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Abstract

In Hong Kong adolescent mental health is of great concern, with both the number of suicides and the suicide ideation figures
doubling in recent years. As such there is an increasing need to implement positive education programmes in schools in order to
equip students with skills to counteract mental health crises. This study evaluated a positive education (PosEd) programme for
sixth-form students attending an international school in Hong Kong. Employing a mixed methods quasi-experimental design, a
purposive sample of 102 sixth-form students was recruited for this study. Quantitative data was collected utilising three
norm-referenced questionnaires pre and post intervention, while semi-structured interviews with two focus groups (N =15)
formed the bulk of the qualitative data. Quantitative results demonstrated a slight decrease in all self-reported measures
post-intervention, which was not the desired or expected outcome. Employing the acronym EQUIP, qualitative findings provided
useful information as to possible reasons why the students felt the outcomes of the programme were not helpful, affirming or
constructive. The importance of the contribution of this research to addressing how such programmes can be tailored to more
effectively meet the needs of the students is discussed, with recommendations for future research.
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1. Introduction

Even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, youth wellbeing
was a common leitmotif internationally, with Unicef reports
indicating that one in seven adolescents experienced a mental
health disorder, including depression, anxiety and behaviour
disorders [1]. Adolescents are particularly at risk as they
navigate an increasingly demanding academic workload
while undergoing transformative biological and emotional
changes, identity consolidation, emerging sexuality and social
acceptance [2, 3]. The possibility of developing mental health

issues increases considerably in the final years of secondary
school, with the prevalence of major depression increasing
from 1.2% in 4-7 year olds to 4.6% in adolescents aged 12-17
years [4]. In Hong Kong (HK), the number of suicide events
in school students has doubled in recent years [5]. In light of
such a high prevalence of debilitating mental health disorders
including death by suicide, it is imperative to foster wellbeing
in adolescents by helping them to develop the necessary skills
to build resilience and positive mental health [6]. To this end,
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addressing calls for educational settings to adopt a more ho-
listic approach to education, many schools are looking for
new ways to support adolescent development, while preparing
youth to cope and succeed in a rapidly changing and unpre-
dictable future.

Promoting youth wellbeing has become an increasingly
popular topic in the past few decades, with research and in-
tervention programmes focusing on positive youth develop-
ment [7]; resilience [8]; moral education [9-11], growth
mindset [12], character strengths [13] and civic education [14]
to name but a few. Similarly, positive education (PosEd) in-
terventions have been developed in a number of forms. The
most salient of which appear to be those based on Seligman’s
[15] *PERMA+ model of flourishing (i.e. Positive Emotion,
Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, Accomplishment),
theoretically underpinned by positive psychology [16]. Em-
pirical evidence suggests that these programmes are effective
not only with respect to mitigating problem behaviours e.g.,
deliberate self-harm, substance abuse and violence, bullying
and school refusal, but also promoting social emotional
competence (SEC) and even enhancing academic achieve-
ment (Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional
Learning [17]. Moreover, studies have shown that this model
is pertinent to school and classroom settings [18-20].

*The ‘+’ has been included in the PERMA model as well-
being extends beyond these five elements to incorporate other
important areas such as optimism, physical activity, sleep and
nutrition [21].

1.1. Literature Review

Since the implementation of PosEd in Geelong Grammar
School (GGS) in 2008, a plethora of research has demonstrated
how this whole school approach has effectively equipped stu-
dents with positive mental health skills to foster resilience and
the ability to cope with the stresses of everyday life [22-27].
This is corroborated by international studies on PosEd pro-
grammes which have shown these interventions to be effective
in promoting overall student wellbeing [6, 28-31].

Research has also consistently shown that PosEd interven-
tions are beneficial for students’ mental health outcomes in
terms of life satisfaction and reduced anxiety [32]. That said,
there have been criticisms that Positive Psychology and PosEd
over-emphasise positivity and individualism while overlooking
moral, social and structural factors that affect an individual’s
sense of wellbeing and meaningfulness in life [11, 33-35].
Besides, many wellbeing programmes are implemented with-
out much consideration of the existing values with their con-
textual communities [27]. Some researchers argue that these
programmes are a waste of money and resources, while others
suggest that PosEd interventions may divert students’ energy
and motivation away from mainstream subjects, thus lowering
their academic achievement [18].

Moreover, despite an increase in PosEd research, assump-
tions have been made about what is best for student wellbeing

with little in the way of hearing the voices of the main
stakeholders: the students themselves. Halliday et al [36]
conducted participatory action research (PAR) to investigate
the value of involving student voices in the development and
implementation of a PosEd intervention. The researchers
concluded that student involvement improved the effective-
ness of the intervention; i.e. helped the school to better un-
derstand their students’ wellbeing, while also encouraging the
students’ ‘buy-in’ to the programme.

Similarly, researchers argue the importance of assessing
whether these interventions alter a student’s understanding of the
concept and language of wellbeing (i.e. wellbeing literacy). In an
Australian study of students across grades 5-7, Waters and Hig-
gins [32] examined whether student language and understanding
of wellbeing changed following an 8-month PosEd intervention.
Findings from thematic analysis of the data revealed that stu-
dents’ understanding of wellbeing evolved to becoming more
detailed, strength-bases, multi-dimensional and relational with
post-intervention understanding revealing considerably more
inclusion of aspects of emotional management, strengths,
self-kindness, coping and mindfulness.

Coulombe et al., [28] critically examined existing literature
on youth wellbeing and PosEd interventions in particular. The
authors identified gaps in the programming and research,
particularly a lack of consideration of cultural and ecological
contexts and proposed a more person-centred, social ecolog-
ical approach to promoting student wellbeing. The approach
which they advocate, Personal Projects Analysis, considers
the students’ ecological contexts, supporting the agency of the
students in terms of what matters for their wellbeing within
their socioecological contexts.

1.2. Theoretical Framework

Drawing upon the theoretical underpinnings from social,
behavioural and biological sciences, PosEd has an underlying
social constructivist epistemology advocating a more holistic
approach to education. Within this structure, the theoretical
framework chosen to underpin this research is Ryan & Deci’s
[37] self-determination theory (SDT). The premise being that
when basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence
and relatedness are supported, individuals are more likely to
flourish. Conversely, thwarting these needs can result in de-
motivation and decreased mental wellbeing.

1.3. Context of the Study

The Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR)
is a unique geopolitical system and although the government
is now promoting a more holistic education, including
strengthening students’ social and emotional competence
(SEC), to date there has been no explicit territory-wide policy
on how this is to be implemented. International schools in HK
generally operate independently of the local schools in terms
of curriculum development, including PosEd, and often seek
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models from other countries to address the need for positive
youth development. Such programmes need to consider the
validity and reliability of content and measures, as well as
how valuable they are to those for whom it is designed. It was
with this in mind that this research project was initiated, ad-
dressing the following research questions:

What effect does the Positively Kellett (PK) programme
have on life effectiveness skills, emotional literacy and the
resilience of sixth-form students?

What are the perceived benefits of PK for sixth-form students?

2. Methodology

Research design

Underpinned by a social constructivist framework, this
study employed a mixed methods quasi-experimental design
to investigate the psychosocial outcomes, as well as the social
validity, of the revised Positively Kellett (PK) programme for
sixth-form students.

Participants

Participants in this study were students from Year 12 and
Year 13 at Kellett School in Hong Kong (N = 102, Mage =
17.7 years, SDage = 0.73). Participants reported their gender
as female (51.8%) or male (48.2%), with 0% reporting their
gender as non-binary. For the quantitative study, only partic-
ipants who completed both surveys were included in the
sample group (N = 67).

Ethical Considerations

Participant and parental information letters were provided
to the students and their parents outlining the study. Student
assent and parental consent was sought and given for those
students who took part in the focus group interviews. Ques-
tionnaires: Full Ethical Approval was obtained from Rhodes
University to conduct this study. The approval number is
2021-5260-6387, granted for one year and extended due to the
COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent school closures.

Data Collection and Analysis

Data collection took place in September/October 2022 and
May 2023 when all students were asked to complete self-report
measures (i.e. Life Effectiveness Questionnaire, Emotional

Literacy Checklist and the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale).
Focus group semi-structured interviews were conducted in late
April/early May to fit in with the students’ curriculum and
study leave. Deidentified secondary data, in the form of an
excel sheet, was made available by Kellett School. Using sec-
ondary data has many benefits, one of which is the ability to
amass large amounts of data already collected from reliable
primary sources [38]. Student numbers replaced student names
in the spreadsheet and the excel files were imported into SPSS
for statistical analysis. Focus Group interviews were conducted
with Year 12 (3 female, 4 male) and Year 13 (4 female and 4
male) in late April/early May 2023, lasting 31 minutes and 38
minutes respectively. Quantitative data were statistically ana-
lysed using repeated measures t-tests, while thematic analysis
was used for the qualitative data.

Reflexivity

As an inter-subjective reflection, reflexivity is an important
factor in improving rigor and trustworthiness of qualitative
research. This refers to reflections on influences that may
have affected the design, collection and interpretation of the
data due to the researcher’s personal background, beliefs,
values and biases. The researcher remained cognisant of their
own opinions, preconceived ideas and assumptions as well as
recognising the role of their own reflections on the findings.
As an educator and having conducted extensive research on
the subject, the researcher attempted to bracket their own
knowledge and experience of the subject and, whilst not ever
fully possible, allowed the findings to emerge from the data.

Intervention Programme: Positively Kellett (PK)

Adapted from its original and revised form, and incorpo-
rating elements of Global Citizenship (GC), PK aims to pro-
vide students with a “Toolkit for Life”. GC education aims to
be transformative, building the knowledge, skills, values and
attitudes that students need to be able to contribute to a more
inclusive, just and peaceful world. PK has now amalgamated
with GC and is taught (to sixth-form) by one designated
teacher in weekly 45-minute lessons. Initially PK was taught
by form tutors, however for the past academic year there has
been one designated teacher for each year group to ensure
consistency (please see tables 1 and 2).

Table 1. Year 12 PK Programme.

Module Topics covered

University Introduction

Setting up LinkedIn account

Future Literac
4 Elevator pitches

Work experience reflection

What makes an effective leader

Vulnerability
Dare to Lead L
Living your Values

Trust
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Module Topics covered

Resilience

Identity, Future Selves and Goals

Habits & Habit Changing

Beliefs, Habits, Systems and Goals
Role Models

Planning and implementing new habits, systems and goals

Study Skills
Preparing for Year 12 mocks

Planning Revision
Revision Techniques

What are life’s big questions?

*Awe and Wonder

How do philosophy, science and religion help provide answers to these questions?

Why is it important to be curious and think deeply?

*this module was only introduced after the focus group interviews and survey responses.

Table 2. Year 13 PK Programme.

Module Topics covered

Exploring different university options

University prep and personal statements

Applying to UCAS and other institutions for university/college with predicted grades

Preparing personal statements

Habits, systems and goals (completion of this
module which was disrupted in Yr12)

Introduce students to:

Habits & Habit Changing
Planning and implementing new habits, systems and goals

Understanding around health related eating.

Nutrition

Make choices that fit their goals.

Creating balanced and nutritional meal plans

Managing Money

To explain what a budget is and why it is important at university

Preparing for life after school

To identify the different income and expenses that you will have at university

To research the average living costs at your university location of choice

Defining consent

Consent and the law
Consent and legal consequences

Consent and relationships

Effective communication

3. Quantitative Results

Overall, the results were unexpected and disappointing. As
evident from Figures 1-3, there were decreases in Emotional
Learning (EL) and Resilience for Year 12, although there was
a slight increase in Life Effectiveness Questionnaire (LEQ)
for this year group. Pre and post-PK scores for Year 13 re-
mained the same for Resilience and EL, with a marginal de-
crease for LEQ. The possible explanations of this will be

addressed in the qualitative findings and discussion. Please
note that the significant differences illustrated in the repeated
measures t-test may be reported as significant, but this vari-
ance is in an unexpected direction.

3.1. Results for Emotional Literacy

Repeated measures t-test results show a significant differ-
ence between the overall average total EL pre-and post-PK
scores (p = .35). There is a significant difference in the EL
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average total scores for the Year 12 (p = .03) group, whereas
there is no significant difference in the EL average total scores
for the Year 13 (p = .33) group. The differences are also in-
dicative of a significant Year-to-Year effect on the PK pro-
gramme, as shown in Figure 1.

Side by side boxplot for EL by Year
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Figure 1. Side by side boxplots showing average total pre- and post-
PK EL scores by Year.

3.2. Resilience

Overall pre-PK average total score for resilience was 64.9
and this dropped to 63.57 post-PK. Figure 2 below gives the
side by side boxplots which illustrates the pre- to post-PK
scores by year group. Repeated measures t-test shows no
significant difference in the resilience between pre-PK and
post-PK scores (p = .49).

Side by side boxplot for Resilience by Year
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Figure 2. Boxplots showing average total pre- and post-PK resili-
ence scores by Year.

3.3. Life Effectiveness

Repeated measures t-test shows no significant effect (p
=.22) on total scores for pre- and post-PK Life Effectiveness
Questionnaire (LEQ), grouped by year. Figure 3 below shows
the side by side boxplots for LEQ, illustrating a slight decline.
Additionally worth noting are the outliers in both pre- and
post- PK in Year 12 and in post-PK in Year 13.

Side by Side Boxplots for Total LEQ by Year
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Figure 3. Side by Side Boxplots for Life Effectiveness Questionnaire
by Year.

3.4. Qualitative Findings

Focus Group interviews were conducted with Year 12 (3
female, 4 male) and Year 13 (4 female and 4 male). These
semi-structured interviews lasted 38 minutes and 31 minutes
respectively. Please see appendix 1 for semi-structured inter-
view questions.

Unfortunately, the recording for the Year 12’s Focus Group
interview malfunctioned, and thus only key points were so-
licited from this interview. The Year 13 focus group
semi-structured interview was transcribed verbatim. All stu-
dents were asked to complete a post-programme survey with
similar questions to those posed in the interviews, however
the response rate was extremely poor, with only 5 students
returning the survey. These data were also included for anal-
ysis. Thematic analysis, employing the Braun & Clark [39]
six steps 1) familiarize oneself with the data, 2) generate
initial codes, 3) search for themes, 4) review themes, 5) define
and name themes and 6) produce the report, was applied.

After familiarising myself with the qualitative data, the
acronym EQUIP was constructed as a useful framework from
which to report the findings. These results are outlined under
the following groupings: Edification; (big) Questions; Uni-
versity and beyond; Inter and intra-personal skills; Peers and
perspective.

EQUIP was felt to be an apt acronym as essentially this is

203


http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/edu

Education Journal

http://lwww.sciencepg.com/journal/edu

what the PK programme aims to do: “to make ready, PRE-
PARE” the students for the future. This also fits in well with
the components of SDT theoretical framework i.e. autonomy;,
competence and relatedness. In what follows, each of the
elements of the acronym will be explored with references to
the evidence in the data.

3.5. Edification

Edification refers to the moral or intellectual instruction or
improvement of someone. If one uses a compass as a meta-
phor, edification can be seen as helping students calibrate
their compass. Attending to their ‘moral compass’ empowers
students to act authentically, with integrity and in a way that is
true to their ideal selves. In order to calibrate their compasses,
students learn to align their values, goals and actions with
over-arching ethical principles. Moral education, the process
of maintenance, development and transformation of moral
and social norms, is important to ensure the sustainability of
human morality [10], substantiating the relatedness aspect
SDT.

PK did cover some important aspects of moral elevation
such as: Living your Values, Identity, Future Selves and Goals,
Planning and Implementing new habits, systems and goals,
and Relationships and Consent. However, many felt that it
would be useful to focus more on values and morals and
readdress basic social emotional skills ( e.g. topics like sex
education and drugs) at a more appropriate level as seen be-
low:

More uncomfortable topics such as consent being brought

up slightly earlier as well as sex education being talked

about more often... to help students be more aware of
things such as unplanned pregnancy instead of simply

STDs.

I think, I think there needs to be those harder-hitting topics

to instil it in you because you can't, you can't just have one

lesson on drugs and then be like, 'Oh, yeah, | know every-
thing about drugs.'

Our modern society does not always seem to value integrity,
and our youth receive a lot of mixed messages about the merit
of having good principles. Certainly, mass and social media
shows more than enough adults acting unethically for our
youth to believe that ethics and morals are not that important.
There are many adolescents who want to do good deeds, but
perhaps struggle to find the courage to “do the right thing” at
times. Whilst it is not entirely the responsibility of schools to
instil these ethical and moral values, schools are well placed
to support this edification.

‘[ think the whole thing about Positively Kellett that they

kind of say is forming these healthy relationships, and like

helping out your fellow man. Something like that. But we
like, that isn't the message they try and instil. Since like,

COVID did start, we've not really looked outside very much

because we've been focused on ourselves.’

When asked what they felt the purpose of PK was, the re-

sponses suggested that it was more of a ‘time away from the
typical curriculum to explore more relevant topics in the
world’, where they were able to have ‘open discussions to
hear other students’ points of view’. There were aspects of the
modified PK and GC curriculum that the students found
beneficial, particularly the preparation for university which
will be discussed further in the next section.

... we used to have a thing called Global Citizenship, which

kind of gave us a broader outlook on life, in general, or in

our outlook, our future. For what we could do. And so

Positively Kellett, | guess, provides us with options or

skills.

However, for many students, they felt that lessons would be
improved if information covered was “more similar to critical
perspectives where different unique views are presented and
helpful information is presented”. Students mentioned that
they would enjoy having discussions around life’s ‘big ques-
tions’ and suggested that perhaps “other adults coming in to
discuss topics that are beyond the realm of the teachers”
would be beneficial.

3.6. Questions (Big)

Humans have grappled with ‘big’ questions since time
immemorial. They are often questions that require us to look
deeply within and outside of ourselves for answers. Although
often there are no right or wrong answers, these questions help
us to make sense of our time here, while also informing the
way we choose to behave and live. Discussing life’s big
questions provides a foundation for the students’ own lives, it
grounds their thinking, steering them towards making deci-
sions towards the kind of lives that they would like to have.
These big questions guide students to living a life of purpose,
with an awareness and appreciation that they are not isolated
beings but are interconnected with other humans and the
more-than-human world. Tackling these big questions about
humanity, our world and our universe, forces us to address
social issues such as racism, gender inequality, poverty, cli-
mate crisis and sustainable development to name but a few.

When students have the chance to offer their views, they
have much to teach us all [40]. Moreover, the benefits of these
conversations for students are enormous. Firstly, they feel
heard. They learn that adults do not always have the answers
and that is it okay to disagree. There is an expectation that
students provide evidence for their opinions which develops
reasoning skills and critical thinking [41]. Addressing aspects
of SDT, students start to feel more autonomous and competent
in their own ability to tackle these big questions. They also
hear and learn the perspectives of others and come to realise
that their views are of value too.

This aspect of PK was appreciated by the students and in-
deed, for many, this was what they understood/assumed the
purpose of PK to be:

‘I think, I think even just like five minutes to discuss current

affairs before a lesson, because that could, | don't know,
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spark an interest or make someone angry at something.

And then they themselves will have that passion to look into

it.

When asked what they would like to address in these les-
sons, most students replied that they would enjoy addressing
these big questions and social issues:

Big questions — address social issues e.g. racism, anorexia,

mental health.

poverty and wealth inequality.

trans rights and what they feel like, cos | know there's like a

lot of debates and issues around sport, and what's going on

there.

I think gender inequality or poverty is a good one.

Much of the discussion centred around the structure of the
lessons as well as the content. As one student suggested:

It doesn't have to be a whole lesson, but you talk about

something going on in the world, and that you get some

truth.

Another student mentioned that it would be interesting to
have some discussion about current politics:

...we're reaching the sort of age where we have like, voting

rights, and things like that. And like people have opinions.

But I don't know, it'd be interesting to see, like, sort of an

all-round view of like, different people's perspective, |

think.'

Several students mentioned how interesting it would be to
hear the opinions of their colleagues, and how much more
they enjoyed the discussion lessons where they hear the input
of others as opposed to the presentations given by teachers
(we will delve into more thoroughly into this aspect under the
peers and perspectives section).

3.7. University and Beyond

Accepting the primacy of home and family, school expe-
riences have the potential to be key developmental contexts in
the lives of young people, to prepare adolescents to cope and
succeed in a rapidly changing and unpredictable future [42]
and to help students feel competent in addressing the chal-
lenges of this phase of their lives. Programmes like PK are
well placed to provide this functional knowledge to students.
And indeed for many students, they appreciated the modules
that focused on the information about going to university, life
at university and how it differs from high school.

... like living in university rather than just like, what you

want to do at university. So like budgeting, and like, | guess

nutrition kind of falls into that too. And also making friends
at university.

...material that will help the transition to university i.e.

budgeting, living independently.

Educator, A.J. Juliani states: “Our job is not to prepare
students for something. Our job is to help students prepare
themselves for anything.” For many students, there was a real
concern of what they will be doing post-university and stu-
dents felt woefully unprepared for what comes after univer-

sity.

I think it was very uni-focus, which obviously, is very im-

portant... I do personally wish it would branch off a bit

more.

We haven't really done much about post-uni actually, which

is, | think, what I'm more stressed about. | have no idea

what | want to do.

Both Year 12 and Year 13 students spoke about getting
more advice/information on “post-uni” aspects such as fi-
nancial advice on investments, saving and managing finances,
taxes, interview skills, understanding the norms, laws and
consequences from countries where they will be attending
university as the following statements suggest:

Learning about tax and life after university.

Jobs — the negatives as well as the positives.

Understanding the norms, laws and consequences from
countries to which they will go to university.

How to ace an interview.

What was particularly interesting was how the budgeting
module gave the students pause for thought and many of them
mentioned how this aspect of the course made them aware of
their privilege.

... I just feel like learning about the finance on the other

side, kind of helped me realize my privilege here as well.

3.8. Inter - and Intrapersonal Development

In the past two decades positive psychology coaches and
researchers have suggested that providing students with a
greater understanding of themselves including the influence
of their character strengths, values, priorities, friendships and
relationships with others, is more likely to foster the growth
and development of intrapersonal and interpersonal skills than
more traditional teaching methods [15, 16]. These skills are
especially important for adolescents who are having to navi-
gate an increasingly demanding academic workload while
also undergoing transformative biological and emotional
changes [43]. Specifically, research has demonstrated that
positive education programmes such as PK, can support inter-
and intrapersonal development [44-48].

Interestingly, Year 13 students felt that, at this stage of their
school career, they had developed these social emotional
skills through life experiences, sport and school interactions
and did not necessarily require social emotional learning in
the PK curriculum.

To be honest, because now that we've matured, we're ... not

know-it-all, but we have learned our own ways, and obvi-

ously, we can obviously learn more. We can... We are han-
dling the best we can.

The Year 13 students felt that rather than focus on mind-
fulness and having a positive mindset, it would be useful to
develop strategies in dealing a negative mindset, dealing with
stress, anxiety and depression. Students expressed an interest
in discussing and learning more about mental health (if exe-
cuted professionally).
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Like negative mindset, depression, anxiety, stress. How to
deal with all those.
They do a lot of mindfulness in the younger years. And they
also talk about, like, having a positive mindset, right? But
they don't necessarily talk about, 'Okay, how to stop having
this negative mindset,' or "How to get out of the negative
mindset.' They just say how to prevent it. And once you're in
it, you're like, ‘Okay, now, I don't have the tools.’

As with all qualitative research, there are individual dif-
ferences in opinion and for many respondents topics on
leadership and habits were of no use or interest. However,
quite a few students in both year groups, did benefit as seen by
these comments:

I have found a lot of use in some of the things we have been

taught, for example the leadership skills and changing

habits.

The habit forming activities we did have been particularly

useful and have improved my life.

...taught us these skills for the future, but I'm sure all of us

have used the skill in the past year that we would have

picked up, like the habits.

3.9. Peers and Perspectives

Ryan & Deci’s SDT propounds relatedness as a basic
psychological need. Relationships with their peers are par-
ticularly important for young people as they navigate the
uncertainties of adolescence. For the most part, whilst these
are positive relationships, adolescents are prone to peer
pressure which could have a negative influence. Positive
social relationships with peers have the ability to strengthen
and support an adolescent’s development and understanding
of self [49, 50]. At times the desire to fit in becomes more
important than ‘doing the right thing.” Indeed, adolescents
make tough decisions every day, and peer pressure often
makes it more difficult for them to choose the right path or
make the right decisions. This was alluded to particularly with
regard to drugs:

I remember doing peer pressure one year, which was good.'

“Yeah, drugs and peer pressure were intertwined...

Research suggest that school can empower students by
using methods that increase their autonomy and responsibility,
offering students a more equal relationship and including their
voices in governance and teaching [4]. When students are
active in shaping their lessons, they are more likely to par-
ticipate, have challenging and open discussions and express
opposing viewpoints [51].

Students from both Focus Groups mention that having open
discussions with their peers not only provided them all an
opportunity to speak, many of them felt that they were able to
do so without judgement:

Being able to talk and not being judged.

You can't really be dominant. ... Even if you're a shy per-

son, who sits at the back of the class, you can always have

an opinion.

Many students found the openness of the discussions re-
assuring realising that others were feeling as stressed and
anxious as they were:

.. openness of the discussions has reassured me because |

felt quite stressed and anxious about starting uni. But when

you have these open discussions, and you realize that other
people were sort of feeling the same way, it's definitely re-
assuring.

Studies suggest that schools should offer opportunities for
students to direct their own learning rather than presenting
teacher-led instruction [52, 26] There was a general consensus
that altering the structure of the PK programme and having it
more student-led would be more beneficial to the students as
they felt that they would learn more from their peers than
teachers, particularly when addressing a topic that a student
was passionate about. The idea being that teachers would
facilitate rather than merely present material to the students
and that teachers would have different topics on offer, so that
the students could select which would be of interest to them
(granted this may not be possible due to timetable con-
straints).

More interactive with peers presenting material on subjects
they are passionate about — this will allow students to under-
stand the perspectives of others.

I think one way that they could do it was present or arrange,
and also give the option to, if you already have a passion
for one, research yourself and present it, because to see a
teacher get up and talk about racism, | don't know, | feel
like one of my best friends if he got up and then [inaudible]
evoked like significant emotion about something, | would
feel more connected to it. If it was my peer talking about
racism or gender inequality, than if it was a teacher ...

3.10. Perspective

As Barrack Obama once said: “Learning to stand in
somebody else’s shoes, to see through their eyes, that’s how
peace begins. And it is up to you to make that happen. Em-
pathy is a quality of character that can change the world.”
Perspective taking is the cognitive side of empathy. It refers
to a person's ability to consider a situation from a different
point of view, to consider other beliefs and experiences. It
requires you to put yourself in the other person's position and
imagine what you would feel, think, or do if you were in that
situation. In our increasingly global world, understanding
the perspectives of others helps to reduce bias, judgement
and conflict.

How we see things around us depends on our own experi-
ence, schematic knowledge, culture, society and background.
The way we are brought up shapes our perspective on things,
unless we change it. PK has the potential to promote intel-
lectual flexibility, to listen to (and hear) the perspectives of
others. For many of the students, the open discussions were
valuable in appreciating the points of view of their peers.

...the open discussion thing was a lot. Because we haven't
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done it in previous years. But this year, | mean, almost half
of the lesson, it was just going back and forth between each
other. And | think that just gave me... It just let me be more
open to different point of views. Let me learn from other
people rather than just a teacher. Yeah, just opened up my
mind a little bit more.

So like it'd be interesting to hear people's opinions. Like |
enjoy the discussion lessons where we like hear everyone's
input rather than the presentations, and that feels more like
relaxed and just like...'

4. Discussion

Without a doubt, COVID-19 (and the 2019 protests before
that) altered the whole landscape for PK and thus caution
should be taken when interpreting the findings of this research.
It is with this in mind that my suggestion would be to focus
more on the qualitative findings that the quantitative results. It
is worth noting that in this study, qualitative data were col-
lected to understand what PK meant for the learners and the
value that they perceived from participating in the programme.
The intention was not to prove or disprove the efficacy of PK.
The addition of qualitative data was therefore useful to gain
more nuanced views which would lead to deepening the
meanings attached in such difficult-to-measure constructs as
life effectiveness, resilience and emotional literacy.

Adults do not always have adequate insight into the lives
of young people, often making assumptions and decisions
about what is best for student wellbeing without input from
the students themselves [36]. As the main stakeholders of PK,
it is imperative that student voices are heard. When students
have the chance to offer their views, they have much to teach
us all. As we have seen from the qualitative findings, stu-
dents have found that the open discussions are possibly the
most useful way of accessing and digesting the content of the
PK programme. It is imperative that, in order for students to
be intrinsically motivated to participate, they feel a sense of
autonomy, relatedness and competence [37] which in turn
improves the effectiveness and efficacy of the programme
[27].

5. Limitations

This research was undertaken in a real-world setting and as
such, we were unable to control mitigating circumstances
such as the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on school
closures in HK. Moreover, the intervention took place within
a specific school context and may not be generalisable to
other schools, cultures and year levels. Participants were
asked the same question at two points in time and we cannot
be sure that changes are real or due to repeated testing.
Self-report measures could be unreliable as these measures
are perhaps not able to measure concepts that require a certain
degree of self-awareness to provide more accurate answers;

thus the reader is encouraged to consider these factors when
interpreting the data [53]. This research does not consider the
possibility of sleeper effects (i.e. beneficial effects that show
up later in early adulthood). Whether these quantitative
measures adequately assess students’ wellbeing remains un-
certain, future research could consider other measures related
to students’ subjective wellbeing. Assessment could be con-
ducted following a longer period of PK implementation to
ensure substantial data analysis. Including other stakeholders
(e.g. parents and teachers) would be beneficial to under-
standing the effectiveness of the programme. Despite the
above, this study has contributed to the body of knowledge,
with the qualitative component adding valuable insight into
the perceived benefits of the PK programme for sixth-form
students.

6. Conclusion

Youth wellbeing is a pressing international concern and,
considering the amount of time spent in educational settings,
the effect that schools have on student wellbeing is irrefutable.
Given the rapid advances in technology and social media in
today’s globalised world, we cannot deny that the nature of
the life experiences that young people are encountering has
changed considerably in recent decades. Education systems
need to seek new paradigms, policies and processes to prepare
today’s youth to flourish within this unpredictable future.
Educating happy, healthy learners for life and ensuring that
each one reaches their full potential is the ultimate goal not
only of schools, but also of society.

Research has illustrated that students benefit from fostering
wellbeing in schools. In order to encompass the desires and
diverse needs of students, future PosEd programmes should
be developed in conjunction with the youth, concentrating on
the experiences of the students within their particular contexts.
Moreover, bearing in mind that most PosEd programmes are
based on Western positive psychology, where the emphasis is
primarily on individual development, cultural considerations
need to be taken into account as collectivist societies may
differ in their focus [28].

What we do today matters for the world our youth will
enter tomorrow. Schools are well placed to assist students in
calibrating their compasses to live a flourishing life, true to
their values, goals and ethical principles. As such, it is im-
perative that educators find empirically validated and theo-
retically sound methods to promote students’ health and
wellbeing [20].
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Appendix

Discussions were loosely based on the following questions:

1.

Did the programme meet your expectations? If so,
why/why not?

. Which elements of the PK programme did you enjoy the

most?

. What, if anything, did you dislike about the programme?

. What other topics would you like to see included in the
programme?
. What personal benefits do you see this programme

having on you?

. Do you have any suggestions on how to improve the

programme?

. Any other suggestions or feedback you would like to

share?

. Could you tell me three things that you wish you had

been taught at school?
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