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This article describes an exploratory project in which a range of 
strategies taken from positive psychology were introduced in a 
university English language centre in order to enhance the wellbeing 
and happiness of staff and students. A brief overview is provided of the 
current scholarly landscape of positive psychology in English language 
teaching and then useful insights emerging from implementation of 
the project are discussed. Suggestions are made both for replication of 
the project in other centres and for further research and development 
in this area. 

Introduction

The notions of wellbeing and happiness are receiving increasing attention in academic 
and non-academic fields. In the UAE, the idea of happiness as a societal goal has 
been adopted with enthusiasm, as demonstrated by the creation of a Ministry of 
Happiness and the re-conceptualising of government customer service centres as 

‘happiness’ centres. The notion was further applied to the field of education at the 
global forum of the Observatory on Borderless Higher Education (OBHE) which 
met in Dubai in 2018, and where discussions were focused around wellbeing both 
as a criterion and as an indicator of student success. During the forum, academics 
and education administrators described the approaches taken to adopting positive 
psychology in various countries and institutions, based on a growing body of empirical 
investigation and theory building in the field. It was the discussions in this forum that 
prompted the project described in this article which explored the question of how 
techniques and strategies from positive psychology could be applied in an English 
language centre. MacIntyre and Mercer (2014) describe positive psychology as the 
study of wellbeing, or, drawing on Seligman (2001, 2011), ‘how people thrive and 
flourish’ (MacIntyre & Mercer, 2014, p. 154). The project, therefore, was aimed at 
finding practical ways to enhance and ensure the wellbeing, happiness and positive 
learning experiences of students of English language at an Australian university in 
the UAE.  The project grew from a commitment to continuous program improvement 



Volume 36 No 26 English Australia Journal

and the desire to build on a perceived strength of the centre, suggested in student 
feedback, as a place where students feel cared for and appreciated as individuals.

A description of the project begins below with a brief overview of the current 
theoretical and empirical landscape of positive psychology as it pertains to English 
language teaching. The planning and implementation of the project is described next.  
This is followed with some emergent insights on issues related to the implementation 
process and to the wellbeing and happiness of the students involved. Finally 
the conclusion contains recommendations for replication of the project, further 
development in this area and potential topics for ongoing research.

Positive psychology in English language teaching

It has been suggested that positive psychology in English language teaching is a 
progression from earlier humanistic approaches (MacIntyre & Mercer, 2014) and 
theories of learning and acquisition which highlight the roles of affect and emotion 
as potential motivators or barriers to learning, or focus on individual learner 
characteristics (cf. Krashen, 1981; Stevick, 1990). While it seems to be common sense 
that everyone wants their students to feel happy and be well, positive psychology 
puts an emphasis on an empirical approach, as a result of which there is now an 
emerging body of work which includes theory building and empirical investigation 
into the effects of different interventions on students' emotions and learning 
outcomes. Fredrickson's broaden-and-build theory, for example, has been particularly 
influential (Fredrickson, 2001, 2003). According to Fredrickson’s theory, positive 
emotions are brief and momentary in nature, involving multiple components of the 
mind-body system but they result in a broadened field of attention and thought-
action repertoires (Cohn et al., 2009; Fredrickson, 2001, 2003). In the case of English 
language learners, this could mean that experiencing positive emotions in the course 
of learning may make them both more aware of and more motivated to engage in 
opportunities to practise their English skills, to acquire new language and to develop 
their ‘vantage’ resources, including social resources, which contribute to achieving 
positive learning outcomes (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2018).   

Possibly the best known model of wellbeing is Seligman’s PERMA model (Seligman, 
2011), which Helgesen (2016) refers to as ‘wellbeing 2.0’ (p. 305). PERMA is an 
acronym for five measurable elements or pathways that correlate with, or contribute 
to, subjective wellbeing (Seligman, 2018). Positive emotion (P) is the first of these with 
the others being engagement (E), relationships (R), meaning (M), and achievement 
(A). Seligman (2018) describes the PERMA model as a ‘theory of the building blocks 
of wellbeing’ (p. 334) around which interventions can be constructed with the aim 
of enhancing each element and thereby increasing happiness. Tools which have been 
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created around the PERMA model include the PERMA-Profiler (Butler & Kern, 2016) 
and the adapted version of this, called the Workplace PERMA-Profiler. This instrument, 
which was developed over 11 studies involving nearly 40,000 respondents, assesses 
wellbeing over the five PERMA dimensions. While not specific to English language 
learning or education generally, PERMA was the model used in many of the initiatives 
described at the OBHE Global Forum 2018, which related directly to applications in 
education, including English language teaching.

An alternative framework to PERMA is offered by Oxford (2016) in which the acronym 
EMPATHICS is used to list various dimensions of wellbeing in language learning. 
According to Oxford, these are emotion and empathy (E), meaning and motivation 
(M), perseverance (P), agency and autonomy (A), time (T), hardiness and habits of 
mind (H), intelligences (I), character strengths (C), and self factors (S). 

Oxford's model is based on research over a number of years using PERMA and finding 
it less than fully satisfactory to describe the analysis of language learner narratives. 
In particular, Oxford is critical of the issue of overlap between PERMA elements; 
however, EMPATHICS also suffers from issues of delineation between dimensions. The 
combinations of 'hardiness' with 'habits of mind' in dimension six (H), for example, 
seems an uncomfortable juxtaposition. While both of these characteristics, plus 
others such as perseverance, resilience, and so on, in the third dimension (P), could 
also be considered to be 'character strengths' which come under dimension eight (C).

The main focus of practitioners in English language teaching has been to find or create 
interventions to increase the positive emotions of learners. This can be linked to 
prior work into motivation, for example, in which strategies such as goal setting and 
achievement have been found to increase student self-confidence, self-efficacy, and 
intrinsic interest in language learning (Dörnyei, 1994) as well as subjective wellbeing 
(MacLeod et al., 2008).  Teacher care has also been related to student happiness 
(Noddings, 2003) and the caring technique of ‘stroking’ (acknowledging and making 
individuals feel valued through actions such as naming, smiling, involving them in 
activities) has been found to increase class attendance and learning achievements 
(Rajabnejad et al., 2017).  In learners of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in Iran, 
teacher stroke was found to correlate with student perceptions of teacher credibility 
and effectiveness (Pishghadam & Karami, 2017).  

While the experience of positive emotions might be assumed to preclude the 
existence of negative emotions, the relationship has in fact been found to be 
more complex. For example, Cohn et al. (2009) found that while greater resilience 
correlates with positive emotions, lower resilience did not correlate with negative 
emotions. The emotions of foreign language enjoyment (FLE) and foreign language 
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classroom anxiety (FLCA) were investigated by Dewaele and MacIntyre (2016) with 
the interesting finding that both FLE and FLCA can be simultaneously present. They 
also note that FLCA is not always detrimental to successful learning. This suggests 
that an optimal balance of FLE and FLCA may contribute to helping learners to achieve 
a state of ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008). According to Csikszentmihalyi, enjoyment 
is an important element in the notion of flow, a state in which the participant in an 
activity feels challenged but not overwhelmed. When applied to language learning 
and the structure of lessons and courses, this brings to mind Vygotsky’s Zone of 
Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1986) and suggests the need to ensure that 
students experience sufficient challenge, combined with a sense of achievement 
and enjoyment in order to enhance their learning.

Focusing on classroom interventions, Gregerson et al. (2016) trialled six positive 
psychology exercises (PPEs) which were found to increase the self-ratings of positive 
emotions and also the social engagement within the context of a peer-mentoring 
program. Some of these, such as laughter (LoSchiavo & Shatz, 2005), listening to 
music (Murphey, 2014; Peterson, 2006), expressing gratitude (Emmons & Shelton, 
2002), and engaging in altruism (Batson et al., 2002) can be introduced into an 
English language centre environment quite easily. Others, such as exercise (Argyle, 
2001) and interaction with animals (Chernetsky et al., 2004), however, are more 
challenging. Fresacher (2016) also offers several useful ideas, including expressions of 
gratitude, positivity portfolios, and meditation. Drawing on various sources, Helgesen 
(2016) proposes practical exercises such as making and discussing a gratitude 
list, complimenting other students, talking about and giving advice on health and 
wellbeing, identifying and listing good experiences, and talking about the positive 
characteristics of family members, friends and self.

For the purposes of the project described here, then, a number of potential 
interventions have been suggested by the literature and two main models have been 
proposed. In this case, the PERMA model was chosen rather than the EMPATHICS 
model, mainly because the former was intended to be used as a design for 
interventions (Seligman, 2011, 2018) and has wider applications outside of language 
teaching and learning. The next section will now describe the project itself.

The PERMA project 

Context of the project

The project described here took place in the English language centre of an Australian 
university in the UAE. The centre has been in operation for 26 years and delivers 
public courses in General English, and courses in English for General Academic 
Purposes (EGAP) to both undergraduate and postgraduate students at the university. 
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The students vary in age range and nationality although the majority are between 18 
and 30. The centre also has a large English language testing operation, running IELTS 
and OET exams for up to 10,000 candidates per year. The teaching staff consists of 
three full-time English language instructors and an additional 18 adjunct instructors, 
many of whom have been with the centre for a number of years. Similarly, the team 
of nine full-time administrators is augmented by casual, but long-term staff.

Although the focus of this article is the application of the PERMA model to the 
English Language Centre, the project took place in the context of several staff and 
student wellbeing initiatives within the university based on best practices in Human 
Resource management and Student Services. These included new staff performance 
evaluation processes aligned with a set of explicit organisational values and a range 
of awards catering to different sectors of the workforce. An annual calendar of highly 
inclusive social events and activities was designed to develop workplace relationships 
and was complemented by a series of health-related events. In the Student Services 
department, a Happiness Centre was set up and a Happiness Carnival was scheduled. 
A Wheel of Wellbeing was prominently displayed in the Student Services area of 
campus and related activities have included sessions on mindfulness and laughter 
yoga. However, the English language centre was the first, and so far only, academic 
department to attempt to frame student and staff wellbeing interventions within 
the PERMA model. 

PERMA in the English Language Centre

A holistic approach was taken to integrating PERMA into the activities of the English 
Language Centre. While the main focus was on enhancing the student experience, 
the wellbeing of teaching staff was also considered of fundamental importance. 
Therefore, as well as the initiatives described above that involved the whole university, 
the Workplace PERMA-Profiler (Butler & Kern, 2016) was used with teachers both as 
a means of establishing a wellbeing baseline and as a tool to facilitate meaningful 
discussions during annual performance reviews. An additional innovation was the 
use of an approach to meetings that was based on a coaching model and comprises 
a four-stage approach using the slogan ‘Let’s CHAT!’ The CHAT acronym stands 
for: communication (C), in which information necessary for the running of the 
organisation is transmitted; help (H), in which assistance, collaboration or input 
is explicitly requested and/or offered; appreciation (A), where achievements are 
acknowledged and colleagues are thanked for their efforts and contributions; 
and, take action (T), which involves putting into place action plans and timelines 
(McDermott & Neault, 2011).  

With respect to the students, the focus of the project involved both classroom 
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practices and the student experience within the language centre overall. There were 
four stages to the project, which are illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Project stages

The first stage involved a meeting of all staff in which the PERMA model was 
introduced. This was followed by a brainstorming session in which questions, 
comments and suggestions were elicited for each of the elements. After this was a 
planning stage in which particular techniques, activities and materials were selected 
to use with students with the objective of enhancing the students’ experience in 
each of the PERMA elements. These were implemented over the course of a teaching 
semester of 12 weeks and then a qualitative evaluation took place at the end of this 
time. Feedback was sought through focus groups with students and teachers and a 
review of students’ learning journals. 

It should be noted that as an exploratory project, which was not conceived as a 
study, the evaluation was not designed as or intended to be a rigorous empirical 
assessment but rather information gathering as a means to gauge the response 
of students and staff and inform future directions.  For ethical purposes, however, 
consent was sought from those who contributed data to use it for development 
and for potential publication. The data gathered was anonymised and aggregated 
where possible with ownership of the data (learning journals and wellbeing profiles) 
retained by the participating staff and students (Miles et al., 2014; Patton, 2015). 
Risk of harm from the interventions or dissemination of the emerging data was 
considered minimal (Diener & Crandall, 1978; Green & Thorogood, 2004), while the 
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project was considered worthy and implemented with the intent to bring advantage 
to the participants (Flick, 2008; Miles et al., 2014).  

Brainstorming responses and discussions

The English Language Centre instructors brainstormed around each of the five PERMA 
elements (Seligman, 2011) and came up with several suggestions for implementation. 
Key among these were the integration of personal goal setting and reflection into 
the curriculum, opportunities for students to develop relationships, and recognition 
of student achievements.

Drawing on work demonstrating the positive effects of goal setting and a sense of 
accomplishment (Dörnyei, 1994; MacLeod et al., 2008; Seligman, 2011), personal 
goal setting and reflection were proposed as tools through which to increase 
student subjective wellbeing in four of the PERMA elements: positive emotions (P), 
engagement (E), meaning (M) and achievement (A). In terms of positive emotions 
and achievement, students can recognise their own learning progress when they are 
able to acknowledge the achievement of the goals they set (A). Allowing students 
to set their own goals is a way of personalising the learning experience for them, 
making it more meaningful (M) and increasing the potential for engagement (E). 

Discussions around the PERMA element of relationships (R) featured three key 
questions: 

• How can we help students to build relationships with other students?

• How can we improve the relationships and communications between students 
and staff?

• How can we help students to feel part of a community?

In response to these questions, it was suggested that the number of social activities 
for students should be increased and that the students themselves should be 
consulted and given the opportunity to take ownership of these. A change to the 
schedule of the English language classes was also proposed so that the breaks would 
coincide with those of the university classes, enabling language students to mix with 
other students.

In order to better acknowledge student achievements (A), a showcase event at the 
end of the semester was proposed.  Other suggestions included a projects gallery 
displaying student work, and certificates and badges (including reading badges, for 
example). It was also recommended that the potential to include service learning 
projects in the curriculum should be explored as a way of enhancing the relevance 
and meaningfulness of the courses (M). 
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Drawing on the wider literature and documented successful interventions in English 
language teaching, further discussions were initiated around gratitude and teacher 
care, with stroking techniques, error treatment and methods of feedback in general 
being considered for future attention. Feedback and error treatment is, of course, 
an area of considerable debate and extensive research which is beyond the scope 
of the present article.  At the time of the brainstorming session, however, the main 
suggestions were that feedback should be specific and transparent, that it should 
not just focus on errors and that it should include praise, as a way to deliver a stroke 
and to inculcate a sense of accomplishment (A). 

Implementation, exploration and research into these proposed interventions and 
their effects on student wellbeing are still ongoing; however, a number of initiatives 
have been implemented and these will now be discussed.

Implementation 

Several of the suggestions that were considered key to improving the students’ 
experience in Seligman’s PERMA dimensions (Seligman, 2011) were implemented 
during the following semester. These included specific initiatives designed to enhance 
opportunities for relationship building (R), to acknowledge student achievements 
(A), and to increase student engagement with the curriculum (E) by making it more 
meaningful in their lives (M). A further initiative, the introduction of a student 
reflective journal, addressed several of the PERMA elements while also providing a 
means of communication between students and teachers.

In order to facilitate relationship building (R), the class schedule was changed so 
that English language students were able to participate in more university events. A 
schedule of social events specific to the English language students was also designed 
in consultation with them. These included bowling, paintball and various food-related 
activities. To highlight student achievements (A), an end-of-semester showcase was 
also held where students’ work was displayed and various certificates and prizes 
were awarded. The curriculum was related more to students’ outside lives through 
the introduction of regular field trips which were linked to student projects (E, M).

A reflective journal was designed and introduced which was fundamental to the 
project. The journal gives students the opportunity and guidance to set learning goals 
for themselves, to express gratitude, and to reflect on their learning achievements 
(Castellanos, 2008; Hiemstra, 2001). It also provides a way for them to explore their 
emotions around their language learning experiences and to interact with their 
instructor, to the extent that they want to, through the medium of the journal. A 
page from the prototype journal is shown in Figure 2. However, development and 
refinement of the design continues in order to make this as meaningful as possible 
without being too onerous or demanding in language skills.
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Figure 2. Page from student reflective journal

The final stage of implementation was a review of the project which was carried out 
through focus groups with both staff and students and feedback gleaned from the 
student journals. The insights that emerged will now be discussed.

Insights gained from the project

Although this project was not designed as an empirical investigation, several themes 
and issues emerged over its course and during the review, which offered insights 
into the affective environment of the Centre. 

With respect to staff, the results of the Workplace PERMA-Profiler (Butler & Kern, 
2016) are given in Figure 3. Overall, the wellbeing of our staff appeared to be good 
and ‘Relationships’ were an area of particular strength. Informal feedback suggested 
that the Profiler was found to be a useful tool in making decisions and setting career 
and professional priorities. 
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Figure 3. Composite Workplace PERMA-Profile of staff

In the case of the students, the reflective journals were primarily for their own 
use.  Their completion was an optional activity and they were submitted to their 
instructors voluntarily. It seemed that the journals were useful in helping the students 
to identify and communicate the anxiety that some of them experienced around 
the specific activities of exams and tests, pronouncing new words and essay writing. 
This knowledge will enable the design of support and interventions related to these 
activities. Consistent with the findings of Dewaele and MacIntyre (2016), interactions 
with the instructor appeared to strongly influence the students’ self-confidence and 
willingness to take risks.   

A further observation with respect to the students was that talking to them directly, 
obtaining specific feedback from them, and involving them in planning was highly 
important. For example, it was found that social events needed to be targeted and 
that a particular group of students considered that building relationships, or social 
resources, within the class was more important than socialising outside class. It could 
be speculated that in-class social relations were considered more advantageous 
resources to the students in pursuing their goal of language learning (Fredrickson 
& Joiner, 2018).

A key issue affecting both students and staff that emerged with respect to the project 
implementation itself was that both teacher and learner training needs to be included. 
A revised implementation model is therefore suggested in the conclusion along with 
other areas for development and for further research.
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Conclusion

The project described here was an exploration of positive psychology in the context of 
an English language centre. A growing body of literature in this field offers theoretical 
underpinning, and tested interventions inform evidence-based practice with respect 
to English language teaching. Although the project was not intended as an empirical 
investigation, a number of insights emerged from its implementation which may 
serve to inform future research in this area. 

Overall the strategies suggested by the literature, along with initiatives emerging 
from a brainstorming session, were found to be relatively easy to implement and 
were positively viewed by students and teachers. Drawing on the experience of 
carrying out the project and on the insights which emerged, suggested areas for 
further investigation include the following:

1. The development of specific indicators and measurements of English language 
student wellbeing. 

2. The development of methods to analyse cause and effect relationships between 
particular PERMA elements and language learning outcomes.

3. The effects of positive psychology interventions on student anxiety, particularly 
student anxiety related to specific language or learner tasks.

4. Further analysis of English language teacher–student interactions with respect 
to student confidence and risk-taking.

5. A study of approaches to teacher caring in the Centre and their effects on 
student wellbeing.

Finally, teacher and learner training was identified to be lacking in the project 
implementation. Particular areas of need included further teacher training in the 
positive psychology theory underpinning the approach and in implementing particular 
related learning activities, such as use of journals with students. Providing students 
with an introduction to positive psychology would also have been useful as well as 
instruction in particular tasks such as goal setting. Therefore, for future replication 
of the project, a revised model including this as a stage is recommended, as shown 
in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Revised implementation model

In conclusion, then, the project described here demonstrates the potential for 
positive psychology as a source of practical interventions to improve student (and 
staff) wellbeing in English language teaching environments and as a theoretical 
framework for scholarly investigation into affective factors related to the student 
experience and learning outcomes.
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