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Abstract
Teachers often assume that their students will be happy, engaged, and well-behaved in school after they’ve achieved some of their academic goals.  While this is not an unreasonable assumption – shared by teachers and students alike - it may not, however, be helpful.  It is argued in this paper that such an approach may well contribute to a phenomenon labelled the “tyranny of when” and also to a range of problems including negative, self-defeating emotions such as frustration, boredom and disengagement. As an alternative, the authors propose that rather than waiting until success is achieved, the skills of happiness and positivity should in fact be taught first and foremost. By promoting the “primacy of positivity” educators can help students achieve their goals by capitalising on the significant findings of Fredrickson, Lyubomirsky, Cornelius and others and by leveraging off the energy and motivation created. 

Keywords: education, engagement, positivity, positive psychology, happiness 

The primacy of positivity – Introduction 
There is a valid debate taking place within positive psychology circles questioning the definitions of, and the relationship between positive psychology and happiness. Seligman (2002), for example, makes it clear that authentic happiness is much more than the experience of positive emotions, noting that (among other things) it also involves connectedness, engagement, meaning and purpose. Fredrickson (2009) decided to not even include happiness in her list of top 10 positive emotions because she considered happiness to be a term too vague with many meanings defined differently by many people. Others have expressed concerns that the new science of positive psychology will be mistaken for some sort of ambiguous or unhelpfully populist “happy-ology” (e.g. Peterson & Park, 2010). 
As valuable and necessary as these discussions are, it is important not to ignore or to underestimate the potentially constructive role that positive emotions might play in a range of contexts, including teaching. This article hypothesises that the utilisation of “the primacy of positivity”, via happiness and other positive emotions, may enhance the ease with which we achieve success and productivity in our lives. Further, happiness and other positive emotions may also enhance the ease with which teachers can help their students achieve their goals and progress effectively.
Overcoming the first obstacle –“the tyranny of when”
When you ask parents what they want from their children’s education, the vast majority will answer with things like fulfilment, happiness, love, balance civility, and peace of mind,  But when you then ask “What do schools teach?” the response is starkly different - facts, theories, knowledge, discipline, conformity (Seligman 2009).  In traditional education, happiness is rarely a primary goal, and is more likely a secondary goal or not even an overtly stated goal at all. Regardless, this paper argues that the appropriate use of happiness and positive emotions will be beneficial for all involved as almost all students will come up against challenges to the achievement of their goals that the author has come to call “the tyranny of when”. This is similar to Hamilton’s (1994) construct of “deferred happiness”, a premise that brought to light the tendency of people to sacrifice quality of life in order to stay in negative (but frequently well paying) workplace settings.
To further explain this term, “the tyranny of when” is the phenomenon resulting from a group of related thoughts and beliefs associated with imagined and seemingly desirable, but currently unreached goals. For example: “I’ll be happy when... I pass this test, when I graduate, or when I leave school”. As suggested by Oishi, Diener & Lucas (2007) whether overtly stated, conscious or otherwise, most people value happiness above and beyond other desired and desirable outcomes. 
This is not to argue that goal setting is inherently wrong or bad nor that happiness is the only real goal. Sheldon and Houser-Marko (2001) argue that appropriate goal setting is one of the strategies that can lead to happiness and satisfaction; positive outcomes that can be achieved through developing goals that match a person’s  implicit interests and that are congruent with the individual’s core values. 
The problem for many people, however, is that they never get there. If they do reach this satisfaction, oftentimes they think of something else that they “need” before they can feel happy (thus, the ultimate “tyranny of when”). In recent years, positive psychologists have come to refer to this as the “hedonic treadmill”, a metaphor in which an individual is constantly running, but never reaching a destination. In other words, happiness is thought to be fleeting and influenced positively and negatively by events, but people will inevitably revert back to “neutral” (Diener, Lucas, & Scollon, 2006, p. 305). As a result, individuals do not experience the level of joy or satisfaction desired. 
These less than ideal definitions of happiness parallel popular Western ideas of success that are based in the thought of: if you work hard you’ll achieve your goals, and if you achieve your goals you’ll then be happy. Quinn and Quinn (2009) argue that this is not always true. It depends more, they argue, on the nature of a person’s goals and specifically, on whether those goals are congruent with values, purposeful, freely chosen and importantly, uplifting.  So once more, goals are by no means implicitly bad but according to Quinn and Quinn (2009) they can be problematic if they include negative and unhelpful expectations or beliefs. 
Providing another perspective, Wilson and Gilbert (2005) investigated affective forecasting, which suggests that people’s ability to predict how they’ll feel and cope in the future is relatively poor. This theory includes their ability to make positive changes in or to their life. People tend to overestimate, for example, how difficult it will be to achieve a goal and in turn, will be disrupted or possibly demoralised and demotivated by the experience of “negative emotions” early in the goal-directed process. If this overestimation of the difficulty of goals is not addressed, the attempt to make positive change will possibly be thwarted.
With an intention to help more people (including teachers and their students) find happiness and success, this article proposes a new approach to teaching, one that can also be extended to life more generally. This approach challenges the tradition of solely and primarily working towards traditional academic goals in order to experience happiness and instead, argues that achievement and success are far more likely to be met if happiness, positivity and engagement are created first. So even if happiness is not an explicit goal in and of itself, it should still be seen as a highly useful means to other desired ends. 
Broaden and Build Theory
Notably, there is a growing body of related research that strongly supports the trial of such an approach. This article draws especially on the research of Fredrickson (2001) and particularly, the broaden and build theory of positive emotions.  
Until relatively recently, psychology and psychological researchers have traditionally (and almost exclusively) focused on negative emotions. As a result, much is known about how these emotions impact our behaviour and overall mental state. In short, when we experience negative emotions (such as fear or anxiety) we close up. We tend to withdraw and thus, not cope as well (Frijda, Kuipers & Schure, 1989). In contrast, the broaden and build theory has evolved out of the investigation of positive emotions and the discovery that these lead to improved performance, more effective coping and resilience, via the broadening of cognitive processes and increased capacity to build on previous experiences (e.g. Fredrickson and Losada, 2005). 
Support also comes from Lyubomirsky, King and Diener (2005) who reviewed a number of relevant studies and concluded that “happiness is associated with and precedes numerous successful outcomes, as well as behaviours paralleling success. Furthermore, the evidence suggests that positive affect (the hallmark of well-being) may be the cause of many of the desirable characteristics, resources, and successes correlated with happiness” (p. 803). Although the authors of this landmark study were not specifically referring to an educational context, their conclusions are considered highly relevant for this discussion as the range and breadth of outcomes found to be associated with positive affect are impressive (e.g. health, positive relationships, innovation and creativity, to name but a few).
These research findings of Fredrickson and others (which are by no means exhaustive or comprehensive) indicate that positive emotions help us enjoy the good times, but they also help us cope with the tough times and persevere to achieve meaningful goals (and further, it should be noted, that according to Lyubomirsky et al (2005) it’s more than likely to be the frequency of positive emotions that’s important as opposed to the intensity). As a result, positive emotions are not simply a phenomenon we should enjoy after we have achieved something of significance, but they are also tools we can use to increase our chances of achieving significant outcomes.  Rather than succumbing to “the tyranny of when”, we can utilise “the power of then”. This refers to the idea that if happiness and positivity are created first, then the chances of achieving desirable goals are significantly enhanced. Through this theory, the wonders of positive emotions can be experienced before, during and after success, rather than (as we often imagine) just after.
Positivity in Education
Definitions of the goals of education can vary from ‘academic excellence’ to ‘vocational preparedness’ or even to the more esoteric ‘preparing for a meaningful and happy life’.  The evidence quoted in this article suggests that the achievement of any of these educational goals will be made much easier if students are helped to experience positive emotions (happiness, engagement etc) first.  These positive experiences actively engage and inspire the student, making learning interesting, rewarding and desirable.
Such positive experiences increase motivation and innovation which, stimulate creativity and problem solving and drives more helpful and constructive behaviours. Research related to Fredrickson’s broaden and build theory clearly suggests that positive emotions enhance creativity, innovation and problem solving (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005), as well as improving team-work, collaboration and relationships (e.g. Quinn, 2007; Waugh & Fredrickson, 2006). 
But further, specific education research has reinforced this view, and the primacy of positivity in education is nowhere better demonstrated than in the area of positive student-teacher relationships.
We all have our favourite teachers – ones we remember decades after they faded from our lives, and whose influences help define who we are today.  These relationships are almost invariably the most positive ones – based on warmth, trust, empathy and encouragement.    In his recent book, Macklin (2011) published a collection of  stories from over 90 high-profile Australians, all of whom remembered well the powerful effects of these positive relationships, which anecdotally demonstrate the power of positivity in education.  We intuitively know that the teachers who genuinely care about us, and who are empathetic and warm towards us, are the ones who influence us most – for the better.  And those influential teachers did not wait until we were successful at school before they showed us their positivity – they were positive first, as they instinctively knew that their students would flourish in a culture of warmth, acceptance and encouragement.
And this has been repeatedly confirmed scientifically.  Cornelius-White (2007) conducted a meta-analysis of student-teacher relationships and assessed over 1,000 articles, covering 119 studies involving 355,325 students and 1,450 findings) and concluded that positive student-teacher relationships were strongly associated with positive student outcomes.  When teachers are non-directing, warm, empathic, encouraging and genuine, their students’ positive emotions towards their teacher soar, and they do better at school.   And again, the teachers’ positivity precedes the students’ improved performance – strongly suggesting that positivity is causative.   
There’s no escaping the conclusion that enhancing positivity in students enhances their learning.  The primacy of positivity in classrooms pays enormous dividends for our students – academically, socially, emotionally – and leads to a positive spiral:  positivity promotes improved outcomes, improved outcomes boost students’ confidence and self-esteem, which then emboldens the student to attempt and achieve more – creating an ever-upward spiral fuelled by positivity.  These findings beg the question – why wait to introduce positivity in the classroom?

Case study:  Robert and the Positive Educational Coach
Robert was by far the most disengaged child in his Grade 6 class – he had not completed any set work all year, his spelling and handwriting were well behind his year level, and his behaviour was extremely disruptive to the rest of the class.  In fact, he was effectively passed-over by some of his teachers as not worth their time.
When we first met, he was rude and deliberately disruptive in all classroom activities, until he was finally asked to leave by the teacher.  He left with a wry smile on his face, indicating that he was proud of his achievement – of being kicked out yet again.  The next activity was a writing assignment, where he was meant to be writing a journal entry about something that he had just read.  While the other kids in the class had completed nearly a full page, Robert had only completed 3 lines, and those lines were far from good.  It was clear that he had not even read the passage, and was obviously bored with the exercise.  While I again explained the activity to him, he continually fiddled with his ‘clicky’ ballpoint pen, which was quite distracting, indicating that he was not listening, let alone interested.
I decided to take a different approach, and stopped trying to engage him in the writing exercise.  Instead, I sat and watched what he was doing with the pen, and noticed that he pulled it down to its component parts, then put it back together – several times. He then re-assembled the parts to make a mini-rocket launcher, which he used to shoot the refill into the air a few inches – all of this without actually looking at what he was doing.  I was immediately impressed by his dexterity and his instinctive understanding of mechanical principals.
We then struck up a conversation about what he was doing.  He explained to me each component of the ‘clicky’ mechanism, and how they all fit together.  As for making it a spring-based rocket – well that was all about the timing – you needed to compress the spring to its maximum, and then release it just at the right time to get maximum lift!   Well, the conversation quickly moved to more complicated mechanics, and then to motorcycles, a subject about which both of us were passionate.  So over the next few weeks, we became firm friends – I became the only teacher with whom he could engage - and all the while we discussed stories about motorcycles.  When I brought in a few of my motorcycling books, he was spellbound.  He spent several sessions thumbing through the books, reading about the various, makes, models, and types of engines.  We discussed the parts of each motor (he know most of them), and how they worked, and we built paper models of internal combustion engines.  He even volunteered to write a illustrated ‘essay’ on the subject – and this was the most reading and writing he had done all year.
Now it is difficult for the classroom teacher to have dedicated this amount of time and effort to one student – and as a result, he had become almost completely disengaged from the educational process. But this incomplete story (Robert then went on to the local high school, and his experience is not known) illustrates the power of focussing on a person’s strengths and competencies - any strength, any ability, any activity that the child feels good about or is interested in.  Focussing on a positive about Robert immediately engaged him – it let him know that someone was interested in him, valued and liked him, and encouraged in him a sense of achievement, mastery and control, which are fundamental to the learning process.   (Note however, that there was still some ‘negative’ feedback as well – inappropriate behaviour was so labelled, in the attempt to ensure that feedback was realistic, specific and targeted (Hattie, 2009), not ‘pollyanna-ish’. )
 Ironically, this approach actually led the child to reading and writing, things the standard classroom activities had consistently failed to achieve.  By giving positivity a position of primacy, Robert commenced on an upward spiral where he felt good about something at school – viz. the relationship with me – and this led him achieve something, which led to more positive emotion, which led to more achievement, and so on . . . .  Sadly, the opposite was true in his earlier school experiences – his initial disruptiveness led to him receiving negative, personal feedback, which led him to negative emotions, and those negative emotions led him to even worse behaviour, which attracted more negative feedback: the typical downward spiral.  In contrast though, our positivity approach had a very clear ‘broaden and build’ effect.
Based on the aforementioned research findings, as well as this brief case study, it is proposed that rather than approaching students with the attitude that they need to achieve and to behave appropriately before experiencing happiness (which could possibly be communicated to students via overtly verbal but also via more subtle, non-verbal means), it is suggested that educators find ways to boost positive emotions and to create positive experiences first and foremost for their students. It’s hypothesised that such an approach will subsequently assist them to engage in constructive and helpful behaviours that will ultimately lead them towards real success (however defined).
Although future research will be needed to explore the efficacy of specific positivity boosting strategies in a variety of coaching contexts, the authors believe there is already valid and reliable evidence for the effectiveness of certain strategies in a number of situations. 
Gostick and Christopher (2008) and  Avolio, Howell and Sosik (1999) both put forward strong arguments for the appropriate use of “levity” in an organisational context, citing a range of studies linking positive work environments to levels of engagement, reduced turnover, enhanced productivity and company profitability.  Similarly, the use of humour is highly effective in education (Gilmore 2008).  Consistent with this premise, Buckingham and Clifton (2001) argue that helping employees identify and utilise their strengths is associated with lower turnover, more productivity and higher customer satisfaction scores (further support comes from Peterson, 2006).   There is growing evidence that this phenomenon is also true in educational contexts (Gilman, 2009, Elias & Arnold (2006).
Based on the related work of Gostick and Christopher (2008), Rath and Clifton (2004), as well as Lyubomirsky (2008) and others, we propose some examples of how one can create and enhance positivity in the early stages of teaching with a view to increase the chances of student achievement (and please note, this is by no means a comprehensive list): 
1. Develop a positive relationship with each student - first and foremost – regardless of the student’s behaviour (past or present)
1. Engage students with something – anything – that is relevant, interesting, compelling
1. Actively and explicitly focus on positive experiences in the student’s life, present and past (see the work on savouring by, for example, Bryant & Veroff, 2005)
1. Quickly work towards helping the student identify his or her strengths (using tools such as the VIA for Children Survey). Specifically look for expressions of these strengths in past experiences and discuss how best to utilise these in future situations 
1. Build a positive student-teacher relationship by finding common areas of interest or leisure activities
1. Have fun and use humour appropriately (education is far too important to take too seriously!) 
1. Make students feel special and do what you can to make them believe that the process of teaching is and will be a positive one; and note that this is as important in the playground, as it is in the classroom
1. Add value to your students and to the educational process by considering and offering anything and everything you can to help your students in every aspect of his/her life (looking beyond the traditional numeracy and literacy goals) 
1. Provide accurate, specific and detailed feedback to the student about the task they are undertaking, their approach to that task, and their confidence levels and strengths.  Avoid providing empty praise about the student’s presumed traits – such as ‘you are so smart’ or ‘you are a natural’.
1. Provide plenty of positive reinforcement each time your student achieves something of significance, regardless of the size, or even when positive experiences from the past are recalled or mentioned 
1. Cultivate hope and optimism at every opportunity by reminding the student of previous successes and achievements and by appropriately noting how these experiences can be used to build more positivity in the future
1. Encourage the doing of good deeds to and for others (e.g. Post and Neimark, 2008)
1. And provide instruction in evidence-based mindfulness and meditation methods (e.g. Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek & Finkel, 2008) 
In conclusion, it’s worth noting that as a theoretical paper, the ideas expressed in this article need to be tested empirically. It’s also worth noting, just briefly and in order to address the concern that the pursuit of positive emotions may lead to selfishness rather than authentic happiness, which findings from social psychology indicate that those who experience positive emotions also have a positive effect on others via social and emotional contagion. That is, when we feel good we’re more likely to make others feel good (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1993). 
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