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2Presentation Objectives

• Participants will be introduced to subjective well-
being (SWB) as a critical indicator of positive mental 
health and be able to list benefits of increased SWB.

• Participants will learn to identify students with room 
for growth in SWB through self-report screening.

• Participants will be introduced to the Well-Being 
Promotion Program (WBPP) and identify its potential 
applications.

• Participants will practice “positive activities” used in 
the WBPP and will develop an understanding of how 
these activities can be used with students.

• Participants will be able to identify how the WBPP 
fits within existing PBIS and MTSS frameworks.

Objectives

Prior familiarity 
with positive 
psychology?

What do you 
most hope to 
learn by the 
end of this?
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Defining 
Mental Health

3

Prevalence of Emotional Distress 4

Studies indicate that between 17% to 26% of youth 
have mental health problems (Brown, Riley, & Wissow, 2007; 
Costello et al. 2005; Roberts, Roberts, & Xing, 2007)

Surgeon General’s Report (1999): 21% of U.S. 
children ages 9 to 17 have a diagnosable mental or 
addictive disorder associated with at least minimum 
impairment 

Merikangas, He, Burnstein, et al. (2010): Nationally 
representative study of 10,000 youth (ages 13 to 18) 
revealed prevalence rates for most common mental 
health disorders

4
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- Merikangas, He, Burnstein, et al., 2010
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Is Happiness the Opposite of 
Emotional Distress?
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Photo by MI PHAM and Chinh Le Duc on Unsplash
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https://unsplash.com/@phammi?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@mero_dnt?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/happy?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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How Scientists Define Happy: 
Subjective Well-Being (SWB)

Subjective 
Well-Being

Life 
Satisfaction

Positive 
Emotions

Negative 
Emotions

Positive Psychology Approach to Mental Health Care
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8Well-Being Matters to Student Success

Happier children and adolescents…

Earn better grades
Perform better on standardized tests
Have more positive attitudes towards school and learning
Are physically healthier 
Have better social relationships
Experience less peer victimization (bullying perpetrator or 

victim)
Have fewer symptoms of mental health problems like 

depression and anxiety

- Alcantara, Gonzalez-Carrasco, Montserrat et al., 2017; Patalay & Fitzsimons, 2016; Suldo, 2016 
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Dual Factor Model of Mental Health

• Factor 1 (Traditional Psychology): Mental illness or 
mental health problems (symptoms of emotional 
distress)

• Factor 2 (Positive Psychology): Subjective well-being

Mental Health 
Problems

Subjective Well-Being

Low Average to High

Low Vulnerable Complete 
Mental Health

High Troubled Symptomatic 
but Content

9

10
% of Students in Mental Health Groups

60%
12.5%

12.5%

15%

PERCENT OF MIDDLE AND HIGH 
SCHOOL STUDENTS

Complete Mental Health
Vulnerable
Symptomatic but Content
Troubled

-Suldo & Shaffer, 2008; Suldo, Thalji-Raitano, Kiefer, & Ferron, 2016

10



3/29/23

6

11Benefits of Complete Mental Health (vs. Vulnerable)

Physical Health
• Illness Frequency and Overall Health
• Activity Limitations

Social Adjustment
• Social Support
• Less Victimization

Identity Development
• Self-Concept Clarity
• Self-Esteem

Academic Outcomes
• Engagement (Cognitive, Affective, Behavioral)
• Academic Skills, as assessed by GPA, FCAT scores 

-Suldo & Shaffer, 2008; Suldo, Thalji-Raitano, Kiefer, & Ferron, 2013; Antaramian, Huebner, Hills, & Valois, 2010
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Complete Mental Health
Negative Indicators

(Mental Illness or Problems)

Anxiety, 
Depression, and 

other forms of 
internalizing 

problems

Trauma 
and other 
environ-
mental 

stressors

Thinking 
errors, 

behavioral 
withdrawal

Disruptive 
Behaviors, such 
as defiance, rule 

violations, 
substance use

Risky/ 
unsafe 
settings

Inconsistent 
rules and 

expectation
s across 
settings

Positive Indicators
(Mental Wellness or Well-Being)

Life Satisfaction 
and Happiness

Building 
blocks of 

well-being, 
(gratitude, 
empathy, 

persistence)

Basic 
needs 

are met

Strong Social 
Relationships

Social 
skills

Healthy 
interactions

(minimal 
bullying, 

high 
support)
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Positive 
Behavioral 
Supports

Trauma-
Informed 

Care

Positive 
Psychology

Social-
Emotional 
Learning
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13Blending Universal Supports

SEL 
Programs

Increased 
SEL skills

Reduced 
internalizing 

and 
externalizing 

Improved 
social 

behavior

Improved 
academic 
outcomes

Schoolwide 
PBIS

Reduced 
externalizing 

behavior 
Improved 

school climate
Improved 
academic 
outcomes

Positive 
Psychology 

Interventions

Increased 
subjective 
well-being

Improved 
academic 
outcomes

13

14

Multi-Tiered 
System of 
Supports 

(MTSS) for 
Student 
Mental 
Health

WBPP is a proactive, 

preventive Tier 2 intervention

14



3/29/23

8

15
Focus of this Paper presentation

Tier 2 for Students with < Complete Mental Health 

Universal screening to identify students in 
need of additional mental health services, 
Students who may be:

• Vulnerable
• Symptomatic but Content
• Troubled

Evidence-based interventions for: 
• Mental Health Problems

• Internalizing
• Externalizing

• Low Subjective Well-Being

15

16Big Picture Rationale for Intervention Goals and Targets
Principles of Positive Psychology Interventions (PPIs) 

Evoke positive emotions about the past, 
present, and future in and out of sessions

Build and strengthen relationships in and out of 
sessions

Harness motivation to engage in learning and 
using PPIs in ways that fit with personal values 
and lived experiences 

This Photo by Unknown Author is 
licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

16

http://virtualmarketingofficer.com/2009/08/07/sustainable-and-valuable-social-media-strategy-part-ii/tool-box-small/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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Beginning 
Implementation 

of the WBPP
FIRST STEP:

Screening and
Recruiting Students

17
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Screening for Subjective Well-Being in Youth

• Global measures
• Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale

• 7 items
• Multidimensional measures

• Multidimensional Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale
• 40 items (5 domains)

• Brief Multidimensional Students’ Life Satisfaction 
Scale
• 6 items

Life 
Satisfaction

• Positive and Negative Affect Scale for Children 
(PANAS-C; Laurent et al., 1999)
• Positive affect (12 items)
• Negative affect (15 items)

Affect

18
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Brief Assessment of Life Satisfaction: BMSLSS

19

20

Brief Assessment of Mood/Affect: 
Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS-10)

20
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Parent Notification of Screening

21

935 students in one local middle school

Parent permission for 485 to complete the well-being screening 
(active consent for screen: 51.9% yes, 11% no; 37.1% no reply)

154 of 473 students screened met eligibility criteria (low SWB: 
BMSLSS < 5.0 (32.6%, similar percentages across grade levels) 

Parent and student permission for 98 of 151 to take part in 
study (65% participation rate… WOW!!!)

WBPP NOW:
6th grade: 20 students
7th grade: 18 students
8th grade: 11 students

WBPP LATER:
6th grade: 20 students
7th grade: 18 students
8th grade: 11 students

22



3/29/23

12

Introduction to 
the Well-Being 

Promotion 
Program

23

24
Well-Being Promotion Program: 

Small Group Positive Psychology Intervention

Original Positive 
Psychology 
Intervention 

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

Newer Features

Follow Up 
sessions

Parent/caregiver 
psychoeducation 

and weekly 
handouts

- Roth, Suldo, & Ferron, 2017

24
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Summary of Initial Outcome Studies

-Suldo, Savage, & Mercer, 2014; Friedrich, Thalji, Suldo et al., 2010; Roth, Suldo, & Ferron, 
2017; Suldo & Fefer, in progress: https://ies.ed.gov/funding/grantsearch/details.asp?ID=4451

Study 1 (2010; 2014)

•Students (grade 6) in the 10-
week group program (1X/wk) 
experienced increases in 
global life satisfaction 
(compared to peers randomly 
assigned to wait-list control).
•Additional or long-term 
“benefits” were not 
identified.

•Students (grade 7) in a 5-
week group program (2X/wk) 
experienced increases in 
global life satisfaction 
(somewhat greater 
magnitude than their 6th
grade peers).

Study 2 (2017)

•At post-intervention, students 
(grade 7) in the 10-week 
group program (1x/wk) plus 
follow ups showed growth in 
life satisfaction and 
positive affect (compared to 
peers randomly assigned to 
wait-list control). Students 
also showed decrease in 
negative affect, 
internalizing, and 
externalizing problems. 

•At follow up, students in 
WBPP sustained growth in 
positive affect and 
decrease in negative affect 
and internalizing problems.

Study 3 (2020 -2025) 

•Which students benefit the 
most from the WBPP?

•How to train existing school 
mental health providers to 
use the WBPP as part of 
their MTSS for student 
mental health?

•How long do student gains 
in mental health sustain… 
6 months? 1 year?

•To what extent are 
academic outcomes
(student engagement, 
grades, test scores) 
impacted?

•What much does it cost a 
school to train its staff and 
provide the WBPP?

•How cost effective is this 
early intervention?

We are 
here!

25
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Trying out a Positive Activity

Me at My Best

Think about a time when you were at your best, such as doing 
something really well, going above and beyond for someone 
else, displaying a talent, or creating something. This time may 
have occurred recently or a long time ago. You were showing 
the qualities that made you feel authentic, energized, and 
perhaps proud and happy to be alive. Now, write about this time 
when you believe you were being your best version of yourself. 
It is possible that you might struggle to identify a “me at my 
best” moment. If that is the case, take a deep breath, journey 
down the memory lane, and give yourself enough grace to 
recognize a moment when you feel good about yourself. 

26

https://ies.ed.gov/funding/grantsearch/details.asp?ID=4451
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27Session 1: Me at My Best

Definition

• A positive introduction to directing attention to strengths and 
positive experiences

• Evokes positive feelings about one’s past

Rationale

• This activity is followed by an immediate boost in happiness, 
and a reduction in symptoms of depression (relative to people in 
an active placebo condition)

Goal

• Identify a time when they were at their best
• Write or draw about that time
• Share and reflect on personal strengths displayed in the story
• Active savoring and strength spotting

27

28
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29Session 2: Gratitude Journals

Definition

• Record things you are grateful for- small to large- on a regular basis
• Recognize benefits received, often at the cost of another
• Evokes positive feelings about aspects of one’s past 

Rationale

• Promotes prosocial behavior
• Enhances interpersonal relationships
• Gratitude exercises are associated with lasting gains in happiness

Goal

• Recall a good event, experience, person, or thing in your life, then enjoy the good feelings 
that come from deliberately focusing on those positive things

• Reflect on the events of your past day. Write down up to 5 things for which you are 
grateful

• Share written reflections and positive experiences with peers, educators, family
• Journaling continued for homework

29

30

30
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31Session 3: Gratitude Visit

Definition

• Write a letter of thanks to a person, and then deliver the letter.
• Evokes positive feelings about aspects of one’s past and the importance of 

relationships.

Rationale

• Promotes prosocial behavior through recognition of benefits received
• Strengthens interpersonal relationships
• Gratitude visit associated with large, immediate boost in happiness

Goal

• Brainstorm a list of people who have been especially kind or helpful to them but have 
not yet been properly thanked.

• Choose someone from the list that they can feasibly meet with in coming week. 
• Write a letter: describe the reason(s) why they are grateful to that person.
• Meet with the person to deliver the letter- read it aloud slowly and with expression. 

31
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34Session 4: Performing Acts of Kindness

Definition
• Perform 5 acts of kindness (i.e., behaviors that benefit others or make others 

happy, usually at the cost of one’s time and effort) during one day per week 

Rationale

• Evokes positive feelings about one’s present, and strengthens relationships
• Deliberate kindness tied to gains in happiness among adults and youth, 

increases positive feelings in one’s community (recipients of kind acts)

Goal

• Select a day within the upcoming week to be the kindness day
• Plan 5 acts of kindness to do that day

• Acts can range from small (e.g., give complement) to large (e.g., unload 
dishwasher, help sibling with homework), at home or school.

• Record each of the kind acts performed on the selected day

34
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36Sessions 5-7: Character Strengths Use

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 personal signature strengths
• Use them in new ways across life domains

36
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37Identifying Strengths with the VIA Framework of 24 
Character Strengths

-Peterson & Park, 2009

VIA Survey– For Adults
• www.authentichappiness.org: 240 questions “VIA Survey of Character Strengths”

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

• viacharacter.org: 96 items “VIA Adult Survey”
• e.g., I experience deep emotions when I see beautiful things. 

VIA Strength Survey for Children– For Students
• 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- For Students
• 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

37

38Student Sample of Character Strengths Survey Results
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43Trying out a Positive Activity

Reflecting on your “Me at 
My Best” story, identify 
which of the 24 Character 
Strengths you personally 
demonstrated in your 
story. Then, think about 
what strengths you see 
in yourself now.

Strength Spotting

43

44Session 8: Optimistic Thinking

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    

44
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Examples of Optimistic Thoughts

45

46
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47Session 9: Best Possible Self in the Future

Definition

• Enact goal-directed thinking through visualization of a positive version 
of oneself in the future that reflects attainment of personal goals

• Evokes positive feelings about one’s future

Rationale

• Activity fosters hope (goal generation, pathways, motivation to pursue 
those paths), resulting in greater optimism, self-esteem, and happiness

• Visualizing academic best possible selves in the future => greater 
behavioral engagement and GPA for up to 2 years

Goal

• Write about desired life at some point in the future
• Describe ways one can/will reach the specified goals
• For homework, revisit best possible future self and add new ideas each 

night for one week; think about specific ways to accomplish goals
• Share expanded Best Possible Future Self with others

- Snyder

47
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Monthly WBPP Follow Up Sessions

Book, Chapter 5
& AppendixSpotlight on 

Gratitude
• Gratitude List

Spotlight on 
Character 
Strengths

• Plan to use 5th 
Signature 
Strength in 
New Ways

Spotlight on 
Optimistic 
Thinking

• Review, 
practice and 
plan: Optimistic 
Explanatory 
Style

Spotlight on 
Hope

• Make a 
Hope 
Map

49

Caregiver Engagement in the WBPP:
Information Session & Weekly 

Activities

50

Photo by Hybrid on Unsplash
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https://unsplash.com/@artbyhybrid?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/balloon?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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51Considerations for Engaging Caregivers

No 
engagement

Significant 
engagement

No 
demands 
on time 

and 
resources

High 
demands 
on time 

and 
resources

Goal =

Decreasing demands 
and increasing 
reinforcement 
increases the 
likelihood of 
engagement!

WBPP

WBPP

(Reynolds et al., 2012; Fefer et al., 2020)

51

52Caregiver Engagement in WBPP

Efficient use of clinician & family time/resources

• Lower levels of parent/caregiver involvement (i.e., one psychoeducation 
session) still support positive PPI effects (Marques et al., 2011)

Improve caregiver buy-in, student generalization of skills, 
and family engagement with positive psychology activities
• Having caregivers practice SWB activities is likely to increase their own 

SWB, likely contributing to youth gains in SWB (Hoy et al., 2013)

The WBPP incorporates one initial parent/caregiver information 
session & weekly parent/caregiver handouts

52
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Session 1: Caregiver Information

• Establish rapport with caregivers
• Introduce caregivers to key positive psychology 

concepts
• Define key terms
• How to conceptualize youth well-being
• Benefits of high SWB for youth and 

parents/caregivers
• Specific constructs targeted in the program (e.g., 

gratitude, acts of kindness, hope, optimism, 
character strengths)

• Demonstrate an example of a positive psychology 
intervention 

• Introduce and provide caregivers an overview of the 
focus of sessions in the core program

Session Goals Book, Appendix 
(p. 247-250)

53
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Sample Parent/Caregiver Handouts:
Sessions 2 & 4

- Suldo, 2016www.guilford.com/suldo-materials

54
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The Logistics:
How do you 

actually implement 
the program in 

your school?

55

56
Timeline of Activities (WBPP Delivery)

August 2nd and 8th 2022 (9am to 3pm)

•Professional Development Workshops 1-3
•Professional Development Workshops 4-6

Screening (August 9 – September 12 2022) and Recruiting Students (September 12 – September 
16)

•8/9 to 8/17/22 Distributing Screening Forms
•8/18 to 8/23/22 Collecting Forms
•8/29 to 8/3/22 Lunch room roundup of screening forms
•9/1 to 9/2/22 Mass text sent out for screening
•9/8/ to 9/12/22 Screening Students
•Recruitment
•Student (computer lab)
•Parent (email)
•Teacher (email)
•Random assignment to condition (now, later)
•Prepare for groups for “now” condition

Beginning Intervention Implementation (October 5 – 10 2022)

•WBPP Session 1
•Parent Information Session
•1st coaching session

56
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Timeline of Activities Continued (WBPP Delivery)
Week of October 17th 2022

• WBPP Session 2

Week of October 24th 2022
• WBPP Session 3

Week of October 31st 2022
• WBPP Session 4

Week of November 7th 2022
• WBPP Session 5

Week of November 14th 2022
• WBPP Session 6

Week of November 28th 2022
• WBPP Session 7

Week of December 5th 2022
• WBPP Session 8

Week of December 12th 2022
• WBPP Session 9

Week of January 17th 2023
• WBPP Session 10

Spring 2023 Booster Sessions
• Booster Session 1: Week of February 20th
• Booster Session 2: Week of March 20th
• Booster Session 3: Week of April 20th

57

58

Sample Professional Development Series
Session Target Strategies

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

1 Positive Emotions Rationale for Positive Activities; 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 (VIA Youth Survey); 

Application of Signature Strength 1 in New Ways
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

Follow-up 1 All; Gratitude Review & Spotlight on Gratitude (Gratitude Journals)

Follow-up 2 All: Character 
Strengths

Review & Spotlight on Signature Strengths (Application of 
Signature Strengths in New Way)

Follow-up 3 All: Optimistic 
Thinking

Review & Spotlight on Optimistic Thinking (My Optimistic 
Thoughts)

Follow-up 4 All: Hope Review & Spotlight on Hope (Make a Hope Map)

Phase 1 
(Workshop 3)

Phase 2 
(Workshop 4)

Phase 3 
(Workshop 5)

Caregivers 
(Workshop 2)

Follow-Up 
(Workshop 5)

58
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Parent Permission FormRecruitment to Intervention (WBPP)

59

Group Formation Considerations

Make groups as 
homogenous as 
possible (grade, 
language, etc.)

Larger group size 
preferable (8-10 

students)

Students’ 
personality and 

history

Who has insight into 
student features to 

consider when 
forming groups?

Logistics of groups-
space, leader 

availability (e.g., day 
of week), preferred 

times of day?

60
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Session Materials from WBPP Curriculum

Leader Materials

Session Protocol (2-4 pages)

Session Handouts

Caregiver Materials

Caregiver 
Handout to go 

home with 
student

Integrity Checklist 
of Key Elements

Student Materials

Student 
Handouts

61

62Lessons Learned

• Limited time (25-45 minutes)
• Getting students to show up to group on time
• School absences
• Lack of caregiver engagement (i.e., students forget 

to share at home)
• Students comfort level to share in groups

Potential 
Barriers

• Student passes to help remember when to attend 
groups

• Make-up groups before following session
• Consistent communication with parents through 

text, email, and calls in English and Spanish
• Individual check-ups during, before, or after groups

Facilitators

62
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Review:

Principles of Positive Psychology Interventions

Evoke positive emotions about the past, 
present, and future in and out of sessions.

Build and strengthen relationships in and out 
of sessions.

Harness motivation to engage in learning and 
using PPIs in ways that fit with personal 
values and lived experiences.

63

Questions?
Contact Us:

Suldo@usf.edu
Sfefer@umass.edu
Jblass@umass.edu
Kmahony@usf.edu

64
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