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Introduction
It is in the school setting that educators have a 
profound opportunity to interact with students 
in ways that can facilitate a holistic approach 
to enhancing academic achievement and the 
healthy psycho-social development in a safe, 
caring and supportive learning environment. 
Although academic excellence is an important 
focus and mandate of schools, students who 
understand and constructively draw upon their 
personal strengths, environment supports and 
performance skills to successfully navigate and 
negotiate life’s challenges are much more likely 
to excel academically, develop their optimal 
socio-emotional capacity and reflect the desired 
goal of equipping students to be college, career, 
and citizenship ready.

Why a Strengths-Based 
Approach?
Interest in a strengths-based approach to 
enhancing the positive developmental pathways 
of children and youth has increased significantly 
with a growing interest in the study and 
application of positive psychology in education 
(Alford & White, 2015). In brief, positive 
psychology in education embraces a paradigm 
shift from focusing on “what’s wrong” to “what’s 

right” in students and school culture as a starting 
point for fostering academic success, resilience, 
character strengths, life skills and enhanced 
well-being (Cherkowski & Walker, 2018; Slemp, 
Chin, Krern, Siokou, Loton, Oades, Vella-Drodrick 
& Waters, 2017). With the growing interest in 
positive education, educators are reflecting a 
more holistic and strengths-based approach 
through combining the principles of positive 
psychology and best practice teaching.  
 
Educators are embracing student-focused 
educational paradigms that support academic 
excellence along with optimal social 
development. They recognize that flourishing 
in the school setting is an interconnected and 
mutually reinforcing outcome desired for both 
students and school staff. An important outcome 
of positive education has been an increased 
recognition of the important role schools play 
in fostering well-being in students and the 
critical link between well-being and academic 
performance (Cherkowski & Walker, 2018). Most 
importantly, students themselves demonstrate 
higher academic and social emotional learning 
outcomes when educators and educational 
systems are intentional about designing learning 
conditions so that all students are operating from 
a positive, strengths-based paradigm (Taylor, 
Durlak, Oberle and Weissberg, 2017).
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The Role of Flourishing 
and Well-Being in  
Education
It has been proposed that the goal of positive 
education is to support the development of 
flourishing and positive mental health within the 
school community (Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, 
Reivich & Linkins, 2009). The term “flourishing” 
has been defined by Seligman (2011) and other 
researchers as denoting a high level of:

• Positive well-being characterized  
by positive emotions

• Engagement through deep learning

• Relationships that are meaningful

• Meaningfulness

• Accomplishment

By bringing together the science of positive 
psychology with the best of educational practice, 
a comprehensive and holistic approach is being 
embraced to promote the desired goals of 
academic excellence, optimal social development 
and capacity to flourish in and beyond the school 
setting. To support this outcome, the flourishing 
and well-being model highlight the critical 
roles of resilience and performance strengths/
character traits.  
 
These two factors provide the essential 
foundation that all students require to navigate 
challenges successfully and thrive.
Resilience is commonly perceived as a self-
righting ability to bounce back and adapt when 
faced with stressful or challenging situations. 
Students demonstrating resiliency, or buoyancy 
amid turbulent circumstances, also draw from 
critical performance and character traits which 
have prepared them to exhibit signs of health, 
independence, civility, respectfulness, empathy, 
and care as contributing members of society. 
In fact, these characteristics provide powerful 
indications of growth precisely because progress 

is maintained amidst adversity. They learn 
from the challenges and growth opportunities 
by drawing upon their personal strengths, 
environmental supports and performance skills/
character strengths. Because of this dynamic 
and interactive process, students develop an 
increased ability to flourish, experience positive 
well-being and successfully thrive in a fast- 
changing and unpredictable world.

• They feel self-confident, optimistic and 
empowered

• They are sympathetic to the feelings of 
others as well as being comfortable with 
their own

• They have learned to set realistic goals 
and expectations for themselves

• They have productive coping strategies 
that are growth-fostering rather than self-
defeating

• They see challenges and mistakes as 
opportunities to grow their potential and 
ability to thrive

• They are aware of their limitations and 
care for themselves in healthy ways

• They have effective interpersonal and 
performance skills and can seek out 
assistance and nurturance

• They have a deep and caring relationship 
with one or more adults

• They know what they can and cannot 
control in their lives

Nurturing the Capacity to 
Flourish Starts with  
a Belief
Building the capacity to flourish embraces 
a strengths-based and positive psychology 
perspective that holds the belief that all students 
have the essential strengths, resources and 

Characteristics of a Flourishing Student
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abilities to thrive when supported with prior 
learning conditions designed to strengthen their 
capacity to flourish. This perspective replaces 
an over-emphasis by well-intentioned adults on 
mitigating problems, vulnerabilities and deficits 
to one with a focus on “what is working” as the 
starting point for positive change, success and 
sustainable well-being. Moreover, this approach 
empowers the individual to embrace challenges 
and change as a normal part of their own 
ongoing flourishing journey.

• Affirming and valuing everyone equally 
with a focus on what a person can do 
rather than what the person cannot do.

• Supporting the learning and social 
development of students in a respectful 
and honest manner.

• Building on a person’s current strengths 
within their zone of proximal and 
potential developmental stage of life.

• Acknowledging that people do 
experience challenges and have unique 
limitations that require support and 
attention.

• Noting what is taking place when 
success occurs so it can be enhanced 
and replicated meaningfully in new 
learning contexts.

What a strengths-based approach is

What a strengths-based approach is not
• Only focusing on and accepting things 

that are considered acceptable or 
positive.

• A way of thinking that does not perceive 
people by narrow academic/behavioral 
criteria for success.

• Accommodating negative or 
dysfunctional behavior.

• A fixation with problems and a view that 
remediation of “what is wrong” is the 
primary intervention goal for success.

• A way of thinking that labels a person – 
sees them as the problem.

This paradigm shift to a focus on strengths and 
the role of flourishing does not attempt to ignore 
the problems and challenges of social-emotional 
development and the unique learning processes 
that students might experience.  
 
Rather, it focuses on highlighting and 
understanding the student’s personal strengths 
while at the same time, identifying the areas 
of concern that may need to be resourced and 
supported as part of a more proactive journey 
towards enhancing the probability for Flourishing 
and well-being.
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The strengths-based approach to building the 
capacity for flourishing resilience supports 
students to embrace a vision of how things might 
be by aligning their current strengths with their 
passions and innate desire to be successful. 
This emphasis on strengths is founded on the 
following beliefs:

• All students have unique strengths and 
the ability to be resilient and flourish.

• It is the unique strengths of students 
that will shape their success and define 
who they are - not their limitations or the 
mistakes they might make.

• What one focuses on (strengths or 
weaknesses) will become a student’s 
reality.

• All students have a desire to be 
successful, explore the world around 
them and contribute to their communities 
in positive ways.

• A student’s capacity to flourish and 
experience wellbeing can be nurtured 
and realized when supported with the 
right conditions and resources.

• A sole focus on challenges can limit 
students from identifying their innate 
strengths and ability to find their own 
meaningful solutions.

• When students feel valued, they will be 
receptive to and value what others offer.

• Building the capacity to flourish and 
experience wellbeing is a dynamic and 
progressive process that evolves over 
time and is unique to each student.

• Positive change occurs in the context of 
authentic and supportive relationships.

• All students are just trying to do the best 
they can based upon what they have 
learned and experienced to-date.

Flourishing Reflects a  
Relational and  
Developmental Process
Although students come in various sizes and 
temperaments, they all start their journey of 
learning and personal development with a 
sense of curiosity and passion to explore the 
unknown. But as the journey unfolds, students 
will experience challenges and life changing 
influences that start to shape their perception of 
who they are and the world around them.
 
To evolve a positive aptitude and capacity to 
flourish, students need supportive relationships 
that believe in their potential and provide the 
opportunity to explore, experience and develop 
their capacity to thrive and experience positive 
well-being. In the school environment, students 
need to:

• Form positive attachments to people – 
peers and adults.

• Feel successful and happy about 
themselves and being at the school.

• Participate and feel that they are an 
important part of the school.

• Know that they are of value and will be 
treated fairly by teachers.

• Feel safe, respected and valued at the 
school.

• Clearly understand what is expected of 
them.

• Know they will be supported and 
resourced for success.

• Know it is important to manage 
expectations and care for themselves.

It is important to understand that the capacity 
to flourish is an uneven process – a student 
might be thriving in one situation but may need a 
higher level of support and nurturing in another. 
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The ability to flourish is not invulnerability to 
risk; rather, it is a capacity that allows students 
to believe in themselves in ways that allows 
them to successfully navigate a stressful and 
complicated world. Flourishing is not the trait of a 
“perfect person” who might struggle with stress 
and a fear of making any mistakes. Flourishing 
students present as confident and willing to take 
smart-risks to grow their potential by stretching 
their limits to realize new levels of success.
 
Through neuroscience and educational research, 
we now know that learning is a socially-mediated 
process where relationships are at the epicenter 
of all learning, not just narrowly limited to 
learning about social and emotional skills (Fry, 
Fisher and Smith, 2019).

The Flourishing Life 
Framework
Historically, the approach of educational 
practice has been to manage the development 
of students from the outside-in with prescribed 
academic strategies and structured behavioral 

practices. The key to school success was the 
student’s ability to respond in positive ways 
to the teacher’s instruction and the behavioral 
expectations of the school culture. But focusing 
on the learning conditions to the exclusion 
of the “conditions of the learner” results in a 
disempowering of youth especially as they 
leave the relative safety of the K-12 setting for 
less structured college, career, and citizenship 
environments where they are expected to 
perform independently.
 
With the growing interest in positive education, 
educators are looking for a more holistic and 
strengths-based approach through combining 
the principles best practice teaching and 
positive psychology. Researchers are proposing 
a more student-focused educational paradigm 
that supports academic excellence along with 
optimal social development and flourishing in the 
school setting for both students and school staff. 
An important outcome of positive education has 
been an increased recognition of the important 
role schools play in fostering well-being in 
students and the critical link between well-being 
and academic performance (Cherkowski & 
Walker, 2018).
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In response to this need, Flourishing Life 
presents the “Flourishing Life Framework” - FLF 
(See Figure 1) as a viable model based upon an 
understanding of the major components that 
contribute to the flourishing development and 
well-being of children and youth in our schools 
and surrounding communities (Appendix A for 
an outline of the FLF model’s contributing factors 
and descriptions).

Intended to be holistic and comprehensive 
in nature, the Flourishing Life Framework 
illustrates the three major pillars of flourishing 
(i.e., Personal, Environmental and Performance 
Strengths) and the related developmental 
strength factors and external influences that 
research has identified as critical to building 
the capacity for youth to thrive and experience 
positive developmental outcomes.

Figure 1: The Flourishing Life Framework (FLF)

Essential Core Competency Factors

Motivated Learner – Moral Directedness – Interpersonal Skills – Problem Solver – Personal Power
Personal Management – Emotional/Social IQ – Leadership – Innovative – Growth Mindset

Cognitive – Social – Emotional – Spiritual – Physical – Relational – Personal

Personal Well-Being Factors



8For more information please go to www.flourishinglife.com or contact us at info@flourishinglife.com.
©2020 Flourishing Life Technologies Ltd.

These three pillars and their related strengths 
contribute to nurturing the capacity to flourish 
and experience  well- being (See Figure 2). The 
capacity to flourish is a result of an interactive 
experiential process  not a trait. It  is an ongoing 
dynamic and negotiated interaction within 
a person and between themselves and their 
external environments as well as their capacity 
to draw upon their performance strengths in 
positive ways. There is a synergistic and additive 

effect of the various strengths interacting in 
positive ways that supports a youth to meet their 
developmental needs with an increased capacity 
to thrive and successfully adapt in growth-
fostering ways to adversity and life challenges. 
Viewed this way, each individual proceeds 
along a journey of flourishing that is not defined 
by singularities (e.g., a trait, an adverse event, 
a limitation) that might otherwise jeopardize 
resilience, competence, or contribution.

Figure 2: Conceptual Model of Flourishing and Well-Being
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Flourishing and the 
Well-Being Factors
Well-being and flourishing are inextricably linked. 
Well-being invites a more holistic understanding 
of positive youth development and is achieved 
when students are physically and emotionally 
safe, have secure, healthy relationships, have 
connection to culture and community and have 
opportunities to grow and develop to their 
full potential. Well-being encompasses self-
perception, physical, cognitive, social, emotional 
and spiritual health, as well as factors like 
safety and security, supportive and nurturing 

relationships, a sense of purpose and belonging 
within a family, school environment and the 
community they live in.

Being aware of how students are developing 
and experiencing their sense of well-being in 
the seven factors provides insight as to what 
resources and supports might be required to 
realize their greatest potential. Students with a 
well-rounded sense of positive well-being are 
in a position to explore the world around them, 
step out of their comfort zones and embrace the 
smart risks required to thrive and become the 
best version of themselves.

“The power of words is that a life can be launched 
with as little as a single phrase, an uplifting word or an 
act of kindness. Think of the power we wield and the 
impact we can make if we become more intentional 
about encouraging our children. Our words are often 
the very things that help create future dreams. And 
sometimes those dreams are to be just like us.”  

- Unknown
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Cognitive
Well-Being

Social
Well-Being

Emotional
Well-Being

Physical
Well-Being

Personal
Well-Being

Staying curious and engaged in creative 
and stimulating activities that allow one to 
continue learning and perusing meaningful 
interests.

• Does the youth engage in activities that 
exercise their mind and encourage deep 
learning and innovative thinking?

• Is the youth developing an ability to learn 
from the world around them and express 
themselves in creative ways?

Has developed a strong social network that 
provides guidance and support - positive 
relational interactions with others that 
creates a sense of acceptance, belonging 
and community.

• Does the youth have the confidence and 
ability to initiate friendships and maintain 
them in constructive ways?

• Is the youth comfortable with themselves 
and in a position to see the value of 
supporting the success of others?

Being positively aware and accepting 
of one’s feelings, managing stress and 
strong emotions as well as comfortable in 
expressing one’s thoughts, and concerns.

• Is the youth confident in knowing what works 
for them when feeling strong emotions?

• Are they aware of the resources, strengths  
and abilities they already have to draw upon?

Spiritual
Well-Being

Actively and purposefully engaged in a 
process of exploring and developing one’s 
beliefs, values and ethics that will help guide 
life choices and decisions.  Has a strong 
sense of purpose and belonging in the world.

• Is the youth exploring ways they can feel 
connected to or part of something larger 
than themselves?

• How does the youth create meaning and a 
sense of purpose in life?

Relational
Well-Being

Purposefully involved in exercise, proper 
nutrition, sleep and care for one’s physical 
health so one can engage life fully.

• Is the youth developing an understanding 
of what it means to be physically healthy?

• Does the youth understand the 
importance and implications for other 
areas of their life?

Is engaged in positive relationships and 
genuine connections that offer healthy, 
nurturing and meaningful support during 
difficult times.

• The youth have people in their life that 
they trust and feel safe to share how they 
are feeling?

• Does the youth know what kind of people 
they need to have in their life?

Has a strong sense of experiencing positive 
mental /physical health, high life satisfaction 
and reflects on life experiences to develop a 
sense of meaning or purpose.

• Does the youth have a sense of purpose 
that gives direction to their choices and 
reflects that something better is going to 
happen?

• Does the youth take time to reflect on new 
experiences to discover what gives life 
purpose and meaning – what makes them 
feel alive?
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Flourishing and the 
Well-Being Factors
All youth have certain developmental needs 
that require support. But the capacity to flourish 
and experience well-being is dependent on two 
critical concepts, the capacity to be resilient and 
the ability to draw upon critical performance 
skills in a competent manner (see figure 3).  
 
The capacity for resilience is a result of how 
a person develops their self-awareness and 
inner strengths as they interact with their 
environmental influences and supports such 
as school, family, peers and community. 
One’s performance skills and character traits 
develop through active-experiential learning 
opportunities that nurture one’s understanding 
and capacity to draw upon the critical 
performance skills and character traits required 
to perform in successful ways. (Donnon & 
Hammond, 2007, 2001; Truebridge, 2014; Benard 
and Truebridge, 2013; Cherkowski & Walker, 
2018).

The Influence of Flourishing

Low Flourishing: At a greater risk for 

• Mental health concerns

• Academically challenged

• Oppositional behaviour

• Risk-taking attitude and behaviour (e.g. 
drug use)

• Poor academics

• Fixed mindset

• Limited social skills & connectedness

High Flourishing Enhanced probability for

• Positive mental health

• Academic success

• Positive character traits

• Growth mindset and risk-agile

• Optimistic and hopeful

• Positive connectedness and citizenship

• Positive inner values

• Positive sense of self & other awareness
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The responses by the students provides school 
leadership insight into what strategies and 
resources need to be purposefully provided 
to build upon existing strengths or create the 
right support to effectively address potential 
limitations. In many ways, the flourishing data 

provides insight and direction to developing a 
more holistic strategy that integrates the two 
critical components required for educational and 
life success:

Personal Strengths

Self-Awareness

Social-Awareness

Self-Management

Self-Care

Environmental Strengths

Self-Awareness

Social-Awareness

Self-Management

Self-Care

Resilience
The personal and environmental 

strengths one requires to effectively 
navigate and proactively engage life’s 
challenges/opportunities successfully

+ =

Performance Strengths

Internal Soft Skills/Traits

External Soft Skills/Traits

Mastery Skills/Traits

Competence
The performance skills and character

traits one requires to effectively 
actualize one’s potential and thrive.

Outcome

Flourish 
& 

Well-being

Figure 3: Role of Resilience and Competence for Flourishing
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Implications for  
Educational Practice
The Flourishing Life Framework provides 
educators an opportunity to determine the 
flourishing capacity of a school culture through 
the use of a the Flourishing Life Questionnaire 
(FLQ). The FLQ also provides educators with 
an individualized flourishing profile for every 
student outlining their unique perspective 
and understanding of the various factors and 
subfactor strengths related to the three pillars.  
 
Most importantly, the FLQ provides each 
individual student with the information they 
need to better understand their strengths, form 
positive connections to supports provided in the 
school setting, and an accurate description of all 
relevant flourishing factors. In administering the 
FLQ school wide and individual student levels of 
flourishing capacity can be created that identifies 
the following:

• Current overall school culture of 
flourishing potential

• Current capacity of all students to flourish 
– at an aggregated and individual level

• Current aptitude of all students towards 
growth-oriented learning

• Current perception and capacity of 
students on the seven well-being factors

• Current awareness and capacity of all 
students to draw upon the 10 essential 
life skills/competencies

Knowing the school culture and trends of 
flourishing along with the individual student’s 
flourishing capacity provides insight to better 
understand the most effective starting point 
for meaningful engagement and allocation of 
resources to effectively nurture a growth-focused 
pathway for thriving (Figure 4).

Figure 4: The Diversified Continuum of Flourishing Support
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Guiding Values and  
Principles of Strengths-
Based Schools
Nurturing the capacity to flourish and experience 
well-being requires a strengths-based school 
approach that engages all students in the 
learning process by building upon what 
they can do well, resourcing what they may 
need to experience greater success and 
scaffolding current strengths into new learning 
opportunities.  
 
It looks for “what is right” in a student as the 
starting point for psycho-social and academic 
success as opposed to mitigating “what a 
student lacks”. It provides a safe and caring 
environment that embraces a holistic approach 
to preparing students to be taught, not just 
teaching when students are open to or ready 
and willing to be taught. It engages and interacts 
with students in ways that invites a curious 
exploration of “what might be”.

A strengths-based culture of educational 
practice reflects the following values and 
practices:

• Knows that it is people, not programs, 
that determine the quality of a school 
culture.

• Establishes realistic expectations 
with students that are consistent and 
frequently reviewed.

• Engages students purposefully - when 
they say something, they mean it.

• Has high expectations for students - but 
even higher expectations for themselves.

• Knows that educators are the critical 
variable in the school context - focus 
on what they can influence and control 
– especially, their own perceptions and 
performance.

• Embraces a student-centric approach 
with a broad vision of what school 
success really is.

• Create a positive atmosphere in 
classrooms/school by using the power of 
affirmation, empathy and insight oriented 
praise.

• Supports the crucial factors that build 
student success and filters out the 
negatives that do not matter.

• Focuses on building social capital with 
students through developing relational 
trust and respect - keep relationships in 
good repair.

• Continuously evaluates the effectiveness 
of educational practice – reflects, 
celebrates and adjust accordingly.

• Keeps academic assessment and 
performance in perspective - knows that 
the traits of being resilient (soft skills) 
are a better indicator of life success than 
one’s cognitive IQ.

• Believes that all students (including 
themselves) can succeed if supported 
by caring relationships and a learning 
environment that supports “what might 
be” as a goal.

Strengths-based educators reflect on the 
atmospheres in their schools and classrooms 
and focus on building resilient students by 
asking the following questions: (Adapted in part 
from “Spotlighting the Strengths of Every
Single Student by Elsie Jones-Smith, 2011).

• Put relationship building (developing trust 
and respect, listening, empathizing, etc.) 
before directing a student?

• Understand the student’s perception of 
reality - seeing the world through their 
eyes?

Do we:
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The strengths approach is not just another 
program or innovative model created for 
educational practice. It reflects a paradigm 
shift based upon a powerful combination of 
research and a specific set of beliefs and values 
that aligns with (informs) why one engages in 
education in the first place.  
 
The strengths approach has a contagious quality 
that invites students, educators, parents and 
communities to invest in “what is right” in their 
youth rather than focusing on “what is wrong.” 
It is a powerful and innovative philosophy for 
educational practice that will challenge the 
fundamental assumptions about what it means 
to motivate students, develop their educational 
strengths, and equip them to be college, career, 
and citizenship ready.

• Focus on and affirm the positive behaviors 
more often than challenging - avoids 
harsh criticism and negative comments?

• Support students to develop responsibility, 
empathy and social awareness through 
participation in worthy causes or help 
others – going beyond just being kind?

• Provide experiential learning opportunities 
for students to explore their interest 
and passions in ways that stretch their 
abilities?

• Accept our students for who they are 
and help them to set realistic goals and 
expectations?

• Connect students to other positive 
relationships or adult role models in 
their school, community and peer 
environments?

• Help students experience success and 
purposefully scaffold new learnings for 
future success?

• Help students to develop critical thinking 
skills to solve their own problems rather 
than stepping in with perceived solutions?

• Identify and communicate to students 
what choices or behaviours led to 
success and desired outcomes? 
Messaging that “you are amazing and 
have everything you need to succeed.”

• Challenge negative or defeatist thinking 
and encourage optimism?
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Appendix A: Pillar #1 - Personal Strengths
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Appendix A: Pillar #2 - Environmental Strengths



19For more information please go to www.flourishinglife.com or contact us at info@flourishinglife.com.
©2020 Flourishing Life Technologies Ltd.

Appendix A: Pillar #3 - Performance Strengths
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