemblance regarding antisocial
behavior (Haselager et al. 1998).

In more basic correlational analyses, investigators have found that young people
are at lower risk for problem behavior (drug use or deviant activities) when friends
have higher levels of prosocial behavior (Guo et al. 2002; Prinstein et al. 2001).
Barry and Wentzel (2006) reported longitudinal evidence that friends’ levels of
prosocial behavior predicted changes in prosocial behavior among a group of
mid-adolescents, especially when the friendships were characterized by high
quality and frequent interaction. One peer action that may contribute to these
behavior patterns is their inclination to intervene when a friend is gravitating
toward deviant activity. One-third of the participants in Smart and Stoduto’s
(1997) sample of Canadian youth reported that they had intervened when friends
were contemplating illicit drug use or reckless (drunk) driving; one-half said they
would intervene to stop a friend from smoking. Other evidence suggests that the
prosocial behavior that friends display has a stronger impact on an adolescent’s
activities than more direct efforts to encourage prosocial actions (Padilla-Walker
and Bean 2009).

Other aspects of the peer system need to be incorporated into studies of peer
influences on prosocial behavior. For example, Ellis and Zarbatany (2007) identified
the peer group affiliations of a sample of Canadian youth in grades 5-8, and then
calculated the status level of each peer group. Members of higher status peer groups
displayed greater short-term (3-month) gains in prosocial behavior than individuals
in less central groups. Potential influences of siblings also need broader consider-
ation. Padilla-Walker et al. (2010) found that gains in prosocial behavior were
directly associated with levels of sibling affection.

9.6 Psychosocial Assets and Adjustment

A final domain in which investigators have explored positive peer influences
concerns peers’ actions that promote young people’s social adjustment or some-
how mitigate circumstances that could lead to victimization or emotional
maladjustment.
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9.6.1 Bolstering Psychosocial Assets

An important way in which peers can promote positive youth development is to
enhance psychological traits or social skills that are instrumental in positive adjust-
ment. For example, Brody et al.’s (2003) longitudinal study of African American
youth indicated that older sibling competence not only enhances a younger sibling’s
self-regulation but also promotes higher quality parenting, both of which increase
the younger child’s social competence. Aikins et al. (2005) noted that young people’s
capacity to successfully navigate the transition to middle school was enhanced when
they had high quality friendships. It is not clear whether the key to these patterns lies
in specific actions of siblings and friends or simply the confidence that can be
garnered from knowing that peer resources are available if needed.

9.6.2 Diminishing Emotional Distress

Existing evidence also suggests several ways in which peers may prevent or miti-
gate emotional distress. One way concerns the quality of peer relationships. In a
longitudinal study of youth in middle childhood, Richmond et al. (2005) found that
as the quality of sibling relationships improved, rates of depression diminished.
Another way is through assets or resources that the relationship partner makes avail-
able. Wentzel (1998) found that the amount of social and academic support that
6th-grade students felt from peers was negatively associated with levels of emotional
distress, and lower distress levels, in turn, were associated with greater academic
engagement. Vance et al. (2002) reported that improvement in levels of serious
emotional disturbance within a sample of high-risk adolescents was greater among
those who indicated greater involvement with prosocial peers (operationalized as
peers who stay out of trouble).

Social network size and structure also may be important factors. Erath et al.
(2010) used a sociometric procedure to identify the number of reciprocated close
and secondary friends in a sample of early adolescents. The number of reciprocated
close friendships attenuated the link between loneliness and anxiety for these young
people, whereas the number or reciprocated secondary friendships mitigated the
negative association between social anxiety and social self-efficacy.

9.6.3 Protecting Against Victimization

In warding off loneliness, anxiety, or internalizing behaviors, peers diminish young
people’s susceptibility to bullying or aggression because these traits are often used
to target victims. Peers also appear to provide more direct protection against
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victimization. Some researchers have noted a protective function that peers serve.
Young people whose physical attributes or emotional characteristics make them
prime targets for bullying may escape victimization if they have friends, especially
if these friends have the physical ability or social status to ward off peers’ aggres-
sive actions (Fox and Boulton 2006; Hodges et al. 1997, 1999). The protective
effects of friends are not always observed, however. Perceived social support from
friends did not moderate the association between victimization and depression in a
sample of British early adolescents (Rothon et al. 2011).

Peers also may compensate for deficiencies in other facets of young people’s
social network. Schwartz et al. (2000) found that children who grew up in difficult
home circumstances (e.g., exposed to harsh discipline, marital conflict, maternal
hostility) later experienced higher rates of victimization by peers, but this associa-
tion was mitigated by the number of reciprocated friendships they displayed — even
if they engaged in relatively high rates of aggression toward peers.

As with academic achievement, peer effects on psychosocial adjustment seem to
be complicated and not well evaluated. Friends seem to play bolstering and buffer-
ing roles; larger peer collectives can insulate young people from victimization that
undermines adjustment. The contributions of siblings and romantic partners remain
to be examined.

9.7 An Agenda for Research and Intervention

Peers are such a central feature of childhood and, especially, adolescence that it is
not surprising to discover a growing literature documenting their significant impact
on positive youth development. Yet, existing information still seems disjointed and
inchoate. In an effort to encourage a more systematic exploration of peer effects,
we offer four suggestions for future research.

9.7.1 Recommendations to Researchers

9.7.1.1 Moving Beyond Friendships

First, the overwhelming emphasis on friendships and friend characteristics in the
studies that we located is understandable, given the centrality of this form of peer
relationship to most young people. Nevertheless, examination of other aspects of
the peer system must be expanded. Sibling ties and romantic relationships are
especially under-represented, and studies of group (clique or crowd) dynamics
can be expanded as well. Each of these types of relationships offers challenges
to investigators. Romantic affiliations tend to be superficial and fleeting until
mid-adolescence. Sibling analyses are complicated by issues of birth order, age
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differentiation, and gender composition. Peer groups are difficult to identify and
track over time; they appear to be affected by the added dimensions of general
peer status and group authority structure. Even friend influences may vary accord-
ing to the closeness or longevity of the relationship. Greater awareness of and
attention to the particularly salient dimensions of each segment of the peer system
will help to clarify the conditions under which peers provide meaningful positive
influences.

9.7.1.2 Multilevel Analyses

As a few investigators have already demonstrated, peer relationships are nested
within a complex social system. Friendships and romantic relationships are shaped
by the norms of peer groups in which the partners reside. A second need is for more
nested designs to determine the extent to which the impact of dyadic relationships
is shaped by or differentiated from group level influences. Of course, longitudinal
designs are more definitive than data gathered at a single time point. A young
person’s perceptions of friend or group norms may be more influential than actual
group norms, but both types of data ought to be explored.

9.7.1.3 Emphasis on Influence Processes

Investigators have already enumerated specific processes underlying peer influences — for
example, distinguishing emulation, differentiation, and example setting in sibling
relationships, or exploring modeling and normative regulation in friendships.
A fuller understanding of various influence mechanisms is vital to the design of
effective prevention/intervention efforts because practitioners need to understand
not only who fosters positive development but how they do so. We found hardly
any evidence of specific processes within romantic relationships. Modulation of
these influence patterns across age and across different stages of relationships also
requires attention.

9.7.1.4 Consensus on Defining Prosocial Behavior

Finally, and more fundamentally, it would be helpful to achieve some consensus on
the definition and operationalization of “prosocial behavior.” Measurement of this
term varies from cataloging specific behaviors (cooperation, sharing) to identifying
the absence of problematic behaviors (percentage of one’s friends who do not use
drugs). These very different metrics make it difficult to compare findings across
studies.
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9.7.2 Implications for Intervention

Attempts to co-opt the peer system for the purposes of prevention/intervention or
even enhancement of youth development are fraught with danger because the system
is designed, especially in adolescence, to resist subjugation to adult control. There
are numerous examples of iatrogenic effects in response to peer based interventions
designed by adults (e.g., Dishion et al. 1999; Mahoney et al. 2001). Particularly in
view of the limited research to date on positive peer effects, our three recommendations
should be considered tentative.

9.7.2.1 Appreciate the Positive Potential of the Peer System

Although the evidence we cite is limited, it indicates remarkable potential for peers
to foster positive youth development in numerous ways. Mindful of this, adults
should approach the peer system from a positive perspective, seeking to harness the
system to support prosocial norms and behaviors rather than attempting to impede
the system’s inclination to encourage antisocial behavior. The infamous “just say
no” campaign is an example of how a fundamental misunderstanding of the peer
system can lead to a fatally flawed approach to prevention. On the other hand,
efforts to foster prosocial group norms and supportive relationships at the dyadic
level appear to be especially useful.

9.7.2.2 Recognize Developmental Dynamics

Just as children and youth grow and change, so do the structure and operation of
their peer system. Interventions must be carefully calibrated to the developmental
features of dyadic and group relationships. Close friendships take on stronger sup-
port functions in adolescence than they manifest in childhood; with age, friendship
groups grow more stable. These developmental changes affect the capacities of vari-
ous facets of the peer system to foster positive development and to respond to adult
guidance in this mission.

9.7.2.3 Leave Well Enough Alone

For most young people, the peer system works effectively to promote positive
development. It does not require much in the way of adult tampering. This system
fosters a variety of positive outcomes, including nurturing youths’ desires to assume
more responsibility for and autonomy over their affairs. In many cases, the best
thing that adults can do is to simply let it be.



9 Peer Relations 161
9.8 A Closing Caveat

Our mission has been to illustrate the potential of the child and adolescent peer
system to foster positive development and to encourage more research from this
perspective. Yet, the capacity of peers to be a destructive, health-compromising
force in young people’s lives cannot be denied. The best approach to research and
intervention is the most challenging: to recognize and respect peers’ capacity to
enhance as well as undermine individual development. Keeping a balanced view
should help adults to guide young people to more effective, rewarding relationships
with their peers so that these relationships, in turn, can serve the best interests of
positive youth development.
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Chapter 10

The Emotional Warmth Approach

to Professional Childcare: Positive Psychology
and Highly Vulnerable Children in Our Society

Colin Maginn and R.J. Sean Cameron

Treatment is not just fixing what is broken, it is nurturing what
is best. (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000, p. 7)

10.1 Introduction

In an ideal world, all children would enjoy loving attached relationships with the
adults responsible for their care and would lead happy and fulfilling lives exploring,
discovering, and learning about the world that they live in and the people they live
with. Sadly, not all children are happy: too many do not receive the care and upbringing
they need for a fulfilling life, some live in situations which are frightening, painful,
and emotionally damaging, and a number have to grow up in environments where
they suffer all of these undeserved and life-limiting conditions.

Penelope Leach in her introduction to The Pledge for Children touches on society’s
complacency about this dark side of life for some children:

... of course we can see our treatment of children as humane and respectful if we compare
it with the treatment of children swept around Eastern Europe in an orgy of “ethnic cleansing”
or shot as vermin in the streets of Brazil. (Leach 2011)

The ugly truth is that in every town and city in the world, there are children and
young people who have been abandoned, rejected, neglected, abused, and exploited:
these children do not live in a world of well-being and opportunity, for them, life is
a struggle for survival.

In the United Kingdom, we have extensive laws and regulations supported by a
small army of lawyers, social workers, foster parents, and residential childcare workers
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Category of need of looked after children

Year ending 31 March 2011
¥ Abuse or neglect (53,760)

B Child's disability (2,890)
B Parents illness or disability (3,900)
10% B Family in acute stress (8,540)

4% B Family dysfunction (12,650)

3%

¥ Socially unacceptable behaviour
(2,160)
Low income (270)

Fig. 10.1 Department for Education information on the reasons for children and young people being
received into public care (Department for Education 201 1a. Statistical First Release data. This infor-
mation can be accessed at: http://www.education.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SFR/s001026/index.shtml)

who are employed to safeguard and protect children from harm by ensuring that they
have a safe and nurturing place to grow and thrive. In most cases, a child or young
person needing public care would be placed with foster parents. In 2011, out of a
total of 65,520 children in care, 74 % were in foster homes and just over 10 % were
living in children’s homes, secure children’s homes, and other residential settings
(the remainder were living under supervision with parents and close relatives).!

While many children and young people have successfully settled into their new
homes, there are also some children, whose emotional pain-based behavior has resulted
in moves to a succession of foster homes or children’s homes. As a result, the psycho-
logical trauma resulting from their pre-care neglect or abuse is likely to be compounded
by further failed emotional attachments and perceived rejection. Such experiences can
be either debilitating for the child or act as triggers for a variety of reactions which
range from slow-burning anger to violent and destructive behavior, thereby making it
even more difficult to find a permanent home for “the problem child”.

This view of the child as “the problem” is endemic within the care system, which
has both historical and philosophical roots in a pathogenic paradigm. Historically,
the provision of care for needy children in England was left to the church and chari-
ties. Charitable giving to the “deserving poor” was formalized by The Poor Law of
1601, an Act of Parliament which placed a duty on parishes to provide for orphans
and children in poverty, who were too young to work. Previously, many abandoned,
neglected, and abused children had been left to fend for themselves, viewed as
responsible for their own situation and therefore “undeserving”.

This perception of “feral youth blighting society” still occasionally emerges in
the media, yet recent government statistics (Fig. 10.1) show that only 2 % of the
children received into care were there primarily because of their socially unaccept-
able behavior, a figure that implies most are there through the faults of others.

'Department for Education (2011a), Statistical First Release. This information can be accessed at:
http://www.education.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SFR/s001026/index.shtml.
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Achievement of 5 A*-C GCSEs at KS4 (inc.
equivalents)

70 _/_/=/'

60 — —e— LAC (looked after for

50 1 year to 31 March)
2 40 data taken from CLA-

30 NPD matched

20 .___k’/,/“/’ dataset

1

g ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ —m=— All children
2006 2007 2008 2009 2010
year

Fig. 10.2 Educational outcomes for children looked after by local authorities in England and
Wales matched with data contained within the National Pupil Database (Department for Education
2010; Department for Children, Schools and Families 2008)

10.2 One Big Initiative for Change

For over a decade in the U.K., considerable sums of public money have been
directed towards improving outcomes for children in public care, much of this being
targeted on what seems like the worthy objective of improving their educational
attainments (and hopefully, their life outcomes). While the result has been a modest
improvement in the number of young people in public care achieving five A* to C
grades at GCSEs (General Certificate of Secondary Education) Key Stage 4, the
comparable gains for all children have also improved (Fig. 10.2), so not only have
the positive outcomes for looked-after children fallen short of what was hoped for,
but it could be argued that many of the small improvements which took place in this
group might have happened without such a large financial input. Indeed, the number
of care leavers who were not in education, employment, or training increased from
32 % in 2010 to 33 % in 2011.

However, low academic attainment is only the tip of the life problem iceberg for
children in public care: other life-limiting outcomes in early adulthood can be
inferred by the information that some 80 % of The Big Issue sellers had been in care;
more than a third of young people leaving care were unemployed; half of all prosti-
tutes had been looked after; and up to 50 % of the prison population under 25 had
been through the care system. In short, too many care leavers end up homeless,
jobless, friendless, and incarcerated.

In their survey of children in care, Blower et al. (2004) concluded that chronic
and disabling mental health problems were suffered by a majority of children in
their sample and this was despite early recognition of their difficulties, attempts at
solutions, and supportive care settings. In a large sample comparison study between
looked after children and children living in private households, Ford et al. (2007)
found that “children who are looked after by the local authority have a higher
prevalence of both psychosocial adversity and psychiatric disorder than the most
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socio-economically disadvantaged children living in private households...” (p. 323)
and concluded that “residential social workers are dealing with many children with
serious psychiatric disorders, and yet many have little training or support for the
identification and management of these difficulties” (p. 325).

Particularly disturbing was the information gleaned in a survey published in the
journal Community Care (to which only one third of English councils responded),
which revealed that over 2000 children in the care of these authorities had gone miss-
ing in 2010 and although most were found within a week, 75 had been missing for
more than 3 months, and a further 45 had still not been found (Pemberton 2011). With
dismal outcomes like the ones listed above, the population of looked-after children
and young people must qualify as one of the most vulnerable in our society today.

Major changes in the public care system are urgently needed but, given the his-
torical context of childcare and some residual and entrenched attitudes to childcare,
changing the system is not going to be an easy task, nor is it likely to be achieved
quickly. However, there are some reasons for optimism, a report by a cross-party
group of members of Parliament reporting in 2009, stated:

We believe that the greatest gains in reforming our care system are to be made in identifying

and removing whatever barriers are obstructing the development of good personal relation-

ships, and putting in place all possible means of supporting such relationships where they
occur. (House of Commons 2009, p. 27)

Similarly, the Children Act 1989 Guidance and Regulations Volume 4: Fostering
Services set out a clear expectation that foster parents would build “long term bonds
and attachments” (Department for Education 2011b, p. 16) while the Key Principles
and Values section of the Children Act 1989 Guidance and Regulations Volume 5:
Children’s Homes states that “the best outcomes are achieved when the children and
young people are cared for by well trained, supportive and actively engaged adults,
with whom they can develop appropriate attachments and make positive relationships”
(Department for Education 201 1c, p. 6).

Advocating the use of positive psychology in residential childcare, Houston
(2006) noted that much of the previous work in this area had “fallen prey to a deficit-
oriented approach to treatment and therapeutic help” (p. 184). They concluded with
the challenging statement: “At the heart of residential care, some might argue, lies a
negative mindset...” (p. 198) and that “managers cannot expect their staff to act
positively to the young people under their charge if they manage through a negative
psychology, one that is critical, risk-aversive, bureaucratically informed, and
obsessed with complaints™ (p. 198).

Clearly, the childcare profession requires a “mindshift” away from such perspec-
tives as the problem child and keeping a professional distance stance to one which
encourages emotional warmth, accesses professional expertise from psychology,
and taps into the healthy strengths, and interests of young people. Childcare needs to
reproduce the shift of emphasis, which Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) achieved
from an exclusively problem-focused psychology to positive psychology. Such a
mindshift already exists within a minority of highly committed foster parents and
residential care staff, who go against the prevailing “risk aversion” and “touch taboo”
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expectations in social care and who show affection, thoughtfulness, warmth, and
kindness to the children in their care: their positive and powerful impact on the
children’s lives will ripple through future generations and it is from empowering
them and modeling their approach that we find the greatest cause for optimism for
children in public care. Indeed, the authors are frequently humbled by their selfless
dedication to their children and believe that these individuals should be at the fore-
front of change since they know and intuitively provide what is needed. The task of
applied psychologists is to ensure that front line carers and foster parents are sup-
ported with the knowledge and skills to see beyond the often-challenging behavior,
to increase the likelihood of achieving trusting attachments and the positive life
outcomes for young people in their care.

10.3 Achieving the Mindshift: The Emotional Warmth Model
of Professional Child Care

In a number of publications over the past 5 years, the authors of this chapter have
provided details of a childcare model, designed to empower foster parents and resi-
dential child care staff with the psychological knowledge and skills which underpin
best practice (see Cameron and Maginn, 2008, 2009, 2011 for the rationale, the
processes, and procedures involved in this approach).

The Pillars of Parenting Social Enterprise was set up to inform, train, and support
residential and foster carers in their everyday work, which can be both challenging
and rewarding. The starting questions were: (a) what are the psychological needs of
these children? (b) how can residential and foster carers be enabled to meet these
subtle, complex, and often challenging needs? and (c) how can we shift the emphasis
in childcare from an overconcentration on young people’s problems to an additional
focus on their potential?

The Emotional Warmth approach, provided by the Pillars of Parenting, offers a
systematic approach to professional childcare, that has its roots firmly planted in
psychological theory, research, and practice and which enables carers to bring about
positive changes in the lives of these vulnerable young people. In brief, there are
five important components of the Emotional Warmth approach and these are as
follows:

e Empowering carers to support young people in their journey towards Adaptive
Emotional Development using the three phases of the Cairns (2002) explanation
of posttraumatic stress and the carer activities, which support these children and
young people through these common post-trauma phases.

e Providing carers with a simple but effective set of strategies which enables
them to understand and manage the pain based and frequently-disruptive, self-
defeating, and sometimes-violent behavior which children in care often exhibit
(see Cameron and Maginn 2009).
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» Helping residential carers and foster parents to meet the parenting needs of these
children and young people through the eight Pillars of Parenting and the accom-
panying staff support activities, which underpin and support each pillar (see
Cameron and Maginn 2009).

* Ensuring that the child can grow and develop emotionally, socially, and academi-
cally by teaching carers how to identify a child or young person’s signature (or
character) strengths and helping the child to utilize these effectively in his or her
everyday life (cf. Seligman 2002; Linley 2008; Linley et al. 2010; Hooper 2012).

* Providing ongoing advice, support, and training for residential/foster carers in
their everyday work by regular consultation sessions led by an experienced
applied psychologist (cf. Kennedy et al. 2009).

10.4 Tackling Problems Through the Emotional
Warmth Approach

No one working in childcare could ignore the very real problems, which are com-
monly observed in the looked-after population. The Department for Education and
Skills (2001) defined a “mentally healthy individual” as one who can: develop emo-
tionally, creatively, intellectually, and spiritually; initiate, develop, and sustain
mutually satisfying personal relationships; face problems, resolve them, and learn
from them; be confident and assertive; be aware of others and empathize with them;
use and enjoy solitude; play and have fun, and laugh, both at themselves and at the
world. Clearly, after missing out on the positive developmental experiences that
children require and being subjected to rejection, neglect, and abuse, few looked-
after children could claim to have met many (or sometimes, any) of these mental
health criteria. Therefore, the first two of the Emotional Warmth components — support
for post-trauma stress and the management of self-defeating behavior — fall squarely
into the deficit-orientated approach, the two short sections which follow outline the
specific processes involved in the Emotional Warmth approach to these two major
problem areas in professional childcare.

10.4.1 Support for Post-trauma Stress

A simplified description of a child’s emotional journey through developmental
trauma stress has been provided by Cairns (2002) and her work has been extended
in the Emotional Warmth model to include the type of support and management
required by traumatized children during the period when they are attempting to
make sense of the traumatic event(s), which have occurred in their lives (see
Table 10.1 for an overview of the three phases of the Cairns (2002) model and a few
examples from the menu of carer activities, which can support children and young
people through each of these phases).
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Table 10.1 The model of trauma and loss, together with some good practice suggestions by carers

Stabilization Integration Adaptation

Providing a safe Aiding a child or young Enabling the reestablishment of social
and predictable person in the process- connectedness, personal efficacy, and
physical and ing of the trauma, i.e., the rediscovering of the joy of living
psychological putting the past in its
environment place

Some examples of good practice suggested by carers

Protecting the child Stressing the normality of ~ Helping the child to recognize and accept
from teasing feelings associated with the changes, which have occurred
bullying and previous traumatic
intimidation events

Establishing a clear Helping the child to Supporting the child’s own efforts to
and predictable manage post-trauma adapt to the changed circumstances
pattern of daily feelings of shame, guilt
events for the child and anger

...and others, based on  ...and others, based on ...and others, based on each child’s needs
each child’s needs each child’s needs

Adapted from Cairns (2002)

The Cairns (2002) overview of post-trauma stress is particularly useful, since it
can help residential and foster carers to view a child’s often-disruptive behavior
within a bigger picture. The model highlights the need to establish a safe and stable
environment where the child is able to talk about and learn more about the circum-
stances surrounding his or her trauma (stabilization), to deal with the often-
conflicting feelings which accompany such information, to process, control, and
manage any resulting psychological or physiological reactions (integration), and
finally, to receive the type of support which reestablishes social connectedness,
develops personal efficacy, achieves a satisfactory level of emotional adjustment to
the negative events which have been experienced, and to develop a more optimistic
view of the future (adaptation).

For each of the three stages of the Cairns (2002) model, there is a menu of post-
trauma stress activities, from which the applied psychologist consultant and the
carers can discuss, choose or add to and agree, and two or three activities which will
provide the most appropriate support for the child through the particular emotional
phase, at that point in time. In a children’s home, all the carers would agree to carry
out these selected support activities when appropriate opportunities present them-
selves, while foster carer(s) will be able to involve partners, relations and their birth
children in these support activities.

10.4.2 Managing Pain Based and Self-Defeating Behavior

In designing their parent-friendly model of behavior management, Westmacott and
Cameron (1981) drew upon the considerable body of research in behavioral psy-
chology which showed that disruptive and disturbing behaviors were often initiated
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and maintained by environmental controlling factors. This way of examining behavior,
both functional and dysfunctional, has enabled parents and carers to consider the
most likely factors associated with their child’s problem behavior and to generate
strategies which change some of these controlling conditions, so as to reduce dis-
ruptive behavior and to promote positive alternatives. The factors of the ABC (ante-
cedents, background, consequences) approach to behavior management, which can
be found in three key areas, are:

A. Antecedents (events which precede problem behavior). Such information can
lead to strategies for the proactive, preventative management of potentially dis-
ruptive behavior.

B. Background events (relevant features of the setting or context). Data resulting
from an examination of this dimension can be used to create an environment a
learning environment which minimizes disruption and encourages positive and
adaptive behavior.

C. Consequences (those proximal and distal events which follow a problem behavior).
A consideration of consequent events can generate more effective and positive
adult management of a child’s problem behavior, after it has occurred.

The advantage of the ABC model is that it permits an examination of the complex
relationship between behaviors (both positive and problematic) and their controlling
conditions. This is accomplished by asking parents or carers to keep a record of the
antecedents, the background, and the consequences surrounding a particular problem
behavior for discussion during a group consultation session. At this meeting, the
psychologist consultant can introduce a further element — the communication function
of the behavior. The key question here is: “what particular need or desire is the child
attempting to communicate/convey by his or her disruptive behavior?”

The inclusion of such a cognitive dimension, first advocated by Dreikurs and Soldz
as early as 1964, is an important element in the behavior management equation, espe-
cially when it comes to understanding and managing persistent, well established, or
complex behavior problems which children exhibit (Dreikurs and Soldz 1964). These
two theorists had argued that there were at least five commonly occurring messages
being communicated through the disruptive behavior of children (and also of adults)
namely:

* Obtaining particular objects, situations, or events

o Seeking attention (initiating social contact)

» Attempting to obtain power or/control (e.g., returning to particular and preferred
situations)

*  Wishing to withdraw/escape from a particular situation (increasing stimulation
by escaping from boredom)

» Seeking revenge (getting back at someone who has thwarted, refused, or hurt in
some way)

Since it represents an extension of the ABC approach, the additional “communi-
cation” dimension means that the combined cognitive-behavioral method can be
referred to as the ABCC + model of behavior. It is this extra C + factor which permits
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a detailed investigation of a child’s behavior, which not only illuminates some of the
more subtle or difficult to spot antecedents, background events, and consequences
surrounding the problem behavior, but can also generate better informed, more
sophisticated individual child focused management strategies for reducing the
unwanted behavior and/or indicating an alternative or competing response which
would reduce the duration and/or frequency of the unwanted behavior.

10.5 The Positive Psychology-Emotional Warmth Connection

Peterson (2006) has argued that positive psychology has three big components:
“(a) positive subjective experience (happiness, pleasure, gratification, fulfillment),
(b) positive individual traits (strengths of character, talents, interests, values), and
(c) positive institutions (families, schools, businesses, communities, societies)”
(italics added, p. 20). This framework provides a useful series of links between our
Emotional Warmth Model of Professional Child Care and its theoretical antecedents
in positive psychology and these will now be discussed.

10.5.1 Positive Subjective Experience and the Pillars
of Parenting

The greatest happiness in life, is “to love and be loved” a quotation attributed to
George Sands, a nineteenth century author. The word love may not be one which is
often used in professional childcare — psychologists may refer to “healthy attach-
ments” and the carers may use the term “close relationships” but regardless of the
words we use, at the core of human development is the need for a close and warm
relationship with a least one other person.

In his hierarchy of needs, Maslow (1971) viewed “belonging” and “love” as being
placed after our biological, physiological, and safety needs, however, given recent
evidence from the neurobiological sciences, we may need to include love and
attachment as one of the basic human needs. Studies from neurological brain scans
point to the conclusion that being “securely attached” to a protective adult is not just
“nice” but that such attachments are essential for a child’s emotional survival. It
appears that our brains are “hard wired” to maintain these emotional attachments
and that separation and rejection by loved ones on whom we depend, will cause the
same reactions in the brain as physical pain. Lieberman and Eisenberger (2009)
reported this phenomenon in Science magazine, explaining that “for both caregiver
and infant to feel pain upon separation ensures social connection and thus offspring
survival” (p. 891).

Viewed from this cognitive-neuropsychology perspective, it would be true to
say that just as vital as food and shelter, an important task of professional care is
to ensure that each child has the subjective experience of feeling wanted, valued,
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listened to...and of course, loved. The joint NICE/SCIE (National Institute for
Health and Clinical Excellence/Social Care Institute for Excellence 2010) guide-
lines on promoting the quality of life of looked-after children, highlights this per-
spective of good childcare by stating: “The child’s need to be loved and nurtured
is fundamental to achieving long-term physical, mental and emotional wellbeing.”
(p. 9). The challenge for the care profession is how to turn this laudable aspiration
into everyday practice, and the Emotional Warmth Model of Professional Child
Care sets out to meet this challenge (see Cameron and Maginn 2011).

10.5.2 The Pillars of Parenting

To achieve such a mindshift we need long-term thinking and action, and a rejection of
the coldness of those childcare practices which result from currently-employed, pro-
fessional concepts, such as “looked after” and “caring” for a much-needed emphasis
on “parenting”’. Professional parenting involves a long-term commitment and a task
which cannot be left to trial and error: the skills and knowledge required need to be
unpacked, analyzed, understood, and implemented, often in difficult circumstances.

The eight Pillars of Parenting, which are illustrated in Table 10.2 are closely
linked with underpinning research from the psychology knowledge base and also
represent a thoughtful answer to the question, “What would a good parent do?”
When planning a program designed to meet a child’s parenting needs, the psycholo-
gist consultant and the group of foster parents or residential carers would select the
pillar which is most likely to meet the child or young person’s priority parenting
need at that particular point in time. For each of the eight pillars, there is a menu of
parenting activities, from which carers can use their detailed knowledge of a young
person to choose the two or three activities: these will then be implemented by
everyone concerned to provide the most appropriate support the child in the particular
pillar (see Table 10.2).

10.5.3 Positive Individual Traits

Seligman (2002) believes that each person possesses several signature strengths,
which are those strengths of character that a person self-consciously owns, cele-
brates and (if he or she can) incorporates into everyday activities like maintaining
relationships, work, and leisure. The full list of signature strengths (which includes
obvious contenders like a love of learning, a sense of fairness, the ability to use
humor in everyday life, and enthusiasm) can be found in Seligman’s (2002) book,
but some of the less obvious ones, which may apply particularly to children in public
care have been set out in Table 10.3.

We have consistently found that the awareness and insights gained from the
Realise 2 workshop are transferred and applied by foster parents and residential carers
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Table 10.3 A sample of the many possible signature/character strengths of young people

Oodles of Energy Creativity

I like to be up and doing I can often think outside the box

I can work hard on tasks I like doing I can usually come up with a good idea
Total Commitment Empathy

If I say I will do something, I will I usually understand how people feel

I like to see a task through until it’s done I feel deeply for the problems of others
Passion Flexibility

I feel very strongly about certain issues I can adapt to most situations

I want to change things that I feel are wrong I enjoy trying out new things
Anticipation Friendship

I look forward to good things in my life I can make friends easily

I can also solve problems I can keep friends

Trust Loyalty

I can trust all my friends and family I stick by friends and family

People trust me My friends/family stick by me: I stick by them

Collated by Dr. Sean Cameron from suggestions made by the Doctorate in Educational and Child
Psychology course members at the University of East London and University College London
(December 2009) ©Pillars of Parenting Social Enterprise

to uncover the often-hidden character strengths in the children and young people in
their care. When this happens, children feel valued because their strengths skills and
talents are noticed, using their strengths is energizing, life becomes more fun, plea-
sure is gained from spending time doing the things which they enjoy and when an
element of difficulty or challenge is added to the activity, successful mastering of
the game, task or activity can lead to spontaneous feeling of joy and the experience
of optimal experience/flow as described by Csikszentmihalyi (1990).

Having identified the character strengths of individual children and young people
in their care, the psychologist consultant and the group of residential carers or foster
carer(s) can discuss how to provide opportunities (or to be on the lookout for appro-
priate windows of opportunity) which allow the child or young person to employ
their signature strengths and to enjoy the experience of just how powerful their
character strengths can be.

As part of the Pillars of Parenting on-going professional development program,
residential and foster carers complete the on-line, Realise2 strengths assessment,
designed by the Centre of Applied Positive Psychology in Coventry (http://www.
cappeu.com). The report generated by the assessment, details an individual’s:
“Realised Strengths”; their “Learned Behaviours™ (those skills which do not come
naturally but have had to be acquired through considerable practice); their
“Weaknesses”; and their “Unrealised Strengths”. This assessment gives carers and
foster parents the personal and professional information on what they are good at and
helps them to appreciate what gives them energy and joy in life. Such information
can encourage insights on how to maximize and utilize their individual unrealized
strengths and those of the work or support teams.


http://www.cappeu.com/
http://www.cappeu.com/
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10.6 Positive Children’s Homes and Families

Central government has high expectations about everyone who works with children
and young people: they should be ambitious for the child, excellent in their prac-
tice, committed to partnership and integrated working, and respected and valued as
individuals (Department for Children, Schools and Families 2008). The contribu-
tion of those carers, who are working directly with children, is central to the smooth
implementation of the Emotional Warmth model described in this chapter, so train-
ing, monitoring, and supporting the work of the carers all become organizational
priorities. To tackle the twin challenges of providing emotional warmth in their
encounters with traumatized children and also enabling a child to move through the
bereavement and loss process, residential and foster carers require a combination
of personal skills and informed professional expertise. They also need to be resilient
and have strong beliefs about the importance of their work; it is not for nothing that
Cairns (2002) cautions people not to get involved with children in public care,
unless they are prepared to be committed.

While the carers of looked-after children possess detailed knowledge about the
child, they also require the most recent information from the knowledge base in
psychology to provide them with insight into the complex problems faced by their
children, together with the sophisticated strategies required to them to manage these
problems. The Emotional Warmth approach provides these key components of pro-
fessional childcare through a two-pronged program of carer support.

In the first place, carers have immediate access to the knowledge base of psy-
chology through regular child-focused consultations with an experienced consultant
psychologist. The protocol for such consultation sessions, which leads to a written
and shared individual plan designed to meet the child’s personal, social, learning,
and development needs can be found in Table 10.4.

Secondly, the on-the-spot learning which occurs in these consultation sessions is
consolidated through a continuing professional development program which illumi-
nates their everyday work with the theory, research, and practice underpinning the
Emotional Warmth model.

10.6.1 Broaden and Build Inquiry

Identifying, supporting, and ensuring that “positive institutions” flourish, is integral
to maintaining the “emotional warmth practice model”. The Broaden and Build
Appreciative Inquiry approach is used to provide a valuing, informative, and objec-
tive report which focuses on: (a) what is going well within the organization and will
support the introduction and maintenance of the Emotional Warmth approach; and
(b) any areas which could benefit from thoughtful consideration and future develop-
ment or improvement.
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Table 10.4 Protocol for consultation session with an applied psychologist and residential of foster
carers’ team

Tasks for the psychologist consultant during a group consultation session

1. Discussion of big and modest successes achieved by staff since the last consultation session
2. Update on previous child or young person discussed
3. Discussion of management problems of today’s child
Pen portrait of the child or young person
Thumbnail outline of the child’s problem(s) and discussion of the ABC and +C factors
involved
Changing key ABC factors and teaching new + C skills
Agreed action strategies for management and support
Plan for implementation, monitoring, and evaluation
Summary of agreed action
4. Discussion and identification of the child’s current parenting needs (using the Pillars of
Parenting list and selecting from the staff support activities menu)
5. Discussion and identification of the child’s post-trauma emotional needs (using the Adaptive
Emotional Development model and the menu of staff support activities menu)
6. Discussion of child’s strengths and talents and consideration of the learning opportunities that
can arise from these
7. Meta-analysis of the session (reflecting on the process of the consultation process)

The Broaden and Build Appreciative Inquiry approach concentrates mainly on
the psychological needs of the child or young person in care, the assumption being
that other prerequisites, such as care and protection, are already in place. The report
is designed to highlight the key organizational features of a successful residential
home (cf. Anglin 2002) and is divided into three main areas:

1. Creating a family living environment while removing the emotional intensity and
negativity of the original family.

2. Responding to the trauma-based behavior.

3. Developing a sense of normality, security, and belonging in the new home.

Since effective leadership in children’s homes has been specifically linked with
improved outcomes of the young people (see Clough et al. 2006; Hicks et al. 2007),
quality of leadership is also considered. As a best practice model of “collaborative
team functioning” we have adapted the findings from the large-scale LaFasto and
Larson (2001) study to identify the most important tasks that effective team leaders
perform. These six behaviors are listed below:

Keeps the team focused on the goal
Maintains a collaborative climate
Builds confidence among members
Demonstrates technical competence
Sets priorities

Manages staff performance

AN
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Fig. 10.3 A comparison of the downward spiral of despair for many children in public care with
an achievable, upward spiral of success

Both fostering support groups and children’s homes have found the resulting reports
useful and practical, since they not only remind them of the worthwhile assets of their
organization, but also indicate areas for future discussion and possible improvements.
The elements to maintain a “positive organization” create an ongoing dialogue between
The Pillars of Parenting and the childcare organization to ensure a functional childcare
environment in which the Emotional Warmth approach can grow and flourish.

10.7 The Achievable Upward Spiral

The chapter opened by outlining the downward spiral for many young people in
public care which often leads to chronic mental health problems. However, an alter-
native upward spiral is also possible: this involves emotionally warm parenting’ and
the systematic use of professional support and evidence-based research to achieve
enhanced life outcomes for children in public care (see Fig. 10.3).

We believe that children in public care did not deserve the damaging childhoods
that they have had to endure. They do deserve an opportunity to experience kind
thoughtful professional support, to enable emotional growth from such adversity.

The Emotional Warmth approach does not shy away from tackling the problems
experienced and presented by children and young people in care. However, we do
believe that a mindshift from one which mainly focuses on their problems, to one
which values and celebrates the healthy side of each child, can be achieved through
a combination of skillful parenting, sensitive support for post-trauma stress, building
upon the child’s signature strengths, and using a psychologist consultant to bring
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applied psychology into professional child care. Having such a systematic and
transparent approach creates an environment, which is safer, and more secure and
predictable, within which there are fewer uncertainties and over which children can
exert more control.

Such a context is one where children and young people can begin to move from
post-traumatic stress to post-trauma growth (cf. Linley and Joseph 2002; Joseph
2012). Their search for meaning and emotional adaptation may be a tough one, but
it is also likely to be a worthwhile journey. Our goal for children in public care is
that they end up as young adults who are personally stronger and socially more
altruistic people who possess a deeper appreciation of some of the things that make
living worthwhile.
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Chapter 11
A Place for Well-Being in the Classroom?

Ian Morris

11.1 Introduction

Here is Edward Bear, coming downstairs now, bump, bump, bump, on the back of his head,
behind Christopher Robin. It is, as far as he knows, the only way of coming downstairs, but
sometimes he feels that there really is another way, if only he could stop bumping for a
moment and think of it. And then he feels that perhaps there isn’t. (Milne 1989, p. 3)

In two crucial areas of life, economics and education, we are in a similarly per-
plexing position to Winnie-the-Pooh, as these quotes from Martha Nussbaum
(2011) and John White (2011) illustrate, respectively:

For a long time, economists, policy-makers, and bureaucrats who work on the problems of
the world’s poorer nations told people a story that distorted human experience. Their dominant
models asserted that the quality of life in a nation was improving when, and only when,
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita was increasing. This crude measure gave high
marks to countries that contained alarming inequalities, countries in which a large proportion
of people were not enjoying the fruits of a nation’s overall economic improvement. Because
countries respond to public rankings that affect their international reputation, the crude
approach encouraged them to work for economic growth alone, without attending to the
living standard of their poorer inhabitants, and without addressing issues such as health and
education, which typically do not improve with economic growth. (Nussbaum 2011, p. ix)

We should have left this sad piece of nonsense [that schooling is centrally about exam suc-
cess] behind us with the twentieth century. Its schools were caught up in a regime of getting
on, doing ever better, getting more and more efficient — but within a system that had lost
sight of what it was about...schools should be mainly about equipping people to lead a
fulfilling life. (White 2011, p. 1)

Both economics and education have been afflicted by a similar malaise — a mea-
sure of success which seems to have ended up harming the very systems it was

1. Morris (>4)
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intended to help. In economics, the arguments are well-rehearsed; that the unrelenting
focus on GDP as the only measure of a nation’s success has caused governments to
lessen their investment in the true ingredients of well-being (such as personal rela-
tionships, health, education) preferring to encourage their citizens to become con-
spicuous consumers in order to feed economic growth, quantifiable in terms of
GDP, at a cost both to humans and their environment.

A similar dynamic has taken hold in education. With the laudable aim of raising
standards in schools, successive U.K. governments have turned to the narrow and
blunt instrument of using examination results as the measure of success. One cor-
responding effect is a lack of clarity about the aims of education and the perverse
situation where, for many, the measure (exam success) has become the aim. This
simply will not do. Our aims for education should be coterminous with our deepest
wishes for young people and the lives they will lead; to limit this to a clutch of cer-
tificates is to sell education short. It must be about something more.

This chapter will argue for just this. In Sect. 11.2, it will argue not just that well-
being should play a central role in education, but that well-being should be the
central aim of education. In Sect. 11.3, it will sketch some ideas of what education
needs to do to bring about well-being for all those involved in it. Section 11.4 will
glance briefly at what curriculum reform might be needed to better serve the aims of
well-being.

11.2  Well-Being as the Aim of Education

Prima facie, it is hard to see why well-being should not serve as the fundamental
purpose of our education system, as argued by White (2011):

Just how central an aim should universal well-being be? It is, after all, not the only candi-
date. Supporting the economy is another. So is preparation for citizenship...It is hard to
think of any aim, actual or ideal, without some link to personal well-being. Economic goals
are not ends in themselves; their point is to help people lead more flourishing lives. (p. 121)

But we must be clear what we mean by “well-being”. To guide our discussion of
well-being in education, I will rely upon a recent and robust definition of the term.
In 2008, the U.K. Government Office for Science published the Foresight Mental
Capital and Well-being Project report, which defined mental capital and mental
well-being as follows:

[Mental capital]...includes [a person’s] cognitive ability, how flexible and efficient they are
at learning, and their “emotional intelligence”, such as their social skills and resilience in
the face of stress... [Mental well-being is] a dynamic state in which the individual is able to
develop their potential, work productively and creatively, build strong and positive relation-
ships with others, and contribute to their community. It is enhanced when an individual is
able to fulfil their personal and social goals and achieve a sense of purpose in their society.
(Cooper et al. 2008, p. 10)

So, what needs to be done to realize this aim? One could argue with Claxton
(2008), that if we are to make schools centers of genuine, autonomous, and
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meaningful learning, that well-being, or something like it, would be the end product
arising from doing something genuinely challenging and worthwhile. Learning, and
a love thereof, is one of many routes to well-being' and the job of schools, in con-
junction with parents and communities, is to make as many of these different routes
to well-being available to children and teachers as possible.

However, at present, well-being only receives adequate focus in schools through
the determined efforts of school leaders, teachers, and children despite a system that
demands quite different and much narrower things.> Claxton’s (2008) vision of
learning as an instrument of well-being, rather than an instrument of accountability
is far from being realized in many schools. White (2007, 2011) argues that the
English education system has suffered from a curriculum focused on subjects and
content, without overarching aims, restrained by a standards agenda which mea-
sures the delivery of this content through holding schools accountable to their exam
results. The consequences of this have been a serious undermining of the presence
of the ingredients of well-being in schools, as Cigman (2009) observes:

A standards agenda involves identifying and possibly shaming children and schools that
fail. The social consequences of educational failure include disaffection, delinquency, vio-
lence and so on: the very problems the standards agenda set out to address. Such an agenda
may help some children, but for others, arguably, it makes matters worse by drawing atten-
tion to their failures and making them feel unworthy and excluded. (p. 173)

There are other consequences. White (2011) argues that learning is transformed
into work, much of which is exam-focused and heteronomous (i.e., externally
devised and imposed), which removes the inherent joy of discovery in learning.
Genuine learning not only depends upon many of the ingredients of mental well-
being in the definition cited above, it also leads to them, creating a virtuous cycle.
A related concern is over the confusion of individual aims and institutional ones.
When a school sets itself a target to achieve a certain percentage of A grades, it is
all too easy for individual children to become lost as means to this end, as expend-
able statistical contributors to be coerced and manipulated to achieve aims not cho-
sen by them. By reducing learning to a heteronomous process of work, focusing on
the accrual of knowledge which results in the acquisition of extrinsic rewards and
the potential promise of economic productivity, schools make it much harder for
learning and well-being to go together.

'See for example the New Economics Foundation’s “Five Ways to Well-being”, which directly
references learning http://neweconomics.org/projects/five-ways-well-being, or Seligman’s
PERMA model (Positive emotions, Engagement (or flow), Relationship/social connections,
Meaning (and purpose), Accomplishment; Seligman 2011), which could be argued to subsume
learning in engagement and accomplishment.

2The explicit requirement to find evidence of the promotion of pupil well-being was removed from
the U.K. schools inspection framework in January 2012. The new framework focuses on pupil
achievement, quality of teaching, and school leadership and pupils’ behavior and safety http://
www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201212/cmhansrd/cm120123/text/120123w0001.htm.


http://neweconomics.org/projects/five-ways-well-being
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White (2011) argues that education should be for well-being; that the life of a
school should be built upon this aim. It is here that White’s view of education differs
significantly from the mainstream. He argues that the mistake we have made in the
past is to begin with a list of subjects and graft our aims on to them. White believes
that the way to truly bring about well-being in education is to start with well-being
as the aim, supported by the development of dispositions (i.e., personal qualities),
followed by understanding (perhaps through the subjects children currently study),
with the two (dispositions and understanding) becoming mutually enriching and
leading to well-being. As he puts it: “The starting point is that she should have the
positive qualities needed for a flourishing life. We would not want her to become
brilliant at algebra and Latin, but cripplingly anxious, or cynical, or a sadist. First
things first.” (White 2011, p. 131)

That an “education for well-being” approach may be considered “radical” by
some is a tragedy. Education has been dominated by the insistence solely upon the
mastery of a body of knowledge for too long. Of course children need to know about
the world they live in, but unless this knowledge is guided by dispositions, which
can be encouraged and taught (see discussion below), we leave too much to chance.
Qualities such as resilience, persistence, compromise, patience, empathy, and kind-
ness are foundational to everything that children do in schools. That they have been
considered “peripheral”,® or even “ghastly” belies an almost Skinnerian® reduction
of the role of person and character in learning and a reduction of learning to a cari-
cature of its central role in well-being. It also sets up a false and pernicious dichot-
omy between “rigorous academic learning” and what are considered by some to be
“softer” interpersonal skills. The idea that these two components of learning are in
some way separable could only come from a place of very little sympathy for a child
trying to master the world in which they live.

White (2011) is, however, guarded about the idea of separate curriculum provi-
sion for well-being because in his view, if education is truly about well-being
through the development of dispositions, the need for a discrete subject to teach it
would become obsolete and the stranglehold of the subjects would be loosened.
I disagree with him. Elsewhere (see Morris 2012), I have argued that education
should serve two functions: education as happiness and education for happiness.
What I mean by this is that every process undertaken in schools should be one that
has happiness, or well-being, as its aim and that in every interaction be it in the
classroom or the corridor, on the stage or the sports field, is one that can meaning-
fully contribute to the well-being of the members of the school community. This is
not at odds with White’s (2011) arguments. Where we part company is on the need

*In proposed changes to the schools inspection framework in 2010, the Secretary of State for
education, Michael Gove announced that schools would no longer be rated on what he termed
“peripheral issues”, widely thought to be pupil well-being and community cohesion (Harrison 2010).

#Nick Gibb, U.K. schools minister, quoted in Schools strive for pupils’ happiness (Northen 2012),
http://www.guardian.co.uk/education/2012/jan/16/children-wellbeing-schools-ofsted?
INTCMP=SRCH.

>For a discussion of Skinnerian behaviorism, see Kohn (1999), pp. 6-11.
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for education for happiness. There is so much research into human well-being and
flourishing that time should be made available to run explicit sessions on what well-
being and flourishing comprise and how we can apply learning from this research
to the activities that children engage in on a daily basis. Children are as entitled
to discover what makes for a flourishing life as they are any other knowledge.
Furthermore, skills like emotional management, conflict resolution, and finding
meaning and purpose are too often expected to emerge through some kind of mys-
terious osmosis as children encounter the traditional subjects or meet skillful teachers.
To assume that learning for well-being would happen across the curriculum, even
one with well-being as its aim, when training in well-being is almost completely
absent from the education that teachers themselves receive, would be to continue to
leave the process to chance.

11.3 Well-Being Education

Just like Winnie-the-Pooh (i.e., Edward Bear; Milne 1989), we have come to the
conclusion that there must be another way of coming down the stairs. Our task now
is to find out exactly what that might look like. This section will explore examples
of the dispositions schools might wish to encourage in order to help children and
teachers develop their own well-being and that of others. That I have included
teachers here is important. When I trained as a teacher, we were told that all teachers
are teachers of literacy and numeracy. Quite so. We are all teachers of well-being
too. Young people look to their teachers to role model being human and teachers
have a duty, not only to help young people to learn, but also to show them by example
the sorts of dispositions that will help them learn and flourish.

The sketch in this section is based upon the 6-stranded model of well-being that
we use at Wellington College,® which was informed by the U.K. Government Office
for Science’s definitions of mental capital and metal well-being presented above
(see Cooper et al. 2008). Each strand contains examples of dispositions that can
be both explicitly taught in a well-being lesson and ought also to be reflected across
the school community by all who belong to it. The brevity of this chapter restricts
the scope of the examples discussed. Thus, these should not be seen as exhaustive
or prescriptive, but more suggestive of the direction in which to head.

11.3.1 Physical Health

One of the foundations of well-being is an understanding of the functions of our
body, what behaviors best serve those functions and a sense (in so far as is possible)
of autonomy and choice about our health. These (and others like them) are the

The full curriculum can be accessed for free at: http:/intranet.wellingtoncollege.org.uk/well-being.
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dispositions that will help children to have a positive approach to their health and
more importantly, dispositions that can help them to remove the irritating hurdles to
flourishing that children often feel imprisoned by. Executive function is just one
example of this. Children should find out about the exciting research that has been
done into the areas of the brain that affect their executive function and apply this to
the kinds of daily temptations that require the ability to delay gratification, such as
the choice between computer gaming and playing outside, or answering one more
text message and getting to sleep. This can easily be brought to life by reenacting
Walter Mischel’s classic” experiment on delayed gratification using marshmallows
and any one of a number of practical strategies for developing executive function
(e.g., see Morris 2009). When given the challenge of resisting temptation for home-
work, our students almost always choose to deal with issues, such as the intrusion
of smartphones into studying or conversation, and quickly notice the benefits of
being able to manage that intrusion.

A related way of developing this is the use of physical exercise. As Ratey
(2001, 2008) has shown, exercise not only depends upon delayed gratification, by
putting off more pleasurable things to do it, but it develops it too. Unfortunately,
schools have tended to have a history of an excessively competitive approach to
physical exercise, with all of the attendant sense of shame and humiliation that
can accompany competition (see Kohn 1992). But as Ratey (2008) explains, inno-
vative work has been done to introduce noncompetitive exercise into schools, not
just as a way to improve cardiovascular fitness and combat obesity, but to increase
children’s ability to learn. There is a demonstrable correlation between frequent
exercise and improved learning as well as impulse control and once children expe-
rience this it can have a profoundly positive impact on their relationship to their
physical health. I recently visited a remarkable school in Australia called
Timbertop, the mountain campus of Geelong Grammar School. At Timbertop all
students and staff participate in the running program, which gets steadily more
arduous throughout the year, culminating in an 18.5-mile marathon. When I spoke
to students about this they spoke not just of stamina or lung capacity, or of cogni-
tive benefits for learning, but also the dispositional advantages long distance run-
ning brings, such as persistence, a sense of perspective, encouragement of others,
and connection with the natural world.

Other components of this strand could include: nutrition and its links to mood
and learning; the role of sleep in well-being and how to build good sleep habits;
what happens in the brain when we learn and how this awareness can maximize
learning; and understanding how to manage excessive stress and capitalize upon the
benefits of stress inoculation (see Ratey 2008).

"For fuller explanation, see Goleman (2004), p. 80.
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11.3.2 Positive Relationships

The centrality of our human relationships to our sense of well-being is beyond
question, nowhere more so than in schools. McLaughlin and Clarke (2010) in a review
of 133 research papers on the impact of the school experience on mental health
argue that:

It is not new to argue that relationships matter but the body of evidence is now quite large
and powerful. We can conclude that the connections between people in schools are a driving
force in shaping engagement with school. This sense of belonging influences wellbeing,
academic outcomes and social development, short and long term...We can also conclude
that relationships with teachers and pupils in schools are potentially powerful for all pupils,
and particularly so for the more emotionally vulnerable. So engaging with the promotion of
positive mental health for young people entails building communities in schools in which
young people can have sustaining and meaningful relationships, which they perceive as
supportive. These perceptions emerge as important in influencing wellbeing. (p. 20)

Schools have to take seriously their role in helping young people explore how to
build positive relationships and they must directly address it. Even if one retains the
traditional view of education as being about academic outcomes, the role of the
relationships in raising achievement is primary; this is even more the case in an
education system that prizes well-being above all.

It is impossible here to detail all of the possible work that could be done in
schools to enhance an understanding of relationships and there is already an enor-
mous amount of good work being done. However, there is one contribution to rela-
tionships education I would like to highlight.

In recent years, a number of schools have been experimenting with a tech-
nique for conflict resolution called “restorative justice” (RJ). Learning to negotiate
conflict skillfully draws upon and develops deep understanding of components of
relationships, such as empathy, trust, emotional management, the role of shame
and pride, compromise, body language, forgiveness, and love. When an offence
is committed, a law, rule or norm gets broken and a relationship is harmed in
some way. The traditional “criminal justice” approach looks to find which law
was broken, who broke it, and how they should be punished, or what they deserve.
It tends to remove victim and offender from the process and justice is done to
them. The restorative approach explores who has been hurt by the offending,
what their needs are, and who has an obligation to meet those needs. It is differ-
ent because victim and offender collaborate in repairing the harm that offending
does to the relationship (Zehr 2002). Instead of imposing punishment on an
offender and potentially prolonging the corrosive effects of shame that entails
(Nathanson 1992), it seeks to find ways of repairing the harm done to the rela-
tionship through the offending, by bringing the victim and the offender together
in a carefully conducted meeting that is focused on resolution (cf. Tutu 1999;
McCullough 2008).

In schools, where most “offending” is low level, but has a dramatic impact on the
quality of relationships, RJ is a powerful tool for dealing with offending and repair-
ing the relationships in a more meaningful and lasting way than saying sorry and
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shaking hands, followed by a detention. Teachers and pupils who use this technique
repeatedly find that the RJ process enables both victim and offender to see each
other as real people again, rather than the caricatures they can become through a
criminal justice approach and in many cases, it can break patterns of antisocial
behavior and prevent reoffending.®

To be able to resolve conflict constructively could be one of the most important
products of school and one of the most significant contributions to well-being both
at and beyond it.

11.3.3 Perspective

This aspect of well-being concerns developing what Gilbert (2007) terms a
“psychological immune system”, or the cognitive ability to respond well to change,
challenge, and adversity. This is not concerned with building a psychological suit of
armor to deflect the slings and arrows of life, but with the development of a set of
resources to help think flexibly and accurately about what happens to us. That we
make perceptual errors about what takes place in and around us is not news, but
what is news is the idea that schoolteachers can teach a set of skills to children to
minimize the emotional and behavioral damage done by unhelpful interpretations of
what happens to them.

One of the most renowned examples of this is the Penn Resilience Program (PRP).
Originally conceived as a means of responding to childhood depression (Reivich and
Shatté 2003) researchers at the University of Pennsylvania devised the PRP to help
adolescents become aware of and manage their explanatory style: our thinking response
to events in our lives. Beginning with awareness of the effect of thinking on our emo-
tions and behavior (the “ABC” [Adversity, Consequences, Beliefs]) the program runs
through a set of skills to deal with the “thinking traps” that can turn past events and
future possibilities into problems, develop assertiveness and compromise, and remain
calm and focused in stressful situations. There is a rich seam to be mined here for
education. Learning is as much about finding ways of getting unstuck as it is about
finding things out — schools often focus on the former at the expense of the latter and
developing resilience happens accidentally. Worthwhile learning should be challenging
as well as enjoyable and children need, deliberately and with guidance, to develop the
resources to respond flexibly to adversity. Resilience training does just that.

Another resource that children should develop is the “growth mindset” arising
from the research of Carol Dweck. Dweck (2000, 2008) distinguishes between
two mindsets, “fixed” and “growth”, arising from theories of intelligence. She argues
that some people conceive of intelligence as fixed and entity-like, what she calls
the “fixed mindset” and others conceive of intelligence as malleable and incremen-
tal, what she calls the “growth mindset”. Emerging research into the development

$Further information see: http://www.restorativejustice.org.uk/restorative_justice_works.
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of talent (Gladwell 2008; Syed 2010), and neuroplasticity (Doidge 2008) back up
the view held by Dweck (2000, 2008) that our mastery of any given discipline is
more dependent upon effort and effective practice than it is upon any genetic or
trait-like predisposition. In other words, getting good requires working hard and
bar a few faculties like eyesight and language, the brain is always capable of learn-
ing new things.

What is fascinating about Dweck’s research is her evidence that individuals
seem to be guided towards either a fixed or a growth mindset by the type of praise
they receive (cf. Holt 1982). In a series of remarkable experiments, Dweck (2000)
showed that praising children for being clever, or being a “natural” is actually hand-
icapping to their progress because being praised in that way increases the likelihood
that children will become more concerned with appearing to be good at a discipline
than they will with mastering it. In other words, if a child is told they are clever, they
will feel the need to live up to that epithet. The cost of this is significant. Feeling the
need to be seen as clever makes students less likely to take risks as learners, more
anxious about success and, interestingly, more likely to lie about failure.

It is of fundamental importance that children go through school with an accurate
view of how mastery is developed; children who give up at the first try of a new
endeavor because they don’t perfect it immediately, don’t have to suffer in this way.
Both resilience and mindset depend upon regular and effective interventions from
teachers and this has significant implications for the way that we train for the pro-
fession. The teaching of resilience and mindset are not widespread and they need to
be if we are to take the well-being of teachers and students seriously.

11.3.4 Engagement

This strand of well-being teaching addresses what might be termed “getting stuck in
and staying stuck in”, in short what motivates us and how we stay engaged in the
activities we choose for ourselves. The Wellington program covers areas such as
flow states (Csikszentmihalyi 2002), the significance of positive emotions in broad-
ening our horizons and building our psychological capital (Fredrickson 2009) and
the importance of managing feedback in staying engaged. Much of what is done in
schools requires high levels of intellectual and emotional engagement and given
that “engagement” appears in many inventories of well-being (e.g., Huppert and So
2011) it does not appear to be too much of a stretch to suggest that schools devote
time to getting this one right.

One of the most provocative discussions of how we go about getting children
motivated to engage comes from Kohn (1999). In a review of studies into human
motivation, Kohn (1999) comes to the conclusion that what he calls “pop-
behaviorism”, that is, the widespread belief (notably in education) that to get any-
one to do anything you either have to threaten them with punishment, or promise
them a reward, is not only unsuccessful, but harmful.
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...students who are motivated by grades or other rewards, typically don’t learn as well, think
as deeply, care as much about what they’re doing, or choose to challenge themselves to the
same extent as students who are not grade oriented. But the damage doesn’t stop there.
Grades dilute the pleasure that a student experiences on successfully completing a task. They
encourage cheating and strain the relationship between the teacher and the student. They
reduce a student’s sense of control over his own fate and can induce a blind conformity to
others’ wishes — sometimes to the point that students are alienated from their own prefer-
ences and don’t even know who they are. Again, notice it is not only those who are punished
by F’s but also those rewarded by A’s who bear the cost of grades. (Kohn 1999, p. 204)

Grading increases the likelihood of children becoming “product oriented”, rather
than “process oriented” in other words, they become more concerned about the end
result (the grade) than focusing on the process (learning, practice, and mastery) that
will get them there. As mentioned above, this is the perverse situation where the
measure becomes the aim.

As Kohn (1999) also points out, the litmus test of the effectiveness of rewards is
how well they continue working after they are removed. In experiment after experi-
ment the conclusion repeatedly comes back that as soon as you remove the reward,
the desired behavior will cease (Kohn 1999). In schools, this has particular signifi-
cance for so called “effort-grading” and its implications for lifelong learning. If the
investing of effort into learning is made contingent upon the application of rewards
and punishment, what happens to our fledgling learners once they leave the reward
regime and have to start finding their own motivation to invest effort in the work-
place or the university?

In short, if we want young people to engage meaningfully in the processes of
learning to be learners and mastering important skills and disciplines, we could do
a lot worse than remove grading, of both attainment and effort. A suggestion for
what might take its place is made in the next section.

11.3.5 The World

Our children are born into a world that is a product of the GDP focus that Nussbaum’s
(2011) sketch describes. Just a few minutes spent watching a commercial children’s
television channel is clear evidence that there are immense forces at work encouraging
our young people to consume and consume conspicuously. The harmful conse-
quences of competitive consumption are already well-known (Klein 2000; James
2007; Cooper et al. 2008), and need no rehearsal here, and the assertion that young
people need help deciphering the many messages they are flooded with has already
led to interesting programs in schools.’

In terms of dispositions, Schwartz (2004) provides us with a list of 11 antidotes
to dealing with the paralyzing effect of choice available to consumers, being aware

°One such example is Adbusters’ “Media Empowerment Kit”, see: http://www.adbusters.org/
cultureshop/mediakit.
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of adaptation, comparing ourselves less with others, and learning how to “satisfice”
more (knowing when something is good enough and not hankering after perfection).
Another resource for learning to manage living in a technology-rich, consumer society
can be found at: http://www.lifesquared.org.uk, a website providing free publica-
tions designed to provoke the reader to stop, think, and question the consuming
habits that our economy can encourage us to develop. So much of this work can be
described as “the art of living” found in the philosophy of Aristotle and the Stoics:

In [the Stoic] view, philosophy did not consist in teaching an abstract theory — much less in
the exegesis of texts — but rather in the art of living...It is a conversion which turns our
entire life upside down, changing the life of the person who goes through it. It raises the
individual from an inauthentic condition of life, darkened by unconsciousness and harassed
by worry, to an authentic state of life, in which he attains self-consciousness, an exact vision
of the world, inner peace, and freedom. (Hadot 1995, p. 83)

It should be noted that encouraging children to think critically about how to
carve out a sustainable life in the face of pressure to consume and use technology is
not a moral crusade. It is not motivated by a value judgment that books and nature
are preferable to TV and shopping malls — everything has its place — it is rather
motivated by genuine concerns for the physical and mental health of young people.
The simple fact is, that if a child spends their life watching TV or gaming or loitering
in shopping centers, their chances of being healthy and happy are greatly reduced,
and part of the job of a well-being education is to show children that a balance may
be struck and that true fulfillment may lie elsewhere.

11.3.6 Meaning and Purpose

Both Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model and Huppert and So’s (2011) well-being
measure contain explicit reference to the impact of perceiving that one’s life has
meaning and purpose on our well-being. Frankl (2004) believed its importance so
fundamental that he conceived an entire form of therapy around it. That children
should leave school with a sense of the direction and value of their own existence
seems to be beyond question, but education needs to tread warily here. It would be
all too easy for this kind of work to be hijacked by a more prescriptive, sinister, or
narcissistic agenda. One only need recall Maggie Smith’s 1969 portrayal of Muriel
Spark’s (1961) tragic Jean Brodie, to remember the risks inherent in trying to exert
undue influence over what children believe their lives to be for.

The development of a personal sense of meaning requires many of the other
dispositions hinted at throughout this chapter, but this does not mean it should be a
discussion shunted to the end; in an education that values well-being, discussions of
meaning and purpose should be a regular feature. Providing the outcomes are not
controlled and students are provided with a rich and diverse array of material to
reflect upon, the moment of school leaving should be one filled with genuine opti-
mism about the range of possible trajectories available, rather than feeling like
Winnie-the-Pooh when he reached the bottom of the stairs.
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11.4 Well-Being and the Curriculum

Our aim and our dispositions are in place, but what of understanding, the space
traditionally occupied by the academic subjects? White (2011) argues that schools
should have more freedom to promote dispositions by finding ways to work outside
the traditional framework of subjects. He also argues that improvements need to be
made to teaching and teacher training to encourage teachers to develop whole-
hearted engagement in learning and also to enable children to have more autonomy
over what they learn and when. Wholeheartedness and autonomy could be pro-
moted, he suggests, through more collaborative forms of learning (as opposed to
individuals plowing through work to prepare them for exams) and by more cross-
curricular learning, where students are given projects to work on which draw upon
different disciplines. Furthermore, White (2011) suggests that our traditional
approach to assessing learning (i.e., through the use of terminal exams) be replaced
by a process of continuous assessment of dispositions and understanding by the
people who know the child best: the teachers who teach them (as opposed to the
anonymous examiner) and, interestingly, the parents.

In the UK, the freedom to take innovative approaches to teaching and learning
already exists, because the curriculum does not specify how to teach. However, very
few schools seem to experiment with the kinds of approaches suggested by White
(2011) and it may be that until a systematic method of innovating with the curricu-
lum is demonstrated, that many schools simply stick to the safety of what has always
been done.

There is an interesting assessment framework that might make innovation more
likely. The Middle Years Programme (MYP), developed by the International
Baccalaureate,' offers tremendous autonomy to schools in developing their own
programs of study, keeps assessment of learning in house, and is structured to encour-
age not only interdisciplinary investigation, but also explicitly requires students to
engage with questions of how they go about and improve their own learning.

The real beauty of the program, however, is the absence of terminal exams. Over
the course of the program students produce work that is returned with formative
comments from teachers, which advise on how to improve and are awarded a numer-
ical grade at the end. In an ideal, Kohn-like world, even this grade would be absent,
being replaced instead by a statement of achievement, recording the development of
dispositions and understanding, written by the people who know the student best.
But the MYP is an excellent start. The continual assessment and process orientated
feedback supports the development of both a resilience and growth mindset, and the
relative absence of “rewards” enables students to develop an intrinsic motivation to
learn. In this way, the MYP is structured to encourage the development of the dispo-
sitions that underpin not only mastery of learning, but well-being too.

10See further http://www.ibo.org/myp/.
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11.5 Conclusion

Questions about the place of well-being in education, particularly in the light of
recent work done to define well-being, are in fact more fundamental questions about
the very purpose of our schools. In responding to these questions we have a duty to
be bold and do our best to avoid the narrow vision of schooling sketched at the start
of this chapter, and also to avoid the predicament of poor Winnie-the-Pooh. An
education system which has well-being as its aim and which prioritizes dispositions
over understanding is not so very different from what we have now, because this is
often what informs the vocation of most teachers. However, the system, comprising
teacher training, the silos of the subjects, and measuring outcomes constrain this.
These things need to be changed to provide the education our children deserve.
Primarily, teacher training must focus much more on recruiting and preparing edu-
cators first and subject specialists second; it must also train teachers to help children
develop the kinds of dispositions that can lead to flourishing. Secondly, the curricu-
lum needs reform. As mentioned above, there is a possible model in the International
Baccalaureate MYP that could, with tweaking, support the aim of well-being much
more fully. Finally, governments need to find much more inventive and much less
reductionist approaches to measuring the effectiveness of our schools.

Well-being is now, through the years of work into human flourishing, a robust
concept and one that is fit to guide our education system. It is neither ghastly nor
peripheral, but utterly central to our deepest wishes for what education can achieve
for children.
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Chapter 12
Positive Education, or Just Education

Hans Henrik Knoop

12.1 One and a Half Educational Paradigm

The quality, sustainability, and future perspective of any modern society depend on
the quality of its educational system. The globalization of information, trade and
travel, along with the increased level of competition following it, has put an immense
focus on education everywhere. Cultures and societies stand and fall with their abil-
ity to foster citizens able to carry the torch further onward; and willing to, as they
find it worthwhile. However, many of the initiatives taken to improve education over
the last decades have failed to impress, and have often come at a high price, with
many pupils and teachers suffering demotivation, stress, and even depression.
Currently, the overwhelmingly dominating paradigm around the world is one of
centralized control over content combined with decentralized economy, predomi-
nantly top-down-management, monitored through standardized testing, compara-
tive statistics in form of rankings, often sadly tempered by a culture of low trust and
a sense of diminishing professional autonomy. This paradigm is very much in line
with the so-called New Public Management paradigm taken from organizational
leadership studies, which in many ways function similarly to what is squarely
known as privatization of public institutions dating back to the Reagan-Thatcher era
in the 1980s. It is by and large an extension and elaboration of the industrial type of
mass education that has been dominating for more than two centuries, but it has
been continuously “refined” by use of still more detailed curricular demands and
sophisticated evaluation technologies for centralized monitoring. The paradigm
does hold some merit in that it is able to bring a population together in a shared
“form”, and teach specified content as to ensure common language, knowledge,
values, and practices.
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This was initially important in order to transform a more analogue farmer culture
into a more digital factory worker culture, and it is important today as the increasing
cultural complexity poses a constant threat of cultural dissolution. In some cases,
the strict monitoring of school performances also seems to prevent educational
“catastrophes” yet, in most countries it seems to rather foster mediocrity than excel-
lence, despite many attempts at the latter through targeted talent development,
prizes for excellent performances, and sometimes combinations of the two in the
form of television shows like “Britain’s Got Talent”, and so forth (e.g., OECD PISA
[Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development Programme for
International Student Assessment 2000, 2003, 2006, 2009]).! However, there are a
number of far more controversial consequences of this paradigm also. The most
important of these may be that it tends to stratify its population into layers, classes,
tiers, and lifestyles based on differences in economic wealth. As such, what is repro-
duced by this model is the status quo rather than social reform, even if it does seem
to have helped large population groups in many countries towards economic growth
in the early phases of their industrialization, rising above recent extreme poverty
and continues to do so to this day with Singapore and South Korea as two well-known
examples. Even more relevant in this context though is that much of the psychology
indirectly “applied” by this system flies in the face of what we know about effective
learning and human flourishing. For example, the extensive use of extrinsic rewards
almost certainly tends to undermine learners’ interest in learning — a grave fact
eerily in line with evidence from the business world showing how actions taken to
improve the efficiency of various outcomes by a third party’s use of extrinsic rewards
have failed, and indeed been counterproductive in all markets studied to date
(Winston 2006). It is on the shoulders of this paradigm that positive education
comes into the world.

12.2 Positive Education as a Tentative Alternative
in the Making

It is understandable if the term “positive education” sounds like the marriage of an
insult to an oxymoron to many. How can such a term not insinuate that the rest of
education is more or less negative, obviously offending some? Others may, based on
their first-hand experience, seriously ask how something as dull as education can
possibly be positive. Yet, it is precisely connotations to education implied in such
sentiments that make the specific approaches of positive education so important
today. For education worth its name needs to be everything but a negative and bor-
ing experience to pupils and teachers. Learning marked by negativity is almost by
definition counterproductive in that it tends to shy people away from learning, and
boring learning is at best highly ineffective. Education needs first and foremost to

'OECD PISA (2000, 2003, 2006, 2009) results can be found at: http://www.pisa.oecd.org.
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be a positive and inspiring experience if it is to serve the citizens depending on it,
which is pretty much everyone. So what is positive education?

Positive education has been defined in a variety of ways but generally people
seem to agree that it is about the application of psychological knowledge regarding
individual strengths, well-being, social relations, and leadership in ways that go
beyond what has been done so far, based on state-of-the-art psychological evidence.
Obviously, it transcends the limits of this chapter to review all relevant evidence in
detail, so in what follows, rather than presenting scattered studies from many subar-
eas and with mixed results, I chose to outline some of the most robust positive
psychological theories on which education, along with many other fields of prac-
tice, can confidently expect to benefit significantly, if only application is done prop-
erly. For the sake of overview I have roughly grouped these theories in those before
the formal inception of the positive psychology movement around year 2000, and
those that have emerged later, acknowledging the great overlap between the two.
And as I hope to make clear, the psychological evidence presented is both strong,
convincing, and peculiarly absent in much public debate about “what works” in
education, one-sidedly focused on hard evidence regarding non-psychological fea-
tures such as grades, rankings, drop-out-rates, and money.

12.3 Early Psychological Findings of Particular
Educational Importance

Some of the first direct strides towards what eventually became positive psychology
were made through the acknowledgement that people are not born as blank slates,
that they are living organisms, with needs of their own — to be satisfied in order to
live a full life. Abraham Maslow (1954), maybe stronger than anyone else, paved
the way for this understanding by arguing for a third type of psychology, a human-
istic psychology. Indeed, he even coined the term “positive psychology” as some-
thing close to being a synonym to humanistic psychology, focusing on human
strengths rather than their deficits, as it was predominantly the case within the up
until then highly influential behavioristic and psychoanalytic paradigms of psychol-
ogy. To this day, many of Maslow’s basic observations remain valid and much of
what is known as “progressive” and ‘“creative” in education has been strongly
informed and inspired by humanistic thought of this kind, as has much of the so-
called “human relation/resource management” in work-life. The growth-directed
psychotherapeutical approach of Carl Rogers (1961, 1969) remains of premiere
influence among therapists also and is but another example of how humanistic psy-
chology continues to flourish. Indeed, Rogers expressed a humanistic approach to
education as forcefully as anyone: “If we value independence, if we are disturbed by
the growing conformity of knowledge, of values, of attitudes, which our present
system induces, then we may wish to set up conditions of learning which make for
uniqueness, for self-direction, and for self-initiated learning” (Rogers 1961, p. 24),
echoing progressive ideas of John Dewey (1916/2009) half a century earlier.
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On the shoulders of Maslow and peers, an almost equally important theoretical
contribution has come from Ed Deci and Richard Ryan’s (2000) work on self-
determination.> Over more than 40 years they have developed a robust theory of
human motivation elaborating and corroborating humanistic psychology, especially
by convincingly showing how human beings are well understood as biological
organisms that depend on an organismic understanding of themselves, strongly in
line with Maslow, but also acknowledging that these organisms are very sophisti-
cated mammals capable of, indeed fundamentally requiring, communication, social
relatedness, learning, creativity and autonomous action at a level unparalleled in
any other species on the planet.

Self-determination theory obviously has strong implications for education as, in
the words of C. P. Niemiec and Ryan (2009) it

...assumes that inherent in human nature is the propensity to be curious about one’s envi-
ronment and interested in learning and developing one’s knowledge. All too often, how-
ever, educators introduce external controls into learning climates, which can undermine the
sense of relatedness between teachers and students, and stifle the natural, volitional pro-
cesses involved in high-quality learning ... A large corpus of empirical evidence based on
SDT suggests that both intrinsic motivation and autonomous types of extrinsic motivation
are conducive to engagement and optimal learning in educational contexts. In addition,
evidence suggests that teachers’ support of students’ basic psychological needs for auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness facilitates students’ autonomous self-regulation for
learning, academic performance, and well-being. (p. 133)

Of particular educational importance here are numerous findings showing how
individual and social flourishing in all age groups depends directly on the personal
experience of autonomous motivation. In other words, self-determination theory
argues forcefully for giving priority to intrinsic motivation in almost any kind of
learning environment, if the particular type of learning is to be effective and joyful
enough to be self-reinforcing (Deci and Ryan 2000). Many other findings from biol-
ogy, evolutionary psychology, and systems science are in line with this research,
and have produced insights compatible, or indirectly corroborating self-
determination theory (e.g., Camazine et al. 2001; Csikszentmihalyi 1993, 1996;
Kauffman 2000; Pinker 2002).

Almost “synergistically” with self-determination theory stands Albert Bandura’s
(1994) equally robust theory of self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is “the belief in one’s
capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to manage pro-
spective situations” (Bandura 1995, p. 2). In other words, self-efficacy is a belief in
one’s own ability to meet coming and important challenges successfully. Self-
efficacy has been proven highly predictive of individuals’ performances in many
different settings, ironically in line with the famous quote by Henry Ford: “Whether
you think you can, or you think you can’t — you’re usually right”, and potentially
directly related to placebo effects. Pupil’s self-efficacy thus being the learner’s
expectation regarding own performance can meaningfully be understood as com-
plementary to the teachers’ expectation towards the learners yielding the so-called

*See: http://www.selfdeterminationtheory.org.
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Pygmalion-effect, originally studied by Robert Rosenthal (Rosenthal and Jacobson
1992). Also Bandura’s (e.g., 1977, 1994) work has fundamental implications for
education, where most pupils have first-hand experience of insurmountable failure
as they found themselves stalling, gradually being sorted into classes, categories,
levels of status, as they saw their more competent peers proceed and advance
themselves. The predictive value of self-efficacy, and its precise and rather easily
manageable measures, compared to related but more vague concepts such as self-
confidence, have made it popular not only in psychology but also in many bordering
areas of study such as stress-research and preventive medicine (e.g., Zachariae
2011). Maybe the most important educational implication of the research on self-
efficacy is that it provides an irrefutable argument for ensuring that all students
experience school learning as an overall successful venture because self-efficacy
grows from own experience of success, that is: for a learner, success requires previ-
ous success. This is another reason why rigidly standardized teaching, learning, and
testing is bound to discourage a large percentage of pupils as they come to see learn-
ing as a no-win-game. In support of this point, Robert Rosenthal offers his only
conclusion of prescriptive nature from his decades of research: “Superb teachers
can teach the “unteachable’’; we know that. So, what I think this research shows is
that there’s a moral obligation for a teacher: if the teacher knows that certain students
can’t learn, that teacher should get out of that classroom” (Rhem 1999, p. 4).

Contrasting, yet almost complementing, both self-determination theory and self-
efficacy theory is the theory of learned helplessness (Seligman and Maier 1967,
Overmier and Seligman 1967). This theory explains how it is possible to brutalize
animal, and humans, into complete passivity and apathy by removing their sense of
control over their own situation. Also this theory, though obviously running counter
to any educational endeavor, has important explanatory power in the cases of young
people burning out in school due to continuous failure to succeed meaningfully.

Of maybe unparalleled theoretical importance in expanding humanistic psychol-
ogy towards the positive psychology movement, are the contributions of Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 1993, 1996). Csikszentmihalyi’s work is best known
though the concept of “flow”, which is a construct developed to frame the optimal
experience in which an engaged person is completely immersed in activity to a
degree that the activity becomes autotelic, a goal in itself, ultimately completely
intrinsically motivating, worth doing for its own sake (Csikszentmihalyi 1990).
A glimpse of how deep this theory goes, not the least in the context of education,
may be given by a simple reflection on time and life quality. Thus, if one is asked
what one finds really worth doing in life it quickly becomes clear that almost noth-
ing done in a state of haste qualifies. By and large, hurrying things through it is
simply not worthwhile — at least not for those who do it (others may cynically ben-
efit from it, of course). Obviously, this is not the place for a detailed investigation of
the philosophy of time, but the implications of this as regards an educational system
being run by digital time-frames for over two centuries should be fairly clear even
so. Moreover, flow-theory is embedded in a much deeper appreciation of complexity
elaborated in the masterpiece The evolving self: A psychology for the third millennium
(Csikszentmihalyi 1993). The groundbreaking understanding of flow and complexity
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has had profound influence in many fields, but arguably most directly in education
as the concept of flow serves as an almost perfect description of play in academic
terms, with play being the preferred state of consciousness for children during their
early years: as indeed it remains to be throughout life if the concept of flow is elabo-
rated a bit to encompass also the play-like state people find themselves in when
studying really exciting material, through curious exploration. There is massive evi-
dence of the effectiveness of play and flow on learning, with the research of
Csikszentmihalyi and colleagues specifically demonstrating that the more intrinsi-
cally motivated learners are: the more they enjoy learning, the more they will learn,
the more inclined they will be to learn more, and the more inclined they will be to
contribute to the greater good (e.g., Anderson et al. 1976; Csikszentmihalyi and
Rathunde 1993; Csikszentmihalyi et al. 2005; Deci and Ryan 2000; Fredrickson
2009; Harter 1978; Knoop 2011; Ryan 1995; Shernoff and Hoogstra 2001).

Again, many other lines of psychological study contribute to the foundation of
today’s positive psychology, but those mentioned above have proven so robust that
it will be unsurprising if they each prove themselves universal, and thus of universal
importance to educators also. They provide a firm and congruent basis of under-
standing that does not reduce or discard important contributions from other domains
of psychological inquiry, and most importantly, cannot be neglected if education is
to function optimally. On a further note, the scholars mentioned seem to share an
ambition of going beyond the “ism-game”, gradually leaving the battle of psycho-
logical paradigms behind, aiming to synthesize psychological science at a higher
level. To be sure, this has not prevented positive psychology from being perceived
as a new paradigm by many, but it seems to be a widely shared ambition in the field
to stay firmly within established scientific boundaries.

12.4 Recent Findings in Positive Psychology of Particular
Educational Importance

More recent psychological evidence, of course still standing on the shoulders of what
went before, include the authoritative mapping the negativity-bias — a tendency to
experience bad (negative) aspects of life stronger than good ones, relating to almost
every aspect of live (Baumeister et al. 2001; Rozin and Royzman 2001). This finding
is so important that Linley et al. (2010) have described it as no less than the main
challenge for positive psychology, almost the raison d’etre of positive psychology as
it pervades every aspect of human life and interaction, and more than any other single
factor explains why it is necessary to give special attention to, and foster, the brighter
sides of life. The understanding of the negativity-bias has tremendous implications
for education, in that an optimal educational experience requires positivity quantita-
tively overwhelming negativity in individuals, groups, and cultures, which seems
downright impossible without an informed strategy for this.

Directly related to the pivotal challenge of keeping negativity within limits,
are two ground-breaking findings by Barbara Fredrickson and colleagues regarding
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positivity. First, the discovery of the link between positive emotions and learning
though the Broaden-and-Build theory (Fredrickson 2009) stands out. The theory
shows how humans react to positive emotions in ways that broaden their capacity to
learn and consequently tend to learn more (build). Secondly, the mathematical
exposure of the positivity ratio, stating that a person needs at least three times
as many positive emotions as negative ones in order to flourish, is important
(Fredrickson and Losada 2005). It is hard to find a better argument than these two
theories for ensuring the individual experience of positive emotions as an essential
part of any educational experience.

A third major contribution to positive psychology in recent years regards the
mapping and advanced use of individual strengths. To be sure, within general psy-
chology individual strengths have long been studied as traits, intelligences, styles,
interest and values, but data from thousands of users of online surveys such as the
Clifton Strengths Finder, the Values-in-Action — Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS)
measuring character strengths, and the Realise2® are opening inspiring both new
theoretical developments and applications of strengths in daily life. In education
these positive strength-approaches are running across the traditional divisions of
disciplines lighting up a host of human qualities (strengths) that have hitherto been
difficult to see because the sciences, arts, and crafts often do not readily reveal them.
Thus, for instance the strength of perseverance may obviously be of great use in any
domain but typically not a strength that is given particular attention, let alone that is
graded in education (though it certainly can contribute to performances that are).

The VIA Classification (Peterson and Seligman 2004) and VIA-IS are used by
researchers and practitioners around the world (Niemiec 2012), making it one of the
most substantial initiatives to emerge from the burgeoning science of positive psy-
chology to date. Research on the VIA Classification (Peterson and Seligman 2004)
is flourishing and like other practitioners educators are working to find ways to apply
the research to their practices while maintaining prudence with the findings, as this
research defines fairly new territory. Research on character strengths across “educa-
tional” disciplines is seen in positive psychotherapy (Seligman et al. 2006); in various
forms of coaching, ranging from executive to life, health, and parent coaching; use
with children, adolescents, teachers, and school systems (Fox Eades 2008; Proctor
and Fox Eades 2011; Park and Peterson 2009); in positive education (e.g., Geelong
Grammar School and St Peters College in Australia; a significant number of schools
in Denmark; the Penn Resiliency Program®); positive institutions, business, and
Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider 2009; Cooperrider and Whitney 2005); and
faculty development and teaching (McGovern and Miller 2008).

When zooming in on the educational applications of strengths broadly, Lopez
and Louis (2009) find that there are generally five recommendable principles of
strengths-based education: measurement, individualization, networking, deliberate

3See: http://www.strengthsfinder.com, http://www.viacharacter.org, http://www.cappeu.com.

4See: http://www.ggs.vic.edu.au, http://www.stpeters.sa.edu.au, http:www.ppc.sas.upenn.edu/prp-
sum.htm.
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application, and intentional development. Lopez and Louis (2009) argue that
through a parallel process, educators practice the principles of strengths-based edu-
cation when advising and teaching while students learn to put their strengths to
work in learning and social situations. It should be clear how these recommenda-
tions are in line with the central elements of self-determination theory, that show
how individuals function at optimal levels and are most authentically motivated
when three psychological needs are met: competence, autonomy, and relatedness
(Deci and Ryan 2000). Lopez and Louis (2009) highlight how helping students
understand the connection between their strengths and their personal goals, and
offering guidance in the application of their strengths in the most effective ways,
may elicit feelings of competence. Further, providing students with choices and
opportunities for self-direction can support their need for autonomy: “When educa-
tors establish a learning culture where students view themselves and others through
“strengths-colored glasses” (Clifton et al. 2006, p. 73), they help to foster apprecia-
tion for differences, highlight the value of collaboration and teamwork, and estab-
lish a powerful sense of relatedness.” (Lopez and Louis 2009).

To sum up, all the elements of well-being presented so far, including positive
emotion, engagement, meaning and positive social relations, positive expectations,
and the individually energizing strengths found through surveys like the Clifton
Strength Finder, the VIA-IS, and the Realise2 survey provide a basis for educational
practice that obviously should no longer be neglected if education is to function opti-
mally. The most important causal relations implied in the presented theories are illus-
trated in Fig. 12.1 in order to serve both as a kind of visual summary, and as a launch
pad for the final part of this chapter sharing experiences and findings from applica-
tion of positive psychology in Danish schools and a few more general ideas and
concerns regarding the future of positive psychology in the broader societal context.

12.5 An Education to Its Fullest

Since 2005 systematic measures of pupils’ positive emotions, engagement, mean-
ing, social relations, and possibilities of individualized learning has been conducted
as integrated elements in research-based school development projects (Knoop 2010).
An estimated total of 20,000 pupils in elementary and lower secondary school have
participated along with approximately 2,500 teachers and leaders at around 50
schools. This is not the place for a detailed description of these projects, but the
common ambition as regards applied positive psychology in all these projects has
been for high-trust collaborations between dedicated practitioners and researchers
in order to optimize the well-being and thereby academic performance of the pupils
and the teachers, as well as to allow the researchers anonymous access to substantial
amounts of data. In other words, all these projects have had a double ambition of
stimulating pedagogy while producing reliable data for scientific purposes. The
results have been mostly positive, yet somewhat mixed, being highly dependent on
the specific interest and sense of ownership of the teachers involved.
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Fig. 12.1 How well-being, learning, creativity, and performance is energizingly related in a person
(blue boxes) — and how elementary organizational preconditions (yellow boxes) and the unfolding
of individual strengths enables such human flourishing (Knoop 2009, 2011) (Color figure online)

The categories surveyed over 6 years are by and large those represented in
Fig. 12.1, though revisions have continuously advanced the degree of detail and
precision in line with scientific progress and practical feasibility. Currently, a whole
new and very promising instrument is being developed under the name Live ‘n’Learn.
dk® that allows for health, well-being and learning to be survey coherently (Knoop
et al. in press). The academic rationale is to apply the most fundamental categories
of well-being to schools by educating teachers in understanding and applying them,
by facilitating teachers and pupils in administrating the web based survey, and by
offering ideas and other feedback based on the survey-results — both immediately
and in the longer term. Finally, it is no minor detail that we are doing this work in a
cultural setting that may be hypothesized as being as supportive of well-being and
strengths-based approaches as anywhere in the world. In brief, the basis for this
assumption is that Denmark are among the highest ranking countries in the world
regarding economic equality, personal autonomy, social trust, avoidance of corrup-
tion, satisfaction with life/happiness, flourishing, creativity, private homes online
at broadband-level, and material wealth. Taken together this means that we have

3See: http://www.Live&Learn.dk.
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the chance of developing and/or using sophisticated measures of well-being and
strengths in a context that to a very high degree seems to support many of the most
important sources for well-being and strengths-based activity. To be sure, this rather
fortunate basis may make it harder to improve on some measures but Danish educa-
tion suffers more than enough even so and there continues to be all good reasons for
infusing new energy, more intrinsic motivation, and more self-reinforcing quality in
education.

12.6 Epilogue

So far, education has had three functions. Qualifying young people for life’s chal-
lenges, socializing young people into cultural traditions, and selection of young
people for different working positions available in society. It is strongly debatable
how well education has succeeded in overcoming, or better: living up to these tasks,
and one can (un-)comfortably argue, that only the last function is fulfilled if ever so
unjust. That only the selective function has worked insofar people have been divided
horizontally into domains and field and vertically into unequally privileged layers of
society. To be sure, it is difficult to imagine a modern society where some kind of
horizontal and vertical division of labor is not in place, but importantly in this con-
text is to note how positive psychology harbors an ideal flying in the face of all
graver forms of inequality as it aims at securing everyone sufficient social apprecia-
tion, everyone sufficient positive experiences, and everyone future perspectives
making their lives worthwhile.

Positive psychology is clearly much more about optimizing specific types of
processes to be applied generally rather than about specific aims and specific con-
tent. As such positive psychology is both apolitical and neutral as regards academic
and professional disciplines. Yet, the findings coming from the research within posi-
tive psychology indirectly favor high levels of economic equality, and high levels of
equality when comparing the social status of the many positions in the labor market.
Because, simply, the evidence shows that high levels of equality in democratic
(equal-vote-based, at least in principle) countries predict high levels of well-being,
that high levels of equality among co-workers strongly furthers co-working, and
that high levels of equality promotes social responsibility because it is broadly con-
sidered fair and therefore worth reciprocating. Other findings, like those pointing to
the diminishing benefit of material good, may indirectly be seen as political mes-
sages as well. Yet, in this chapter I shall not discuss these important aspects further
but limit myself to underscoring how positive psychology may be at odds with all of
the three main functions of education as they have been managed so far: as already
indicated the brute selection into very unequal positions in society does not sit well
with the aims of helping everybody into worthwhile living; the socialization in
factory-like settings that are of very little use in the future seems equally outdated;
and the qualification process known by rote learning of academic content to be
forgotten even faster than it is learned obviously can not be defended from any
evidence-based finding coming from positive psychology either. As such, and quite
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ironical, the sweet and smooth and harmless and mellow air of positive psychology
perceived by so many at first blush turns out to have a strong critical edge, providing
serious leverage to social and cultural reforms for those taking it seriously on board.
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Chapter 13

Enhancing Well-Being in Adolescents: Positive
Psychology and Coaching Psychology
Interventions in Schools

Lisa Suzanne Green and Jacolyn Maree Norrish

13.1 Well-Being in Schools: Then and Now

There is increasing consensus that well-being is an important aspect of school life.
Gill (2009) argues “human flourishing should be the core aim of education, and that
education ought to be directed at the child as a whole, nurturing their diverse quali-
ties and virtues as well as their inner integrity and harmony” (p. 6). Huitt (2010) also
acknowledges the change of paradigm occurring in education whereby schools are
now being seen as institutions whose role extends beyond academic competence to
preparing the “whole child”.

This greater focus on the development of the whole child and the enhancement
of well-being in schools is supported by a growing body of scientific research sug-
gesting that well-being is related to social, emotional, and academic capability and
prosocial behavior (Durlak et al. 2011). Additionally, research supports scientifi-
cally grounded well-being initiatives in playing a crucial preventative role in reduc-
ing depression, anxiety and stress within the school environment (Neil and
Christensen 2007; Greenberg et al. 2003).

Green et al. (2011) suggest that historically schools have aimed for academic
excellence as primary evidence for their success, however they note that there are
growing numbers of schools who are now acknowledging the need to develop stu-
dents in a more holistic way, with a stronger focus on well-being. For example,
Geelong Grammar School and Knox Grammar School in Australia and Wellington
College in the United Kingdom have made whole-school commitments to positive
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education programs that aim to help students to flourish psychologically, socially,
and academically. Green et al. (2011) conclude that this recognition is also in
response to the increasing statistics on psychological distress and mental illness in
children and adolescents, and the need to take a more proactive rather than reactive
approach to mental health.

Whilst well-being is not a new item on the school agenda, an historical review
would suggest that the approach to well-being has primarily been deficit-focused.
Akin-Little et al. (2003) note this particularly in regard to educational psychology
services whereby they suggest these services are mostly available only after stu-
dents demonstrate difficulties with learning or behavior. Damon (2004) argues that
this problem-based focus in education and educational services has directed a huge
share of the available resources to attempting to remediate the incapacities of young
people with labels like Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder and “learning dis-
order”. Morrison et al. (2006) suggest that this is hardly surprising given that edu-
cational systems and external agencies usually provide extra support services and
personnel on the basis of documentation of a pupil’s assessed problems, deficits,
and difficulties.

However, McGrath (2009) notes a shift in focus on well-being initiatives over
time, beginning with the focus on self-esteem in the 1970s, which moved to social
skills programs in the early 1990s, and then to resilience programs in early 2000.
McGrath (2009) suggests from then on there has been a strong focus on anti-bullying
initiatives, values programs, and student well-being initiatives including social and
emotional learning programs. Noble and McGrath (2008) suggest that ... there are
many examples of educational psychology practice slowly moving away from a
model of deficit-focused service delivery toward more positive and preventative
models that focus on the strengths of pupils, schools and families” (p. 121;
Chafouleas and Bray 2004; Fagan and Wise 2000; Reschly 2000; Wilson and
Reschly 1996).

This movement towards more positive and preventative models has been more
recently supported by the emergence of positive education (Seligman et al. 2009).
Initiatives that fall under the umbrella of positive education or “positive psychology in
education” are aimed at increasing well-being and resilience. Such approaches do not
ignore or discount the needs of students’ with specific difficulties or challenges but
acknowledge the value of promoting holistic well-being in conjunction with supporting
students’ specific needs. Moreover, it is proposed that helping students to develop
their strengths and capacities has a beneficial and preventative effect on a wide range
of challenges and difficulties that student’s experience (Jenson et al. 2004).

13.2 Positive Education

Professor Martin Seligman formally identified the field of positive education in 2009.
Seligman et al. (2009) defined positive education as “education for both traditional
skills and for happiness” (p. 293). Seligman’s interest in education began with rigorous
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research aimed at solving the question “Can well-being be taught in Schools?”
(Seligman et al. 2009, p. 297). Seligman identifies both the Penn Resilience Program
(PRP; Brunwasser et al. 2009) and Strath Haven Positive Psychology Curriculum
(Seligman et al. 2009) as two evidence-based approaches that give support to a posi-
tive response to this question. The PRP is designed to prevent depression and hence
falls under the prevention banner. Seligman et al. (2009) notes that PRP is “one of
the most widely researched programs designed to prevent depression in young peo-
ple” (p. 297), quoting over 17 studies conducted over 20 years providing evidence
for its use in reducing depression. The Strath Haven program has a stronger focus
on the promotion of well-being. Seligman et al. (2009) suggests the major goals of
this program are: (1) to help students identify their signature character strengths;
and (2) to increase students’ use of these strengths in their day-to-day life. This
program has also been scientifically evaluated and was shown to increase student’s
enjoyment and engagement in school and improve their social skills.

Seligman et al. (2009) concludes that there are three primary reasons why well-
being should be taught in schools: (1) as an antidote to depression; (2) as vehicle for
increasing life satisfaction; and (3) as an aid to better learning and more creative
thinking.

More recently, it has been suggested that a broader and more useful definition of
positive education is “applied positive psychology in education” (Green et al. 2011).
Positive psychology itself has been defined as an umbrella term encompassing the-
ory and research in relation to what makes life worth living (Noble and McGrath
2008). Whilst the study of happiness falls under this umbrella, so do other psycho-
logical constructs such as meaning, wisdom, creativity and many more, all which
may be seen as relevant to the school setting to assist in the understanding and
development of high levels of psychological well-being in students, staff, and
school. Beyond the well-being programs identified previously (i.e., PRP/Strath
Haven), there are an increasing number of schools-based positive psychology inter-
ventions (PPIs) being created and utilized in schools in an attempt to teach and
enhance the well-being of students.

13.3 School-Based Positive Psychology Interventions

The implementation of positive psychology in school settings is garnering substan-
tial attention. As identified previously, schools are a central developmental context
in adolescents’ lives and, along with their families and communities, play a critical
role in the development of crucial life and social skills.

School-based PPIs are defined as initiatives that explicitly aim to enhance well-
being or build competence within the school context. Whilst there has been substan-
tial research into school-based programs that aim to prevent or treat mental distress,
pathology, or risk behaviors (see Neil and Christensen 2007; Spence and Shortt 2007),
studies into school-based programs that promote well-being are less common.
While the field is young, PPIs focused on building capabilities and strengths, versus
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approaches that aim to alleviate problems or fix deficits, are inherently attractive to
educational professionals due to their constructive and holistic focus.

Positive psychology can be implemented in school settings explicitly, such as
through structured programs or PPIs, or implicitly through practices that support
positive psychology principles across various areas of school life. Thus far, the
majority of research in school-based positive psychology has focused on explicit
PPIs and programs. These programs can be divided into single component PPIs that
focus on one key construct, such as hope (Marques et al. 2011) or gratitude (Froh
et al. 2008), or multi-component PPIs that integrate several key positive psychology
concepts into a comprehensive approach.

13.3.1 Examples of Single-Component PPIs

Gratitude involves positive feelings, such as thankfulness or appreciation, which are
related to perceived good fortune or the prosocial behaviors of others (Froh et al.
2010; Wood et al. 2010). In adolescent samples, gratitude has been related to beneficial
psychological outcomes, such as high subjective well-being and optimism, as well as
social benefits, such as pro-social behaviors and social support (Froh et al. 2009b).
In a study of 700 adolescents (aged 10—14), Froh et al. (2010) found that adolescents
with high gratitude at one time point reported higher life satisfaction and more social
integration 6-months later than those with initial low gratitude, supporting the benefits
of gratitude over time.

There are two published studies of interventions that focus on cultivating grati-
tude in students. Froh et al. (2008) conducted a study of a counting blessings inter-
vention where students were required to deliberately pay attention to up to five
positive events daily for a 2-week period. Eleven classes of students were randomly
allocated to the gratitude condition, a comparison condition that required students
to pay attention to daily hassles, or a non-intervention control condition. Students
allocated to the gratitude condition reported more satisfaction with school experi-
ence than students allocated to the other two conditions; and enhanced well-being
relative to students in the hassles condition. In a second gratitude PPI study, Froh
et al. (2009a) matched students (N=89; age range 8—19) by school grade and then
randomly allocated them to a gratitude visit condition or a comparison condition
that involved writing about daily events. Students allocated to the gratitude visit
condition were invited to write a gratitude letter to someone who was important in
their lives and deliver it in person. While overall there were no significant differ-
ences between the groups, a key finding was that positive affect moderated the rela-
tionship between the study condition and student well-being over the 2-month
follow-up time period. This suggests that students with low initial levels of positive
affect may benefit the most from gratitude PPIs.

Snyder (2002) proposed that hope is a cognitive-motivational process based on
three interconnected components: (1) goals; (2) pathways or strategies to achieve
the goals; and (3) agency or motivation to implement the pathways. Valle et al.
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(2006) investigated hope and life satisfaction in 860 students and found that high
hope at the commencement of the study predicted high life satisfaction 1 year later
after controlling for initial levels of life satisfaction. Hope was also associated with
fewer internalizing behaviors over time. Marques et al. (2011) conducted a study
where 31 adolescents took part in a 5-week hope program and a matched sample of
31 adolescents formed a comparison control. Students in the hope condition reported
increased self-worth, life satisfaction, and hope relative to controls post-intervention
and at an 18-month follow-up time point.

13.3.2 Examples of Multi-component PPIs

Multi-component PPIs focus on helping students to develop positive psychology
skills in several key domains. An example is the Strath Haven Positive Psychology
Program identified earlier, which integrates learning related to the 24 character
strengths in the Values in Action framework (Peterson and Seligman 2004). The
program runs over 20-25 weeks and integrates efforts to build character strengths,
with efforts to cultivate positive emotions, explore sources of meaning in life, and
develop resilience (Seligman et al. 2009). In an evaluation of the program, 347 year
9 students were randomly allocated to the Strath Haven curriculum or the school’s
usual language arts condition (Seligman et al. 2009). Over the 2-year follow-up
time frame, students who completed the Strath Haven curriculum demonstrated
increased engagement with school, as measured by self and teacher reports, and
improved social skills, as measured by mother and teacher reports; however, there
were no significant improvements for symptoms of depression or anxiety. It may be
that PPIs that aim to build strengths and capacities are most effective at promoting
holistic well-being when used in conjunction with efforts to prevent or treat mental
ill-health.

Strengths Gym is a similar example of a multi-component positive psychology
program (Proctor et al. 2011). Strengths Gym provides a flexible curriculum for
developing the 24 VIA character strengths through various strengths exercises and
challenges, in-class activities, philosophical discussions, stories, and real-world
homework activities (see Proctor, Chap. 2, this volume). Proctor et al. (2011) exam-
ined the effectiveness of Strengths Gym in a study of 319 adolescents (mean
age=12.98; SD=.50). Classes of students in two schools were allocated to the
Strengths Gym condition or a comparison control condition. Teachers administered
the Strengths Gym curriculum over a 6-month period. Post-intervention, students
allocated to Strengths Gym reported significantly higher life satisfaction (r=.51)
than students allocated to the comparison condition after controlling for age, gen-
der, school, year, and baseline life satisfaction scores. In addition, while findings
were non-significant, trends suggested benefits for the Strengths Gym condition in
terms of positive affect, negative affect, and self-esteem. Taken together, these
results provide promising evidence of the effectiveness of strengths programs in
enhancing student well-being.
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13.4 Evidence-Based Coaching as a PPI

The term “evidence-based coaching” was coined by Grant (2003) to distinguish
between professional coaching that is explicitly grounded in broader empirical
and theoretical knowledge base and coaching that was developed from the “pop
psychology” personal development genre. Evidence-based coaching is under-
pinned by the field of coaching psychology. Coaching psychology, is a comple-
mentary field to positive psychology, and similar to positive psychology, is also
concerned with optimal functioning and well-being enhancement. Its focus how-
ever is on understanding and applying relevant psychological theories and tech-
niques to a collaborative relationship to enhance goal attainment and increase
self-regulation for the “normal, non-clinical population” (Grant 2005). Coaching
psychology has been defined as an “applied positive psychology” (Australian
Psychological Coaching Psychology Interest Group 2012), whereby “coaching”
(including the methodology and relationship) provides the opportunity for the
application of positive psychology research, such as strengths identification and
use (Linley et al. 2010). The role of positive psychology in coaching has also
been discussed previously in the literature, however further research in regard to
its specific applications is needed (see Linley and Harrington 2005; Kaufmann
2006; Biswas-Diener and Dean 2007).

13.5 Evidence Based Coaching in Schools

At this point in time, there is increasing interest on utilizing coaching in schools,
both for students and staff. For example, the University of East London’s Coaching
Psychology Unit, offer students a dedicated module on Coaching and Mentoring in
Education and held an International Conference on Coaching and Positive
Psychology in Education in 2010.

However, there is currently limited research on applications of coaching psychol-
ogy and evidence-based coaching in the education sector. Despite this there is interest
growing in this field with over 2,590 citations in the database ERIC (in October 2010
using the keywords coaching and education) and over 537 citations in the database
PsycINFO. It should however be noted that the majority of this literature is focused on
academic coaching for students to enhance learning, or overcome literacy or learning
difficulties (e.g., Merriman and Codding 2008; Plumer and Stoner 2005).

A study by Green et al. (2007) has given preliminary support for the use of
evidence-based coaching in educational settings for students. Green et al. (2007)
conducted a randomized wait-list control group study of evidence-based life-
coaching with an adolescent population. Participants were randomly assigned to
receive either a 10-week cognitive-behavioral solution-focused life coaching
program or a wait-list control. They found that the 28 female senior high school
students in the coaching program experienced a significant increase in levels of
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cognitive hardiness, hope, and a significant decrease in levels of depression,
compared to the wait-list control group.

Furthermore, a recent pilot study was conducted by Madden et al. (2011) utiliz-
ing strengths-based coaching for primary school boys in a within-subject design
study. Thirty-eight year five male students (mean age=10.7 years) participated in a
strengths-based coaching program as part of their Personal Development/Health
program at an independent, private primary school in Sydney, Australia. Participants
were randomly allocated to groups of four or five with each group receiving eight
coaching sessions over two school terms. The Values in Action-Youth (Park and
Peterson 2006) survey was used to highlight participant’s character strengths, and
the participants were coached in identifying personally meaningful goals, and in
being persistent in their goal-striving, as well as finding novel ways to use their
signature strengths. They also completed a “letter from the future” that involved
writing about themselves at their best. The strengths-based coaching pilot program
was associated with significant increases in the students’ self-reported levels of
engagement and hope. The authors concluded that strengths-based coaching pro-
grams may be considered as a potential mental health prevention and promotion
intervention in a primary school setting to increase students’ well-being and may
also form an important part of an overall positive education program.

Whilst these studies provide promising support for the ongoing use of evidence-
based coaching in educational settings, further research is required.

13.6 Strategic Integration of Positive Psychology
and Coaching Psychology

Green et al. (2011) have argued for the integration of coaching psychology and posi-
tive psychology in the school setting to facilitate student, staff, and whole school
optimal functioning and well-being. Whilst both positive psychology and coaching
psychology can be utilized to enhance well-being and optimal functioning, they
suggest that both approaches have primarily been applied independently of each
other and require further integration. For example, schools who may be utilizing
single or multi-component PPIs may not have even considered coaching or be mind-
ful of what it has to offer a school, believing it to be primarily utilized in organiza-
tional settings. Similarly, a school implementing coaching for academic performance
or for the broader purposes of enhancing well-being, such as the Madden et al.
(2011) study may not have considered also offering class or group based PPIs.
Whilst research supports that both positive psychology and coaching psychology
approaches lead to increased well-being, it may not be necessary to utilize both
approaches simultaneously. However, Green et al. (2012) suggest that whilst a
school may choose to select either approach as a means to create enhanced well-
being and optimal functioning for both students and staff, school leadership should
consider a strategic integration of both approaches. They argue that any training in
positive psychology principles could be enhanced through the use of evidence-based
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coaching to support the transfer of training and sustain application in daily life.
For example, if a student was learning about “strengths”, they could set a personal
goal to leverage a particular character strength. The student then takes ownership of
the goal with the learning becoming more personalized. If coaching was offered on
a continuing basis to the student (either individually or in a group) there is opportu-
nity to offer ongoing support and track progress of that goal.

Green et al. (2012) suggest that goals may be set in regard to the application of
any positive psychology concept including gratitude, kindness, forgiveness. In this
manner, they argue, positive psychology is “brought to life”” whereby the concepts
are applied meaningfully and practically to a student’s academic or personal life,
drawing on the goal-setting and goal-striving methodologies of evidence-based
coaching.

As such, we would suggest schools consider carefully how applications of both
positive psychology and coaching psychology, either separately or as an integrated
approach, could help create, enable and sustain well-being for students and staff.

13.7 Future Research and Implications

Future research is required on both school-based PPIs and evidence-based coaching
in schools. In addition to supporting the use of both PPIs and evidence-based coach-
ing in schools, further research will yield a more sophisticated understanding of the
benefits of the two approaches for students with different needs and characteristics
potentially enabling the targeting of interventions for maximum effect. In an attempt
to resolve some of these questions, the authors are currently undertaking compara-
tive research on these two fields involving a randomized controlled trial with senior
high schools students in Sydney, Australia (Harvard University, Institute of
Coaching Grant 2011).

We would also suggest that even more importantly, research is required on how
these two complementary fields may be more closely integrated to enhance out-
comes for students, staff, and schools. Larger scale positive education initiatives,
such as the one currently being conducted at Knox Grammar School, in Sydney
Australia, are utilizing and combining both approaches in an attempt to increase
student, staff, and whole school well-being (Green et al. 2011). Independent scien-
tific evaluation will provide further support for these types of programs.

In addition further research is required in regard to the mental health of those
undergoing positive education interventions. PPIs and evidence-based coaching
interventions are often promoted as “mental health prevention/promotion” and are
usually aimed at a normal population rather than a clinical population with broad-
sweeping assumptions on the mental health of those undergoing such interventions.
This is particularly so in regard to coaching whereby many coaches assume that
those wanting to engage a coach fall within the normal population. Fortunately this
assumption has been questioned by three scientific studies showing that 25-52 % of
people attending for coaching interventions present with significantly high levels of
psychological distress (Green et al. 2006; Spence and Grant 2007; Kemp and Green
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2010). We would suggest that these mental health or “screening” issues have not yet
been raised or discussed adequately within the positive psychology literature or in
terms of screening for PPIs. Given there is scant literature supporting the use of
PPIs or coaching with clinical populations, there are real concerns that such inter-
ventions may lead to a negative outcome, rather than the intended positive one.
Green et al. (2012) also highlight this issue and provide the example of a school
student who may undertake a “strengths-based coaching intervention”, fail to apply
their strengths sufficiently or achieve their goals, due to an underlying clinical dis-
order such as depression, potentially worsening the clinical disorder, rather than
improving the child’s well-being.

Overall, the understanding of the impact of PPIs on adolescents who are not
mentally well is limited. A priority for both research and the application of positive
education is a greater understanding of the experience of students with symptoms of
mental illness, and how such students can be supported to obtain the help and sup-
port they need without excluding them from school wide well-being practices. It is
argued that positive education initiatives will work best when efforts to promote
well-being and efforts to treat mental illness are applied in an complementary, inte-
grated, and sustained way (Norrish and Vella-Brodrick 2009).

As previously mentioned, positive education includes both explicit structured
education and implicit practices that support key learning in more informal ways.
For example, students may explore their character strengths as part of a positive
education program — this learning may then be supported and developed implicitly
via school-wide practices such as exploring strengths at assemblies, educating par-
ents on the importance of strengths, or creating a school-culture where the strengths
language is used frequently (Fox Eades 2008). Similarly, the goal setting strategies
that students learn as part of a coaching program may be developed by opportunities
for students to set and work towards their goals in various classes and extra-
curricular activities. It is proposed that student learning is greatest when key mes-
sages are reinforced across numerous levels of the school environment and when
core ideas are communicated between school staff, families, and the wider commu-
nity (Weare 2000). However, while the whole school approach is potentially the
most powerful in terms of promoting student well-being, it is also inherently more
challenging to measure via rigorous research techniques, (such as randomized con-
trolled trials), as it requires the manipulation of naturally occurring factors and the
pervasiveness of the approach precludes the creation of control groups. Balancing
the importance of rigorous research techniques with ecological factors such as the
importance of the school-wide practices that support and deepen learning is one of
the greatest challenges of positive education moving forward.

13.8 Conclusion

In conclusion, we argue that both positive psychology and coaching psychology
have much to offer adolescents in schools in not only enhancing well-being, but also
improving their overall optimal functioning including their learning and achievement.
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We have suggested that the strategic use of both positive psychology and coaching
psychology by a school should be a key consideration by leaders, particularly in terms
of these interventions underpinning a larger scale positive education program.

Finally, we concur with Clonan et al. (2004) who suggest that “no two school
systems would implement positive school psychology in an identical fashion”
(p. 105) and the need for schools to create bespoke programs that meet the indi-
vidualized need of their school’s students and staff. Whether schools look to
implement smaller scale PPIs or evidence-based coaching or alternatively are
wishing to create a larger scale positive education program, there is a pressing
need for further research to support such initiatives to support the widespread
adoption of such programs in schools globally to increase the overall flourishing
of not only our adolescent population, but for all students and staff.
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Part V
Positive Youth Development:
Practice, Policy, and Law



Chapter 14
Sociomoral Development for Behaviorally
At-Risk Youth: Mac’s Group Meeting

John C. Gibbs, Granville Bud Potter, and Ann-Marie DiBiase

14.1 Introduction

In 1993, at a juvenile correctional facility in Columbus, Ohio, a group of eight
residents and a staff group leader were having a mutual help meeting. The focus
of the meeting was an incident reported by 15-year-old Mac, one of the group
members. Mac had resisted and yelled profanities at a staff member who, in accor-
dance with institutional policy, had begun to inspect his carrying bag. The group
and Mac agreed that Mac’s defiance and profanity represented, in the language of
the program, an Authority Problem, but the group wanted to know the meaning of
that problem, its underlying “thinking error” or cognitive distortion. Angry as he
thought about the incident and his subsequent disciplinary write-up, Mac explained
that the bag contained something very special and irreplaceable — photos of his
grandmother — and that he was not going to let anyone take the photos from him.
Mac’s peers understood his point of view but saw it as one-sided: Mac thought
only of safeguarding his photos. He did not for a moment consider the staff mem-
ber’s perspective or the facility’s rules: she was only carrying out institutional
policy concerning inspection for possible contraband. Nor did Mac consider that
she was not abusive and that he thus had no reason to assume that the photos
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would be confiscated. In the language of the program, Mac had Self-Centered and
Assuming the Worst thinking errors; this distorted thinking had generated the
surface behavior identified as an “authority problem”. Furthermore, Mac’s anger
at staff for his write-up was identified as an Easily Angered problem and was
attributed to a Blaming Others thinking error. After all, Mac had no one but him-
self to blame for the incident report.

As they helped Mac deal with his one-sided viewpoint and develop his positive
potential, the group used certain tools or equipment, acquired elsewhere in the pro-
gram. This equipment included the reasons for the institution’s inspection policy,
how Mac could have corrected his thinking errors and used other skills to manage
his anger, and how he could have expressed his concern to the staff member in a
balanced and constructive fashion.

As the meeting progressed (it lasted more than an hour), Mac’s anger dissi-
pated considerably, and he began to regret his verbal assault on the staff member.
He started to take into account her perspective. In other words, he began to “see”
the other person (and the way the facility she served had to work) in a genuine
sense. He could see the unfairness of his behavior toward her, empathize with
her, and appropriately attribute blame (i.e., correct his Blaming Others thinking
error). Over the course of subsequent sessions, sometimes as he helped others in
the group, Mac continued to work on correcting or remedying his cognitive limi-
tations and taking the perspectives of others in various ways. With encourage-
ment, accountability, and practice, social perspective-taking became easier, more
spontaneous for Mac. Constructive and responsible behavior was increasingly
evident as Mac’s Authority and Easily Angered problems attenuated. As Mac
made gains toward responsible thought, so he also made gains toward responsi-
ble behavior.

14.2 The EQUIP Program

Mac’s mutual help meeting illustrated part of EQUIP (Gibbs et al. 1995, 2009), a
group-based cognitive-behavioral intervention program for behaviorally at-risk or
antisocial youth like Mac. Based on developmental theory (Gibbs 2013), EQUIP
posits that the fundamental problem generating much antisocial behavior pertains to
self-centered (egocentrically biased, self-serving, or imbalanced) attitudes, thoughts,
or perceptions of people and events. Mac’s one-sided viewpoint meant that he often
did not take into account other persons’ legitimate feelings and expectations.
Everyone is egocentric to some extent, and Mac’s life had not been easy. Yet Mac’s
pervasively self-centered approach to problems in his life had only made those
problems worse. Hence, the fundamental goal of a treatment program for antisocial
youth should be to facilitate socio necessary moral development in a broad sense,
that is, to provide social perspective-taking opportunities that can remedy self-centered
cognitive limitations, facilitate growth beyond the superficial in social and moral
life, and induce responsible thought and behavior.
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This chapter describes the approaches and applications involved in the EQUIP
program. We will describe how EQUIP combines two major treatment approaches
and emphasizes cognitive restructuring as well as social perspective-taking. We will
conclude with a consideration of how EQUIP might be supplemented with more
intense social perspective-taking techniques for severe offenders.

14.2.1 First, the Mutual Help Approach: Transform the Group’s
“Culture” So That Group Members Are Motivated to Help
One Another

Mac’s group meeting specifically illustrated the first approach used in the EQUIP
program, namely, our cognitive version of Positive Peer Culture (Vorrath and
Brendtro 1985), or, more generally, what we call the mutual help approach. Such
interventions address the challenge of a negative youth culture. In their analysis of
the moral atmosphere or moral climate of a Bronx, New York, high school, Kohlberg
and Higgins (1987) identified certain oppositional or “counter norms” (in our terms,
culturally normative cognitive distortions), such as “look at me the wrong way and
you’re in for a fight” (another example of Assuming the Worst) and “it’s your fault
if something is stolen — you were tempting me” (p. 110) (another example of
Blaming Others). In correctional settings, the negative youth culture is generally
“characterized by opposition to institutional rules and goals, norms against inform-
ing authorities about rule violations, and the use of physical coercion as a basis of
influence among inmates” (Osgood et al. 1985, p. 71).

The aim of Positive Peer Culture is to transform this negative (self-centered, dis-
torted, harmful) culture of antisocial youth into a mutual help culture, i.e., a positive
group in which members listen to and work with one another’s perspectives.
Techniques for accomplishing this aim include: selecting for the initial peer group
relatively positive (or at least less limited) peers; the cognitive-behavioral technique of
relabeling, reframing, or cognitive restructuring (e.g., characterizing helping others as
a strong rather than weak or sissy thing to do); confronting or reversing responsibility
(see below); encouraging the honest sharing of personal histories (“life stories”); iso-
lating and redirecting specific negative group members; and providing community
service (cf. Hart et al. 2006) as well as faith-building opportunities (see Vorrath and
Brendtro 1985). A helping group culture promotes amenability to treatment and moti-
vates these youths to become — as was Mac’s group — genuine and serious about help-
ing one another. Antisocial youths’ (such as Mac’s) typical problems with authority,
anger, stealing, lying, and so forth are identified in terms of a standard problem list,
of which a key term is Inconsiderate of Others — implying the need for remediation
through taking others’ perspectives (precisely what Mac did not do).

The “confronting” technique, through which group members (such as Mac)
are made aware of the effects of their actions on others, is especially relevant to
social perspective-taking. Essentially, the group or group leader respectfully but
forthrightly challenges the youth to put himself or herself in others’ positions, to
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consider their legitimate expectations, feelings, and circumstances. Confronting
thereby directly challenges Self-Centered and Blaming Others thinking errors
(see below). Agee (1979) argued that effectively confronting violent offenders
typically requires concrete, personal, and “blunt” techniques if they are to grasp
the harm their violence has caused others. For example, if a violent offender has
a sister and cares about her, that is an opening. The therapist might frame a
female victim as someone’s sister and appeal to moral reciprocity: “If it’s okay
for you to do that to someone else’s sister, is it okay for them to do it to your
sister?” (pp. 113—114). Yochelson and Samenow (1977) suggested that confron-
tation should include teaching “the chain of injuries” (p. 223) — extended to
absent and indirect victims — resulting from every crime. Hoffman (2000) sug-
gested that “the confrontings should also include the other’s life condition
beyond the immediate situation ... which the delinquents seem to ignore on their
own” (p. 292). Agee’s (1979) emphasis on bluntness notwithstanding, Vorrath
and Brendtro (1985) stressed that, to be effective, confronting must be conveyed
in a constructive and caring fashion.

Outcome evaluation studies of Positive Peer Culture and related interventions
have yielded a mixed picture. Although these valuable programs have generally
been found to promote youths’ self-concept or self-esteem, reductions in recidivism
are not typically found (see Gibbs et al. 1996). Worse, some peer group programs
have actually had deleterious effects (see Dishion et al. 1999).

In our view, mutual help-only programs have had only mixed success because they
do not adequately address the perspective-taking and helping-skill limitations of anti-
social youth. Such programs can succeed for a while in inducing erstwhile antisocial
youths to become “hooked on helping”, perhaps because, as Vorrath and Brendtro
(1985) suggested, the helper in the process “creates his own proof of worthiness” (p. 6)
and thereby a genuine basis for self-respect. Furthermore, the confronting technique —if
done properly — can induce genuine social perspective-taking. In the absence of con-
structive skills or tools for helping recalcitrant peers, however, antisocial youths often
fall back on what they know best: putdowns and threats. To investigate mutual help
problems and needs for improvement, Brendtro and Ness (1982) surveyed ten schools
and facilities using Positive Peer Culture or related programs. Cited as a problem at
nine of the ten centers was “abuse of confrontation” (e.g., “harassment, name-calling,
screaming in someone’s face, hostile profanity, and physical intimidation”, p. 322) —
going rather beyond Agee’s (1979) call for bluntness! The pervasiveness of such abuse
should not be surprising: how can a youth with antisocial behavior problems be helped
by fellow group members who are trying but who lack skills and maturity for dealing
with such problems — indeed, who have such problems themselves?

14.2.2 Limitations of Antisocial Youth: The Three D’s

Mac’s mutual help meeting illustrated more than traditional Positive Peer
Culture techniques. For example, Mac reported and the group discussed not
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only Mac’s Authority and Easily Angered problems but also the underlying
thinking errors generating those problems — an innovation that deepens Positive
Peer Culture problem work. That is our cognitive version of Positive Peer
Culture, which we call the mutual help approach. Even such deeper problem
work, however, does not fully address the perspective-taking limitations of anti-
social youths and hence their groups.

Reflecting the one-sided orientation of antisocial youths are three main limita-
tions. After extensive work with antisocial adolescents, Dewey Carducci (1980), a
Cleveland, Ohio high school teacher, reached three main conclusions regarding the
problematic tendencies of such adolescents. Carducci (1980) wrote that the antiso-
cial or behaviorally at risk juvenile is “frequently at a stage of arrested moral/ethi-
cal/social/emotional development in which he is fixated at a level of concern about
getting his own throbbing needs [or impulses and desires] met, regardless of effects
on others” (p. 157). Second, such juveniles “blame others for their misbehavior”
(Carducci 1980, p. 157). Third, they “do not know what specific steps [in a social
conflict] ... will result in [the conflict’s] being solved [constructively]” (Carducci
1980, p. 158).

The research literature concerning conduct disorder, opposition defiance, and
other patterns of adolescent antisocial behavior (Kazdin 1995) strikingly corrobo-
rates Carducci’s (1980) impressions. Gibbs et al. (1996) have termed these three
limitations, respectively: (1) pronounced egocentric bias and developmental delay
in moral judgment; (2) self-serving cognitive distortions; and (3) social skill defi-
ciencies — the “three Ds”, so to speak, common among antisocial youths. Although
distinguishable, the limitations, as noted, commonly point to a paucity of social
perspective-taking (Barriga et al. 2001b; Leeman et al. 1993). We emphasize that
these “limitations” are problem tendencies or risk factors, not strict incapacities. We
urge practitioners to see their youths as persons with the potential to make more
responsible choices, that is, to develop in sociomoral terms, and hence to hold them
accountable and capable of rising to a higher standard. Practitioners must also keep
in mind, however, that the youths’ limitations or problem tendencies can keep them
from fully realizing their potential or rising to meet greater expectations. One must,
then, retain faith in the youths’ potential for responsible thinking and acting even as
one addresses the problem tendencies that are currently making it difficult for them
to achieve their sociomoral potential. We will briefly consider each of these limita-
tions as a prelude to describing the EQUIP curriculum components that address
them.

14.2.2.1 Moral Judgment Developmental Delay: Pronounced Egocentric
Bias and Superficiality

First, as is typical of youth around the world who show antisocial behavior, Mac’s
morality was immature or superficial (that is, egocentric, pragmatic, and concrete).
Inappropriately immature moral judgment is our first D, developmental delay. The
phenomenon of moral judgment developmental delay can be specified. In my
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Table 14.1 Cross-cultural samples of male delinquents and non-delinquents in rank order by
mean Sociomoral Reflection Maturity Score (SRMS)

Country Sample Age range (Mean) n Global stage range M
Bahrain Non-delinquents 17-18 (17.7) 30 3-3/4 313
USA Non-delinquents 13-19 (15.7) 86 2/3-3 272
Sweden Non-delinquents 13-18 (15.6) 29 2/3-3 266
England Non-delinquents 14-16 (15.5) 149 2-3 264
Germany Non-delinquents 14-16 (15.6) 309 2/3-3 261
Bahrain Delinquents 14-19 (16.8) 30 2/3-3 254
China Non-delinquents 13-15 (NR) 10 NR 251
Netherlands Non-delinquents NR (15.1) 81 2-3 249
Germany Delinquents 14-17 (15.6) 39 2-3 243
USA Delinquents 13-18 (15.9) 89 2-2/3 243
Netherlands Delinquents NR (16.5) 64 2-2/3 241
Sweden Delinquents 13-18 (15.5) 29 2-2/3 228
England Delinquents 14-17 (15.9) 147 2-2/3 223
Australia Delinquents 14-18 (16.5) 38 1/2-2/3 2112
China Delinquents 13-15 (NR) 10 NR 182

Adapted from Gibbs et al. (2007), used with permission of Elsevier Science Direct

Note: NR indicates information not reported. Global stage range is estimated on the basis of plus
or minus on standard deviation of SRMS. Non-delinquents are generally male high school students
selected (sometimes matched) for a comparison study of delinquents

“Mean pretest score in an intervention study

conceptualization (Gibbs 2013; revised from Kohlberg 1984), two immature stages,
(1) centrations or fixations upon the salient and (2) exchanges, normally tend to
decline during adolescence with the growth of two more advanced or mature stages,
(3) mutualities and (4) systems (see Gibbs et al. 2007). These two stages of superfi-
cial moral judgment reduce morality to salient surface features of people, things, or
actions: either with impressive physical appearances or physical consequences
(Stage 1) or with concrete, tit-for-tat exchanges of favors or blows, that is, prag-
matic reciprocity (Stage 2).

For every culture studied, conduct-disordered adolescents evidence a delay
in moral judgment stage, attributable mainly to a more extensive use of moral
judgment (Stage 2), compared with their non-delinquent counterparts (Gibbs
et al. 2007; Stams et al. 2006; see Table 14.1 — note the lack of overlap between
delinquent and non-delinquent mean moral judgment maturity scores). Studies
of moral judgment delay by area of moral value (keeping promises, helping oth-
ers, respecting life, etc.) have found delay in every area (Gregg et al. 1994;
Palmer and Hollin 1998). The area of greatest delay concerned the reasons
offered for obeying the law. Nondelinquents generally gave Stage 3 and Stage 4
reasons, for example, the selfishness of most law-breaking, such as stealing
(Stage 3) and its ramifications in society (Stage 4) of chaos, insecurity, or loss
of trust. In contrast, like Joey’s reasoning (see below), delinquents’ reasoning
generally concerns the risk of getting caught and going to jail. The qualities of
superficiality and pronounced egocentric bias are evident.
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It should be emphasized that the superficiality of delayed moral judgment per-
tains to the reasons or justifications for moral decisions or values. I (Gibbs) remem-
ber discussing moral values and reasons with another 15-year-old named Joey. The
year was 1987, about 5 years before my EQUIP program work with Mac and others
at a residential facility. Joey seemed earnest and sincere as he emphatically affirmed
the importance of moral values, such as keeping promises, telling the truth, helping
others, saving lives, not stealing, and obeying the law. “And why is it so important to
obey the law or not steal?”” I asked Joey. “Because, [pause], like in a store, you may
think no one sees you, but they could have cameras!” he replied. His other explana-
tions were generally similar: keeping promises to others is important because if
you don’t, they might find out and get even, helping others is important in case you
need a favor from them later, and so forth. Could Joey be trusted to live up to his moral
values in situations where his fear of observers and surveillance cameras is weaker
than his egocentric motives and biases? Despite their evaluation of moral values as
important, many antisocial juveniles are developmentally delayed and at risk for anti-
social behavior given their pronounced egocentric bias and limited grasp of the deeper
reasons or bases for the importance of those values and associated decisions.

14.2.2.2 Self-Serving Cognitive Distortions

The second D refers to cognitive distortions. Recall that Mac tended to make excep-
tions for himself (check others’ bags, but not his), to assume the worst about others’
intentions (she wants to take away my photos forever), and blame others for his
aggression (it was her fault I got angry). Although we have already referred to cog-
nitive distortions or thinking errors (Yochelson and Samenow 1976, 1977, 1986; cf.
“faulty beliefs” Ellis 1977; cf. “neutralization techniques” Sykes and Matza 1957),
some elaboration concerning this important limitation will be helpful. Cognitive
distortions are inaccurate or non-veridical frameworks for perceiving events.
Cognitive distortions can be self-debasing (and depressogenic), but our main con-
cern here is with self-serving cognitive distortions (Barriga et al. 2000). Reviewed
below is our typology of self-serving cognitive distortions that, at elevated levels,
facilitate aggression and other antisocial behavior.

The Primary Self-Serving Cognitive Distortion: Self-Centered

The longer that the pronounced egocentric bias of moral developmental delay per-
sists, the more it tends to consolidate into a primary self-serving cognitive distortion
that we have called Self-Centered. We (Gibbs et al. 1995) have defined Self-Centered
as “according status to one’s own views, expectations, needs, rights, immediate
feelings, and desires to such an extent that the legitimate views, etc., of others (or
even one’s own long-term best interest) are scarcely considered or are disregarded
altogether” (p. 108). The combination of a radically Self-Centered worldview with
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even the normal array and intensity of egoistic motives constitutes a risk factor for
antisocial behavior.

Clinicians working with antisocial youths typically discern a link between the
youths’ antisocial behavior and a self-centered attitude toward or perception of
other people and events. Samenow (1984) quoted a 14-year-old delinquent: “T was
born with the idea that I'd do what I wanted. I always felt that rules and regulations
were not for me.” (p. 160). Redl and Wineman (1951) noted that a youth “justified”
his having stolen a cigarette lighter simply on the grounds that he wanted it (pp.
154-155). In our group work with antisocial youth, one group member seemed to
think that he had adequately justified his having stolen a car by explaining: “I needed
to get to Cleveland.” Other group members, reflecting on their shoplifting and other
offenses, have recollected that their thoughts at the time concerned whether they
could do what they wanted and get away successfully. The only perspective these
juveniles took was their own; spontaneous references to the victims’ perspectives
were totally absent. Indeed, a recent study (Wainryb et al. 2010) found that only
10 % of violent youths (vs. 89 % of comparison youths) referred to their victims’
emotions in narrating a time of having harmed someone. Antisocial youths (espe-
cially, children with callous and unemotional traits) who do express concern for a
victim may do so for self-serving reasons, for example, to make a good impression
on an interviewer or therapist (Kahn 2012).

Secondary Cognitive Distortions

To continue his Self-Centered attitude and antisocial behavior, the offender typically
develops protective rationalizations, or what we term secondary cognitive distor-
tions. These secondary cognitive distortions protect the offender against certain types
of psychological stress, such as guilt or threats to self-concept. A serious offender
minimized his crime as having no personal relevance: “Just because I shot a couple
of state troopers doesn’t mean I'm a bad guy.” (Samenow 2004, p. 172). A 17-year-
old delinquent, reflecting back upon his burglaries, recalled how he assuaged his
conscience with a Blaming Others thinking error: “If I started feeling bad, I'd say to
myself, tough rocks for him; he should have had the house locked better and the
alarm on.” (Samenow 1984, p. 115). In our typology and “How I Think” assessment
method (Barriga et al. 2001a, 2007; Gibbs et al. 2001), these self-serving protectors
of the Self-Centered attitude are termed Blaming Others, Assuming the Worst, and
Minimizing/Mislabeling. The categories are fairly self-explanatory. Together, the pri-
mary and secondary self-serving cognitive distortions play an important role in the
initiation and maintenance of antisocial behavior.

14.2.2.3 Deficiencies in Social Skills

Finally, recall that Mac neglected to balance his concerns with the legitimate expec-
tations of the staff member. Antisocial youths generally evidence not only moral
developmental delays and self-serving cognitive distortions but also social skills
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deficiencies — the third of the three Ds found in the literature. Social skills typically
refer to the cognitive ability to regulate or maintain balanced and constructive
behavior in difficult interpersonal situations. An example is the behavior of a youth
who deals constructively with deviant peer pressure by suggesting a nondeviant
alternative. Another example is that of a youth who calmly and sincerely offers
clarification or apologizes to an angry accuser. Such behavior is “neither aggressive
nor obsequious” (Carducci 1980, p. 161); that is, it achieves a fair balance between
one’s own perspective and that of another. Similarly, Robert Deluty (1979) concep-
tualized social skills as appropriately assertive responses intermediate between
threats or aggression (such as Mac’s), on one hand, and submission or running
away, on the other (although calmly leaving the scene can be appropriate or bal-
anced in some circumstances). While asserting or explaining his or her own per-
spective, the socially skilled individual also communicates awareness of the other
person’s viewpoint, feelings, and legitimate expectations. Ellen McGinnis and
Arnold Goldstein (1997) operationalized social skills in terms of “steps” that include
constructive self-talk (e.g., “think ahead”).

Research on social skills has generally found deficiencies among antisocial
youths relative to comparison groups, corroborating Carducci’s (1980) impression
that they typically “do not know what specific steps [in a social conflict] ... will
result in [the conflict’s] being solved” (pp. 157-158). Freedman et al. (1978) found
evidence of extensive social skill deficits or deficiencies among incarcerated male
juvenile offenders (cf. Simonian et al. 1991). Such deficiencies are perhaps not sur-
prising given the typical absence of models of constructive problem solving in the
youths’ home environments (Kazdin 1995). Given our conceptualization of social
skills as enabling balanced and constructive interpersonal behavior in difficult situ-
ations, socially unskilled behavior involves unbalanced and destructive behavior in
two categories of interpersonal situations: (a) irresponsibly submissive behavior in
deviant peer pressure situations (an imbalance that favors others and is tantamount
to disrespect for self) and (b) irresponsibly aggressive behavior in anger provocation
situations (favoring self and tantamount to disrespect for the other). Simonian et al.
(1991) found factor analytic support for these submission and aggression factors of
socially unskilled or unbalanced behavior. With respect to aggression and covert
antisocial behavior, imbalance in favor of the self is perhaps the basic problem of
social skills deficiencies — just as pronounced egocentric bias is basic to moral
developmental delay and Self-Centered is basic to self-serving cognitive distortion.
Wherever and however it manifests among the limitations of antisocial youth, the
self-centered orientation implies the need for its remediation through opportunities
and encouragement to take into account the perspectives of others.

Implications for Treatment

These self-centered tendencies and limitations across morality, social perception,
and social skills meant that Mac usually did not really see or take into account others’
perspectives. Typical of his approach to life, Mac did not treat the staff member as a
person but instead merely as an interfering object to be resisted and overcome.
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Consequences such as write-ups or other acts of accountability were an outrage.
Is it any wonder that Mac had problems with authorities and others, had committed
felonies, and was chronically angry?

These observations prompt some questions. How is one to remedy these tenden-
cies and limitations so that behaviorally at-risk or problem behavior youth can reach
their sociomoral potential? How does one motivate and help youth to see others’
perspectives, to engage in responsible thought and behavior so spontaneously and
pervasively that it redefines their whole approach to life? These treatment questions
are addressed in EQUIP. To answer them, EQUIP uses a combined approach.

14.2.3 Remedying the Limitations: Equipping the Group
and Its Members

In EQUIP’s combined approach, the mutual help sessions do not stand alone. If the
youths are not to become frustrated, they need to acquire psychoeducational or
cognitive-behavioral skills or equipment for helping one another and themselves
toward responsible thought and behavior. Psychoeducation refers to teaching the
knowledge and skills needed for competent daily living. Cognitive-behavioral psy-
choeducation refers to the facilitation of more mature and accurate cognitive habits
and behavioral skills. EQUIP aims to “restructure” the antisocial cognitive habits of
at-risk youth in the direction of responsible thought and social behavior. In technical
terms, EQUIP is a group-based, comprehensive cognitive-behavioral approach that
includes skills training but emphasizes social perspective-taking and cognitive
restructuring.

After a few weeks, EQUIP groups begin equipment meetings so that they become
not only motivated but also equipped for helping and changing; those meetings are
where they cultivate moral judgment maturity, anger management, and social inter-
action skills. Mac’s group applied moral and social tools they had learned to help
him more effectively. One facility conducted its mutual help meetings Monday
through Wednesday and its equipment meetings on Thursdays and Fridays.

Whereas a peer culture of caring is cultivated during mutual help meetings, the
needed social perspective-taking skills and maturity are taught during the equip-
ment meetings. It was during such equipment meetings that Mac learned relevant
insights and tools such as: the need for institutions to have rules against contraband;
techniques to correct thinking errors and manage anger; and steps of constructive
and balanced social behavior. These resources were crucial as Mac worked on his
Authority and Easily Angered problems during the meeting and beyond. Put in
general terms, participants in the EQUIP program become equipped with skills and
maturity that address the limitations just reviewed. Hence, the curriculum compo-
nents provide a variety of social perspective-taking opportunities and encompass
both the cognitive skills training and the cognitive restructuring techniques that
together comprise a complete cognitive-behavioral approach (Glick 2006; Glick
and Gibbs 2011). The components are: (1) mature moral judgment (or social
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decision-making); (2) skills (especially cognitive restructuring skills) for managing
anger; and (3) social skills (for constructive and balanced behavior). Again, the
three interrelated curriculum components of EQUIP correspond to the three inter-
related limitations of antisocial youths.

The equipment meetings are introduced to the EQUIP groups with the explana-
tion that what group members learn in those meetings will help them to help one
another more effectively. Given its emphasis on group members’ helping potential
rather than on their targeted limitations, this explanation itself tends to promote anti-
social youths’ amenability to treatment. Litwack (1976) found that both the juvenile
offenders’ motivation to learn constructive skills and the learning itself improved
when they were told that they would subsequently be using the skills to help other
adolescents. In contrast, traditional or direct teaching programs may implicitly stig-
matize the learner as dependent and inadequate, thereby eliciting defensiveness and
exacerbating resistance and noncompliance problems (Reissman 1990).

14.2.4 Synergy Between Mutual Help and Cognitive-Behavioral
Approaches

The motivational benefits of introducing the EQUIP curriculum with the Mutual
Help rationale make the point that the mutual help approach can enhance the
effectiveness of the cognitive-behavioral approach. Indeed, cognitive-behavioral
programs may not accomplish much if young offenders’ resistance to treatment
and negative group norms are not addressed (i.e., if a receptive group is not first
cultivated). Yet as noted, the contributions flow in the reverse direction as well. If
their good intentions are to fare well, prospective helpers must know how to help
constructively (i.e., with skills and maturity). If it is true that the mutual help
approach needs the cognitive-behavioral approach, then the reverse is just as true.
This bi-directionality or interdependence bears repeating: the two approaches —one
motivating, the other equipping — need each other. Synergy can emerge through
the integration of mutual help and cognitive-behavioral approaches, as in EQUIP.
The best implementations of the EQUIP program achieve such a synergy as youth
in equipment meetings motivated and those same youth in mutual help meetings
are equipped. And in the positive spiral, the EQUIP-based institution is all the
time becoming safer and more humane.

14.2.5 Cognitive Restructuring, Social Perspective-Taking,
and EQUIP’s Three Curriculum Components

In the EQUIP program, cognitive restructuring and social perspective-taking char-
acterize not only mutual help but also its cognitive-behavioral curriculum. The
three-component EQUIP cognitive-behavioral curriculum as taught in the
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equipment meetings for a typical 10 week/31-session program. Although the
self-serving cognitive distortions are assimilated into one component (anger man-
agement) of the curriculum, the thinking error language is crucially important for
the entire program, not only for the youth culture but for the staff culture as well.
Hence, we now recommend introducing the language in a special preliminary ses-
sion, preferably through use of the EQUIPPED for Life game (Horn et al. 2007)
designed expressly for that purpose. A comparable game for children is called
Clear Thinking (Franklin Learning Systems 2005). This game could be used in
conjunction with social perspective-taking exercises for children, such as those
provided by Norma Feshbach and colleagues (see Feshbach et al. 1983).

The social perspective-taking opportunities provided in the EQUIP curriculum
are emphasized in the following description of the curriculum’s three components.

14.2.5.1 Component 1: Equipping with Mature Moral Judgment
(Social Decision Making)

Morally delayed youths need an enriched, concentrated “dosage’ of social perspective-
taking opportunities to stimulate them to catch up to age-appropriate levels of moral
judgment. These opportunities are provided in EQUIP during a type of equipment
meeting called “social decision-making”, which features discussion with the goal of
reaching maturely reasoned decisions concerning sociomoral problems. Participants
must justify their problem-solving decisions in the face of challenges from more
developmentally advanced peers (or, in the case of a highly limited group, initially
from the group leader). A Stage 1- or Stage 2-thinking participant — who may usually
dominate peers — may lose in a challenge from a more mature peer and may accord-
ingly experience an inner conflict or “disequilibration” that could stimulate a more
mature moral understanding. As others’ perspectives are considered in their own right
(not just as a means to one’s own ends), more ideal and mutual moral understanding
begins to displace superficial and egocentrically biased judgments.

The potential of problem situations to stimulate perspective-taking is exploited
through their associated probe questions. The final question pertaining to curriculum
material titled “Juan’s Problem Situation”, for example, asks, “Who might be affected
(in addition to Phil himself) if Phil were to commit suicide?” (Gibbs et al. 1995, pp.
94-95; see also Potter et al. 2001). This question prompts group members to take the
perspectives of loved ones, specifically, to empathize with the distress and grief caused
by suicide and hence to identify the Self-Centered thinking error in Phil’s intentions.
Similarly, Angelo’s Problem Situation, in which Angelo must decide whether to resist
or join in a car theft — “Let’s say the car is your car.” (Fig. 14.1, question 6) — directly
stimulates the group participants to take the perspective of the prospective victim in
the spirit of Stage 3 moral reciprocity. There is a certain clever irony to how this
“you’re the victim” technique uses Self-Centered against itself! Other questions stim-
ulate group members to consider possible adverse consequences for Angelo’s friend
(Fig. 14.1, question 8) and Ramon’s family. Still other questions remove impediments
to perspective taking in that they “plant” secondary cognitive distortions such as
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Week 4A Angelo’s Problem Situation

Angelo is walking along a side street with his friend Ramon. Ramon
stops in front of a beautiful new sports car. Ramon looks inside and
then says, excitedly, “Look! The keys are still in this thing! Let’s see
what it can do! Come on, let’s go!”

What should Angelo say or do?
1. Should Angelo try to persuade Ramon not to steal the car? (Check one.)
O should persuade O should let steal O can’t decide

2. What if Ramon says to Angelo that the keys were left in the car, that anyone that careless
deserves to get ripped off? Then should Angelo try to persuade Ramon not to steal the car?
(Check one.)

O should persuade O should let steal O can't decide

3. What if Ramon says to Angelo that the car owner can probably get insurance money to
cover most of the loss? Then should Angelo try to persuade Ramon not to steal the car?
(Check one.)

O should persuade O should let steal O can’t decide

4. What if Ramon tells Angelo that stealing a car is no big deal, that plenty of his friends do it
all the time? Then what should Angelo do? (Check one.)

O should persuade O should let steal O can’t decide

5. What if Angelo knows that Ramon helps his parents with their household expenses and
that they will suffer if Ramon is caught, loses his job, and goes to jail? Then should Angelo
try to persuade Ramon not to steal the car? (Check one.)

O should persuade O should let steal O can't decide

6. Let’s say the car is your car. Then should Angelo try to persuade Ramon not to steal the car?
(Check one.)
O should persuade O should let steal O can’t decide
7. In general, how important is it for people not to take things that belong to others? (Check
one.)
O very important O important 0 not important
8. Let’s say that Angelo does try to persuade Ramon not to steal the car, but Ramon goes ahead and

takes it anyway. Angelo knows that Ramon is in bad shape from being high—he could have a
serious accident, and someone could get killed. Then what should Angelo do? (Check one.)

O contact the police O not contact the police O can’t decide

Fig. 14.1 Sample problem situation in an equipment (social decision-making) meeting (From
DiBiase et al. 2012, p. 152. Copyright 2012 by Research Press)

Blaming Others (Fig. 14.1, question 2) and Minimizing/Mislabeling (Fig. 14.1,
question 3 and 4) for participants to identify and correct.

Other problem situations and probe questions encourage group members to take
the perspective of someone not immediately present in the situation, as when the
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group decides that stealing a stereo system is wrong even if from a stranger’s car,
or —considering that the life of one’s drug-dependent sister may be at stake — decides
against making a drug delivery to her neighborhood. Like the you’re the victim
technique that uses egocentric bias against itself, encouraging participants to imag-
ine harm to someone close to them “is a way of turning empathy’s familiarity and
here-and-now biases against themselves and recruiting them in the service of proso-
cial motive development” (Hoffman 2000, p. 29).

14.2.5.2 Component 2: Equipping with Skills to Manage Anger
and Correct Thinking Errors

Although egocentric bias is reduced as mature moral judgment is cultivated during
the perspective-taking of the Social Decision-Making component, egocentric bias in
its consolidated cognitive distortion form, Self-Centered, is such a major, immedi-
ate problem that it requires treatment attention in its own right. Beck (1999) was
right to characterize righteous self-centeredness (the key problem of the reactive
offender) as “the eye (‘I’) of the storm” (p. 25) of anger in antisocial behavior. Mac
was typical of this type of antisocial youth.

Cognitive restructuring of self-serving thinking errors is crucial in anger man-
agement. In one session, for example, the group leader uses the exercise Gary’s
Thinking Errors (depicting a stabbing; see Fig. 14.2) to bring home the connection
between distorted thinking and violence and, accordingly, the importance of cor-
recting thinking errors before it is too late. For example, to correct Self-Centered
thinking, one group member at the 1993 meeting suggested that, like the hypotheti-
cal Gary, Mac could say to himself, “I’d be mad, too, if I was her. She has a right to
expect better from me.”

If Gary — or group members in such a situation — are to become more fair and
empathic, then, they must also learn to identify and “talk back to” or correct their
secondary thinking errors. Group members have suggested that Blaming Others
thoughts to the effect that violence against Meagan (see Fig. 14.2) is her fault could
be corrected with self-talk such as, “Nobody’s forcing me to grab that knife — it’s
my fault if I do.” Assuming the Worst thoughts of hopelessness can be corrected
with, “There’s hope for us if I start treating her decently.” Correcting an intention to
“teach her a lesson” (Minimizing/Mislabeling) might be a thought such as, “You
don’t teach anybody anything by stabbing and maybe killing them.”

14.2.5.3 Component 3: Equipping with Social Skills

Anger-managing skills are requisite to the use of social skills: after all, as long as
rage grows rather than declines in difficult situations, balanced and constructive
behavior is virtually impossible. Following the learning of anger management skills,
then, EQUIP group members learn 10 social skills (cf. Goldstein and McGinnis
1997; McGinnis and Goldstein 1997) through four phases: (1) modeling or
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Gary’s Thinking Errors

Triad Members: Date:

Gary is in the kitchen of his apartment. Gary’s wife, Meagan, is angry at him for something he
did to hurt her. She yells at him. She pushes his shoulder. Thoughts run through Gary’s head.
Gary does nothing to correct the errors in his thoughts. Gary becomes furious. He screams at
Meagan. A sharp kitchen knife is nearby. Gary picks up the knife and stabs Meagan, seriously
wounding her.

1. What thoughts ran through Gary’s head, do you think, both during the situation and after-
ward? Suggest some sample thoughts.

2. What are the errors in these thoughts? Meagan was mad at Gary because he did something
to hurt her. What do you think that might have been?

3. What might Gary have told himself in this situation? In other words, how might Gary have
“talked backed” to his thinking errors? Suggest some things Gary could have said to himself
to correct each type of thinking error.

4. If Gary had corrected his thinking errors, would he still have stabbed Meagan?

Fig. 14.2 Sample exercise in an equipment (anger management) meeting (From DiBiase et al.
2012, p. 48. Copyright 2012 by Research Press)

“showing the skill”’; (2) role-playing or “trying the skill” (if a group member cannot
think of a relevant situation, a list of typical situations is provided); (3) providing
feedback on the role-play or “discussing the skill”; and (4) practicing the skill (at
the facility or in the community).

Social skills can in many instances be construed as step-by-step, practical train-
ing in reducing self-centration or taking the perspectives of others in specific social
situations. Perspective-taking is implicitly involved in many of the social skills and
is an explicit step in several of them (e.g., “How might the other person feel at the
start of the stressful situation? Why?” in Preparing for a Stressful Conversation, or
think “What is the other person accusing me of? Is he or she right?” in Dealing
Constructively with Someone Accusing You of Something).
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14.3 Adaptation and Evaluations of EQUIP:
Issues of Implementation

Since its introduction in the early 1990s, the EQUIP Program has been implemented,
adapted, and (to some extent) evaluated at various facilities or institutions in North
America and Europe. The institutions include juvenile correctional facilities, commu-
nity-based adult correctional facilities (or halfway houses), and middle schools; the
young persons served have ranged in age from preadolescence through adulthood.

Implementations of EQUIP typically involve adaptations and include the program
in an array of services. Peter Langdon and colleagues (Langdon et al. 2013) have
adapted EQUIP for use with male offenders with intellectual disabilities. Another
implementation of EQUIP has been accomplished at the Minnesota Correctional
Facility in Red Wing, which provides treatment, education, and transition services for
serious and chronic male juvenile offenders. The Red Wing implementation has
adapted and focused on use of the Cognitive Distortions (Minimizing is separated from
Mislabeling). To promote coherence across programs, the Red Wing staff use their
adapted version of the EQUIP problem and thinking error language throughout the
facility’s diverse programs: Restorative Justice, Reflection Journaling, Substance
Abuse Treatment, Sex Offender Treatment, and Relapse Prevention programs. Some
implementations are only partial; for example, the Alvis House, a halfway house for
adults in Columbus, Ohio, does not include Mutual Help meetings in its adaptation.

Some adaptations have modified or even eliminated the EQUIP name. Although
Colorado’s Youthful Offender System (YOS) does not identify EQUIP by name,
much of the material, in consultation with Potter, has been assimilated into the YOS
core program interventions (the Colorado consultation resulted in our EQUIP
Implementation Guide; Potter et al. 2001). Potter has also adapted EQUIP for use at
Ohio’s Franklin County Community-Based Correctional Facility, where it is called
Responsible Adult Culture (RAC; Potter et al. 2013). DiBiase and colleagues inno-
vated a prevention version of EQUIP for behaviorally at-risk middle and high school
youth, a version now called Teaching Adolescents to Think and Act Responsibly:
The EQUIP Approach (DiBiase et al. 2012).

EQUIP should in theory be at least as effective as other cognitive-behavioral
interventions, given that EQUIP also addresses motivational issues. One year recidi-
vism (re-adjudication) at Red Wing declined from 53 to 21 % following implemen-
tation of EQUIP in 1998 (a comparison sample was not available; Handy, personal
communication, February 21, 2008). Recidivism following the RAC version of
EQUIP was also at 21 %, compared to 29 % at a facility that was equivalent except
that it did not include cognitive restructuring but was otherwise comparable (see
Devlin and Gibbs 2010).

Nonetheless, like that of other programs, EQUIP’s effectiveness appears to vary
with quality of implementation. Landenberger and Lipsey’s (2005) meta-analysis
of studies comparing cognitive-behavioral with other programs found an overall
effectiveness for the cognitive-behavioral programs, for example, a mean recidi-
vism rate substantially less than that of the non-cognitive-behavioral programs
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(37 % vs. 53 %, respectively) (see also Lipsey et al. 2001). Lipsey et al. (2001) and
Landenberger and Lipsey (2005) noted that the weakest recidivism results were
found at cognitive-behavioral programs “low in strength and fidelity of implemen-
tation” (p. 155), for example, inadequate staff training, two or three rather than five
weekday meetings, and high turnover among participants. Three outcome evalua-
tion studies of EQUIP conform to Lipsey et al. (2001) pattern: a high-fidelity
implementation of EQUIP was found to have substantial institutional conduct and
recidivism effectiveness (12 month recidivism at 15.0 % vs. 40.5 % for the mean
of the control groups; see Leeman et al. 1993), in contrast to weaker or negligible
results for lower-fidelity implementations (Liau et al. 2004; Nas et al. 2005; cf.
Helmond et al. 2012). EQUIP can be included among the referents for Lipsey et al.
(2001) conclusion that “a great deal of improvement may be possible in the imple-
mentation of [cognitive-behavioral] programs” (p. 155).

14.4 Social Perspective-Taking for Severe Offenders

Outcome evaluation studies suggest, then, that given adequate implementation,
EQUIP can induce responsible behavior among broad groups of initially antisocial
youth. To be effective with groups of more severe offenders, however, EQUIP per-
spective-taking may require supplementation. EQUIP can be strengthened through
integration with programs emphasizing even more intensive and extensive modes of
social perspective-taking. Quite compatible with EQUIP, for example, are 12-step
and victim awareness programs (see Gibbs 2013). These programs aim to induce
perspective-taking and empathy for victims through specific depicted situations, as
well as other stimulations of victim awareness through video or film presentations,
newspaper or magazine articles, guest speakers (especially recovering victims or
family survivors of murder victims), role-plays, personal journals, homework, and
reminder posters.

A particular type of powerful or intense role-play that deserves special attention
entails the violent youth’s reenactments of his crime as both perpetrator and victim.
Such re-enactive role-play has been used in the Texas Youth Commission Capital
Offender Group program (Alvarez-Sanders and Reyes 1994), an intensive 4 month
therapy designed “to break a participant’s psychological defenses to force him to
see his victim’s suffering, to help him discover his conscience and feel remorse”
(Woodbury 1993, p. 58). The juveniles role-play many aspects of their own histo-
ries, including family relationships and the homicidal events themselves. In a role-
played reenactment of a crime, the perpetrator must remain at the scene even though
in the actual event he typically had fled. He is urged by the group and the leader to
hear the pleas and see the blood of the victim (played by a group peer), to experi-
ence the victim’s suffering (and thereby experience empathic distress and
guilt) — (“great care must be taken”, however, to insure that the role-play does not
instead elicit violent or predatory desires among the group members; Marshall et al.
1999, p. 90). In a second re-enactive role-play, the perpetrator must directly put
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himself in the victim’s place: this time the perpetrator feels what it is like to be the
victim by taking the victim’s role (cf. reverse role-play activity, Beck 1999).

Outcome evaluations of the Capital and Serious Violent Offenders Treatment
Program have indicated substantial reductions in re-arrest and re-incarceration
(Texas Youth Commission 2011). Basing the program in EQUIP might make it even
more effective.

Agee and McWilliams (1984; cf. Pithers 1999) used vivid crime reenactment
role-play to achieve therapeutic breakthroughs with violent juvenile offenders in the
context of a mutual help program. Following one such role-play reenactment of a
horrific crime, an adolescent sex offender named Larry faced a stunned group and
group leader and found himself “stunned by the enormity of what he had done”
(Agee and McWilliams 1984, p. 182). At court months later, instead of displaying
his previous unrepentant and even cocky demeanor, Larry seemed genuinely con-
trite. Although Larry continued to need therapy to prevent relapse, a perspective-
taking breakthrough was evident.

Role reversal or crime reenactment role-plays, then, illustrate a useful supple-
mentary technique for EQUIP social perspective-taking and may be especially
needed in working with the severe offender population.

14.5 Conclusion

Whether their histories are more or less severe, youths who present with antisocial
or externalizing problem behavior need mutual help and cognitive-behavioral pro-
grams that include skills training but emphasize cognitive restructuring and social
perspective-taking. Such opportunities and practice in a group such as Mac’s — that
is to say, one that is serious about change and equipped with the skills and maturity
to accomplish it — can facilitate sociomoral development and hence responsible
thought and behavior among its members. Accordingly, the institution becomes
safer and more humane, and recidivism declines (Power 2010). With opportunities,
encouragement, and practice in EQUIP and like programs, erstwhile youths like
Mac can spontaneously see — really see — the other person.
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Chapter 15

Positive Youth Development in Organized
Programs: How Teens Learn to Manage
Emotions

Natalie Rusk, Reed W. Larson, Marcela Raffaelli, Kathrin Walker,
LaTesha Washington, Vanessa Gutierrez, Hyeyoung Kang,
Steve Tran, and Stephen Cole Perry

15.1 Introduction

Adults must be able to manage anger, anxiety, and other emotions in order to lead
productive and healthy lives. The ability to manage emotions requires handling
“hot” emotional situations as they occur, such as finding ways to express anger
without lashing out or to regulate anxiety in order to concentrate on one’s work
(Gross and Thompson 2007). Managing emotions also involves the ability to make
use of the functional properties of different feelings, for example, channeling excite-
ment in order to motivate action or responding to guilt with reflection on one’s
actions (Izard 2009). Emotional management skills are linked to a variety of posi-
tive outcomes, and thus understanding the development of these skills is important
for the study of positive youth development.
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But mature adult emotional functioning is by no means a given — it has to be
achieved. As young people move into adolescence, they become able to think about
emotions in a more conscious and analytic way (Harris et al. 1981). Although emo-
tional development begins in infancy, much of this early development occurs out-
side of conscious awareness (Calkins and Leerkes 2010). Adolescents acquire new
metacognitive and executive skills that allow them to reason deliberately about their
thoughts, feelings, and actions (Kuhn 2009). They become able to consciously
reflect on their experiences, draw conclusions, and create strategies for navigating
complex situations. These new skills equip adolescents to develop and apply skills
for recognizing, regulating, and benefiting from emotions as they arise in the diverse
situations and contexts of daily life.

In this chapter we examine emotional learning as a focus for understanding positive
youth development and how it can be supported. Research and theory indicate that
positive development occurs when youth are active producers of their own develop-
ment and learning, especially as they move into the teenage years (Larson 2011a;
Lerner 2002). We examine emotional development in the specific context of organized
programs (such as arts, technology, and leadership programs) — contexts that afford
youth considerable freedom within an overarching, goal-directed structure.

Emotions often arise in organized programs as youth work towards goals.
Encountering obstacles can trigger negative emotions, such as frustration and anger;
achieving success can trigger positive emotions, such as pride and happiness. This
makes organized youth programs a rich context for emotional learning. Indeed, sur-
vey research shows that youth report more experiences related to emotion learning
in organized programs than in school classrooms (Larson et al. 2006).

This chapter examines youth’s processes of emotional development within these
contexts and the role of adult program leaders in facilitating this development. We first
review the literature on youth programs as contexts for positive development. We then
address the question of how adolescents apply their new metacognitive and executive
skills to reflect on the puzzling, not-quite logical dynamics of emotional states. We
examine how adolescents learn about managing these dynamics. We then examine
the practices of program leaders that support youth’s emotional development. This is
not a simple question: If youth are active producers of their development, what role, if
any, can adults play in facilitating this process? Program leaders have the unique
opportunity to be present as youth encounter the frustration, excitement, and boredom
that arise in their projects. How do they help youth mobilize their cognitive skills to
understand and manage these emotional ups and downs in their work?
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15.2 Youth Programs as Contexts for Positive Development

15.2.1 Features of Effective Programs for Adolescents

High-quality youth programs support youth in developing life and career skills
(Hirsch et al. 2011). Effective programs have a number of important features that
make them conducive to positive development (Eccles and Gootman 2002; Mahoney
et al. 2009). We call attention to three that we think particularly important.

First, effective programs engage youth as active participants in program activi-
ties (Durlak et al. 2010). In programs for adolescents, the activities often center on
projects, such as creating an artwork or a website, conducting a science activity, or
planning an event. Youth are given agency in working towards a project goal — they
exercise choice in the direction and have a voice in decision-making (Kirshner et al.
2003). Program leaders emphasize to youth that it is “your project”: they want youth
to experience ownership over it.

A second important feature is that youth typically experience high intrinsic moti-
vation and cognitive engagement in this work (Larson 2000; Vandell et al. 2006).
Many adolescents become highly invested in the goals they are trying to achieve,
particularly when they can see a connection to their future (Dawes and Larson
2011). As aresult, they report being genuinely engaged with the challenges of their
projects (Larson 2011b).

A third important feature of effective programs for adolescents is that projects
engage youth in real world (or real-world-like) work (Heath 1998). Work on their
projects typically confronts youth with complex, real-world demands and chal-
lenges. Programs engage youth in open-ended tasks without guarantees about how
they will work out. The problems they must solve to reach their goals are often
unstructured. Furthermore, youth often receive authentic feedback — they can see if
their project has successfully met their goals. For example, when organizing a com-
munity event, they can see how many people attend and how the people respond to
their work.

These features of youth programs give rise to a range of emotional episodes that
resemble those in adult work environments. Because youth are invested in their
goals, when events are going well they can experience positive emotions such as
excitement and satisfaction. But they also experience negative emotions when they
encounter obstacles or things do not work out as they had hoped. Youth are not just
learning about emotions, they are learning about the situations that lead to them,
their dynamics over time, and how different responses lead to different outcomes. In
an intensive case study of youth rehearsing for a high school theater production,
Larson and Brown (2007) documented how youth consciously learned to better
understand and manage these emotional episodes. This chapter builds on this work,
exploring these processes in greater depth.
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15.2.2 The Role of Program Leaders in Supporting Youth’s Work

Effective program leaders play important roles in facilitating youth’s work and
learning. They help cultivate the program environment, helping youth feel physi-
cally and psychologically safe. Program leaders model and encourage youth to treat
each other respectfully and foster collaboration. They also cultivate trust and a sense
of belonging, which provide key foundations for youth participation and positive
development (Eccles and Gootman 2002; Lerner et al. 2009). Effective youth pro-
gram leaders often relate to youth in ways that bridge the role of friend, adult men-
tor, teacher, or parent (Walker 2011). This can provide an opening for youth to seek
emotional support and guidance, sharing their personal feelings and asking for
advice (Hirsch et al. 2011).

Leaders thus help create conditions that influence youth’s emotional learning. In
the study of a high school theater program, Larson and Brown (2007) found that the
adult leaders cultivated high standards that contributed to youth experiencing cer-
tain types of emotional episodes, such as anxiety about performing before an audi-
ence and stress in preparation for the show. Yet the leaders also cultivated a program
culture in which emotions were acknowledged and discussed. They modeled and
provided youth with strategies for handling emotions. Here we delve more deeply
into how effective leaders help youth learn more directly from the youth’s experi-
ences of emotional episodes.

15.3 A Study of Emotional Development
in Four Youth Programs

In this chapter we examine youth’s processes of emotional learning in four after-
school programs and how leaders support that learning. We draw on theory and
empirical findings to build empirically grounded theory about how these processes
play out.

The four programs in the current study all engage youth in projects where they
are working toward goals. The programs involve a range of projects. At Community
House," youth engage in science learning and carry out technology projects, such as
making their own web pages. At The Station, youth organize community events,
such as music concerts. At the Celina Boys and Girls Club, youth plan and lead
community service events. At Unified Youth, teens create public service announce-
ments to disseminate ideas and information on important topics to other youth and
to community members. The adult leaders in all four programs were experienced
youth professionals.

We conducted structured individual interviews with adolescents and leaders in these
four programs. Youth, ages 12—18, responded to questions about their experiences of

' All names of programs, youth, and leaders are pseudonyms.
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anger, frustration, and other emotions in the program (e.g., “During the last month, was
there a time you felt worried or nervous about your work in the program?”’). For each
emotional experience, they were asked what caused it, how it had influenced them,
how they handled it, and what they had learned, if anything, from the experience. In
separate interviews, the adult program leaders were asked to describe how they work
with youth to support learning, including emotional learning. Data were analyzed
using grounded theory and related techniques for qualitative data.

In the next section we examine youth’s processes of emotional learning within these
programs. In the following section, we analyze how leaders supported these processes.

15.4 Youth as Agents of Their Emotional Development

The youth in these four programs had many opportunities to experience and learn
about emotions. Their work created conditions for emotions to occur. Youth at The
Station, for example, really cared about music and wanted to put on the best shows
possible. Across programs, youth were taking on complex open-ended tasks and
trying to solve problems they had never encountered before (Salusky et al. 2012).

It is not surprising then, that the youth encountered a range of strong emotions
while pursuing their goals. They experienced anxiety about how to proceed, frustra-
tion when peers were not helping out, and anger when someone interfered with their
plans. These emotions can disrupt work, for example, by distracting concentration
or provoking group conflict (Grawitch and Munz 2005). As in the study of the the-
ater program (Larson and Brown 2007), youth also reported experiencing powerful
positive emotions, including excitement about their work and satisfaction when
completing a project successfully. But we are going to focus primarily on youth’s
learning about negative emotions, since these emotions tend to be more difficult to
manage in ways that foster work and learning (Baumeister et al. 2001).

15.4.1 Learning to Regulate Emotions

Most discussions of emotional development emphasize the importance of acquiring
abilities to control negative emotions (Izard et al. 2008). Youth programs provide
opportunities for adolescents to develop strategies for regulating emotions in the
context of meaningful projects. Let us provide an example. Debra Napolez, a teen
at Unified Youth, was preparing a presentation for a big audience of people from a
community organization, and she experienced episodes of anxiety. This was a large
and novel task for her, and she was worried that people in the audience “weren’t
going to listen, that they weren’t going to get anything out of it.”

Adolescents are at an age when they have the potential to understand abstract
psychological phenomena, like the pernicious dynamics of worry. Feelings of anxi-
ety and worry can fuel ruminative brooding on negative thoughts and feelings
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(Nolen-Hoeksema et al. 2008). But Debra gained experience dealing with these
dynamics. As she worked on the presentation, she reported learning to “just stay
focused on the topic. I don’t go off thinking ‘what if, what if that, what if this.””
When asked how she learned not to focus on what might go wrong, she explained,
“I guess by doing it so many times that I just figured that that wasn’t the right thing.
That’s what made me worried, thinking that.” She had figured out a way to avoid the
self-perpetuating cycle of worry. As a result of this strategy, she was able to keep on
task and contribute to a successful presentation. Other youth reported similar pro-
cess of observing and learning strategies for regulating anxiety. For example,
Adeline Tamsin at The Station described learning to get started on a task rather than
“sit around freaking out about it.”

Anger is another emotion that can run out of control. It can be even more prob-
lematic than anxiety, because anger can lead to verbal or physical aggression. Youth
in these programs described experiences learning to regulate anger and the related
emotion of frustration that arose in their work.

Madelyn Brooks described feeling angry because other youth were not helping
with a project: “The other members weren’t focusing so we can get it done. I was
just totally out of patience ... I was about to yell some things.” But rather than yell-
ing, she stopped to reflect:

I had to keep in mind where I was, who I was around, and who my peers were. So then I'm
like, “Okay, what if we do this?” So I bring up ideas and try to get everybody back on task.
It worked, because eventually we got back on task and got to work.

Madelyn and other teens in our research describe learning to brainstorm potential
alternatives for dealing with negative emotions. Rather than letting her anger get the
best of her, Madelyn thought about what might help get her teammates back on
board, tried it, and noticed that it worked.

Alexis Roscoe at the Celina Boys and Girls Club described a different lesson
about regulating anger. She became angry at herself when she had ideas for improv-
ing her project at the last minute — when it was too late to make changes. She wanted
to act on her anger by yelling and giving up. But Alexis described handling it in a
way that would not interfere with her work. She recalled, “I learned that you gotta
kinda tone it down, keep it modest, keep it within, and just kinda let it mellow itself
out until you can find somebody to talk to about the situation.” She was learning
new ways of managing her feelings.

The teens in our research described numerous similar situations in which they
experienced anxiety and anger. They noticed the urge to yell or respond reflexively
to these emotions — what emotion researchers describe as “felt action tendencies”
(Fridja 1986). Yet, many youth were able to resist the felt urge and to try different
strategies for managing the dynamics of anger and anxiety. They were able to rec-
ognize and accept negative emotions, breaking the self-perpetuating cycles by
addressing the cause, and considering alternative ways to handle them.

We have found that teens in programs learn to regulate emotions through repeated
experiences of trial, error, and reflection. They are active in deliberately experiment-
ing with different strategies.
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15.4.2 Learning to Use Emotions

Much discussion of emotional learning stops here. This is especially true when
discussing the emotions of adolescents. Current adolescent scholars portray emo-
tions as troublesome internal forces that “hijack” young people’s thought processes;
the message is that youth need to learn to control emotions (Dahl 2004; Steinberg
2007). But, as noted earlier, emotions have adaptive functions. Some youth spoke
not only of learning to regulate negative emotions, but also of learning to use these
emotions in constructive ways. Most salient in youth’s accounts was learning to use
the motivational and attentional functions of emotions.

15.4.2.1 Motivational Function

Within the current study, youth reported noticing how emotions influenced their
motivation. For example, a youth explained how she was motivated by the worry
she experienced in her work at the Celina Boys and Girls Club:

Well I don’t like being worried. If I can figure something out and I am worried about it, I
just like plan harder. It’s just something that goes on in my head. Something just clicks,
“Try harder, don’t give up.”

Her observation fits with the concept that a key function of emotions is to motivate
thoughts and behaviors related to one’s goals (Izard 2009).

Another youth on a sports team in the same program described how negative
emotions motivated him to learn:

I was mad because I knew we could get to the playoffs, or the championship, if we do better.
And I was scared because I didn’t think we would get better. [So] I started practicing.
I would practice more by myself so I could get better and release frustration. It made me
practice harder.

He and other youth recognized that even if an emotion felt unpleasant, it could
motivate them into positive action.

Youth also described learning about motivational aspects of positive emotions.
One of the youth said she learned that if you want to have the feeling of being really
satisfied you, need to keep up with your work and accomplish your goals. Similarly,
in the previous study of a theater program, youth learned to use excitement to sustain
their motivation in rehearsals (Larson and Brown 2007).

15.4.2.2 Attentional Function

Emotion theorists have also described the role of emotions in arousing and focusing
attention. Cannon (1932) stressed their role in directing attention to basic survival
needs, while more recent theorists recognize that emotions can also focus attention
to higher-order goals (Gross and Thompson 2007). Teens in the four programs
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described learning to use these attentional functions from their work on their
projects.

Alexis described learning about how the aroused state of anger can have positive
functions:

Sometimes when you’re heated, at your hottest moment or your most mad moments, you
come up with some stuff you wouldn’t have thought of if you were just calm and mellow.
Because when you get mad you see things that you didn’t see: certain different things come
to your mind, and you look at things differently.

She decided instead of giving up to focus on what she could do differently next
time. In line with this way of thinking, Alexis’s advice to others was: “Don’t get
angry, as angry as you normally would. Don’t let it affect your work after that point.
Take that being mad and turn it into something great.” This ability to reflect on one’s
emotions and respond in constructive ways can be considered a useful and sophisti-
cated emotional skill (Izard et al. 2008).

Other youth describe similar learning about worry. A teen who had a writing
deadline for the program newsletter said that feeling worried made him “more
focused.” Some of the youth observed that these beneficial aspects of emotions were
experienced when they felt the emotion but not too strongly. One noted that worry
“shows that I actually care about doing things right, but I don’t think it has to go to
the extent that I feel it.” This observation is consistent with research showing that a
moderate level of emotional arousal fosters adaptive responding (Bradley 2000).

These adolescents were learning to harness the attentional and motivational
properties of emotions. The youth’s descriptions reflect understanding of and utili-
zation of a core principle in affective science: that emotions have functional value
and, if managed effectively, can inform and motivate progress towards goals
(Baumeister et al. 2007; Schwarz and Clore 2007).

15.4.3 Conclusions: Youth’s Learning Process

These youth’s accounts suggest teens are not simply pawns of emotions, but can
learn to stand back and consider alternative responses. They can learn to manage
anger and worry in ways that allow them to focus attention on the task at hand, and
work effectively with others. Even when they feel like yelling at teammates out of
anger or giving up out of fear of failing, they can consider alternative possibilities
and choose an approach that keeps them working towards their goals.

Of course not all youth in our research realized this potential of learning to reflect
on emotions. For some, their main strategy was suppression trying not to think
about what they were feeling. Some expressed difficulty managing their emotions
in positive ways. For example, one youth said, “When I’'m angry or frustrated, I tend
to procrastinate.”

Yet many were actively developing these skills. Because they were devoted to
their projects, they were invested in managing their emotions in ways that would
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help them achieve their goals. Youth, such as Madelyn, realized that attacking
others out of anger would interfere with the goals they were seeking to accomplish.
They were learning to stop, analyze, and choose a constructive response. Some
learned to use the functional properties of emotions. Through processing multiple
experiences of emotion, teens are able to apply their new metacognitive potentials
to develop sophisticated skills for managing emotions.

15.5 The Role of Program Leaders in Supporting Youth’s
Emotional Development

How can program leaders help youth with the conscious developmental processes
just described? Emotional learning requires understanding abstract and complex yet
powerful “felt tendencies.” If youth learn through their own experience, what role
can leaders play? In the analysis of our data we found that program leaders play a
key role by coaching youth in situations in which emotions arise.

The concept of “emotion coaching” was identified in research on how parents
help young children learn about emotions (Gottman et al. 1996, 1997). Emotion
coaching is defined as providing supportive guidance for understanding and han-
dling emotions. A distinguishing feature of emotion coaching is viewing negative
emotions as opportunities for connection and learning, rather than as problems to be
avoided. Research has shown that children and adolescents whose parents provide
emotion coaching become better able to regulate anger and experience greater psy-
chological adjustment (e.g., Katz and Hunter 2007; Stocker et al. 2007).

The research on emotion coaching to date has focused on parents. In the current
study, we identified three types of emotion coaching leaders provided to youth:
fostering awareness and reflection, suggesting strategies, and encouraging problem
solving.

15.5.1 Fostering Awareness and Reflection

The ability to label and differentiate emotions is fundamental to developing emotion
competence (Izard et al. 2008; Brackett et al. 2011). We found, first, that leaders
coached youth to identify emotions and the situations that triggered them. Leaders
monitored youth’s emotions and called attention to them before problems erupted.
Vanessa Walker, a leader at the Celina Boys and Girls Club, described how she
notices when youth look upset and asks if something is troubling them. “T ask them
‘Well, what happened? You’re usually this way in this situation, and [today] you
was down low. Talk to me. What’s going on? Because I've seen that you just wasn’t
in it today.” She said youth often responded by explaining what has been troubling
them, such as a problem with friends or family. By asking youth to talk about how
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they are feeling and what situations caused them to feel that way, leaders helped
youth learn to apply their ability for self-reflection to understanding emotional
episodes.

Youth confirmed that leaders played this role of encouraging them to talk about
whatever was bothering them. For example, a teen described how she learned from
the leaders to ask others for help when she was feeling worried about her work on a
community service event. “I learned not to keep it to myself and to talk about how I
am feeling.” She explained that the leaders “are the ones that influence me to not
keep everything to myself all the time.”

Rather than minimizing youth’s troubles or simply telling them to cheer up, the
leaders encouraged them to talk about negative emotions and interpret what caused
them. These conversations helped youth learn to verbally label emotions and reflect
on what may have triggered the emotions. This process is key because emotions are
in many ways abstract phenomena, involving diverse visceral cues and behavioral
urges, which can be difficult to recognize. Identifying the contributing causes of
emotions—ranging from physical factors (such as lack of sleep) to social interac-
tions, environmental conditions, and recalled experiences—is also a complex skill,
for which coaching can be helpful.

15.5.2 Suggesting Strategies

The second approach leaders used was coaching youth to consider and apply
adaptive strategies for managing emotions. Coaching on strategies was most common
for anger and frustration. For example, a teen described how a competing debate
team was being disrespectful and made her and her teammates angry. She explained
that she learned ways to handle her anger by listening to the leaders coach another
youth. “It was when another student got mad; so they just told [the student] to leave,
calm down, walk around the building, come back with a better attitude and overlook
what the other person says, just don’t listen to them.” By recommending strategies
for handling anger, leaders help youth learn to consciously reflect on emotion and
consider alternative responses.

A program leader at the Community House explained how she attends to youth’s
level of frustration and then provides various alternative strategies:

Any time they are feeling frustrated I try to keep tabs on that and keep track of what level
of frustration they are at. I mean, if they are hugely frustrated, I will tell them to go take a
break or start doing something else for a little while. Or I’1l sit with them and try to work
through it, or pair them up with a mentor, someone who is more experienced who can help
them work through it.

This leader emphasized that learning to deal with frustration is “a huge skill.” Thus,
she suggests a set of strategies to help youth work through their feelings of
frustration.
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A teen in the theater program, studied by Larson and Brown (2007), described
learning from one of the leaders to deal with his frustration by “channeling it
through my singing and acting.” Rather than allowing frustration to get in the way
of progress, the leader coached the youth to harness the motivational aspect of
frustration into constructive activity. This type of coaching can contribute to youth’s
ability to use emotions as motivation for working towards their goals.

15.5.3 Encouraging Problem Solving

The third way that leaders coached youth was by providing encouragement to prob-
lem solve and persist in emotionally challenging situations. Leaders prompted
youth to work through frustration and anxiety rather than giving up.

Ana Guzmadn, a teen at Community House, described being challenged by the
program leader to deal with her fear of writing:

When [the leader] told us that we’re gonna do a magazine — I hate writing, I hate it, I hate
it, I hate it — and I'm like, “Oh I don’t think I'm gonna be able to do the program. Because
you know I’ve just never been good at writing and I don’t think I’ll make a good enough
article for this.” And she’s like, “No, you could try, you could try.”... She told me, “You just
need to get away from your fear. Maybe you’re not afraid of writing, but you’re just stuck
on the fact, ‘Oh no, I suck at writing, I suck at writing,” so that’s why you’re scared of doing
the project.” That’s what kind of got me excited. And then once I started working on it and
looking into the topic and interviewing people, that’s when I got more excited and I want to
finish and everything.

Ana actually became excited about dealing with the fear. The leader helped trans-
form her appraisal of the situation from a threat to a challenge. The distinction
between threat and challenge appraisals has been studied in research on emotion
and motivation for learning — the same situation can trigger different emotional and
physiological responses depending on how it is viewed by the individual (Blascovich
2008). Challenge appraisals are associated with mastery and growth while threat
appraisals are associated with fear of failure and avoidance (McGregor and Elliot
2002).

Leaders also encouraged youth to work through emotionally challenging inter-
personal situations. A leader described an example of a teen, Jake, who had been
elected president of the program, but wanted to give up when his friends were being
disrespectful in a meeting. Jake was fearful of losing his friendships if he asserted
his role. Based on encouragement from the program leader, he figured out a way to
persuade his teammates to focus on getting work accomplished during the meetings.
This type of coaching through difficult situations can help so that the next time
youth experience frustration or fear, they may be more likely to see these emotions
as a sign to problem solve rather than a sign to give up.
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15.5.4 Conclusion: Leaders’ Role in Youth’s Learning Process

Emotions have complex, surreal effects that even emotion researchers struggle to
understand; for example, they distort perception, thought, and behavior (Ochsner
and Gross 2007). For this reason it may be hard for adults to directly teach young
people about emotions and how to manage them. But program leaders appear to be
effective in helping youth learn through their emotional experiences. Supportive
leaders play the role of “guide on the side”: rather than telling youth what to do, they
coach. They notice and ask youth what they are feeling and why. They help youth
problem-solve and develop options for how to handle emotional situations. Leaders
also encourage youth to take emotional risks, for example, trying out new and thus
uncertain directions in their projects, which fosters learning goals (Kaplan and
Maehr 2007). These processes involve helping adolescents use their developing
cognitive abilities to understand and learn from emotional episodes. As a whole,
these different forms of coaching help youth understand the types of situations that
trigger different emotions, interpret the complex signals and surreal effects of emo-
tions, and develop strategies for managing them.

15.6 Conclusion

The adult “real world” that young people eventually enter requires managing com-
plex situations. High-quality programs provide a supportive context for adolescents
to develop skill sets for dealing with this complexity — including cultural competen-
cies for working with people from diverse backgrounds (Cooper 2011) and strategic
thinking skills for making plans and anticipating contingencies (Larson 2011a).

Managing emotions is one of these complex skill sets. Emotions, such as anger,
frustration, worry, and excitement, arise as youth work towards their goals. These
emotions bring with them their own complexities. For example, anger can disrupt
work and trigger aggressive behavior. Yet these emotions can also be functional:
they provide information and can help focus on attention on important problems.

Effective youth programs provide supportive environments for young people to
actively engage in learning to manage these complex dynamics. Programs provide
a context in which the nuanced causes and effects of emotions can be observed and
discussed. We have found that youth learn about emotions through repeated experi-
ences. They observe recurrent patterns in how their emotions change over time.
They experiment with strategies, such as managing worry by concentrating on the
task at hand. Repeated observation and experimentation help them learn to use the
effects of emotions in constructive ways, for example, to channel frustration from
setbacks into motivation to work harder.

Although youth are active agents of these learning processes, our findings sug-
gest that effective program leaders play important roles in supporting youth’s learn-
ing from emotional experiences. Leaders help youth use their developing capacity
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for reflection to notice how emotions influence their thoughts and behavior. They
encourage youth to consider alternative strategies, to problem solve difficult situa-
tions, and to view emotions in relation to the future horizon of their work. In short,
experienced leaders help support youth’s agency, but they also coach youth in navi-
gating the complexity of emotional situations.

The current study builds on previous research indicating that organized programs
are valuable contexts for youth to develop social-emotional skills (Durlak et al.
2010). Yet many questions remain. How might youth’s learning processes differ for
other emotions, such as boredom, jealousy, and excitement? Are there certain types
of emotional dynamics (e.g., those involving egocentric bias) that are difficult for
young people to learn solely from direct experience? How might learning through a
structured curriculum complement learning about managing emotions through
coached experience? What types of professional skills and training enable leaders to
effectively coach youth through emotionally challenging situations?

Understanding adolescents’ development of skills for navigating a complex
world is a complex task. We think it is crucial to examine how these skills develop
within nuanced real-world contexts. For our topic of emotional development, we
believe it important to understand how emotions are embedded in dynamic epi-
sodes. It is also essential to recognize that emotions have deep roots in early life
experiences and that they are shaped by interactions with family member, peers,
teachers, and other aspects of youth’s lives. Future research needs to examine how
these different levels of complexity influence what youth can learn in a youth devel-
opment program and how they can learn it. A central point we have sought to make
is that researchers — as well as program leaders and youth policy makers — should
not underestimate the capacities of young people as active learners. All need to
appreciate the abilities of adolescents to observe and learn from experiences in com-
plex environments — and the important role that skilled youth professionals can play
in facilitating their learning.
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Chapter 16
Legal Foundations of Adolescents’ Rights
and Positive Youth Development

Roger J.R. Levesque

16.1 Introduction: Adolescents in Law

Adolescents increasingly emerge as a unique demographic group, as they have
been deemed as having their own needs and abilities as well as constituting a par-
ticularly important time period in the life course. The legal system, however, has
yet to recognize the period. Instead, the legal system essentially recognizes two
periods in the life course: childhood (generally under 18) and adulthood (generally
over 18). In the United States, this lack of recognition is evident in the legal sys-
tem’s foundation, which is Constitutional law and the Supreme Court’s interpreta-
tion of it through its jurisprudence. The Court has yet to provide a determinative
approach to the adolescent period, but it certainly has sought to address the intrica-
cies of the challenges that adolescents’ needs pose for their development, their
personal relationships, their families, and broader societal institutions. That juris-
prudence generally seeks to determine when (and how) to treat adolescents as com-
petent adults for some purposes and as incompetent minors for others. Although
laws may be found to both embrace and reject the notion that adolescents are neither
children nor adults, the Court has begun to accept the concept of adolescence as a
unique developmental phase requiring a separate theoretical approach. That legal
development, however, clearly remains in its infancy and its outcome is far from
certain. As a result, those interested in understanding the law’s approach to the
adolescent period inevitably face the daunting task of delving into conceptually
complex sets of laws guided by some foundational principles but pervasively driven
by contextual dictates.

The general failure to accept and develop what could be deemed as an over-
riding “adolescent jurisprudence” requires that we examine a dispersed body of
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literature and landmark cases to identify and delineate potentially overriding
assumptions, principles, and mandates. This chapter seeks to do so. This chapter
examines the growing recognition of adolescents’ rights relative to those of
other parties, particularly of parents and others acting as adults on behalf of the
state. It focuses on what that recognition actually means. The analysis reveals
that, in the United States, the notion of adolescents’ rights involves a movement
away from a paternalistic concern with protection of the child to the notion that
adolescents actually have individual rights, rights that they themselves can con-
trol. That development is of utmost significance for the simple reason that who
controls a right retains considerable power, as they can exercise it and it could
be used to trump the interests of others (e.g., parents). As evident in any area of
jurisprudence, the development of rights relating to adolescents remains consid-
erably complex, far from linear, and far from comprehensive.

The emerging recognition that adolescents actually can control their own rights
is a truly radical development and departure from traditionally accepted ways of
recognizing youth’s rights, even in international contexts (see Levesque 1994).
Given that this development reflects a decisive break from the past, it comes with
both benefits and limitations. Progress and its limits find reflection in important
generalizations that emerge from Supreme Court jurisprudence. First, when balanced
against the family, particularly parents, the legal system has been and continues to
be reluctant both to interfere in the family domain and to recognize that adolescents
even have rights, but significant exceptions have emerged. Second, adolescents’
rights tend to be most recognized and respected when balanced against the interests
of the state, when the interests of parents are lessened. Third, regardless of those
recognitions, when adolescents are within systems of care (families, schools, juve-
nile justice systems, health care, etc.), those who care have immense discretion in
how to treat adolescents. Fourth, adolescents increasingly gain rights in the sense
that they are protected by having their particular abilities determine, partly, their
capacity to act or be treated in a certain manner in situations that might involve
extreme circumstances, such as when they would receive adult punishments, when
they would request intrusive health services, when subjected to maltreatment by
parents, and when schools would invade their privacy very intrusively or would treat
them very harshly. As no doubt obvious, these generalizations are just that, general-
izations and tentative ones at that given how, as we will see, contexts matter consid-
erably when considering the rights of adolescents.

Despite being tentative generalizations, the themes identified above provide the
parameters for addressing youth’s place in close relationships as well as broader
society, and how youth could be treated. They provide the foundational lessons for
thinking through the law’s receptivity to policies that would ensure greater consid-
eration of the principles of positive youth development that continue to emerge
from developmental science. This chapter, then, not only provides readers with the
necessary foundation for understanding the parameters of adolescents’ rights but
also delineates the practical lessons that may be learned from current jurisprudence,
and their significance for those interested in making full use of developmental
science findings relating to positive youth development.
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16.2 Families as the Foundation of Adolescents’ Rights

Without doubt, the family has long been recognized as the institution that serves as
the foundation for adolescents’ development, and that development includes con-
trolling youth, even to the extent of controlling their rights. The Supreme Court has
noted, for example, that it is through the family that society inculcates and passes
down many of its most cherished values, moral and cultural. Among the Court’s
most highly-cited and followed passages is the one where it notes that “It is cardinal
with us that the custody, care and nurture of the child reside first in the parents,
whose primary function and freedom include preparation for obligations the state
can neither supply nor hinder” (Prince v. Massachusetts 1944, p. 166). Indeed, the
Court even has gone so far as to refer to parents’ interests at stake in child rearing as
“sacred” (Prince v. Massachusetts 1944, p. 165). These proclamations essentially
distill down to the point that the legal system allows parents to structure their rela-
tionships with their children as they so choose. Although mandatory schooling
laws, child labor restrictions, and the outside boundaries of abuse and neglect do
limit the broad parameters of parental rights, for the most part, the state steers clear
of interfering with the parental relationship. Although there may be limitations, the
Court supports the view that parents are presumed to act in their children’s best
interest (see, generally, Parham v. J. R. 1979) and that the most effective way to
ensure the integrity of family life and positive youth development is to support par-
ents’ far reaching right to raise their children as they deem fit. And such presump-
tions have important consequences. The most obvious consequence that we focus
on is that the very notion of adolescents’ rights rests on the legal system’s deep
attachment to honoring the potential for people to enrich and define themselves
through their families by using a default rule that assumes the parental and familial
relationship should be left alone. This type of honoring raises general issues that we
must address to understand the rights of adolescents in families, with those having
to do with what may happen when the state wishes to direct adolescents’ upbringing
and what may happen when adolescents make claims against parents.

16.2.1 Parental Rights Against the State

Arguably the most important case that serves as the modern touchstone for the
Court’s approach to delimiting the contours of parental rights (and, by doing so,
also largely determining the rights of adolescents) is Wisconsin v. Yoder (1972). In
that case, the Court made clear that the importance of the familial relationship, to
the individuals involved as well as to society, stems from the emotional attachments
that derive from the intimacy of daily associations, and from the role familial rela-
tionships played in promoting a way of life to be respected by the legal system. And
that respect included the rights of parents to direct their children’s upbringing.
Specifically, in Yoder, the Court respected parents’ rights to withdraw their teenage
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children from public school before the age of 14 on the grounds that the rights of
parents include the right to raise children within the tenets of the Amish religion.
The Court explicitly found that parents’ fundamental right to freedom of religion
outweighed the state’s interest in educating its children through a state mandated
curriculum, and the Court even did so knowing that approving the removal would
result in stifling some youth’s individual educational, social, and personal develop-
ment. The Court reasoned that it was impossible to afford the parents’ religious
freedom without concomitantly affording them parental freedom because the free-
dom to believe and act in accordance with their religious beliefs included a basic
relational right, the right to raise one’s children in accordance with those beliefs.
Importantly, the case gained significance not only in the area of education (which
now permits parents to remove children from school at any age) but also other areas
as well, especially those that would involve potential conflicts between parents and
the state in efforts to determine what would be in children’s best interests.

Importantly, Yoder had followed a long line of important cases, known as the
parental rights cases, which had culminated in Yoder itself. The Court previously
had reasoned that liberty included the right of parents to control the education and
upbringing of their children, and the government should not unreasonably intrude
on this liberty. That liberty was protected under the Fourth Amendment’s Due
Process Clause, which provides that no state shall “deprive any person of life, lib-
erty, or property, without due process of law”. In doing so, the Court not only had
recognized the right but also had stated its high importance. Such recognition is of
significance in modern constitutional law in that when rights are deemed to be of
high importance, such as their being fundamental rights, they receive considerable
protection from interference (see Levesque 2008). That protection means much for
not only the rights of the parents but also the types of rights that youth might have
within as well as outside of their families.

The Court originally had noted the importance of parental rights, in dictum, in
Meyer v. Nebraska (1923). The issue before the Court in Meyer involved the right to
learn a foreign language in school. The Court used that case as an opportunity to
note that its jurisprudence historically had reflected Western civilization concepts of
the family as a unit with broad parental authority over minor children and that it was
the right of parents to choose their children’s education and upbringing. After iden-
tifying the right within the realm of liberty, the Court set a high standard for infring-
ing on these rights by stating that any statutes restricting the education of children
should not be arbitrary and need to have a reasonable relationship to an end “within
the competency of the state to effect” (Meyer v. Nebraska 1923, p. 400). Based on
that standard, the Court found that the state could not bar the students from learning
all foreign languages in schools when parents were not against the education unless
the legislature could identify a harm that would come from such learning. Most
importantly, the Court stated that the “legislature has attempted materially to inter-
fere ... with the power of parents to control the education of their own” (Meyer v.
Nebraska 1923, pp. 400—401). The Court found unpersuasive the state’s rationales
for limiting the rights of parents. That type of language, and the Court’s findings, set
the tone that legislatures and courts should not unreasonably interfere with the
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parental decisions in a child’s education, very broadly defined to include the child’s
general upbringing.

The Court most notably would repeat its Myer reasoning in Pierce v. Society of
Sisters (1925), a case in which the Court rejected laws requiring children to attend
public schools. In Pierce, the Court took the opportunity to state more firmly the
notion that parents have the responsibility to guide their own household and that
such responsibilities were basic in the structure of our society. Parents have this
responsibility because they have the duty to understand how to “prepare [their chil-
dren] for additional obligations” (Pierce v. Society of Sisters 1925, p. 535). The
Court stated that the legislature could not “unreasonably interfere[] with the liberty
of parents and guardians to direct the upbringing and education of children under
their control” (Pierce v. Society of Sisters 1925, pp. 534-535). This liberty only can
be “abridged by legislation which has ... [a] reasonable relation to some purpose
within the competency of the state” (Pierce v. Society of Sisters 1925, p. 535). Such
a restriction on legislation protects the liberty of parents from arbitrary intrusions
and serves as the rationale for giving parents the right to direct their children’s
upbringing. As a result, the case set forth that a parent’s duties and rights are parallel
with one another. Also importantly, the case affirms the notion that states only can
interrupt this right when the protection of children’s interests falls within a state’s
competency. The state was not deemed generally competent or well-suited enough
to raise children on its own, so it created a protected zone of family privacy sup-
ported by the parental rights doctrine that permits a state to infringe on these rights
only for a compelling reason and only insofar as that infringement is necessary to
protect the state’s interest.

16.2.2 Adolescents’ Rights Against Parents

In approaching the rights of adolescents within families, the Court generally has
not sought to disentangle the parents’ interests from those of their children. Even
cases where there could be direct conflict between parents and their children, such
as when parents are seeking to institutionalize their children, the Court has sided
with the parents. That was the general rule announced in Parham v. J. R. (1979),
which involved the institutionalization of minors for mental health care.
Theoretically, everyone has the right to not be involuntarily institutionalized, and
they can be committed involuntarily only if states follow strict due process protec-
tions. In Parham, however, the Court noted that the child’s “interest is inextricably
linked with the parents’ interest in and obligation for the welfare and the health of
the child” (Parham v. J. R., p. 600). The Court acknowledged that “some parents
may at times act against the interest of their children ... but [that] is hardly a reason
to discard wholesale those pages of human experience that teach that parents gen-
erally do act in the child’s best interests” (Parham v. J. R., pp. 602-603). Given the
parents’ attachment to the child, the Court approved of considerably reduced pro-
tections from commitment to institutions. As the Parham case made clear, parents
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have a considerably broad right to shape their children’s development, including
the emotional development adolescents.

In a few rare instances, the Court has seen it fit to somewhat backtrack from the
position that parent and child are one for legal purposes (and that parents control the
rights of their minor children). Most notably, the Court did so in Troxel v. Granville
(2000). In that case, the Court found that grandparents may have a right to visit their
grandchildren against the wishes of a parent, if it is in the child’s best interest. But
the Court was very clear in noting that efforts to interfere in the family required the
state to operate from a (rebuttable) presumption that parents do act in the best inter-
est of their children. Although finding that parents may have their right to control
their children infringed by considerations of children’s own rights, what this case
supported was the general rule that parents are presumed to be fit to raise their chil-
dren; once unfitness has been established (and sometimes merely alleged), a court
may interfere and impose its own views of what would be in the child’s best interest
(just as the Court had ruled in Parham). What the Troxel case again confirmed, then,
is that parents have enormous discretion in controlling their children’s upbringing
and that they retain that right even in instances where it otherwise may be in their
children’s best interests to form relationships with and be influenced by others.

The Troxel approach reflects the Court’s effort to balance the rights of parents
with those of others outside of the family, but it also reflects the Court’s effort to
balance the rights of parents against other societal interests, most notably the
harm that would come to society if children were harmed. As in criminal law, for
example, the harms that victims suffer actually are harms against the state (it is
the “state” vs. a defendant, not a defendant against the victim; see Levesque
2006). In a real sense, it is the harm that society would suffer if children were not
raised properly that gives the state the ability to infringe on the rights of parents.
In the language used above, protecting citizens from harms falls within the state’s
area of competency, and that competency gives it the interest to intervene in
families and it is that interest that is balanced against the rights of parents and
family privacy. Given the high interest given to parental rights and their control
over their family, the state needs to ensure that it infringes in a way that protects
the assumption that parents are raising their children appropriately, an approach
that has important consequences for when and how a state can intervene in fam-
ily life (see Levesque 2008, 2010).

The health and safety of children have long served as supporting the state’s inter-
est to pierce the private family realm and influence how parents raise their children.
The leading Supreme Court case that both confirmed and continues to support this
proposition is Prince v. Massachusetts (1944). In Prince, the Court upheld the
enforcement of child labor laws against a 9-year-old girl and her guardian aunt who
were convicted of “selling” Jehovah Witnesses’ publications on the public streets.
The guardian challenged the conviction on First Amendment freedom of religion
grounds, buttressed with a claim of parental right as secured by the due process
clause as articulated in Meyer. The Court acknowledged and accepted the aunt’s
claim of parental right; however, the right was trumped here by the state’s broad
parens patriae power to limit a parent’s authority, even in matters of religion, in
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order to protect the child’s welfare. Even if it would have been argued that no
specific harm would come to the child in this instance, the state was deemed to have
acted within its legitimate powers in the manner it had devised broad child protec-
tion policies affecting all children. Perhaps with some hyperbole given Prince’s fact
pattern, the Court added: “Parents may be free to become martyrs themselves. But
it does not follow they are free, in identical circumstances, to make martyrs of their
children before they have reached the age of full and legal discretion when they can
make that choice for themselves” (Prince v. Massachusetts 1944, p. 170). Despite
this broad language supporting the state’s power to intervene, the Court clearly
stated that the government cannot intervene whenever it so desires just because
there are concerns about family life; the Court deemed such an interventionist state
as “repugnant to American tradition” (Prince v. Massachusetts 1944, p. 603).
The Court reasoned that the relationship between the parent and the child is a rela-
tionship having its origins entirely apart from the power of the state and the Court
has held steadfast to that distinction (see Levesque 2008). As a result, the Court
requires a connection between the government’s interference into the family and the
need to protect the child from danger or unhealthy decisions.

Prince established that parental authority is not absolute and that parental author-
ity can be restricted if doing so serves the interests of a child’s welfare. That general
rule has led to the development of a three-prong legal standard to determine whether
a child should be removed from his or her parents when there are allegations of child
maltreatment (Levesque 2002a, 2008). First, the state generally must provide proof
of imminent danger to the physical health or safety of the child. Second, the state
must determine whether the child’s remaining with the parents is contrary to their
welfare. Lastly, the state generally must make reasonable efforts to prevent the
removal of the child from their parents. This balancing is of significance in that it is,
in a real sense, a balancing of the parents’ fundamental right to raise their children
as they see fit against the state’s responsibility to protect its minor citizens from
harm when they lack the capacity to protect themselves. The minor’s interests may
be at stake but, legally, the balancing of interests occurs between the parent and the
state. A state may infringe on parental rights only for compelling reasons and only
insofar as that infringement is necessary to protect the state’s interests.

Prince may have helped to develop the law that would govern disputes between
the rights of parents and the state’s ability to intervene on behalf of the child, but it
left open the state’s role in protecting the parent’s claimed right to control their
child against a claimed constitutional right of the child. Among the most difficult
and challenging cases that have involved the pitting of parental rights directly
against those of their children have been cases dealing with minors’ rights to abor-
tions and other very invasive medical procedures. The leading case in this area,
Bellotti v. Baird (1979) laid the foundation for this area of law as well as the founda-
tion for other cases that would attempt to balance the rights of parents against those
of their children in situations involving potential conflicts between the constitu-
tional rights of parents and the constitutional rights of their children.

Bellotti involved the Court’s review of a Massachusetts statute requiring parental
consent for abortions on unmarried minor women with a provision allowing the
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minor to petition a judge if one or both of her parents refused consent. Allowing that
the constitutional rights of children are not co-extensive with those of adults, and
recognizing a constitutional parental right against undue, adverse interference by
the state in parental authority to direct the rearing of their children, the Court rea-
soned that the rights of parents needed to weigh heavily in these situations. It
reviewed key parental rights cases in this area as it recognized the duty of parents to
prepare the child for “‘additional obligations’... including the inculcation of moral
standards, religious beliefs, and elements of good citizenship” (Bellotti v. Baird
1979, pp. 637-638). It further reasoned that “[l]egal restrictions on minors, espe-
cially those supportive of the parental role, may be important to the child’s chances
for the full growth and maturity that make eventual participation in a free society
meaningful and rewarding” (Bellotti v. Baird 1979, pp. 639-640). Nonetheless, the
Court concluded that:

[t]he unique nature and consequences of the abortion decision make it inappropriate ‘to
give a third party an absolute, and possibly arbitrary, veto over the decision of the physician
and his patient to terminate the patient’s pregnancy, regardless of the reason for withholding
consent.’... We therefore conclude that if the State decides to require a pregnant minor to
obtain one or both parents’ consent to an abortion, it also must provide an alternative pro-
cedure whereby authorization for the abortion can be obtained. (Bellotti v. Baird 1979, pp.
642-643)

The Court, then, required a state to provide an alternative route for minors to
petition a court if they wanted to have their rights recognized. That petitioning
included their ability to demonstrate that they were mature enough (i.e., enough
adult-like) to make what would amount to an adult decision. Importantly, the Court
also found the Massachusetts judicial by-pass procedure unconstitutional, since the
judge may still refuse to authorize the abortion when s/he concludes that an abortion
would not serve the best interests of the minor even after finding that the woman is
mature and well-informed enough to make, and has made, a reasonable decision.
The Court required that the judge, upon finding the adolescent mature enough to
make the decision, leave the decision in her hands. In a real sense, the Court recog-
nized that some adolescents can be mature enough to make adult decisions, mean-
ing decisions without needing their parents’ consent.

The result of the Bellotti rule, and those following it (see Levesque 2000), is that
minors who can be deemed mature can exercise rights without their parents’ con-
sent or even their notification. This rule may seem to be quite broad and permit
adolescents’ considerable control over their own rights. However, the rule only
applies in situations in which adolescents can claim that they have a constitutional
right that inherently conflicts against the rights of their parents. Indeed, Bellotti is
known for clearly articulating why minors pervasively do not have rights against
their parents and, equally importantly, why their rights are not co-terminus with
those of adults. In reaching that conclusion, the Court identified three important
reasons why children’s constitutional rights are not equal to adults’ rights: “the
peculiar vulnerability of children; their inability to make critical decisions in an
informed, mature manner; and the importance of the parental role in child rearing”
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(Bellotti v. Baird 1979, p. 603). Although clearly limiting, the rule also had the
benefit of highlighting what a minor would need to demonstrate in order to be able
to control their own rights: that the right at stake was a fundamentally important
(constitutional) one; that exercising that right would not place them in a peculiarly
vulnerable situation; that they are able to make critical decisions in an informed,
mature manner; and that the recognition of their rights would not necessarily inter-
fere with their parents’ roles (e.g., they could be deemed to no longer need their
parents’ support or getting their parents’ support would be problematic for the
child). Bellotti makes clear, then, that the Supreme Court retains a high regard for
the rights of the parents in directing the family unit, but the Court also seeks to
respect the independent rights of children who can be deemed more adult than
child-like.

16.3 The Rights of Adolescents Outside of Families

Although the foundation of adolescents’ rights certainly rests in the family, and
adults within the family presumptively control the rights of adolescents, it
remains to be determined how adolescents’ rights would figure in institutions
outside of the family. In those contexts, we do find general rules that parallel
adolescents’ rights within families. Namely, adults pervasively tend to control
the rights of adolescents, barring instances that would place adolescents in
harms way. Also as with families, just as adolescents’ rights against parental
rights are not fully developed, their rights are not fully developed when they
conflict directly with those of adults outside of families. These general trends
and recent developments are notable in contexts highly relevant to the everyday
lives of adolescents — public schools, juvenile justice systems, and health care
systems. The rights of adolescents in other institutions, particularly those
deemed private as a matter of law (private schools, religious institutions, private
clubs, recreational activities), are pervasively not developed, and that lack of
development tends to be attributed to the presumption that adolescents have
minimal rights (barring abuse) in such institutions, that those institutions essen-
tially can act as families and that they can do so for the simple reason that they
would not be in them without their parent’s permission. It is that presumption
that grants institutions broad freedoms because (1) it is assumed that parents
approve of what the institutions are doing and (2) parents are the ones whose
rights generally are involved in these instances (not those of adolescents because
parents control the rights of adolescents). These general rules were elucidated
over the past half-century. Prior to that, there had not been much thought given
to the rights of adolescents. Although important, the developments have been
far from even, and understanding that uneven development provides a good
foundation for understanding the nature of adolescents rights, including possi-
ble developments relating to them.
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16.3.1 Adolescents’ Rights in Public Educational Systems

Parents may retain the right to control their children’s educations, but once they
have their children attend public schools, parental rights become considerably
diminished in that regard. As a result, an important issue arises in terms of the
respect that should be given students’ own rights when they are in schools, even
including whether they even have the type of rights that should be respected. The
Supreme Court has addressed a variety of issues relating to the broad questions of
whether adolescents have rights within schools and, if so, to what extent adolescents
do control them and to what extent they do need to be respected. Leading cases in
this area are important to examine not only because they are so illustrative but also
because schools are a primary contexts in which adolescents find themselves, and it
also happens to be a context particularly ripe for interventions conducive to positive
youth development (Levesque 2002b).

A long line of cases have provided important statements regarding the rights of
youth in schools. The general rule that emerges from these cases is that schools
essentially act as parents, which means that they have considerable discretion but
that discretion finds limits especially at extreme cases (e.g., schools may not be
abusive). But, even those extreme cases are known for the incredible extent to which
they provide school officials with discretion to develop the minds and personalities
of youth. Despite that recognition and when considering public schools, the issue
arises as to the extent to which students do have rights when those right arguably
would involve constitutionally protected rights (such as free speech) and those
rights would be exercised in the context of a state controlled system (involving state
action, which automatically initiates the need to protect constitutional rights, unlike
private situations like families). Supreme Court precedent, including the most recent
on this matter, reveals how school officials retain the general right to make curricu-
lar and administrative decisions, and those matters end up considerably significant
given that much of schooling falls under those two types of decisions.

The earliest cases specifically had recognized students’ right to protection from
governmental intrusion in students’ right to engage in speech and right to protection
from government-compelled speech. In West Virginia State Board of Education v.
Barnette (1943), for example, the Court used unusually powerful language to find
“that no official, high or petty, can prescribe what shall be orthodox in politics,
nationalism, religion, or other matters of opinion or force citizens to confess by
word or act their faith therein” (West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette
1943, p. 642). The Court found a school’s requirement that all students salute the
U.S. flag an unconstitutional exercise of governmental authority. In the following
case that was thought to be a bellwether of future cases that would give students
more rights, the Court delineated even more strongly its commitment to students’
rights. In Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School District (1969),
which involved a school’s prohibition against students’ wearing black arm bands to
protest the Vietnam War, the Court struck down the ban as it found that students
may not be confined to the expression of “officially approved” sentiments (Tinker v.
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Des Moines Independent Community School District 1969, p. 511). According to
this approach, schools should encourage students to participate in the learning pro-
cess, rather than impose values. Although Tinker became the Court’s leading case
of the late 1960s, as it harkened back to the notion that democracy demanded respect
for “hazardous” freedoms and that students had a right to those freedoms, the Court
eventually retreated from this image of democracy and would place the power to
guide and direct democracy squarely on the schools — on local school officials and
teachers. The Court did so by ceding the authority to regulate curricula and the
school environment to the schools.

In curricular matters, for example, the Supreme Court has announced that school
boards essentially retain complete discretion in deciding the values it wishes to
transmit. The leading case in which the Court asserted this blanket claim, Board of
Education, Island Trees v. Pico (1982), actually was one in which the Court had
ruled against school officials. In that case, a school board had removed a slew of
books from its library and justified the removal on the basis that they were “anti-
American, anti-Christian, anti-Semitic, and just plain filthy” (Board of Education,
Island Trees v. Pico 1982, p. 857). The Court found that school boards could not
remove books based on partisan politics. Although clearly limiting the powers of
school boards, the Court did so in a way that left the power of schools quite expan-
sive. Most notably, schools still had discretion to remove books based on education-
ally relevant criteria. Indeed, the Court granted schools with the broad authority to
determine which books it could place in the library in the first instance. The Court
construed the school board’s rights as “vitally important ‘in the preparation of indi-
viduals for participation as citizens’ and...for ‘inculcating fundamental values nec-
essary to the maintenance of a democratic political system’” (Board of Education,
Island Trees v. Pico 1982, p. 864). In curricular matters, the Court concluded that
school boards “might well defend their claim of absolute discretion” to transmit
community values (Board of Education, Island Trees v. Pico 1982, p. 869).

The cases that followed firmly shifted the control of school governance in the
direction of school officials. In Bethel School District No. 403 v. Fraser (1986), a
17-year-old senior delivered a sexually charged speech nominating a fellow student
for elective office. The Court affirmed that students’ constitutional rights in public
school settings are more narrowly defined than those of adults in other settings. The
limitation allowed school officials to curb forms of speech deemed threatening to
others, disruptive, and contrary to “shared values” (Bethel School District No. 403
v. Fraser 1986, p. 683). Importantly, the Court reiterated its focus on community
standards and the inculcative function of schools. Public education must inculcate
“fundamental values necessary to the maintenance of a democratic political system”
(Bethel School District No. 403 v. Fraser 1986, p. 681). Included in these values is
tolerance of diverse and unpopular political and religious views that must be bal-
anced against the interests of society in teaching the bounds of “socially appropriate
behavior” (Bethel School District No. 403 v. Fraser 1986, p. 681). The power of
school authorities, acting as the inculcators of proper community values, was sup-
ported and developed further in Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier (1988). In
Hazelwood, students alleged that their free speech rights had been violated when the
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principal deleted two objectionable articles from a school newspaper. One article
had addressed issues of teen pregnancy and the other had described the impact of
parental divorce on students. The Hazelwood Court upheld the authority of school
officials to control the content of school-sponsored speech based on “legitimate
pedagogical concerns” (Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier 1988, p. 273). The
Hazelwood majority emphasized the role of schools as the primary vehicles for
transmitting cultural values and their discretion in refusing to sponsor student
speech that might be perceived as advocating conduct otherwise inconsistent with
“the shared values of a civilized social order” (Hazelwood School District v.
Kuhlmeier 1988, p. 272).

It took the Court nearly two decades before it would revisit students’ rights, and
the Court used the opportunity to confirm that students do not enjoy much free
speech in public schools. That case, Morse v. Frederick (2007), involved school
officials’ permitting students to leave school grounds to watch the Olympic Torch
Relay pass through their city. Once camera crews arrived from area news channels,
Joseph Frederick and his friends unfurled a 14-ft banner which read “BONG HiTS
4 JESUS”. When Frederick rebuffed the principal’s request to take the banner down,
he was subsequently suspended from school for 10 days. The Court declined to
apply Tinker’s “substantial disruption” standard and instead held that “[t]he ‘special
circumstances of the school environment’ and the governmental interest in stopping
student drug abuse ... allow[s] schools to restrict student expression that they rea-
sonably regard as promoting illegal drug use” (Morse v. Frederick 2007, p. 408).
Despite a vigorous dissent, the case stood for yet another example of the limits
placed on the expressive rights of students. The cases further installed school
authorities as the inculcators of proper community values; schools were to deter-
mine community standards and the inculcative function of schools in the manner
they wished to teach the bounds of socially appropriate behavior.

The Court also has granted local school officials with immense discretion in the
manner they discipline students, and in doing so the Court has affirmed that it more
narrowly defines students’ constitutional rights in public school settings than it does
those of adults in other settings. Two examples are illustrative. The first example
emerged when the Supreme Court directly addressed the constitutionality of
schools’ use of corporal punishment in Ingraham v. Wright (1977). In Ingraham,
two assistant principals and a principal disciplined students with brass knuckles and
a large wooden paddle. For apparently minor infractions, if infractions at all, several
students had been subjected to repeated beatings on their legs, arms, backs and
necks; the punishments were so severe that some students were sent to the hospital
for painful bruises diagnosed as hematoma, swollen arms requiring pain medica-
tion, lumps on their heads requiring surgery, and for coughing up blood. Some of
these students brought suit in federal court arguing that the paddling was “cruel and
unusual punishment” and that students should have a right to be heard before suffer-
ing physical punishments. After losing at their initial trial and at the Court of
Appeals, the students appealed to the Supreme Court, where they also lost. The
Court held that the cruel and unusual punishment clause of the Eighth Amendment
applied only to criminal punishments and thus provided no protection against the
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imposition of corporal penalties by school authorities. The Court further held that
the procedural due process guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment did not
require schools to provide notice and a hearing before the application of physical
discipline. Rather than being found in the basic principles of the Constitution, the
protections were to be found at the local level — in the openness of the school, the
professionalism of those who impose punishment, and the civil and criminal reme-
dies available to those who get too severely beaten. As a result of Ingraham, states
can and many of them do impose corporal punishment in their schools, a remarkable
position given that even imprisoned criminals cannot be subjected to corporal pun-
ishment (Levesque 2006).

The second example of schools’ immense power to control students and of the
Court’s leaving matters to local decision makers involves policies that permit
schools to infringe on students’ privacy to determine whether they are using drugs.
Two Supreme Court cases are directly on point, and both confirm the move toward
granting school officials increased authority and offer considerable discretion to
school officials in their effort to control student behavior. The first case, Vernonia
School District 47 J v. Acton (1995), involved a challenge by a seventh grader who
was ineligible to play football because he and his parents refused to submit him to
mandatory random drug testing — a policy that had been endorsed unanimously by
parents in a public meeting called to address drug usage in the school. The Court
found that the drug-testing program did not violate the Constitution even though the
program involved suspicionless random drug testing for students who participate in
school athletics. The Court ruled individualized suspicion unnecessary. The Court
emphasized that school officials exercised their duties as state actors, an authority
that was “custodial and tutelary, permitting a degree of supervision and control that
could not be exercised over free adults” (Vernonia School District 47 J v. Acton
1995, p. 655). The Court even took the decision beyond its immediate context to
conclude that “when the government acts as guardian and tutor the relevant question
is whether the search is one that a reasonable guardian and tutor might undertake”
(Vernonia School District 47 J v. Acton 1995, p. 655). Rather than move toward
protecting the privacy of students, the Court took the opportunity to expand school
officials’ discretion in the next case, in Board of Education of Independent School
District No. 92 of Pottawatomie County v. Earls (2002). In that case, the Court
expanded Vernonia to include students who participate in any type of competitive
extracurricular activity and essentially removed the need to show that there was a
particular need to test students. The suit in Earls was brought by two students, one
who was a member of the show choir, the marching band, the Academic Team, and
the National Honor Society and another who sought to participate in the Academic
Team. They alleged that the policy violated the Fourth Amendment, which requires
reasonable searches and seizures, most likely supported by warrants and probable
cause. They also argued that the school district had failed to identify a special need
for testing students who participate in extracurricular activities, and that the policy
neither addressed a proven problem nor promised to bring any benefit to students or
the school. The Court found that it was not unreasonable to force all students to
submit to random drug testing as a condition of participating in school activities,
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that the schools’ interest in ridding their campuses of drugs outweighs students’
right to privacy, even when the school had not shown that the school was marked by
a drug problem or that the targeted students were suspected of drug use. These cases
reveal that the Court does struggle to find the proper balance between the rights of
individual students and the needs of school officials; but the Court continues to
broaden the authority of public schools to control the development of youth, includ-
ing the school environment.

Even when the Court has found that students have protected liberty interests, it
still leaves immense discretion to schools. Two examples again are illustrative. Goss
v. Lopez (1975) involved the suspension of 75 Ohio high school students, including
Lopez, for 10 days because of they allegedly had destroyed school property and had
disrupted their learning environment. At that time, Ohio state law provided schools
with the right to suspend problem students without a hearing. A number of students,
through their parents, sued the board of education, claiming that their right to due
process had been violated when they were suspended without a hearing. Eventually,
the Supreme Court held that when students are suspended from school, even for
short periods of time, they are entitled to basic due process protections: notice and
opportunity to be heard. The Court found the need for these protections because the
students had, under state law, the right to a public education; the Court also contin-
ued and found that students had an interest in protecting their reputations, although
it did not clearly note the source of that interest. To avoid injustice and damages to
their reputation based on allegations of misconduct, the Court held that the students
may present their side of the situation prior to suspension. This opportunity included:
oral or written notice of the charges, an explanation (if students deny the charges) of
the evidence against them, and an opportunity for students to present their side of
the story. Although the recognition that students’ educations do implicate the
Constitution is nothing that should be dismissed, the protections granted students
actually were surprisingly minimal. The Court again evinced a need to protect local
decision makers as it found that students’ rights could be protected by an informal
hearing that presumes most disciplinary decisions correct and that grants final
authority to school officials. The Court did not, for example, give students a right to
an attorney, a right to cross-examine witnesses, a right to call witnesses, or a right to
a hearing before an impartial person. In instances like these, the Court finds nothing
improper with having local school officials serve as the arbiters of students’ rights.

The other case that exemplifies the broad power granted to school officials, even
when the Court finds that students have recognized rights, is Davis v. Monroe
County Board of Education (1999), involved Title IX legislation. In Davis, a Sth-
grade girl was harassed by a fellow 5th-grade male student. Although the student
and her mother complained to several different teachers who witnessed the harass-
ing behavior, as well as to the school principal, no action was taken, and the harass-
ment continued until criminal charges were brought successfully against the
offender and litigation was brought to stop the behavior. Lower courts had granted
the school summary judgment, a ruling that finds that the party alleging a claim has
no legitimate cause of action. In determining whether there existed a private right of
action against school districts for student-on-student harassment, the Court noted
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that congress had based its authority to enforce Title IX on the spending clause. This
clause, however, only permits a funding recipient, such as a school district, to be
held liable if the recipient has notice of potential liability. Notice of liability, accord-
ing to the Court, exists and allows for a private right of action for monetary damages
when school districts act with deliberate indifference to acts of student-on-student
sexual harassment of which the school has actual knowledge. In Davis, the Court
held that the school’s refusal to respond to the complaints could potentially consti-
tute deliberate indifference. Given the challenges in determining legitimate harass-
ment claims, the Court further required that the harassment be so severe, pervasive,
and objectively offensive that it denies educational opportunities and benefits at that
school. This three-pronged standard, however, is very difficult to meet and creates
an environment in which schools have very little incentive to create proactive sexual
harassment prevention policies (Levesque 2000). As a result of the reduced obliga-
tions placed on local decision makers, students are likely to continue to face a sig-
nificant amount of sexual harassment in school. Thus, although there may be
benefits to supporting school official’s discretion, there certainly appears to be
instances in which doing so remains problematic.

Despite the high level of deference and discretion left to school officials, the
Court has not given school officials free reign. Some of the cases reviewed above
reveal potential limits well. But, two other leading cases, both involving searches of
students, reveal important twists on some of the key limits placed on schools, with
the upshot of these limitations revealing, again, school’s immense discretion in how
they treat youth. In New Jersey v. T. L. O. (1985), the Supreme Court set forth the
standard for determining whether a search of a student by a school official violates
the Fourth Amendment. The case involved a female student whose purse was
searched after school officials found her smoking in a school restroom. When school
officials searched the purse for cigarettes, they uncovered marijuana and other evi-
dence suggesting that she had been dealing marijuana. Considering the constitution-
ality of the search, the Court held that public school officials are governed by the
Fourth Amendment because they act as representatives of the state, not merely as
surrogates of the parents. Although this was a major recognition that students have
enforceable rights in the school context, the Court declined to hold school officials
to the long-established probable cause standard regulating searches and instead bal-
anced the student’s privacy interests against the government’s need to enforce order.
As a result, the Court held school officials to a reduced standard as it ruled that the
search of the purse was reasonable because it was “justified at its inception” and the
method was “reasonably related to the objectives of the search and not excessively
intrusive in light of the age and sex of the student and nature of the infraction” (New
Jersey v. T. L. O. 1985, pp. 341-342, 347). Thus, the Court held that schoolchildren
do maintain a legitimate expectation of privacy that must be weighed against the
government’s need for the search. But, the Court recognized that the school context
provided an exception, a special need, to the general protections from state con-
ducted searches and seizures.

In the most recent case in this area, the Court affirmed the limits of school offi-
cials’ ability to control its students. That case, Safford Unified School District No.
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I v. Redding (2009), involved the strip search of a 13-year-old girl for prescription
drugs. The search, which uncovered no contraband, ended when the student, in the
nurse’s office, was asked by the nurse and an administrative assistant (both female)
to strip down to her bra and underwear and then pull out her underwear and pull her
bra to the side and shake it, partially revealing her breasts and pelvic area. In holding
the strip search to be unlawful, the Court applied the standard it had setin 7. L. O.
and determined that, although the indignity of the search did not make it unlawful,
the intrusiveness of the search outweighed the degree of suspicion about drug
possession. It held the search unreasonable in its scope. Most importantly, how-
ever, the Court in Safford recognized the student’s subjective expectations of pri-
vacy and refused to quibble over the precise details of the strip search. The Court
held that any search that moves beyond the outer clothing and belongings is cate-
gorically distinct and requires special justification. Adolescents are uniquely vul-
nerable to embarrassment from an intrusive strip search, the Court continued, and
thus should be protected by a subjective expectation of privacy prohibiting uncom-
fortable and frightening searches, even when the breasts and pelvic area are not
fully exposed. The Court’s recognition of the need for limits, and the need to
respect subjective expectations of privacy, certainly are important; but, focusing on
making this a categorical exception draws away from the case’s potential reach.
Making one categorical exception leaves other instances outside of the announced
protection. Still, it is clear that students retain rights to privacy in school and that
those rights generally are reduced as school officials have considerable discretion
in searching students, and using the fruit of those searches against students (see
Levesque 2002b).

16.3.2 Adolescents’ Rights in Juvenile and Criminal
Justice Systems

While the rights of youth within schools have developed in a manner that provides
school officials with considerable discretion, the juvenile justice system explicitly
has been viewed as taking a different turn. Indeed, the leading Supreme Court cases
in this area evince a move away from providing juvenile justice personnel discretion
that had served as the very foundation of the system. The context also has led to the
creation of some of the most comprehensive efforts to address youth’s own legal
rights. A close look at those rights, however, reveals a system still fraught with dis-
cretion, with the major exception of rules relating to how and whether juveniles
enter the system. A similar look at how the criminal justice system treats youth
reveals a similar trend, with increasing concern about the protections youth have
before they would enter the system but also, unlike the juvenile system, clear cases
that involve the types of punishments youth can receive. In a real sense, this area of
law reveals immense discretion, with the exception relating to extreme punishments
that may not be imposed readily (if at all) on adolescents explicitly because of their
status as adolescents.
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Efforts to recognize the rights of youth began with the creation of a juvenile
justice system that would treat youth differently from adults. The creation of juve-
nile courts and systems focusing on youth’s needs was the product of the nineteenth
century ‘“child-saving movement”. That movement, in part, sought to rehabilitate
youth in the name of benefitting both them as well as society. The shift made full
use of the concept of parens patriae that permitted the state to provide supervision
and control over delinquent youth. Charged as essentially acting as parents (since
parents whose children were delinquent were viewed as having failed, hence per-
mitting the state to intervene at least temporarily), the system explicitly sought to
ensure the child’s best interests as it focused on protection and treatment of the child
and not on punishment. The focus on treatment and protection is what provided the
rationale for the immense discretion had by juvenile justice system personnel, as
their duties were deemed as most appropriately executed if they had the requisite
freedom to act as parents would, with little limitations on their rights.

Given the philosophical foundation that served to build the juvenile justice sys-
tem, the legal developments that emerged from this area were, and in many ways
continue to be, remarkably impressive. Most notably, in Kent v. United States
(1966), the Supreme Court first stressed the importance of procedural protections
for juveniles. In Kent, the Court held that a juvenile court could not transfer a juve-
nile to an adult criminal court without following certain procedures, including hold-
ing a hearing and providing effective assistance of counsel and a statement of
reasons. The Court emphasized that, although the statute in question gave the juve-
nile court “a substantial degree of discretion” it did not confer “a license for arbi-
trary procedure” (Kent v. United States 1966, p. 553). This case was of significance
for recognizing not only that adolescents had rights but also that they had the right
to be tried in juvenile rather than adult court, that they had the right to the system
that embraced discretion and served to rehabilitate youth.

Having decided that juveniles have a right to procedures before being removed
from juvenile court jurisdiction, the Court then addressed the important group of
rights that would be implicated in giving juvenile court jurisdiction over the youth
in the first instance. It was that case, In re Gault (1967), that is seen as the watershed
case that revolutionized the rights of adolescents. That case involved considering
the detention of a 15-year-old boy who was deemed juvenile delinquent and sent to
a state industrial school. His serious offense was a prank phone call, of an “adoles-
cent nature”, to a neighbor. For that misbehavior, Gault was sent to be institutional-
ized until age 21 (given that he was 15, that was considerably much longer than the
penalty he would have received had he been an adult, which would have been
2 months maximum). The Court took the opportunity to highlight the importance of
procedural protections for youth, and reversed the juvenile court’s decision. The
Court held that certain due process rights apply equally to both juveniles and adults,
such as the right to counsel, adequate notice of the charges (comparable to the notice
given in criminal or civil proceedings), the privilege against self-incrimination, and
the right to confrontation and sworn testimony by witnesses available for cross-
examination. The Court sought to introduce procedural regularity, fairness, and
orderliness into the juvenile system, emphasizing that “unbridled discretion [was] a
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poor substitute for principle and procedure” (In re Gault 1967, p. 18). Given the
panoply of rights that were recognized, it is unsurprising to find that Gault is viewed
as having revolutionized the rights of youth by recognizing that they have basic, due
process rights similar to those of adults.

Despite the above developments, the early promises of procedural rights for
youth articulated in Kent and Gault still remain considerably unfulfilled. Juveniles
can be held to adult accountability standards but denied similar constitutional rights.
For example, in Schall v. Martin (1984), the Court approved of the state’s consider-
able discretion to determine when to detain juveniles before hearings and trials,
when compared to the detention of adults, on the rationale that juvenile detention
can be deemed rehabilitative, for their own good (an argument that would not work
for adults, see Levesque 2006). In addition, in McKeiver v. Pennsylvania (1971), the
Supreme Court held that juveniles have no constitutional right to a trial by jury in
the juvenile court’s adjudicative stage, a lack of protection meant to help secure the
discretion of juvenile courts. Equally importantly, the Kent protections do not apply
to transfers to adult court that do not require hearings, such as automatic transfers or
those leaving the discretion to prosecutors. And, Gault itself did not provide the
right to appeal, a rather significant limitation given that it does leave juvenile courts
with immense discretion and reveals how the juvenile court remains a judicial
anomaly — imagine an adult court system that did not grant adults the right to appeal
a trial judge’s decision to a higher court. Given the potential reach of due process
rights, the cases understood as revolutionizing and confirming the due process pro-
tections of juveniles certainly remain strikingly limited.

In terms of juvenile’s rights, arguably the most important limitation that emerges
from the above cases is that they focused on the process rather than the treatment that
juveniles would receive once they were in the juvenile or criminal justice system.
Focusing on the actual treatment of juveniles — what they receive once adjudicated
delinquent or deemed as having offended, reveals that the system retains immense
discretion. As with the school context, the Court protects adolescents from extreme
treatments. In this context, the Court has removed minors from being considered eli-
gible for specific types of extreme penalties. Two cases are illustrative, as they high-
light the Court’s limitations on what the state can do in extreme cases and, at the same
time, gives states considerable leeway in that they permit a broad array of dispositions
in the states’ efforts to address juvenile justice. Indeed, the cases involved the treat-
ment of juveniles who had been waived to adult court; so they still leave much unsaid
about the treatment that juveniles may have in juvenile court systems.

The two illustrative cases involved the permissibility of adult-like punishments.
The first illustrative case of the limits placed on the state’s treatment of juveniles
involves juveniles in adult courts. That case, Roper v. Simmons (2005), announced
that it is unconstitutional for juveniles to receive the death penalty, a case that over-
turned an earlier decision, 16 years earlier, that had upheld subjecting juveniles to
the death penalty (see Stanford v. Kentucky 1989). Importantly, the Court relied on
studies demonstrating that adolescents performed worse than adults in their deci-
sion making competence and indicated that, relative to adults, adolescents were less
able to consider alternative decisions. The Court eventually noted that adolescents
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are often perceived as immature and irresponsible, susceptible to peer pressure, and
have not yet attained the attributes of a fully developed character. Emphasizing ado-
lescents’ vulnerability and comparable lack of control over their immediate sur-
roundings, the Court concluded that the differences between juvenile and adult
offenders are too marked and well understood and that they counseled against risk-
ing irreversible adult punishments. The second case, Graham v. Florida (2010),
involved the imposition of life sentences without parole for non-homicide crimes
committed by juveniles. The Court found such punishments as constituting cruel
and unusual punishment and therefore unconstitutional. The Court followed similar
reasons it had in Roper, which was that juveniles are not fully developed, do not
have a moral sense to the same extent as adults, and that those differences required
the legal system to provide them with the possibility that they could change (hence,
not permitting life sentences without parole for non-homicide cases). What the
Court essentially did was recognize adolescents’ lessened culpability, including
ability, and the appropriateness of treating adolescents as children, not like adults.
This view likely has important implications for the general rights of juveniles in
other contexts, but at least for here it still leaves open other types of punishments in
the adult system and it does not disturb the types of dispositions that juveniles may
receive in the juvenile justice system, a system that remains fraught with immense
discretion (and criticisms for being, for example, inappropriately harsh on particular
groups, such as girls and minority youth).

Focusing on what happens to adolescents once they are in the court system and
their punishments should not detract from the systems that lead minors to them,
such as the police and other investigating systems. As may be expected, the legal
system in this context often is of two minds when it deals with minors. Generally,
however, adolescents are treated as adults, in the sense that they have the full protec-
tion of adults. For example, when considering the right to move about public streets
unencumbered by state intrusion, the Court protects that right absent probable cause
to believe criminal activity is afoot. The Court has assumed, often without discus-
sion, that children have the same Fourth Amendment rights as adults (see California
v. Hodari D 1991; Florida v. J. L. 2000). What this means, of course, is that they do
not have added protections from searches due to, for example, their reduced level of
maturity and how they might interact with authority figures and may more readily
waive those rights. In the Court’s most recent case in this area, J. D. B. v. North
Carolina (2011), the Court did allow for considering a youth’s minority status in
interrogations, but it is clear that it is not mandated. As a result, this area of law
serves as an example of how granting adolescents’ full rights (meaning equality
with adults) may well not be in their own best interests.

16.3.3 Adolescents’ Rights in Health and Medical Care Systems

The legal system typically views adolescents as not capable of making medical
decisions on their own volition (Levesque 2000). The reason for this is that parents



282 R.J.R. Levesque

are deemed as having the right to control their children’s medical decision making
on the assumption, for example, that they will act on their child’s best interests and
that adolescents do not have the maturity (ability) to make important, life changing
decisions. On grounds quite similar to those supporting juveniles’ exclusion from
extreme forms of punishment when they are in adult systems of punishment (that
they are not necessarily mature, subject to peer influence, incapable of making
important decisions), the legal system acts paternalistically as it seeks to protect
adolescents from potential harm.

What is quite unusual about the general rule regarding minor’s access to medi-
cal care is that it is fraught with numerous important exceptions. Those exceptions
may well swallow the general rule. For example, a common exception includes
emancipation, which results in viewing the minor as an adult given that their status
assumes that they are able to make decisions without parental consent. Exceptions
also include emergencies, which permit health providers to provide treatment on
the assumption that they would do what a parent would do in emergency situations
and, equally importantly in law, to protect providers from liability. Exceptions also
emerge due to the nature of the service that would be provided, with the most inva-
sive and life-changing typically requiring parental consent. That exception may
involve a recognition of an adolescents’ decision-making capacity but it is equally
likely involves situations that would involve threats to public health, such as the
protection from diseases or the burdens that come from sexual activity. For example,
adolescents generally can obtain non-invasive contraception (e.g., condoms) and
medical treatment for sexually transmitted diseases without parental consent.
This exception rests on the rationale that it promotes access to treatment and
prevents the spread of disease by eliminating the deterrent of having to inform
parents of sexual activity. If the medical procedure is to be more invasive, adoles-
cents also may be able to control their access to it by an exception known as the
mature minor doctrine, which figures prominently in understanding adolescents’
rights (as noted above in the case of Bellotti v. Baird 1979). Undoubtedly, the gen-
eral rule prohibiting access to care leaves one to wonder why it still exists and why
there is such a profound attachment to it.

The numerous exceptions are important, especially the mature minor doctrine
that permit minors to give consent to medical procedures if they can show that they
are mature enough to make the decision on their own. But the exceptions remain
limited. All of the exceptions, for example, tend to take into account the age and
situation of the minor to determine ability to control their own rights. For example,
the mature minor rule especially is used for minors who are 16 or older, understand
the medical procedures in question, the minor has engaged in adult-like behavior,
and the procedure is not serious — all of which reduce the need for parental involve-
ment. Even in contexts where adolescents are deemed to have fundamental rights at
stake, such as the rights to access abortions, it is difficult to view their rights as fully
adult-like given that they may require a court proceeding to demonstrate their matu-
rity and ability to make important decisions on their own. Adults simply are assumed
to be mature, and mature adolescents can be far from free to exercise their rights if
they only can do so by being declared able by a court. Again, imagine a system
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where adults have to obtain a judge’s permission to exercise a right (such as access
to a physician); such a situation would not be deemed as granting adults consider-
able freedom. Arguably even more limiting, the reality is that adolescents may have
access to care but not actually gain it due to, for example, costs; and if they do gain
access, the utility of access varies depending on the nature of the needed services.
These limitations highlight well the very practical limits that can face theoretical
developments.

What the above developments translate into is the principle that adolescents can
be treated very differently, either as adults or as children, in health care arenas. In
the health care contexts, adolescents typically are excluded from decision-making
but they may well be able to decide on their own volition whether to make use of a
service depending on a variety of factors, including the procedure’s intrusiveness
and irreversibility. Despite important developments in adolescents’ legal rights,
then the vast majority of adolescents are treated as children for the purposes of
health care.

16.4 Conclusions: Lessons Learned for Promoting Positive
Youth Development

The law’s approach to adolescents and their rights rests on four fundamental
points. First, the legal system relies on the presumption that parents possess what
adolescents lack in maturity, experience, and capacity for judgment required for
making life’s difficult decisions. Second, the legal system also relies on the long
held recognition that natural bonds of affection lead parents to act in their adoles-
cents’ best interests. Third, when parents fail, the state intervenes to act as parents
should, which grants the state considerable discretion in controlling the rights of
adolescents. Lastly, despite the above three foundational points, the legal system
exhibits an increasing interest in recognizing that adolescents can have the capac-
ity to make thoughtful and informed decisions for themselves and can be empow-
ered to make legally binding decisions on their own; it also exhibits a tendency to
offer adolescents the power to control their own rights even when they may not
need to prove that they have adult-like capacities, such as when society benefits
from having adolescents hold the power to make certain decisions. As we have
seen throughout this chapter, these are important generalizations but they are
fraught with complexities and exceptions, all of which make difficult efforts to
draw simple and clear implications.

Although legal developments relating to adolescents’ rights likely will never
result in simple rules, important lessons emerge from the above fundamental points.
The conclusions highlight the need to take parents and families seriously as we
consider shaping environments that would be conducive to positive youth develop-
ment. Clearly, parents must be involved not only because of what they do within
their families but also because of the control that parents can exert when their chil-
dren are outside of families. Although they must be involved, however, the legal



284 R.J.R. Levesque

system does set important limits on what they can do. Similarly, the legal rules show
how legal systems increasingly provide public institutions, such as schools, with
considerable autonomy, but that autonomy comes with important strings attached to
it. Schools must seek to develop students’ educated capacities, and the Court prop-
erly has seen fit to require schools to promote rather than stifle civic attitudes that
prepare students for living in democratic, pluralistic, and civil communities.
Similarly, the need to control institutions like those dealing with maltreated chil-
dren, those in need of health care, or those deemed delinquents reveals the assump-
tion that the state is acting on youth’s best interests and preparing adolescents for
becoming independent, productive, responsible, and law-abiding citizens. Those
assumptions provide considerable room for enlisting the assistance of developmen-
tal sciences through, for example, making full use of the discretion bestowed on
state officials when they interact with and treat youth. And the assumptions are
particularly significant in that they coincide with the key principles and goals identi-
fied as critical for fostering positive youth development. Fostering positive youth
development, then, means recognizing that the legal system affords parents, fami-
lies, and institutions like schools opportunities to shape adolescents’ lives, and the
legal system seeks to ensure that they do so responsibly and actually in ways con-
sistent with the ideals of positive youth development.

Lessons also emerge in terms of the need to reconsider conceptions of rights.
There is now a real sense that the legal system simply cannot give youth full adult
rights, as doing so can have dreadful consequences and actually be against adoles-
cents’ best interests. In turn, this recognition means that recognizing and ensuring
adolescents’ rights means moving beyond simple and well accepted conceptions of
rights to consider, for example, that adolescents may need specialized support sys-
tems for them to even realize that they do have rights, let alone exercise those rights
freely. This recognition raises the key point that sometimes reaching a similar end
can require that adolescents be treated differently from adults. It also raises the
thorny and controversial issue that in order to achieve similar ends for some adoles-
cents, some of them may need to be treated differently from their peers.

Lessons also include the need for engaging in different research. Given how the
legal system approaches adolescent capacity, for example, researchers need to
reconsider how best to approach it as well, as they need to recognize that adoles-
cents’ capacities in law can rely as much on the interests of others as on the adoles-
cents themselves. In other words, adolescents’ relative capacities are not determined
through science alone; they require considering laws and policies; they require
developmentalists to take the law seriously. The need for developmentalists to
reconsider their lines of research appears to gain significance given the Court’s
apparent willingness to consider findings from developmental sciences. Even if a
close look at cases where the Court does consider such findings reveals that the sci-
ence may not have been that persuasive, the Court’s consideration emerges as
momentous and provides important opportunities for researchers to develop research
that the Court would find authoritative enough to influence its jurisprudence.

Arguably the most important lesson to emerge when considering adolescents’
rights is that focusing on one arena for their development is fraught with peril. Even
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when the Court recognizes rights and can charge ahead with reform, for example,
the reform may be short-lived or actually counterproductive. Focusing on parents to
secure adolescents’ rights brings with it is own limitations. Similarly, even though
arguably the most radical change in conceptions of adolescents’ rights has been the
recognition that adolescents have rights against their parents as well as against
potential state actions, that change has not always led to intended outcomes. History
reveals that many reforms originally deemed liberating and ground-breaking some-
times end up being much less so in the long run. This reality leads us to the conclu-
sion that the most important developments in adolescents’ rights will emerge and
sustain themselves if they can infiltrate multiple constituencies that have interests in
adolescents’ effective development. In the end, the current understanding of adoles-
cents’ rights highlights the important roles that all must play in fostering rights in a
myriad of contexts, and the need to figure out exactly what adolescents’ rights are
before we can start taking them seriously.

References

Bellotti v. Baird, 443 U.S. 622 (1979).

Bethel School District No. 403 v. Fraser, 478 U.S. 675 (1986).

Board of Education of Independent School District No. 92 of Pottawatomie County v. Earls. 536
U.S. 822 (2002).

Board of Education, Island Trees v. Pico, 457 U.S. 853 (1982).

California v. Hodari D, 499 U.S. 621 (1991).

Davis v. Monroe County Board of Education. 526 U.S. 629 (1999).

Florida v. J. L, 529 U.S. 266 (2000).

Goss v. Lopez, 419 U.S. 565 (1975).

Graham v. Florida, 130 S.Ct. 2011 (2010).

Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier. 484 U.S. 260 (1988).

Ingraham v. Wright, 430 U.S. 651 (1977).

In re Gault, 387 U.S. 1 (1967).

J. D. B. v. North Carolina, Supreme Court No. 09-11121 (2011).

Kent v. United States, 383 U.S. 541 (1966).

Levesque, R. J. R. (1994). The internationalization of children’s human rights: Too radical for
American adolescents? Connecticut Journal of International Law, 9, 237-293.

Levesque, R. J. R. (2000). Adolescents, sex, and the law: Preparing adolescents for responsible
citizenship. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Levesque, R. J. R. (2002a). Child maltreatment law: Foundations in science, policy and practice.
Durham: Carolina Academic Press.

Levesque, R. J. R. (2002b). Dangerous adolescents, model adolescents: Shaping the role and
promise of education. New York: Plenum/Kluwer.

Levesque, R. J. R. (2006). The psychology and law of criminal justice processes. New York: Nova
Science.

Levesque, R. J. R. (2008). Rethinking child maltreatment law: Returning to first principles. New
York: Springer.

Levesque, R. J. R. (2010). The law’s response to child maltreatment. In M. P. Koss, J. White, &
A. Kazdin (Eds.), Handbook of violence against women and children (Navigating solutions,
Vol. 2, pp. 47-69). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

McKeiver v. Pennsylvania, 403 U.S. 528 (1971).



286 R.J.R. Levesque

Meyer v. Nebraska, 262 U.S. 390 (1923).

Morse v. Frederick, 551 U.S. 393 (2007).

New Jersey v. T. L. O., 469 U.S. 325 (1985).

Parham v. J. R., 442 U.S. 584 (1979).

Pierce v. Society of Sisters, 268 U.S. 510 (1925).

Prince v. Massachusetts, 321 U.S. 158 (1944).

Roper v. Simmons, 543 U.S. 551 (2005).

Safford Unified School District No. 1 v. Redding, 129 S. Ct. 2633 (2009).
Schall v. Martin, 467 U.S. 253 (1984).

Stanford v. Kentucky, 492 U.S. 361 (1989).

Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School District, 393 U.S. 503 (1969).
Troxel v. Granville, 530 U.S. 57 (2000).

Vernonia School District 47 J v. Acton, 515 U.S. 646 (1995).

West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette, 319 U.S. 624 (1943).
Wisconsin v. Yoder, 406 U.S. 205 (1972).



	Foreword
	Contents
	Contributors
	Chapter 1: Surveying the Landscape of Positive Psychology for Children and Adolescents
	1.1 Introduction
	1.2 Positive Psychology in Teaching, Schools, and Education
	1.2.1 Applying Strengths in School and College

	1.3 Subjective Experience and Strengths in Children and Adolescents
	1.4 Intervention for Positive Development
	1.5 The Plan for This Volume
	1.6 The Content of This Volume
	References

	Part I: Strengths and Well-Being
	Chapter 2: The Importance of Good Character
	2.1 Introduction
	2.2 The VIA Strengths Classification
	2.2.1 Empirical Findings

	2.3 Applying Strengths in Education
	2.3.1 Curriculum Based Programs

	2.4 Conclusion
	References

	Chapter 3: Assessment and Promotion of Life Satisfaction in Youth
	3.1 Assessment and Promotion of Life Satisfaction in Children
	3.1.1 Measurement
	3.1.2 Research on Life Satisfaction of Children and Adolescents
	3.1.3 Contextual Variables
	3.1.3.1 Family-Related Variables
	3.1.3.2 Peer-Related Variables
	3.1.3.3 School-Related Variables
	3.1.3.4 Living Environment Variables

	3.1.4 Self-Related Variables
	3.1.5 Applications and Interventions
	3.1.5.1 Family-Related Variables
	3.1.5.2 Peer-Related Variables
	3.1.5.3 School-Related Variables
	3.1.5.4 Community-Related Variables
	3.1.5.5 Self-Related Variables

	3.1.6 Conclusion

	 Appendix 3.1
	References

	Chapter 4: Promoting Hope Among Youth: Theory, Research, and Practice
	4.1 Introduction
	4.2 An Overview of Snyder’s Hope Theory
	4.3 Measuring Hope
	4.3.1 Children’s Hope Scale
	4.3.2 Adult Dispositional Hope Scale

	4.4 Hope and Positive Outcomes Among Youth
	4.4.1 Academic Outcomes
	4.4.2 Health Outcomes
	4.4.3 Psychological Adjustment

	4.5 Applying Hope to the Lives of Youth: Programs and Interventions
	4.5.1 Hope Therapy
	4.5.2 Hope Interventions and Programs

	4.6 The Future of Hope: Recommendations and Possibilities
	References


	Part II: Interventions and Applications
	Chapter 5: Flourishing Among Children and Adolescents: Structure and Correlates of Positive Mental Health, and Interventions for Its Enhancement
	5.1 Introduction
	5.2 Complete State Model of Mental Health in Youth
	5.3 Predictors of Well-Being in Youth
	5.3.1 Psychological Need Satisfaction
	5.3.2 Character Strengths
	5.3.3 Engagement 
	5.3.4 Benefit Finding
	5.3.5 Spirituality and Religiousness
	5.3.6 Nature Involvement

	5.4 Well-Being Therapies for Children and Adolescents
	5.4.1 Positive Action
	5.4.2 Well-Being Therapy
	5.4.3 Positive Psychotherapy
	5.4.4 Strengths-Based Interventions
	5.4.5 Mindfulness-Based Interventions
	5.4.6 Hope-Oriented Interventions
	5.4.7 Gratitude Expression

	5.5 Discussion and Future Directions
	References

	Chapter 6: Assessment of Character Strengths in Children and Adolescents
	6.1 Introduction
	6.1.1 What Is a Strength-Based Assessment?
	6.1.2 Character Strengths and Talents/Abilities
	6.1.3 What Good Are Character Strengths?

	6.2 Assessing Strengths
	6.3 Building Strengths
	6.3.1 Signature Strengths
	6.3.1.1 Intervention One
	6.3.1.2 Intervention Two
	6.3.1.3 Intervention Three
	Part One: Development and Validation of a Brief Measure to Assess Signature Strengths
	Part Two: Administration of Intervention Three

	6.3.1.4 Results
	6.3.1.5 Summary of Our Interventions


	 Appendices
	Appendix 6.1
	 Appendix 6.2

	References

	Chapter 7: Gratitude Intervention in Adolescence and Young Adulthood
	7.1 Introduction
	7.2 Gratitude Research Among Children and Adolescents
	7.2.1 Gratitude and Mental Health
	7.2.2 Gratitude Predicts Satisfaction with School and Grades
	7.2.3 Gratitude and Social Relationships

	7.3 Gratitude Interventions Among Late Adolescents
	7.3.1 Counting Blessings Interventions
	7.3.2 Sharing Grateful Experiences
	7.3.3 Expression of Gratitude Interventions

	7.4 Future Directions
	7.4.1 Methodological Improvements
	7.4.1.1 The Case for Stronger Control Conditions
	7.4.1.2 The Case for Going Beyond Individual Self-Report
	7.4.1.3 Mediators and Moderators

	7.4.2 What Develops Gratitude in Children and Adolescents
	7.4.3 Gratitude to Parents Intervention
	7.4.4 Generalized Versus Benefit-Triggered
	7.4.5 Gratitude to God

	7.5 Conclusion
	References


	Part III: Family, Friends, and Community
	Chapter 8: Parent-Child Relationships and Well-Being
	8.1 Introduction
	8.1.1 Defining Well-Being
	8.1.2 Defining Parent-Child Relationships

	8.2 Empirical Links Between Parent-Child Relationships and Youth Well-Being
	8.3 Interventions
	8.3.1 Targeting Parenting Behaviors That Link to Youth Well-Being
	8.3.2 Targeting Parent Well-Being in Light of Links with Child Well-Being
	8.3.3 Theoretical Models of Family-Focused Applications of Positive Psychology

	8.4 Conclusions
	References

	Chapter 9: Peer Relations
	9.1 Introduction
	9.2 Academic Orientations and Achievement
	9.3 Extracurricular Participation
	9.4 Health-Enhancing Behavior 
	9.4.1 Physical Activity
	9.4.2 Safe Sex Practices

	9.5 Prosocial Behavior
	9.6 Psychosocial Assets and Adjustment
	9.6.1 Bolstering Psychosocial Assets
	9.6.2 Diminishing Emotional Distress
	9.6.3 Protecting Against Victimization

	9.7 An Agenda for Research and Intervention
	9.7.1 Recommendations to Researchers
	9.7.1.1 Moving Beyond Friendships
	9.7.1.2 Multilevel Analyses
	9.7.1.3 Emphasis on Influence Processes
	9.7.1.4 Consensus on Defining Prosocial Behavior

	9.7.2 Implications for Intervention
	9.7.2.1 Appreciate the Positive Potential of the Peer System
	9.7.2.2 Recognize Developmental Dynamics
	9.7.2.3 Leave Well Enough Alone


	9.8 A Closing Caveat
	References

	Chapter 10: The Emotional Warmth Approach to Professional Childcare: Positive Psychology and Highly Vulnerable Children in Our Society
	10.1 Introduction
	10.2 One Big Initiative for Change
	10.3 Achieving the Mindshift: The Emotional Warmth Model of Professional Child Care
	10.4 Tackling Problems Through the Emotional Warmth Approach
	10.4.1 Support for Post-trauma Stress
	10.4.2 Managing Pain Based and Self–Defeating Behavior

	10.5 The Positive Psychology-Emotional Warmth Connection
	10.5.1 Positive Subjective Experience and the Pillars of Parenting
	10.5.2 The Pillars of Parenting
	10.5.3 Positive Individual Traits

	10.6 Positive Children’s Homes and Families
	10.6.1 Broaden and Build Inquiry

	10.7 The Achievable Upward Spiral
	References


	Part IV: Positive Education
	Chapter 11: A Place for Well-Being in the Classroom?
	11.1 Introduction
	11.2 Well-Being as the Aim of Education
	11.3 Well-Being Education
	11.3.1 Physical Health
	11.3.2 Positive Relationships
	11.3.3 Perspective
	11.3.4 Engagement
	11.3.5 The World
	11.3.6 Meaning and Purpose

	11.4 Well-Being and the Curriculum
	11.5 Conclusion
	References

	Chapter 12: Positive Education, or Just Education
	12.1 One and a Half Educational Paradigm
	12.2 Positive Education as a Tentative Alternative in the Making
	12.3 Early Psychological Findings of Particular Educational Importance
	12.4 Recent Findings in Positive Psychology of Particular Educational Importance
	12.5 An Education to Its Fullest
	12.6 Epilogue
	References

	Chapter 13: Enhancing Well-Being in Adolescents: Positive Psychology and Coaching Psychology Interventions in Schools
	13.1 Well-Being in Schools: Then and Now
	13.2 Positive Education
	13.3 School-Based Positive Psychology Interventions
	13.3.1 Examples of Single-Component PPIs
	13.3.2 Examples of Multi-component PPIs

	13.4 Evidence-Based Coaching as a PPI
	13.5 Evidence Based Coaching in Schools
	13.6 Strategic Integration of Positive Psychology and Coaching Psychology
	13.7 Future Research and Implications
	13.8 Conclusion
	References


	Part V: Positive Youth Development: Practice, Policy, and Law
	Chapter 14: Sociomoral Development for Behaviorally At-Risk Youth: Mac’s Group Meeting
	14.1 Introduction
	14.2 The EQUIP Program
	14.2.1 First, the Mutual Help Approach: Transform the Group’s “Culture” So That Group Members Are Motivated to Help One Another
	14.2.2 Limitations of Antisocial Youth: The Three D’s
	14.2.2.1 Moral Judgment Developmental Delay: Pronounced Egocentric Bias and Superficiality
	14.2.2.2 Self-Serving Cognitive Distortions
	The Primary Self-Serving Cognitive Distortion: Self-Centered
	Secondary Cognitive Distortions

	14.2.2.3 Deficiencies in Social Skills
	Implications for Treatment


	14.2.3 Remedying the Limitations: Equipping the Group and Its Members
	14.2.4 Synergy Between Mutual Help and Cognitive-Behavioral Approaches
	14.2.5 Cognitive Restructuring, Social Perspective-Taking, and EQUIP’s Three Curriculum Components
	14.2.5.1 Component 1: Equipping with Mature Moral Judgment (Social Decision Making)
	14.2.5.2 Component 2: Equipping with Skills to Manage Anger and Correct Thinking Errors
	14.2.5.3 Component 3: Equipping with Social Skills


	14.3 Adaptation and Evaluations of EQUIP: Issues of Implementation
	14.4 Social Perspective-Taking for Severe Offenders
	14.5 Conclusion
	References

	Chapter 15: Positive Youth Development in Organized Programs: How Teens Learn to Manage Emotions
	15.1 Introduction
	15.2 Youth Programs as Contexts for Positive Development
	15.2.1 Features of Effective Programs for Adolescents
	15.2.2 The Role of Program Leaders in Supporting Youth’s Work

	15.3 A Study of Emotional Development in Four Youth Programs
	15.4 Youth as Agents of Their Emotional Development
	15.4.1 Learning to Regulate Emotions
	15.4.2 Learning to Use Emotions
	15.4.2.1 Motivational Function
	15.4.2.2 Attentional Function

	15.4.3 Conclusions: Youth’s Learning Process

	15.5 The Role of Program Leaders in Supporting Youth’s Emotional Development
	15.5.1 Fostering Awareness and Reflection
	15.5.2 Suggesting Strategies
	15.5.3 Encouraging Problem Solving
	15.5.4 Conclusion: Leaders’ Role in Youth’s Learning Process

	15.6 Conclusion
	References

	Chapter 16: Legal Foundations of Adolescents’ Rights and Positive Youth Development
	16.1 Introduction: Adolescents in Law
	16.2 Families as the Foundation of Adolescents’ Rights
	16.2.1 Parental Rights Against the State
	16.2.2 Adolescents’ Rights Against Parents

	16.3 The Rights of Adolescents Outside of Families
	16.3.1 Adolescents’ Rights in Public Educational Systems
	16.3.2 Adolescents’ Rights in Juvenile and Criminal Justice Systems
	16.3.3 Adolescents’ Rights in Health and Medical Care Systems

	16.4 Conclusions: Lessons Learned for Promoting Positive Youth Development
	References





