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Abstract: Positive education programs have been at the center of many studies, yet few have
assessed the occupational wellbeing of the teachers delivering them. Such programs may buffer
against teachers’ occupational stress by increasing exposure to uplifting content. This pilot study
qualitatively explores the experiences of seven teachers in the city of Dubai, United Arab Emirates
after their first semester teaching a positive education curriculum. Results showed that teachers
were enthusiastic about experiences with their students when engaging in positive education
activities, strengthening their relationships with them, and observing the positive relationships that
students formed with each other. Yet, they experienced stress and concern when students
unwittingly over-disclosed stories of adversity and felt they lacked the traming to handle such
disclosures. Although limited in sample size, this study offers early msight into the experiences of

an overlooked but critical group - teachers - in positive education.
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Research in positive education aims to promote positive outcomes, wellbeing, and strengths
m schools to supplement academic success with the healthy emotional and psychological
development of students (Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009). Positive psychology
mterventions (PPIs), the empirically validated strategies used to increase such positive mental
health and emotional outcomes, have been used m a variety of educational settings. Regional
research from a 14-week student program in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) showed
mmprovements in hedonic and eudemonic wellbeing, as well as lower levels of fear of happiness
three months post intervention, compared to a control group (Lambert, Passmore, & Joshanloo,
2019). In a control-trial study in Kuwait, Lambert, Passmore, Scull, Al Sabah, and Hussain (2019)
showed that relative to a control group, university students reported greater eudemonic wellbeing
after eight weeks, and secondary students achieved greater gains in hedonic wellbeing. Although
evidence supports that positive psychological tools benefit the recipients of programs, there 1s little
research on the experiences of teachers associated with such efforts.

Globally, almost half of teachers leave their profession within the first five years (Ingersoll
& May, 2012). They experience unique job stressors as their day-to-day expectations are
occupationally taxing in the traditional sense, as well as emotionally taxing. Occupational stressors
among teachers include balancing a heavy workload, feeling pressure to meet educational
standards, addressing and disciplining classroom behavior (Hansen & Sullivan, 2003). They report
mdividual-level stressors such as having to engage in emotionally imncongruent behaviors (e.g.,
expressing enthusiasm even when tired) and feeling low self-efficacy. Both individual- and
occupational-level demands contribute to the high emotional exhaustion and turnover rates
observed (Niring, Vlerick, & Van de Ven, 2012). Positive interventions may counteract such
effects by decreasing the frequency of negative mteractions in which teachers might feel the need to
engage in emotionally exhausting, regulatory functions (Ross et al., 2012). In the current study, we
explore the experiences of teachers i delivering a positive education program. As wellbeing m

educational mstitutions 1s now a priority for the UAE government, this 1s a timely inquiry.
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The Present Study
Participants
All 40 teachers delivering the positive education program were nvited to participate in the
focus group, out of which seven teachers (two male; five female) agreed to participate. Years of
service ranged from new staff to six years and ages ranged from 27 to 49 years. All participants
were British and Irish nationals. Year levels 8 to 12 received the program and a representative
teacher from every year participated in the qualitative focus group'.

Method

This focus group serves as part of a larger assessment of the school’s positive education
program (Lambert, Draper, Warren, Samways, & Teasel, forthcoming), which involves a year-long
weekly delivery of PPIs on topics such as gratitude, positive reminiscing, self-compassion, mental
contrasting, and acts of kindness. Other mterventions focus on the reduction of worries and self-
defeating negative beliefs. PPIs were grounded in the literature and designed to be short and easy
to follow, with few resources needed (e.g., Shankland & Rosset, 2017). At three months mnto the
program, teachers were invited to take part in a one-hour focus group, which was audio-recorded
and transcribed by the first two authors. The aim of the focus group was to gather the views of
participating teachers and make needed adjustments to their training, workload, or other aspects of
their experience. Open-ended questions included their impressions of the program to date, what
was working well, and perceived student changes. Thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2017) was
used to analyze the data, whereby frequently noted comments and perceptions were tentatively
grouped and collated mto themes with descriptions and verbatim commentary to support them.

Results
Positive Outcomes
Better relationships. The most common theme that emerged was that teachers of all grade
levels reported developing richer relationships with their students as a result of the activities.
Teachers at higher grade levels reported that even though they had known their students for
several years, they developed stronger personal connections than before which seemed to benefit
them as well as their students. The following quote provides one example:

“I feel like I've gotten to know them on a much deeper level. I've known them for two
vears and I've spent a lot of ime with them, but my understanding of them as mdividuals
has certainly developed and has taken it to a new level which I've really benefited from.”

Teachers, new and experienced, seemed to positively benefit from getting to know their students
better. Among new teachers, engaging in the positive education material led them to feel like they
could be closer to their true selves with their students. The following quote highlights this:

' To maintain the group’s anonymity, we chose not to identify the grade level of each teacher’s responses.
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“I really enjoy it. I'm brand new, I'm new to them and it’s been good for me to get to know
them, just mtially and on a personal level. Actually, it’s quite nice out of the academic
context, it puts us and them on a level playing field. Obviously, it’s nice to go over stull’
that’s not connected to the classroom, trying to get a feel for who they are personally and to
get people to talk about, well, just to talk and have no pressure of a right or wrong answer.”

Teachers also reported feeling more comfortable to express their authentic selves and felt more
understood by their students. One teacher expressed, “I counteracted [the conversation] from the
teacher’s point of view and they responded, ‘oh, I never thought of that.”” In this way, teachers
spent less time suppressing their emotions and displaying superficial positive behaviors and more
time engaging in non-academic dialogue, at least during the activities.

Positive material. A second theme that emerged was that the positive education material
itself positively impacted teachers. By discussing prompts such as “Think you know your family?,”
teachers and students reflected on weird and funny things about their famihies. When students
were reluctant to engage, teachers would often start the activity by sharing personal stories. In doing
so, teachers felt like they shared aspects of their lives and felt good about engaging in the material.
One teacher reported that although students were reluctant to start, the conversation “generated a
really nice feeling in the room.”

Even when discussions took a less positive turn, teachers found strength in reflecting on
these subjects. For example, when reflecting on the prompt “What’s the worst thing you can think
of,” students would offer responses such as “Well, I might not live until I'm 18” or “I lost a relative
recently.” Although the mitial discussion brought up discomfort, the teacher reflected, “Actually, I
could see 1t was good for me. I went through this process and thought about what 1s the worst thing
that could happen to me...and how I could handle that...how I would actually respond. It was a
really good thing and I could see the positive in it.” Thus, even though some material may have
engendered discomfort, the program encouraged participants (in this case, teachers) to utilize
positive tools they had learned to address these circumstances themselves.

Shortcomings

Lack of training. Although teachers were pleased with the benefits of the program, they also
felt as though they lacked the skills, or perhaps necessary practise to facilitate some of the activities
and discussions. During some activities, conversations on less positive topics spontaneously arose.
For instance, topics such as family or personal accomplishments sometimes triggered memories
which hardships occurred (i.e., family members passed away, students received serious medical
diagnoses, etc.). In these instances, teachers were worried about their lack of ability to adequately
address their students. The following quote displays this stressor:

“I think you need to be a trained professional and you need to have adequate training to
deal with people when they are expressing themselves at that level.””
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Many teachers shared this feeling. Their fear was that they would be letting their students down 1f
they could not properly address a concern. They wanted to be able to connect with their students
more effectively; however, they wanted additional training to know how to properly respond.

Combined with these perceptions, teachers were also unclear as to who was responsible if a
conversation took a dark turn and whether they were alone i their responsibility. This concern
extended to content arising outside of the positive education program. The following exchange
highlights teacher’s concerns about their ability to effectively support students.

“I ask them if I can collect them (booklets) and most of them are fine with 1t. I was going to
do a quick flick through them but I actually ended up reading them and the comments that
they made... in my old school we had a system, and there was a whole area for pastoral
concerns, so not necessarily the big things, but sometimes a child sard something and if
there was somewhere we could feed into, it helps to build a bigger picture, so for instance,
theyve said this to that person last week and now theyve sard this to me. I don’t know, 1
think there’s things that could be said, and I think, do I do anything with that or don’t 1°”

“I think that goes bevond the Poskd program. I think weve all got a responsibility to be
aware of that as teachers -

“_ but, how can we be aware?”

“I think perhaps we need to be careful not to confuse our duty as a teacher, yes, of course,
look out for those students and those signs and confuse that world with what they are
writing in a Poskd book. Perhaps to be conscious of that -

“So, clarity over the rules and procedures about whether we should be looking there or not
looking there would be good for everybody, I think.”

Lack of me. Another theme that emerged was the lack of time to be able to fully engage
m some of the activities. Some teachers reported that students are reluctant to begin conversations
and by the time they open up, there 1s little time left. Others shared that although there were able
to elicit conversations right away, they still ran out of time. Due to time constraints, they were
sometimes unable to revisit a conversation until another two weeks had passed. When this
occurred, they felt frustrated that they were not able to properly engage the material.
“I've found timing a constraint for us as we ve had to finish that topic and then it’s a week
or maybe we’ve not had an activity until two weeks later and we ve not revisited that and

we ve moved on.”

“It seems a shame, you're just getting into and 1t’s quite good and you enjoy it.”
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Among older students, time presented a different issue. The program replaced some of the
mdependent study time that older students used to prepare for exams and therefore, generated
resistance from these students. When the implementation of the material feels like a burden to

students, teachers do not report as many positive outcomes.

Discussion

Findings revealed that implementing positive education in the classroom allowed teachers
and students to build better relationships. This 1s aligned with Rogers’ (1959) conceptualization
that an environment of unconditional positive regard characterized by acceptance, genuineness,
and empathy can promote growth and psychological wellbeing for teachers and students.
Combined with Bandura’s (1986) theoretical framework of reciprocal determinism, it follows that
the actions of teachers in connecting with and caring for students can foster their engagement and
wellbeing, which m turn rewards teachers’ efforts to build relationships with students and increases
their wellbeing. At the same time, teachers perceived a need for more training. As schools offer
further additional professional development training, mentoring, or even coaching programs for
teachers, effectiveness in the delivery of such programs can be increased. This makes the use of
time more efficient and puts teachers at greater ease.

Based on these early results, we make two recommendations. First, to encourage teachers
to implement positive education as a new program, schools should create a psychologically safe
environment for growth as teachers do for their students. Second, administrators should regularly
communicate with teachers to evaluate their workload and make necessary adjustments,
particularly early on i the journey, so that teachers do not feel alone or overwhelmed in their
efforts. Being clearer about whether positive education lessons and student wellbeing 1s the priority
or academic performance and continued attention to the standard curriculum, could reduce any
ambivalence or mternal conflict around teachers’ time management. As student learning becomes
more productive as a result of greater teaching effectiveness and efficiency, teacher frustration and
student perceptions of burden should decrease. Soliciting solutions from teachers themselves can
empower them to take greater ownership of the program. Finally, explicit attention to improving
the wellbeing of teachers 1s increasingly becoming an avenue of interest given that greater employee
wellbeing translates into many positive system-wide outcomes (Donaldson, Lee, & Donaldson,
2019), and student outcomes of a cognitive and emotional nature (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl,

2016). Organizations may benefit from aiming their wellbeing efforts at students and teachers.

Strengths and Limitations

Although our sample size was small, our findings nevertheless make a contribution to the
literature as to date. We echo previous recommendations that more positive education scholars
should study teachers as their experiences play a large role mn the success of positive education
programs (Domitrovich et al, 2016; Hoare, Bott, & Robinson, 2017). Further, this paper makes an
mmportant contribution to the regional knowledge generation of positive education programs. This
1s particularly vital as much of the current research on positive education 1s situated in Western
countries and we know little about how these practices play out in the MENA context.
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Despite its strengths, the paper should be viewed in light of its imitations. There 1s a risk of
self-selection bias. As the sample 1s comprised of individuals who elected to participate,
participants’ experiences may be more similar than those who were not part of the focus group.
Thus, the results may not be representative of the whole. Researcher bias, participant bias, and a
desire to conform to the group may also have come mto play; yet, as the purpose of qualitative
research 1s not to generalize, but provide an understanding of subjective experiences, our results

remain insightful.

Conclusion

Whether positive education 1s truly positive is not only determined by the means (materials
and pedagogy) and ends (experiences of the students), but also the impetus (experiences of the
teachers). This study suggests that to help students flourish, schools needs to offer further and
continued support for teachers to do so themselves. We hope our findings help school
administrators and applied researchers gain insight into teacher’s experiences of delivering positive
education and develop ways to optimize its implementation by maximizing its strengths and
minimizing its shortcomings. As wellbeing efforts in education continue to flourish in the UAE and
beyond, we hope our early contributions also provide school systems in the region additional
factors to consider in improving the wellbeing of students and teachers alike.
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