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Abstract
Wellbeing can be viewed as a resource for life, resulting in individual skills and community assets. It is not surprising therefore, to see
developing research presenting the benefits of integrating learning about wellbeing within educational contexts, with the potential outcome
of building sustainable wellbeing literacy. Developing wellbeing knowledge is key to building core wellbeing literacy skills. This in turn can
significantly impact employability post education, and therefore, life trajectory. Building and sustaining wellbeing through learning about
wellbeing within educational contexts can provide timely, personalised, system-wide opportunities to build capacity in initiating, developing,
contributing to and sustaining decision-making toward achieving successful wellbeing and life outcomes.
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Opinion
Positive psychology is a science of positive subjective
experience, positive individual traits, and positive institutions
[1]. As an important redirection of inquiry concerning the
investigation of human flourishing [2], positive psychology
recognizes that good mental, social and physical health consists
of wellbeing without pathology [3]. When applied to educational
contexts, positive psychology proposes that through positive
education we may create a more complete view of the human
condition, in seeking to counteract depressive symptoms,
increase life satisfaction, and augment learning and creative
thinking [4,5]. While positive education has been defined as
‘education for both traditional skills and happiness’ [4], we offer
a broader definition, emphasizing the importance of learning
environments. Hence, our working definition for positive
education is ‘the development of educational environments that
enable the learner to engage in established curricula in addition
to knowledge and skills to develop their own and others’
wellbeing’.
The current critique surrounding positive education includes
questions of how it is different from established health promotion
and social and emotional learning programs [6]. Is positive
education simply positive psychology applied in education or
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does it involve a union with pedagogy [7,8]? In understanding the
debates surrounding positive education, it is useful to understand
the broader debates within positive psychology which influence
positive education [9].
In defining the ‘positive’ in positive psychology, Pawelski
[10,11] draws useful distinctions between conceptualising
the target population, the processes and outcomes of positive
psychology. Applying this framework to positive education may
lead us to consider school communities as the target population,
with an array of processes used within educational contexts
(for example, building character strengths), towards realizing
wellbeing as the outcome of positive education. Determining how
positive education differs from existing approaches can prompt
discussions on how positive education is applied to unique school
contexts [12] and whether it is more wellbeing focussed than
previous mental health approaches. Whilst these debates are
conceptually important, from a utilitarian perspective a broader
question is how do we improve the wellbeing of the population,
in this case through enabling learning about wellbeing?
Discourse within health systems is likely to frame such a
discussion within promotion and prevention language, whereas
discourse within education systems is likely refer to it as social
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and emotional learning. In adopting Gee’s [13] definition of
discourse as a social construct, thinking, acting and language
use is associated with identifying with a ‘social network’ [13].
If wellbeing therefore appears to fit well with contemporary
health systems discourse, what is the educational discourse
around wellbeing, to which positive education contributes?
Distinguishing between primary discourse (e.g. family) and
secondary discourse (e.g. schools, workplaces) enables us to a
more sophisticated understanding of literacy. According to Gee’s
[13] definition, literacy involves controlling the use of language
in contexts outside early experiences, and hence includes
school and other educational contexts. Wellbeing literacy is
introduced here as the missing ingredient in positive education.
The preliminary working definition of wellbeing literacy is “the
vocabulary, knowledge and skills that may be intentionally used
to maintain or improve the wellbeing of oneself or others” [14].
Key questions to develop a scientific research program on
wellbeing literacy, which will aid positive education to establish
its proximal outcomes might include:
i.

ii.

What is wellbeing literacy?

How do we measure wellbeing literacy?

iii. How do laypeople define and linguistically construct
wellbeing?

iv. How does wellbeing literacy relate to wellbeing now
and over time?
v.

How do we increase wellbeing literacy?

vi. What are the systemic implications of wellbeing
literacy?

In proposing wellbeing literacy as the missing ingredient
for positive education, it is important to distinguish between
empirical positive psychological studies demonstrating a short
term gain in wellbeing [15], as opposed to building capacity to
maintain and reuse wellbeing literacy. This is where wellbeing
literacy holds promise for positive education. It is likely to be
helpful to shift our thinking from achieving short term gain
through an external intervention done to someone; to exploring
language mediated co-created actions which may create ongoing
sustained wellbeing gains. This relates to the well-known
proverb, “You give a man a fish and you feed him for a day. You
teach him to fish and will feed him for a lifetime”.

Conclusion

A one-time intervention may increase student wellbeing
temporarily. Comprehensive acquisition of, and learning about
wellbeing may enable a young person to control their use
of language and knowledge of wellbeing, toward improving
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their own wellbeing or the wellbeing of others. Importantly,
achieving wellbeing literacy involves being critical of dominant
discourses and societal structures that may impede wellbeing.
As language occurs between people and not just within one’s
head, so too does wellbeing. Where literacy is how we control
the use of language, wellbeing literacy is how we control the use
of wellbeing language. Language influences thought and action,
which in turn may impact life outcomes.
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