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Presentation Overview  

Importance of students’ subjective 
well-being 
•  Assessment strategies 

Promoting subjective well-being via a 
positive psychology intervention  
•  Small group student-focused intervention with 

a parent component  



Positive Psychology Approach 

• Traditional Psychology: devoted to healing- repairing damage 
using a disease model of human functioning 

• Positive psychology: move from repairing the worst things in 
life to building the best things in life 

Aim of Positive 
Psychology  

Snyder & Lopez, 2005 
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: Subjective 
experiences 

Past: Gratitude, forgiveness 

Present: Flow, savoring, positive affect (joy, pride, 
excitement) 

Future: Optimism, hope, faith 

Strengths of 
character 

Individual level strengths, as classified by the VIA  (e.g., 
courage, wisdom, forgiveness) 

Positive 
institutions Group level strengths: 

Healthy schools and classrooms 

Healthy communities and families 



How Scientists Define Happy: Subjective Well-
Being (SWB) 

Subjective 
Well-Being 

Life 
Satisfaction 

Positive 
Emotions 

Negative 
Emotions 



Assessing Youth Life Satisfaction 

• Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale 
• 7 items Global measures 

• Brief Multidimensional 
Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale 
• 6 items 

Multidimensional 
measures 



Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale  
(SLSS; http://www.psych.sc.edu/faculty/Scott_Huebner) 



Brief Multidimensional Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale 
(BMSLSS; Scott Huebner at Univ. of South Carolina) 



 Laurent et al., 1999 

Positive and Negative Affect Scale for Children 
(PANAS-C) 



¡  Factor 1 (Traditional Psychology): Psychopathology  
¡  Factor 2 (Positive Psychology): Subjective well-being 

 
 
Psychopathology 

Subjective Well-Being 

Low Average to High 

Low Vulnerable Complete 
Mental Health 

High Troubled Symptomatic 
but Content 

 Suldo & Shaffer, 2008 

Dual Factor Model of Mental Health 



Middle School Students in Mental Health 
Groups 

57% 

13% 

13% 

17% 

Complete Mental 
Health 

Vulnerable 

Symtomatic but 
Content 

Troubled 

 Suldo & Shaffer, 2008 



Implications of Mental Health Status 

• Superior outcomes across domains– academic, social, 
physical health, identity development 

Complete 
Mental Health 

• Diminished social relationships  
• Intact grades (in older youth), but .. 

• More negative attitudes about school and, in middle school 
students: less academic engagement, worse attendance, 
lower reading skills 

Vulnerable 

• Intact social relationships, okay physical health, good self-
concept, high gratitude and hope 

• Poor current academic functioning 

Symptomatic 
but Content 

• Worst outcomes across domains-  current and later school 
failure (GPA), social problems, poor health Troubled 



PPIs used with adults PPIs used with youth 

Gratitude 
•  Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Seligman, Steen, Park, 

& Peterson, 2005; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006 
Character strengths 
•  Seligman et al., 2005; Senf & Liau, 2013) 

Savoring 
• Hurley & Kwon, 2012; Kurtz, 2008 

Acts of kindness 
•  Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Otake, Shimai, Tanaka-

Matsumi, Otsui, & Fredrickson, 2006 
Hope 
•  Cheavens, Feldman, Gum, Michael, & Snyder, 2006; 

King, 2001; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2006 
Loving kindness meditation 
•  Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek, & Finkel, 2008 

Positive psychotherapy 
•  Seligman et al., 2006 

Singular constructs: 
• Gratitude 
• Froh, Kashdan, Ozimkowski, & Miller, 2009; Froh, Sefick, 
& Emmons, 2008) 

• Character strengths 
• Proctor et al., 2011 

• Hope 
• Marques, Lopez, & Pais-Ribeiro, 2011 

• Acts of Kindness 
• Layous et al. 2012 

Multi-target: 
• Positive psychotherapy   
• Rashid & Anjum, 2008 

• Three wellness-promotion interventions for general samples 
• Notter, 2013 
• Shoshani & Steinmetz, 2014 
• Suldo, Savage, & Mercer, 2014 

Positive Psychology Interventions (PPIs) 
 



PPI for Adolescents 



Pilot Study: Suldo, Savage, & Mercer, 2014 

•  Seligman’s (2002) framework for increasing 
happiness 

•  Age-appropriate extensions of empirically-
supported interventions with adults 

Conceptual 
underpinnings 

•  Compared outcomes among control and 
intervention groups with a sample of 67 6th grade 
students 

Method  

• Post-intervention: intervention group exhibited significant 
increases in life satisfaction 

• 6-month follow-up: the control group caught up to the 
intervention group  

• No differences from pre- to post-intervention in affect or 
psychopathology  

Results  



Manualized Small Group PPI for 
Adolescents… Version 2.0 

Original PPI 
developed by 

Positive 
Psychology 

Research Team 
at USF (Suldo, 

Savage, & 
Mercer, 2014)  

Intervention activities 
divided into 3 phases focused 

on the past, present, and 
future aspects of emotional 

well-being  

Past 
•  Gratitude journals 
•  Gratitude visits  

Present 
•  Acts of kindness 
•  Character strengths 
•  Savoring 

Future 
• Optimistic thinking 
• Hopeful and goal-

directed thinking  

Additions to PPI 

Parent 
psychoeducation 

and weekly 
handouts  

Booster sessions  



Intervention Overview 
Session Target Strategies 

Parents Psychoeducation Introduction to Key Positive Psychology Constructs and Focus of 
Intervention 

1 Positive Emotions Me at My Best 
2 Gratitude Gratitude Journals 

3 Gratitude Gratitude Visit 
4 Positive Emotions Acts of Kindness 

5 Character Strengths  Introduction to Character Strengths 
6 Character Strengths Character Strengths Assessment; Application of Signature 

Strength 1 in New Way 
7 Character Strengths Application of Signature Strength 2 in New Ways; Savoring 

8 Optimistic Thinking Examples of Optimistic Thinking; My Optimistic Thoughts 

9 Hope My Best Possible Self in the Future 

10 All Termination; Review of Strategies and Plan for Future Use 

Booster 1 All; Gratitude  Review & Spotlight on Gratitude (Gratitude Journals) 
Booster 2 All: Strengths, 

Optimism 
Review & Spotlight on Signature Strengths (Application of 

Signature Strengths in New Way) and Optimistic Thinking 
(My Optimistic Thoughts) 



Parent psychoeducation  

Parent handouts  

Parent Component  



Session 1: Parent Psychoeducation 

Session Goals 

•  Establish rapport with parents 
•  Introduce parents to key concepts within positive psychology 

•  Define key terms 
•  How to conceptualize youth well-being 
•  Benefits of high SWB for youth and parents 
•  Specific constructs targeted in the program (e.g., gratitude, acts 

of kindness, hope, optimism, character strengths) 
•  Demonstrate an example of a positive psychology intervention 

(e.g., Savoring; Me at My Best) 
•  Introduce and provide parents an overview of the focus of 

sessions in the core program 

Roth, Suldo, & Ferron, in press 



Quick Write: You at Your Best 

� Think of a specific time, recently or a while 
back, when you were at your best. You were 
expressing the qualities that make you feel the 
most authentic and energized. The experience 
made you feel proud and happy to be alive.  

� Develop a story for that experience or moment 
in time. Give the story a beginning, middle, and 
end. You might take the approach of replaying 
and reliving the positive experience in your 
mind, just as you were watching a movie of it. 

� Write about your story. 



Student Sessions 2 – 11: Parent Components 

Parents receive weekly updates on group activities through a 
handout 

Parents encouraged to follow suggestions to reinforce strategies at 
home 

Handout should be sent home the same day the student participates 
in that session 

Deliver as a hard copy or directly to parent through email 



Student Sessions 2 – 11: Parent Components 

• Overview of the lesson covered that 
week  

• Description of the student homework 
task(s) assigned 

•  Suggestions for parents to apply the 
intervention strategies in their own 
lives and as a family unit 

Parent handout includes: 



Parent Handout – Gratitude Journaling 

Suldo & Roth, 2016 



Parent Handout – Optimistic Thinking 

Suldo & Roth, 2016 



Intervention sessions 

Booster sessions  

Student Component 



Positive Introduction (Meeting 1) 

•  Understand determinants of happiness 
and program goals 

•  Generate positive feelings towards oneself 
•  Create a supportive group atmosphere 

Goal: 

•  Me at My Best 
•  Activity you just completed Activities: 



What Determines Happiness?  

Intentional Activity
Circumstance
Set Point

50% 
40% 

10% 

 Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005 



How to Increase Happiness? 

Improve Intentional Thoughts (about Past 
and Future) and Activities (in Present) 



Promoting Happiness through School-Based 
Positive Psychology Interventions 

•  Best 
possible 
self in the 
future 

•  Learned 
optimism 

Future 

•  Acts of 
kindness 

•  Identify and 
use signature 
character 
strengths 

Present 

•  Gratitude 
journals 

•  Gratitude 
visits 

Past 





Positive Feelings about the Past  
(Meetings 2 & 3) 

• Focus thoughts on positive interpretations of 
past events  Goal: 

• Gratitude Journal  
• Write down five things in life for which you 

are grateful each day for at least one week 
• Gratitude Visit  

• Express gratitude to someone who has been 
especially kind but never properly thanked 
via writing a one-page letter then 
delivering/reading the letter in person 

Activities: 



Journaling (Counting Blessings) 

�  Prompt: Reflect on the events of your past day and 
write down up to 5 things for which you are grateful 
¡  Share written reflections and positive experiences with 

classmates, educators 
¡  Journaling continued for homework 

�  Sample student responses: 
1.  Our swimming pool 
2.  Spaghetti and meatballs for dinner 
3.  Cheerleading practice 
4.  Made it to the bus stop on time 
5.  Classmate helped me with the homework 









Positive Feelings about the Present (Meetings 4, 
5, 6, & 7) 

• Engagement in activities that are enjoyed 
through identifying, interpreting, and tapping 
into strengths  

Goal:   

• Acts of Kindness 
• Perform 5 acts of kindness (i.e., behaviors 

that benefit others at the cost of one’s time 
and effort) during one designated day per 
week over at least two weeks 

• Character Strengths   
•  Identify signature character strengths (i.e., 

moral virtues) and use one in a new way 
each day for a week (and repeat process for 
at least one more week) 

Activities: 







Character Strengths 

Definition 

• Positive traits, based on virtues that can be 
cultivated over time 

Rationale 

• Good character permits access to positive emotions 
• Good character defines individuals within positive 

institutions 

Goal 

•  Identify signature strengths 
• Use them in new ways across domains 



VIA Classification of Strengths 

Wisdom and 
Knowledge 

Creativity 

Curiosity  

Open-
mindedness  

Love of 
learning 

Perspective 

Courage 

Authenticity 

Bravery 

Perseverance 

Zest 

Humanity 

Kindness 

Love 

Social 
Intelligence 

Justice 

Fairness 

Leadership 

Teamwork 

Temperance 

Forgiveness 

Modesty 

Prudence 

Self-
Regulation 

Transcendence 

Appreciation 
of Beauty 

and 
Excellence 

Gratitude 

Hope 

Humor 

Religiosity 

Peterson & Park, 2009 



Identifying Strengths with the VIA Framework of 
24 Character Strengths 

VIA Survey of 
Character Strengths 

•  www.authentichappiness.org 
•  For adults 
•  240 questions 

•  e.g., I have taken frequent stands in the face of strong 
opposition. (“very much like me” to “very much unlike 
me”) 

VIA Strength 
Survey for Children 

•  www.authentichappiness.org 
•  Ages 8 to 17 
•  198 questions 

•  e.g., I stick up for other kids who are being treated 
unfairly (“very much like me” to “not like me at all”) 

•  Create a screen name for student through your log-in 

VIA Youth Survey 

•  www.viacharacter.org 
•  brief version of the original VIA Strength Survey for 

Children 
•  96 items (4 items that load most strongly on each 

strength) 
•  Fewer reverse-scored items 





9/17/16, 10:04 PMAuthentic Happiness

Page 1 of 1https://www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu/questionnaires/scores/results/3237019/7207033/score

Log out

VIA Survey of Character Strengths

Here are your scores on the VIA Survey of Character Strengths. For how to interpret and use your scores, see the book Authentic
Happiness  (http://www.amazon.com/Authentic-Happiness-Psychology-Potential-Fulfillment/dp/0743222989/) .

The ranking of the strengths reflects your overall ratings of yourself on the 24 strengths in the survey, how much of each strength you
possess. Your top five are the ones to pay attention to and find ways to use more often.

Your Top Strength

Honesty, authenticity, and genuineness -
You are an honest person, not only by speaking the truth but by living your life in a genuine and authentic way. You are down to earth
and without pretense; you are a "real" person.

Your Second Strength

Bravery and valor -
You are a courageous person who does not shrink from threat, challenge, difficulty, or pain. You speak up for what is right even if there
is opposition. You act on your convictions.

Strength #3

Fairness, equity, and justice -
Treating all people fairly is one of your abiding principles. You do not let your personal feelings bias your decisions about other people.
You give everyone a chance.

Strength #4

Industry, diligence, and perseverance -
You work hard to finish what you start. No matter the project, you "get it out the door" in timely fashion. You do not get distracted
when you work, and you take satisfaction in completing tasks.

Strength #5

Judgment, critical thinking, and open-mindedness -
Thinking things through and examining them from all sides are important aspects of who you are. You do not jump to conclusions, and
you rely only on solid evidence to make your decisions. You are able to change your mind.

Show More
©2016, The Trustees of the University of Pennsylvania. All Rights Reserved.



Student Sample of Character Strengths Survey 
Results 







Positive Feelings about the Future (Meetings 8 & 9) 

• Creating a positive framework for explanation 
of current life events and expectation of future 
events 

Goal:   

• Hope  
• Write about future goals and ways to achieve 

them each night for a week 
• Optimistic Thinking   

• Make attributions of permanency to positive 
life events while viewing negative life event 
as temporary 

•  See positive situations as universal and 
negative ones as specific 

• Personalize responsibility for positive events 

Activities: 



Hope and Goal Fulfillment 

Definition 
•  Purposeful steps taken to turns beliefs into reality 

Rationale 

•  Increase self-efficacy beliefs (via mastery 
experiences) and purpose in life 

Goal 

•  Create list of large-scale goals to achieve 
•  Break goals into smaller targets 
•  Identify multiple strategies to use that week 
•  Monitor progress toward a goal with goal-

attainment scaling 







Activity: Best Possible Self in the Future 

�  I would like you to think about your life in the future.  
Take a few minutes to imagine that everything has 
gone as well as it possibly could.  You have worked 
hard and succeeded at accomplishing all of your life 
goals.  

�  Now write about what you imagined. 



Optimism 

Definition 

•  Positive and hopeful expectations in a given 
condition or in general 

Rationale 

•  Predicts better physical and mental health, better 
coping 

•  Can be taught (learned optimism) 

Goal 

•  Attribute good events to factors that are 
permanent, widespread, and internal 

•  Attribute bad events to factors that are 
temporary, specific, and external     



Good 

Good 

Good 

Bad 

Bad 

I must be a nice person 
to everyone. I helped set-
up the party 

She doesn’t know my 
phone number and 
probably hasn’t had time 
(parents’ fault!) 
I help out in the house, am 
kind to my sister, and am 
trustworthy… good child!  

I am smart in science and 
put much effort into class. 

I didn’t have enough time to  
do my best, I’ll get an A or B 
next time with more planning. 





Evaluation Process: Participants  

Roth, Suldo, & Ferron, in press 



Outcome Research: Procedures 
•  All students at partnering school completed BMSLSS  
•  Accessed 7th grade students’ (N = 298) BMSLSS data 

•  111 students identified for recruitment 
•  Parent consent forms distributed 
•  Incentives provided to facilitate return of consent forms 

Screening  
(December 2013) 

•  Recruitment process completed 
•  42 students received parental consent and provided assent to 

participate  
•  Students completed baseline measures  
•  Students randomly assigned to intervention or wait-list control 

group stratified on life satisfaction scores 

Random 
Assignment (January 

2014) 

•  10-Week PPI and 2 booster sessions implemented 
•  Students completed self-report measures 3 more times  

•  Immediate post-intervention (April) 
•  Five-week follow-up (May) 
•  Seven-week Follow-up (May) 

Intervention 
 (February to May 2014 ) 

•  Five piecewise models: 
•  Life Satisfaction 
•  Positive Affect 
• Negative Affect 
•  Internalizing Problems 
•  Externalizing Problems  

Data Analyses 

Roth, Suldo, & Ferron, in press 



Method: Measures 

Screening Phase   

Brief Multidimensional 
Students’ Life Satisfaction 
Scale (BMSLSS; Seligson 
et al., 2003) 

All Four Time Points 
(Baseline, Post-Intervention,  
Follow-up 1, Follow-up 2) 

Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale (SLSS; 
Huebner, 1991) 

Positive and Negative Affect Scale for 
Children (PANAS-C; Laurent et al., 1999) 
•  Negative affect 
•  Positive affect 

Brief Problem Monitor-Youth (BPM-Y; 
Achenbach, McConaughy et al.,  2011)  
•  Internalizing Problems composite 
•  Externalizing Problems 

composite  



Group Differences and Growth in Life Satisfaction 

Piecewise Model of Life Satisfaction  



Group Differences and Growth in Positive Affect 

Piecewise Model of Positive Affect 



Group Differences and Growth in Negative Affect 

Piecewise Model of Negative Affect 



Group Differences and Growth in Internalizing 
Problems 

Piecewise Model of Internalizing Problems 



Group Differences and Growth in Externalizing 
Problems 

Piecewise Model of Externalizing Problems 



Effect Size (d) 
Post-

Interven+on	 Follow-Up	
Global	Life	Sa+sfac+on	 0.53**	 0.27	
Posi+ve	Affect	 0.76**	 0.81**	
Nega+ve	Affect	 0.48**	 0.37*	
Internalizing	Psychopathology	 0.37*	 0.32*	
Externalizing	Psychopathology	 0.37*	 0.30	
*p	<	.10,	two-tailed.	**	p	<	.05,	two-tailed.	

Effect Sizes  
(.20 = small; .50 = medium; .80 = large) 



Group Differences in Potential Mediators of 
Change: Gratitude 

�  7-Week Follow-Up: 

Intervention 
group   

Control 
group 







Group Differences in Potential Mediators of 
Change: Hope 

�  Post-Intervention and 7-Week Follow-Up:  

Intervention 
group 

Control 
group 





Group Differences in Potential Mediators of Change: 
Parent Support 

�  5-Week Follow-Up: 

 Intervention 
group 

Control 
group  



Parental Involvement  

�  67% of parents attended psychoeducational session 
at beginning of intervention  

�  Regarding extent of weekly parental involvement in 
program-related topics and activities, parents 
received a mean score of 22.90 on a scale from 10 to 
30 (actual range = 15 to 30).   



Parent Sentiments 

�  “I appreciate being kept apprised of all activities, 
and feel it has made [my child] think about her 
own responsibility for happiness. She actually does 
seem happier! But more than that seems to realize 
that she has the power to effect change for herself.” 

� Another parent shared, “I feel my daughter…is 
benefitting from this "positive" experience. Thank 
you for including her.” 



Group Differences in Potential Mediators of Change: 
Classmate Support 

Intervention 
group 

Control 
group 



Mean Scores in Potential Mediators of Change 
Over Time  



Treatment Acceptability  

Students expressed interest in and enjoyment of intervention 
sessions 

Students enjoyed working closely with the co-facilitators and 
were grateful for the opportunity to be part of the program 

Variability in the most and least preferred activities 

Several parents commented positively about the intervention  



Summary of Key Findings 

�  The addition of the parent 
component may have more 
benefit than a solely youth-
focused PPI by significantly 
and positively impacting all 
components of SWB 

�  The impact of the PPI on 
internalizing and 
externalizing 
psychopathology symptoms 
is promising  

¡  PPI associated with sustained 
high levels of positive affect 
almost 2 months post-
intervention, but positive 
impacts on other indicators of 
SWB as well as psychopathology 
were not maintained  

¡  Impact of booster sessions is 
unclear  

Short-Term Long-Term 



Implications for Practice 

This study provides school psychologists with an additional data-
based intervention for improving students’ subjective well-being 

•  Significantly and positively impacted life satisfaction and mood in the short-term 
•  Promising trends supporting maintenance of gains (particularly in positive affect), even 

with the impending end of the school year (possible complicating factor given intensive 
testing, etc.) 

School psychologists should strive to include parents when 
implementing PPIs in the future  

Interventions with PPIs targeting youth alone may not suffice to 
significantly impact youth psychopathology  

Booster sessions may not be as beneficial as intended, but 
implementing them may still be an efficient use of time and resources 



Recommendations for Future Applications of 
Intervention with Adolescents 

Begin earlier in the school year to avoid conflicts with class 
demands and testing at the end of the school year 

Ongoing and collaborative consultation between the mental 
health staff and teachers  

Hold booster, or follow-up, meetings to review happiness-
increasing strategies and maintain boosts in SWB as needed 

Continue to regularly correspond and involve parents in the 
PPI 



Additional Resources 

�  authentichappiness.org 
�  Furlong, M. J., Gilman, R., & Huebner, E. S. (Eds.), 

Handbook of Positive Psychology in Schools (2nd ed.).  
New York: Routledge. 

�  Seligman, M. E. P. (2002). Authentic Happiness. New 
York: Simon & Shuster 

�  Lyubomirsky, S. (2008). The how of happiness: A 
new approach to getting the life you want. Penguin 
Books. 

�  Suldo, S. M. (2016). Promoting students’ happiness: 
Positive psychology prevention and intervention 
strategies in school-based practice. New York: 
Guilford (Practical Intervention in the Schools Series). 



Questions and Comments? 


