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Abstract

This article depicts the first stage of the research design of a doctoral thesis examining the possibility that
a pedagogic approach using initiative-driven Project-Based Learning within the formal curriculum,
promotes wellbeing according to the EPOCH model of adolescent wellbeing and stages in the process of
achieving well-being, as suggested by Seligman's PERMA outline. EPOCH addresses five positive traits
(Engagement, Perseverance, Optimism, Connectedness, and Happiness) that may result in well-being,
positive life aspects such as physical health and more in adulthood. This article presents the findings of
questionnaires distributed to 170 students at the beginning of the school year. These questionnaires
constitute the first quantitative data collection stage of this research. As will be presented in detail in this
article, the trend of the mean variable scores is rather high on the scale (e.g. Variable C mean score = 4.38).
The general trend of Positive Thinking in the first measurement (the beginning of the school year) in four
student cohorts shows a decrease in Positive Thinking with the increase in cohort.
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1. Introduction

Project-based learning (PBL) is an approach to teaching that enables students to be active in solving
problems using the knowledge they possess. This approach differs from the traditional approach in which
teaching is organized around topics and subjects in a specific area, with the teacher as the source of
knowledge at the centre of the learning process. A PBL learning environment, emphasizes initiative as the
heart of a learning process addressing solving real-world problems, with the aim of implementing the
initiative — just as in real life. Initiative-based (or project-based) learning is not an activity intended to
complement traditional learning but, rather, a comprehensive educational approach that stands on its own
and provides a curricular foundation.

Positive education links traditional education and an exploration of happiness and well-being, as
defined in Seligman's (2011) PERMA model and Values in Action (VIA) classification. Seligman (2011)
has made efforts to integrate positive psychology into education to nurture well-being and happiness and
minimize depression in younger people.

Traditional education together with an emphasis on well-being and happiness constitute what is
currently known as Positive Education, which emphasizes of training both mind and heart, so as to nurture

students' character as well as their academic capabilities and achievements.

2. Problem Statement

A preliminary survey of research in the field of positive education, within the context of the
education system and schools, reveals that the research concentrates on the possibility of establishing
training frameworks within the school that focus on developing a sense of capability and wellbeing. One is
less likely to find studies or action plans that promote the development of these abilities in the context of a

specific pedagogy.

3. Research Questions

At what extent a pedagogic approach using Project-Based Learning within the formal curriculum
promotes:

Engagement

Perseverance

Optimism

Connectedness

Happiness

4. Purpose of the Study
4.1. Theoretical background
4.1.1. Main Characteristics of PBL
The questions that emerge from a broad survey of the relevant literature is: What are the unique and
defining characteristics of project-based learning? In particular, what distinguishes it from action-based

learning, investigative learning, or enquiry-based learning?
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Moreover, a review of observations conducted in schools across the world reveals that many
researchers have difficulty distinguishing between PBL, on the one hand, and learning that results in a
product .

At the same time the past few decades have produced studies and efforts in the field aimed at
distinguishing the unique characteristics of PBL and correlating them with far-reaching changes that have
taken place in schools. These are reflected, for example, in various studies that were presented at the
Autodesk Foundation Conference on Project-Based Learning (Autodesck Foundation, 1999).

At this conference teachers and researchers presented a range of projects and studies in the field, in
the context of far-reaching changes that schools have seen when PDL is implemented.

Blumenfeld et al. (1991) argue that other alternative learning approaches have not received such
widespread recognition because they do not adequately address the motivation and knowledge needed to
cope with complex problems, nor do they take into account the unique perspective of the student in the
learning process (Blumenfeld et al., 1991). Other researchers highlight PBL’s constructive characteristics
and authenticity as well as its cultivation of new skills, which feature less in the other alternative learning
approaches.

Drawing on a wide-ranging review of literature, Thomas (2000, pp. 4-5) proposes PBL five key
criteria:

Centrality — The project forms the course of study, rather than resulting from it. The subject matter
studied is the actual substance needed to implement the project (initiative). In other words, the project is
the curriculum.

Driving question — The project is focused on a question or problem that inspires and requires the
students to struggle with the main principles and concepts of the relevant discipline. The guiding question
that drives a project can be one that connects various disciplines, but it is not only that. The driving question
must promote learning in various disciplines and foster intellectual inquiry with a clear purpose.

Constructive investigations — The project requires constructive learning processes. In the course of
learning students must construct the knowledge themselves. If the learning involves the recycling of
available information rather than the actual construction of knowledge by the student, then it is not project-
based learning.

Autonomy — The project is largely managed by the student. It cannot be planned and led exclusively
by the teacher. PBL requires autonomy on the part of the student, as well as choice, self-education,
independence in determining the place and time of study, and personal responsibility.

Realism — Projects are practical and realistic (executable), and they relate to real life. The project
needs to be authentic in the context of the student’s world and life outside of school. This authenticity is
manifested in the assignments carried out by the students, the end-products of the learning process,
meetings with various experts in the course of implementing the project, and the presentation of outcomes,
and of course in the project itself.

Project-based learning embodies real-world learning, with all its challenges. It is learning that
derives from genuine need rather than simulation, learning that poses problems whose solutions are
executable (Thomas, 2000, pp. 4-5).
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4.2. Positive Psychology

Positive psychology is an approach addressing positive emotions and other things that contribute to
the feeling of enjoying life (Seligman, 2011). According to Seligman, Positive Psychology findings

Positive psychology research findings and emphases do not seek to replace findings of human
weaknesses and suffering are but rather to reach a balanced understanding of the human experience — the
highlights, the low points, and everything that comes in between the two extremes.

In their book, Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification, Peterson and
Seligman (2004) identified a set of twenty-four-character strengths that were classified into six broad
categories of virtue, or attributes of a healthy, high-functioning mind.

Over the past twenty years, many books and articles have been written on positive psychology. Some
seek to explain the approach; some seek specific criteria for research in the field, and some attempt to
provide formulas and solutions for achieving happiness.

In light of these advances in the field of positive psychology and studies that clearly demonstrate
the acquired ability of positive thinking, the education system has started to explore this field.

Positive education links traditional education and an exploration of happiness and well-being, as
defined in Seligman's (2011) PERMA model

4.3. The PERMA model:

P — Positive Emotions: Experiencing positive feelings such as joy, gratitude, interest, hope.

E — Engagement: Being completely immersed in activities that are challenging and require skills.

R — Relationships: Having positive relationships.

M — Meaning: Belonging to and serving something bigger than self and believing in it.

A — Accomplishment: Aspiring for success, mastery and high achievements.

Clonan et al. (2004) found that employing positive psychology in learning environments was a
preventative aspect that enhanced individual strengths helped develop positive approaches and led to
students' success and higher achievements. It was also proven to have a lasting influence on students'

behaviour and tendency to change.

5. Research Methods
The EPOCH measure of adolescent wellbeing is a 20 items measure that was developed in order to
find out the progress of adolescent towards wellbeing as was defined by Prof Seligman PERMA model
(Seligman, 2011).

The EPOCH model addresses five positive psychological traits (Engagement, Perseverance,
Optimism, Connectedness, and Happiness) that may result in well-being, positive life aspects such as
physical health and more in adulthood. 60 items were collected from series of ten studies involving some
four-thousand adolescents from Australia and the U.S.A. The items were tested for validity and reliability,

and ultimately, final version that included 20 items (Kern, 2015)
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6. Findings
6.1. Quantitative Research Findings

This article presents a comparison of four student cohorts (8th, 9th,10th, 11th) at the beginning of
the school year in their answers to the "Positive Thinking" questionnaire. The transition from a cohort to a
higher one is described as an "increase in cohort,” which in principle means an increase in the students' age.
The "positive thinking" questionnaire consists of five variable or dimensions. Each variable/dimension is

represented by 4 items.

6.1.1. Engagement

Table 1. presents the four items representing the Engagement dimension (E), which was measured
through using four items. For each item, students marked the extent to which the item described them on a
5-point Likert scale (from 1 = never to 5 = always).

Table 1. presents the four items that represent the ENGAGMENT dimension, mean scores and
standard deviations in each of the student s' cohorts.

In order to facilitate the identification of the general trend, the following figure presents trend lines
for the means of the various items according to cohorts (Figure 1.111 below). The figure shows that in all
cohorts, item E2 (I get completely absorbed in what | am doing) has the higher mean score, followed by
item E1 (When | do an activity, | enjoy it so much that I lose track of time). Item E4 (When | am learning
something new, | lose track of how much time has passed) is the item with the lowest mean scores in the
different cohorts (except for 9th Grade cohort).

The general trend in items E2, (I get completely absorbed in what | am doing), E3 (I get so involved
in activities that | forget about everything else) and E4 (When | am learning something new, I lose track of
how much time has passed) is that the mean score decreases with the increase in the student age level.

4,5
4
3,5 =@=F1
3 E2
2,5 v/o =0=:t3
5 E4
15
11th 10th 9th 8th

Figure O1. Trend lines representing the Engagement variable

The general conclusion about the Engagement variable is that there is a certain tendency to decrease
the mean value with the increase in cohort. This tendency is usually not statistically significant except for
item E1 (When | do an activity, | enjoy it so much that I lose track of time), in which it was found that the

mean in the 10th grade cohort was significantly lower than the mean in the 9th grade cohort.
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This conclusion means that the comparison between classes does not support the possibility of an

increase in Engagement with the increase in cohort at school, but there is also no significant decrease either.

6.1.2. Perseverance

In order to facilitate the identification of the general trend, the following figure presents trend lines
for the means of the various items according to cohorts (Figure 2 below).

The figure shows that in all cohorts, item P1 (I finish whatever | begin) has the lowest mean score.
Item P4 (1 am a hard worker) has the highest score in the first three cohorts. Regarding items P1, P3, and
P4, the high students’ cohort is the one with the lowest mean score.

The general trend in items P1, (I finish whatever | begin), P3 (Once | make a plan to get something
done, I stick to it) and P4 (I am a hard worker) is that the mean score decreases with the increase in the

student age level.

45
4 _ —
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11th =1 10th P2 =@ P39’[h pa 8th

Figure 02. Trend Lines of items representing the Perseverance variable.

The conclusion is that the comparison between classes does not support the possibility of an increase

in Perseverance with the increase in cohort at school.

6.1.3. Optimism
This dimension was measured by four items. For each item, students marked the extent to which the
item described them on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 = never to 5 = always).
In order to facilitate the identification of the general trend, the following figure presents trend lines
for the means of the various items according to cohorts (Figure 3 below).
The figure shows that in all cohorts, item O3 (I think good things are going to happen to me) has the

lowest mean score. The general trend is a decrease with the increase in the students' cohort.
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Figure 03. Trend Lines of items representing the Optimism variable

The general conclusion about the Optimism variable is this variable's mean score decreases with the
increase in students' cohorts. This finding applies to both the general Optimism variable and each of the
items comprising it.

This conclusion means that the comparison between classes does not support the possibility of an

increase in Optimism with the increase in cohort at school.

6.1.4. Connectedness
This dimension was measured by four items. For each item, students marked the extent to which the

item described them on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 = never to 5 = always).
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Figure 04. Trend Lines of items representing the Connectedness variable
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Figure 05. Trend Lines of items representing the Happiness variable

The general conclusion about the Happiness variable is this variable's mean score decreases with the
increase in the students' cohort. This finding pertains to the general Happiness variable and each of the
items comprising it.

This conclusion means that the comparison between classes does not support the possibility of an

increase in Happiness with the increase in cohort at school.

7. Conclusion

It can be seen that the trend of the mean variable scores is rather high on the scale (e.g. Variable C
mean score = 4.38).The mean in the upper range of the scale. The only variable whose mean score is
relatively low is E, with a mean score = 2.96.

In summary of the quantitative findings emerging from the comparison between the student cohorts
at the first measurement date, i.e. at the beginning of the school year, means of all variables in the different
cohorts are presented in Figure 04. Figure 05 shows that in all cohorts, the general variable C
(Connectedness) is the variable with the highest mean scores and in all student cohorts, the general variable
with the lowest mean scores is the general variable E (Engagement).

Spearman correlation coefficient was calculated for each of the general variables, describing the
linear relationship between the ordinal independent variable, cohort, and the general dependent variable.

The correlation values are presented in Tablel.

Table 01. Spearman Correlation coefficient between all Student Cohorts and all general variables

General Spearman SIG Conclusion
Variable | Correlation
coefficient

E -0.201 0.005 Significant negative linear correlation
P -0.161 0.025 Significant negative linear correlation
) -0.236 0.001 Significant negative linear correlation
C -0.182 0.011 Significant negative linear correlation
H -0.271 0.001 Significant negative linear correlation
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Table 1 shows that a significant linear correlation was found, negative, weak in intensity, between
the students' cohort and each of the general variables. In other words, there is a general trend whereby all

the dimensions of Positive Thinking decline with the increase in the student cohort.
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Figure 06. Mean general variables in each cohort

The general Positive Thinking variable that includes all 20 items (the reliability of the Alpha
Cronbach measurement of these 20 items was 0.893). The Spearman correlation coefficient between the
Positive Thinking variable and the student cohort is rs=0.28 (SIG = 0.0001). Furthermore, the separate
conclusion of the variable Positive Thinking, the general variable Positive Thinking also shows a trend of
decrease as the age increases (Figure 06).

There are some interesting findings according to the following variables: connectedness,
perseverance and happiness. It is interesting to understand the fact that the variable of connectedness is the
highest at all the age cohorts. In addition, the variable of perseverance is also high at all cohorts. However,
the variable of happiness is the most interesting one, it's increases from 8 to 9 grade and decrease sharply
at the 10 grades.

In general, we cannot ignore the fact that the main general Positive Thinking trend in the first
measurement in four student cohorts is a decrease in Positive Thinking with the increase cohort. This is
reflected in the various items in the questionnaire that represent the five Positive thinking dimensions, the
general variables of the different dimensions, and the Positive Thinking variable.

The students answered the questioner at the beginning of the year not too long after the end of the
summer vacation. The most important thing for them was that they meet again their friends and they do
have good connections. In addition, even though It is more difficult for them to start studying again, it's
important to say that at the 10 grade the students encounter for the first time studying for the matriculation
tests that will take place at the end of the year. Since, the pedagogic way of teaching is a much more
conservative and all most all ways not PBL, the fact that even at the 8th and 9th grade we cannot see an
increase in cohorts can be explained by the fact that the students are used to learn in PBL and there is a

growing demand for academic achievements.
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In the future, during the last week of the academic year the same student will answer the same
questions. It will be interesting to see then what happens and to compare between their answers at the
beginning of the year and its end.
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