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Abstract
This study evaluates the Individual Strengths, Collective Power! program in fostering 
students' use of strengths vocabulary and improving classroom relationships in an 
inclusive education setting in Switzerland, where students with and without special 
educational needs and disabilities (SEND) attend school together. The study 
involved 179 students, ages 8 to 12, divided into an experimental group that received 
specific training and an active control group that had access to program resources, 
regardless of their SEND status. The study used the Strengths Use Scale (SUS) and 
the Gratitude Questionnaire to measure students' awareness of their strengths and 
gratitude. In addition, a sociometric measure, the Peer Acceptance Index (PAI), 
was developed to assess classroom dynamics. Results indicate that strengths- 
based interventions significantly expanded students' vocabulary of strengths and 
increased positive discourse, particularly among girls. Time and age were the main 
predictors of positive peer commentary, rather than the interventions themselves, 
which had no significant effect on PAI scores. The study suggests that strengths- 
based tools, even without guided use, can positively influence students' language 
about strengths, although they did not change classroom relationships within the 
9- week period. Further research is recommended to explore the specific effects and 
mechanisms of strengths- based interventions in inclusive settings.

K E Y W O R D S
empowerment, inclusive education, positive education, positive interdependence, signature 
strengths, strengths- based interventions

Key Points

• Strengths- based interventions contribute to the enrichment of students' vocabu-
lary about their own strengths.

• Student- reported gratitude predicts the use of strengths- based vocabulary and 
the frequency of positive comments about others.

• The interventions appear to have a greater impact on girls' discourse regarding 
the use of strengths- based vocabulary.

• The strengths- based interventions do not have a significant effect on relation-
ships between students over the 9 weeks of the intervention.

www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/jrs3
mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9464-7427
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:nicolas.bressoud@hepvs.ch
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2F1471-3802.12713&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-08-11


2 |   BRESSOUD et al.

INTRODUCTION

Youth mental health has become a global concern, with 
the prevalence of mental health disorders surpassing 
that of adults in 2021 (OECD,  2021). In parallel with 
this crisis, there has been a shift in the educational 
landscape towards more inclusive practices (Ainscow 
& César,  2006; UNESCO,  1994). Inclusive education 
has become indispensable to foster school environ-
ments that meet the needs of all students and promote 
diversity (Booth et al., 2003). In line with this, Positive 
Education (PosEd), an approach centered on promoting 
happiness, well- being, and the development of character 
strengths alongside traditional skills, has gained traction 
(White, 2021).

This study aimed to examine the relevance of Positive 
Education (PosEd), particularly the use of signature 
strengths using the ‘Individual Strengths, Collective 
Power!’ program (Bressoud, Shankland, Gay, & 
Samson, 2023), in implementing and enhancing inclusive 
education.

Background and key concepts

Inclusive education promotes positive views of diver-
sity and difference (White et  al.,  2023). According to 
Ainscow (2005), its goal is to create educational commu-
nities that embrace human diversity and empower each 
student, regardless of their special educational needs 
and disabilities (SEND) status, to develop competence, 
autonomy and connectedness (Ryan & Deci,  2000). 
Positive interdependence and empowerment are cen-
tral to this vision. Positive interdependence refers to 
the cooperative relationships among students that are 
fostered when each student's individual strengths are 
recognized and valued (Johnson et al., 2008). This rec-
ognition promotes a sense of connectedness and mutual 
reliance among students, enhancing the social dynam-
ics of the classroom. Positive interdependence can man-
ifest through the gratitude students feel towards their 
peers (Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006). Empowerment in the 
context of inclusive education refers to the process of 
increasing students' autonomy and confidence in their 
abilities (Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995). Empowerment 
is fostered through acknowledging each student's in-
dividual strengths and creating an environment where 
these strengths can be used and developed. This pro-
cess promotes a sense of competence in students and 
fosters connectedness, thereby reinforcing positive in-
terdependence within the classroom.

Implementing inclusive educational practices, how-
ever, poses a significant challenge. How can teachers 
help students see diversity as a resource rather than a 
difficulty? One possible solution is to apply the princi-
ples of positive psychology in education, also known as 
PosEd. PosEd can be defined as an educational approach 

that emphasizes not only traditional skills but also the 
promotion of socio- emotional skills (White,  2021). For 
example, a review of 12 meta- analyses involving over 1 
million students (Durlak et al., 2022) suggests that PosEd 
programs have a statistically significant positive impact 
on academic performance as well as on socio- emotional 
learning, self- awareness, prosocial behaviour, conduct 
problems, drug use, behaviour and emotion difficulties.

At the core of PosEd is the recognition and develop-
ment of character strengths, that is, the positive traits 
naturally present in individuals that contribute to their 
well- being and fulfilment (Linley,  2008). Although the 
concept of character strengths finds its roots in Greek 
philosophy and the writings of Aristotle (Haidt, 2006), 
it has become a prominent research topic in positive 
psychology, largely due to the work of Peterson and 
Seligman (2004). Character strengths include creativity, 
kindness, perseverance and many others, which can be 
harnessed through strengths- based interventions.

Strengths- based interventions in the educational field 
are practices that leverage each student's distinct char-
acter strengths (Niemiec,  2019; Wagner & Ruch,  2023; 
White et  al.,  2023). By focusing on students' strengths 
rather than their weaknesses, these interventions offer 
teachers practical tools for fostering academic achieve-
ment, wellbeing, positive emotions, class cohesion, 
perceived social support or socio- emotional skills 
(Lavy, 2020; Linkins et al., 2014; Quinlan et al., 2014).

Strengths- based interventions come in many differ-
ent forms, as evidenced by programs with diverse names 
such as ‘Strengths for the journey’ (Foka et  al.,  2022), 
‘Celebrating Strengths’ (Fox,  2008), ‘Mindfulness- Based 
Strength Practice’ (Via Institute on Character,  2023), 
‘Awesome Us!’ (Quinlan, 2012), and ‘Individual Strengths, 
Collective Power!’ (Bressoud et al., 2023b). A comprehen-
sive review by Coppley and Niemiec (2021) highlights the 
wide variation in these types of interventions. Prioritizing 
the recognition and use of pre- existing character strengths, 
that is, signature strengths, is a promising approach in the 
context of inclusive education. Various authors have em-
phasized the relevance of recognizing and using signature 
strengths as a lever to develop people's empowerment and 
improve the quality of interactions among groups (Proyer 
et al., 2015; Schutte & Malouff, 2019).

In order to empower students with or without SEND 
in inclusive settings and to improve the quality of relation-
ships in classrooms, a focus has been made on teachers 
implementing strengths- based interventions themselves, 
which makes them more effective (Quinlan et al., 2018). 
Indeed, as the teacher can support empowerment and 
relationship quality throughout the year, it is more effec-
tive than an external professional who would not be able 
to offer a continuous focus on students and classroom 
strengths. In- service teacher training can be an interesting 
entry point for promoting strengths- based interventions. 
Through this type of training, teachers can discover, de-
velop, and experiment with materials for students.
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The summary of key concepts can be found in Table 1.

Problem statement

In the context of inclusive education, the use of strengths- 
based interventions may play a key role in promoting posi-
tive interdependence and empowerment in the classroom 
(Coppley & Niemiec,  2021). However, understanding of 
their application and effects in such contexts remains limited, 
particularly when focusing primarily on character strengths 
for individuals with disabilities (Niemiec et  al.,  2017). 
Moreover, there is a gap in research regarding the impact 
of strengths- based interventions on perceptions of human 
diversity in heterogeneous contexts. The mechanisms by 
which such interventions promote positive interdependence 
and empowerment have received little empirical attention.

To develop a pedagogical intervention that focuses on 
signature strengths and aims to foster positive interdepen-
dence and empowerment within an inclusive classroom, 
one can take inspiration from the principles proposed by 
Linkins et al. (2014). These principles encompass: (1) es-
tablishing a shared framework or language, (2) recognizing 
and reflecting on the strengths of others, (3) identifying 
and reflecting on one's individual strengths, (4) practicing 
and applying these strengths and (5) identifying, celebrat-
ing, and nurturing the strengths of the group.

Given these considerations and the program's ex-
plicit alignment with these principles, the ‘Individual 
Strengths, Collective Power!’ program (Bressoud 
et al., 2023b) was selected to evaluate interventions in an 
inclusive context.

Research purpose and questions

Our research sought to address this gap in the litera-
ture by examining how PosEd interventions, specifi-
cally strengths- based interventions, can foster inclusive 
education. This research aimed to answer the follow-
ing research questions: how can interventions based on 

teacher in- service training and the ‘Individual Strengths, 
Collective Power!’ program influence (1) students' per-
ceptions about themselves and their peers, and (2) per-
ceptions about classroom relationships, central elements 
in the development of positive interdependence and 
empowerment?

Hypotheses

Considering the key role of positive interdependence and 
empowerment as levers in the development of a quality 
inclusive context, our specific research hypotheses were:

1. Does implementation of the ‘Individual Strengths, 
Collective Power!’ program increases the use of 
strengths- based vocabulary and positive mentions 
of peers during student discourse?

2. Does implementation of the ‘Individual Strengths, 
Collective Power!’ program increase peer acceptance?

M ETHODOLOGY

Participants

The total sample consisted of 179 students, divided 
between the experimental and active control groups, 
regardless of their SEND. The experimental group in-
cluded 104 students in six classes, while the active control 
group consisted of 75 students in four classes (see Table 2 
for details). Teachers from all 10 classes were female. 
Their teaching experience ranged from 4 to 30 years in 
the experimental group and 4 to 35 years in the active 
control group.

Study context

Data collection took place in a French- speaking region 
of Switzerland where an inclusive policy has been in place 

TA B L E  1  Definition of key concepts.

Key concept Definition

Character strength Positive traits naturally present in individuals that contribute to their well- being and fulfilment 
(Linley, 2008)

Empowerment The process of increasing students' autonomy and confidence in their abilities (Perkins & 
Zimmerman, 1995)

Inclusive schools Educational communities that embrace human diversity and empower each student, regardless of their 
special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) status (Ainscow, 2005)

Positive interdependence Cooperative relationships among students that are fostered when each student's individual strengths are 
recognized and valued (Johnson et al., 2008)

Positive education An educational approach that emphasizes not only traditional skills but also the promotion of socio- 
emotional skills (White, 2021)

Signature strength Pre- existing character strengths (Proyer et al., 2015)

Strengths- based interventions Practices in the educational field that leverage each student's distinct character strengths (Niemiec, 2019)
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for over 30 years. This policy ensures that students with 
SEND participate in regular school life within their local 
area. The goal is for every student, where possible, to at-
tend his or her local village school; therefore, inclusive 
solutions are preferred over segregated ones (CIIP, 2023). 
In this educational context, most students identified with 
SEND, under current law, participate fully in school life, 
as do all students without SEND. Within the classroom, 
these students benefit from teaching resources that are 
tailored to their specific needs.

This study adopts an aggregated approach, focus-
ing on the entire classroom rather than specific cate-
gories of students or SEND. This approach is based 
on the understanding that categorizing students by 
their SEND can lead to labeling and stigmatization 
(Rubie- Davies, 2010).

All involved classes were inclusive and adhered to the 
region's education laws. In practice, each class operated 
within a framework that embraced diversity, with teach-
ing support available as required. Data about the types 
of SEND or the number of students with SEND was not 
collected. Instead, the study evaluated the impact of a 
strengths- based intervention on the overall classroom. 
This approach recognizes that all students, irrespec-
tive of their individual differences or needs, can benefit 
from a strengths- based approach to education (White 
et al., 2023). In addition, some SEND may involve chal-
lenges in the ability to make and maintain friendships, as 
well as deficits in social language and communication. 
A strengths- based approach could provide opportunities 
for peer support and empowerment in such cases.

Ethical considerations

This study project was approved by the Ethics Committee 
of UniDistance (Switzerland) on 10 November, 2022. 
Informed consent was obtained from the students, their 
parents, and the participating teachers prior to data col-
lection. All participants were informed about the study's 
purpose, the voluntary nature of their participation, 
and their right to withdraw at any time without conse-
quence. Anonymity and confidentiality of the collected 
data were ensured throughout the research process, and 
participants were assigned unique identifiers to protect 
their identity. All data collected during the study are se-
curely stored and protected by the Valais University of 
Teacher Education (Switzerland), in compliance with the 
institution's data protection policies. Access to the data 

is restricted to the research team members directly in-
volved in the study.

Study design

The study used a non- randomized research design with 
two distinct groups. Each group consisted of classes led 
by teachers who were recruited through voluntary partic-
ipation. The first group, referred to as the experimental 
group, consisted of students taught by teachers who were 
interested in learning more about character strengths 
through in- service training and implementing a sim-
plified version of the ‘Individual Strengths, Collective 
Power!’ program (Bressoud et  al.,  2023b) with active 
coaching. The second group, the active control group, 
consisted of students taught by teachers who wished to 
implement a pedagogical approach freely inspired by 
the ‘Individual Strengths, Collective Power!’ program. 
These teachers were contacted through a regional school 
board. Pre-  and post- intervention data were collected to 
assess the impact of the two conditions. This methodo-
logical choice allows for a deeper understanding of how 
strengths- based interventions influence the variables of 
interest without interfering with the natural environ-
ment. Specifically, the topic of character strengths was 
timely in the context of data collection, and it was not 
possible to identify classes that could serve as a passive 
control group.

Measurement

Strengths use scale

At each measurement time, students' awareness of their 
signature strengths was assessed using the strengths 
use scale (SUS), originally developed by Govindji and 
Linley (2007). The French translation proposed by Forest 
et al. (2012) and validated by Bressoud et al. (2023a) was 
used in this study. The 14- item scale was adapted for stu-
dents by deleting two items (‘I know what I can do best’, 
‘I know the things I am good at’) that led to confusion. 
The items (e.g. ‘I know how to use my strengths’) were 
rated on a scale from 1 (I strongly disagree) to 7 (I strongly 
agree).

For the pre- test data in this study, Cronbach's alpha 
was acceptable (α = 0.79). The Kolmogorov–Smirnov 
test was employed to assess the normality of the dis-
tribution of the differences in SUS scores separately 
for the active control group (n = 67) and the experi-
mental group (n = 103). The results revealed a viola-
tion of the normality assumption for the active control 
group, with a p- value of 0.024, while the experimental 
group's distribution did not violate the normality as-
sumption (p = 0.486). Furthermore, according to the 
interpretation guidelines of Weston and Gore  (2006), 

TA B L E  2  Sample description for students.

Experimental 
group

Active control 
group

Number of classes 6 4

Students (Perc. of girls) 104 (46.2%) 75 (44%)

Mean age (stand. deviation) 9.83 (1.06) 9.84 (1.17)
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the control group exhibited a moderate negative skew-
ness (−0.68, SE = 0.10) and a more peaked distribution 
than normal (kurtosis = 2.77, SE = 0.10), while the ex-
perimental group showed a slight negative skewness 
(−0.39, SE = 0.10) and a mildly elevated kurtosis (2.15, 
SE = 0.10).

Despite the normality violation of the control group, 
the skewness and kurtosis indices suggest moderate devi-
ations for the control group and minor deviations for the 
experimental group. Given these results, we proceeded 
with the planned analyses, recognizing the potential lim-
itations of the partial violation of normality.

Gratitude Questionnaire

To assess students' gratitude levels as an indicator of 
positive interdependence we used the French version 
(Tachon et  al.,  2021) of the Gratitude Questionnaire 
developed by McCullough et  al.  (2002). The French 
version consists of five items (e.g. ‘I readily say thank 
you to people’), rated on a scale from 1 (I disagree) to 
5 (I agree).

During the pre- test, Cronbach's alpha values 
were at the lower limit of accepaility (α = 0.62). The 
Kolmogorov–Smirnov test examined the normality of 
mean score differences separately for the active control 
(n = 67) and experimental (n = 103) groups, revealing vi-
olations for both (p = 0.003 and p = 0.028, respectively). 
According to the interpretation guidelines of Weston 
and Gore (2006), the control group showed a moderate 
negative skewness (−0.66, SE = 0.08) and a more peaked 
than normal distribution (kurtosis = 2.48, SE = 0.08), 
while the experimental group showed a slightly posi-
tive skewness (0.13, SE = 0.06) and a slightly increased 
kurtosis (1.04, SE = 0.06).

Although both groups violated normality, the skew-
ness and kurtosis indices suggest moderate deviations 
for the active control group and minor deviations for 
the experimental group. Given the robustness of para-
metric tests to moderate violations of normality with 
sufficiently large sample sizes (Schmider et al., 2010), 
we proceeded with the planned analyses while ac-
knowledging the potential limitations associated with 
the scale's low internal consistency and partial viola-
tion of normality.

Students' discourse

At each measurement time, students were asked to pro-
vide a free- form description of themselves in three to 
four sentences. This method of gathering qualitative 
data through discourse is well suited to detecting shifts 
in participants' perceptions (Willig,  2022). The dis-
courses were then double- blindly rated by two research-
ers using a list of all randomly sorted items (Rosenthal 

& Rosnow,  2008). The raters were not able to identify 
which text corresponded to which student, class, group 
or measurement time.

The raters were given two criteria to evaluate each 
text: strength discourse orientation, explicitly the 
use of a strengths vocabulary (e.g. ‘I am able to show 
gratitude when I am helped’), and other discourse 
orientation, explicitly the frequency of positive com-
ments about others (e.g. ‘I enjoy spending time with 
my friends’). Prior to the rating process, the raters at-
tended a preliminary meeting with the mediator, who 
trained them in the use of the scoring criteria and in-
structed them to assign a score of 0, 1, 2 or 3 for each 
criterion.

Use of a strengths vocabulary to talk about him or 
herself
They assigned 0 point if there was no mention of any 
character strengths, 1 point if exactly one strength was 
mentioned (e.g. ‘I think I am a forgiving person’, ‘I show 
an aesthetic sense in art class’), 2 points if two strengths 
were mentioned, or 3 points if three or more strengths 
were mentioned.

Frequency of positive comments about others
Regarding how others were referred to in the text, the 
raters assigned 0 point if there was no mention of oth-
ers in a positive way, 1 point if there was one positive 
mention of others (e.g. ‘I know how to help my family’, 
‘my friends give me good advice’), 2 points if there were 
two positive mentions of others, or 3 points if there were 
three or more positive mentions of others. The raters 
subtracted 1 point if there were negative references to 
others (e.g. ‘I like to mock my sister’, ‘I think my neigh-
bor is terrible at school’).

Agreement
The two raters conferred twice, once at the beginning of 
the evaluation and once at the end. At the start of the 
evaluation, they compared 10 items to ensure that the cri-
teria were being applied consistently, with the help of the 
mediator. After the evaluation phase, the raters and the 
mediator conferred again to ensure that all scores were 
combined accurately. The inter- rater agreement for our 
ordinal data was assessed using weighted Cohen's kappa 
(Cohen, 1968) giving values of 0.75 for the strength cri-
teria and 0.73 for the others criteria; this indicated sub-
stantial agreement between the raters based on the cutoffs 
established by Landis and Koch  (1977). The mediator 
addressed any divergent scores and proposed them for 
consensus among the raters. For example, if  there was a 
difference in scoring on an item, the raters listened to each 
other's arguments and the mediator made a joint proposal 
that was then accepted. Agreements were easy to reach 
because the criteria were quantifiable. Any items requir-
ing mediation were collaboratively modified before being 
included in the validated data for analyses.
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Peer acceptance index

In this study, we used four sociometric questions inspired 
by Coie and Dodge's  (1988) peer assessment model. At 
each measurement point, students were asked to name up 
to three classmates in response to the following categories: 
(1) classmates they like best, (2) classmates they like least, 
(3) classmates they enjoy working with, and (4) classmates 
they do not enjoy working with. This conventional soci-
ometric procedure was designed to gain an understand-
ing of the relationships perceived as positive or negative 
within the classroom (Moreno et al., 1943; Wasserman & 
Faust, 1994).

While Coie and Dodge (1988) originally used a cat-
egorization method that divided students into five 
different groups based on their characteristics, we 
developed an alternative approach that involves cre-
ating an acceptance score for each individual student 
and named it the Peer Acceptance Index (PAI). This 
score serves as a quantitative measure that allows re-
searchers and teachers to track and monitor changes 
in students' acceptance levels over time. By using this 
methodology, we aim to gain a more nuanced under-
standing of the development and progression of accep-
tance among students with or without SEND, which 
may provide valuable insights for promoting inclusive 
educational environments.

First, we calculated the maximum score that each 
student in his or her class could achieve at a given mea-
surement point. Based on the questions asked, a positive 
maximum score was reached when all peers mentioned 
the same student in questions 1 and 3. Similarly, a neg-
ative maximum score was reached when all peers men-
tioned the same student in questions 2 and 4. The PAI for 
each student was then calculated as seen in (1):

where PAIi,k, corresponding to the peer acceptance index 
of student i at the time of observed measurement k, is a 
decimal number between −1.00 and 1.00; mi,k is an inte-
ger corresponding to the sum of peer mentions of student 
i in answers to questions 1 and 3 at the time of observed 
measurement k; pi,k is an integer corresponding to the 
sum of peer mentions of student i in answers to questions 
2 and 4 at the time of observed measurement k; nj,k is an 
integer corresponding to the total of participants in class 
j at the time of observed measurement k.

The Peer Acceptance Index (PAI) is an easy tool to 
observe differences between and within groups. For ex-
ample, an index around 0 indicates that the student is 
perceived neutrally in the class (no mention by peers or 
an equal number of positive and negative mentions); the 
closer the student's index is to 1, the more he or she is 
perceived positively. Conversely, the closer the index is to 
−1, the more negatively the student is perceived.

Procedure and intervention

All measurements were taken twice, 1 week before the 
intervention and 1 week after the intervention, for both 
the experimental group and the active control group. 
Three types of data were collected: self- reported scales, 
students' discourse and reported relationships within the 
class.

The 9- week intervention was based on a simplified 
version of the ‘Individual Strengths, Collective Power!’ 
program (Bressoud et al., 2023b). This program includes 
more than 40 pedagogical activities that allow students 
to explore the signature strengths present within their 
classroom, following the educational steps proposed by 
Linkins et al. (2014).

Each session lasted 45 min per week over a period of 
9 weeks, a duration chosen to align with similar inter-
ventions in previous studies (e.g. Quinlan et  al.,  2014). 
Prior to the intervention, teachers in the experimental 
group received 6 h of in- service training. The main goal 
of this training was to clarify the concept of signature 
strengths and encourage personal experimentation, as 
well as to introduce the program and its educational ob-
jectives. Teachers participated in this training as a team 
and outside of working hours. Throughout the interven-
tion, teachers received weekly remote coaching, which 
included feedback and discussions in writing about as-
signed tasks via Microsoft Teams, an online platform 
(see Table 3). For example, teachers had the opportunity 
to ask for clarification of planned tasks or to comment 
on the pedagogical relevance of an activity after it had 
been conducted.

Teachers in the active control group were part of the 
same school center and had access to all program mate-
rials through a web platform. They were free to use the 
program activities as they saw fit.

Data analysis

Data processing and analysis was carried out using R 
4.3.2 (R Core Team,  2023), with the tidyverse pack-
age (Wickham et  al.,  2019) used for data processing. 
Cronbach's alphas were performed with the psych package 
(Revelle, 2023), and mixed models were performed with 
lme4 (Bates et al., 2015) and ordinal (Christensen, 2022) 
packages.

Scores on the SUS and the Gratitude Questionnaire, 
as well as students' age, and gender, were used as 
predictors in two cumulative linear mixed models 
(Agresti,  2010; James et  al.,  2021) set up to observe 
variation across time and group in students' use of 
strengths vocabulary to talk about themselves and the 
frequency of positive comments about others, respec-
tively. This choice is appropriate when dealing with a 
dependent variable consisting of ordered categories 
with both continuous and categorical independent 

(1)PAIi,k =

(

mi,k − pi,k
)

(

nj,k − 1
)

× 2
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   | 7SIGNATURE STRENGTHS IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION CONTEXT

variables. In both models, class membership was in-
cluded as a random effect.

Finally, a repeated measures ANOVA was used to 
compare the change in students' Peer Acceptance Index 
(PAI).

RESU LTS

Description of scale scores

The mean Strengths Use Scale (SUS) score for the ex-
perimental group was 5.05 (SD = 1.02) at Time 1, and 5.06 
(SD = 1.11) at Time 2. The active control group had a mean 
SUS score of 5.50 (SD = 0.77), which decreased slightly to 
5.25 (SD = 0.93) at the second time point (Time 2).

On the Gratitude Questionnaire, the mean score of 
the experimental group was 4.24 (SD = 0.60) at Time 1, 
which increased moderately to 4.36 (SD = 0.58) at Time 
2. On the other hand, the active control group had a 
mean score of 4.17 (SD = 0.73) at Time 1, which decreased 
slightly to 4.13 (SD = 0.72) at Time 2.

Given the violation of the normality assumption 
for both scales, the decision was made not to conduct 
tests of statistical significance, making these differences 
merely indicative.

Scores for student discourse

Use of a strengths vocabulary to talk about 
him or herself

Table 4 shows that in the experimental group (n = 104 at 
both times) a significant number of participants scored 
0 at Time 1 (n = 47), but scores at Time 2 were evenly dis-
tributed from 0 to 2 (n = 25 each), with a slight spike at 
3 (n = 29). In the active control group (n = 75 at Time 1; 
n = 68 at Time 2), the use of a strengths vocabulary scores 
at Time 1 were predominantly 0 (n = 40), while the scores 
distribution at Time 2 were more evenly distributed, with 
a peak at 3 (n = 32).

The mixed model analysis, which employed sum 
contrasts, yielded significant results (refer to Table  5 
for details). Based on treatment contrasts, the interac-
tion effect of time and group was found to be signifi-
cant (b = −0.91, SE = 0.44, z = −2.09, p = 0.037), indicating 
that discourse on strengths develops over time, partic-
ularly in the active control group as compared to the 
experimental group. The Gratitude Questionnaire also 
showed a significant effect (b = 0.80, SE = 0.20, z = 4.03, 
p < 0.001), suggesting that the more gratitude students 
report, the more strengths- oriented their discourse. 
Interestingly, gender was significantly associated 

TA B L E  3  Content of the intervention.

Week Main purpose Tasks (examples)

1 Discover the 24 strengths to 
understand resource diversity

Ask one student to stand at the front of the class and think of a strength; the other 
students guess the strength by asking questions. Engage in group discussion to 
identify the strengths present in given situations

2 Discover the 24 strengths to 
understand resource diversity

Use strength definitions to match corresponding titles in memory games or 
crosswords. Practice defining strengths. Read a story to understand the role of a 
specific strength

3 Observe classmates' strengths Engage in a group activity called ‘strengths detective’, focusing on each student 
under the teacher's guidance to identify underlying strengths from given actions. Be a 
detective for a few days to identify a strengths- related action based on a target set by 
the teacher

4 Observe classmates' strengths Choose a less- known classmate and identify their strengths in various situations, 
with teacher's assistance. Read a story and identify the main characters' strengths. 
Describe a situation where a classmate demonstrated a strength

5 Identify one's own strengths Keep a log of personal character strengths for 1 week, noting situations where a 
strength was used. At the end of the week, review the log. Identify the top four 
strengths and create a personal emblem illustrating them

6 Identify one's own strengths Choose a personal strength and present it in a poster format with keywords, drawings, 
arrows and titles. Explain it to the rest of the class or group of classmates. Draw a 
situation where personal pride was felt, identifying the strengths shown to achieve 
something positive

7 Use the group's strengths Ask students to suggest difficult situations. Create a short play to interpret the 
situation, employing strengths to propose solutions to the problems encountered. 
Reflect on how to use strengths, choosing a personal strength and answering related 
questions in writing

8 Use the group's strengths Share an experience that made the day better, happier, or more enjoyable, and link it 
to the strengths activated

9 Celebrate group strengths Place a token in a jar when someone demonstrates a strength, noting the strength or 
student's name. The fuller the jar becomes, the more successful the challenge. When 
the jar is full, celebrate the success
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(b = 0.37, SE = 0.11, z = 3.48, p < 0.001), indicating that 
being a girl was associated with increased strengths 
vocabulary.

Frequency of positive comments about others

In the experimental group (see Table 6), most discourses 
scored 0 at Time 1 (n = 45), while at Time 2 the distribu-
tion was more spread out towards 0 and 2 (n = 41 and 28, 
respectively). In the active control group, the distribution 
of scores for frequency of positive comments about others 
was highest at 0 at Time 1 (n = 37) and more evenly distrib-
uted at Time 2, with 15 to 19 participants across scores.

Table 7 presents the findings from the mixed model 
analysis conducted with sum contrasts to predict the 
scores of positive comments about others. Time was a 
significant predictor, indicating that scores tended to be 
higher after the intervention (b = −0.32, SE = 0.11, z = −3.00, 
p = 0.003). The Gratitude Questionnaire demonstrated 
a significant impact on the scores (b = 0.75, SE = 0.19, 
z = 3.88, p < 0.001), revealing that the more participants 
reported gratitude, the more they would use positive 
comments about others. Age also exerted a significant 
effect (b = 0.32, SE = 0.16, z = 1.98, p = 0.048), suggesting 
that the older the participants, the higher their score. In 
contrast, the interaction between time and group was not 
significant (b = −0.16, SE = 0.10, z = −1.48, p = 0.138) indi-
cating that the effect of time in the frequency of positive 
comments about others did not differ between groups.

Peer acceptance index

In the experimental group, students had a mean score of 
0.03 (SD = 0.19) at Time 1 (n = 104), ranging from −0.62 to 
0.38. At Time 2, the mean score increased to 0.05 (SD = 0.19), 
with scores ranging from −0.65 to 0.44. For the active con-
trol group, students had a mean score of 0.03 (SD = 0.18) 
on the PAI at Time 1 (n = 75). Scores ranged from −0.68 to 
0.29. At Time 2 (n = 68), the mean score remained stable at 
0.03 (SD = 0.19), with scores ranging from −0.50 to 0.33. 
(see Figure 1 for a visualization of the dispersion).

The ANOVA test indicated no significant interaction 
effect between time and group (F(1,347) = 0.32, p = 0.569).

DISCUSSION A N D CONCLUSION

Main findings

The purpose of this study was to examine the im-
pact of a PosEd program called ‘Individual Strengths, 
Collective Power!’ on positive interdependence and em-
powerment among students aged 8 to 12. The program 
focused on signature strengths based on Peterson and 
Seligman's (2004) framework, following the instructional 
progression suggested by Linkins et al. (2014). Two con-
ditions were tested: guided use after specific in- service 
training (experimental group) and free use of the pro-
gram's resources (active control group). An original as-
pect of this study was its focus on inclusive education as a 
specific context for inquiry. The study examined changes 
in students' vocabulary related to their strengths and the 
frequency of positive comments about others, both in the 
experimental and active control groups.

Our findings suggest that strengths- based interven-
tions in both groups contributed significantly to enrich-
ing students' vocabulary regarding their own strengths. 
Interestingly, the more gratitude students reported, the 
more they were able to use strengths vocabulary about 
themselves and speak positively about others. More spe-
cifically, strengths- based interventions had a greater 
impact on girls' strengths vocabulary in their discourse, 
while time and age were better predictors of the fre-
quency of positive comments about others. Finally, 

TA B L E  4  Evolution of use of a strengths vocabulary.

Total Score 0 Score 1 Score 2 Score 3

Experimental group

Time 1 104 47 33 15 9

Time 2 104 25 25 25 29

Active control group

Time 1 75 40 14 12 9

Time 2 68 14 11 11 32

Note: A use of a strengths vocabulary score of 0 indicates that the text does 
not contain any elements of strengths vocabulary. A score of 3 indicates that 
the text contains at least three elements of strengths vocabulary.

TA B L E  5  Main coefficients for use of 
a strengths vocabulary (sum contrasts).Predictor 

variable Estimate Standard error z p

Gender 0.37 0.11 3.48 <0.001**

Age 0.30 0.18 1.71 0.086

SUS 0.00 0.12 0.01 0.995

Gratitude 
Questionnaire

0.80 0.20 4.03 <0.001**

Time −0.77 0.11 −6.77 <0.001**

Group 0.16 0.24 0.67 0.501

Time × Group −0.23 0.11 −2.09 0.037*

*p < 0.050. **p < 0.001.
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   | 9SIGNATURE STRENGTHS IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION CONTEXT

strengths- based interventions did not affect students' 
perceptions of relationships over the 9 weeks, as mea-
sured by the Peer Acceptance Index.

When examining students' discourse, the impact 
of time becomes evident in terms of the language used 
and the positive inclusion of others in their narratives. 
Students tend to incorporate more strengths- based terms 

such as kindness, forgiveness, gratitude and social intel-
ligence. Various authors, such as Wang and Degol (2016), 
see this type of discourse as a sign of positive interdepen-
dence through a positive classroom climate. These find-
ings align with current literature and research (e.g. Allen 
et al., 2022; Schutte & Malouff, 2019).

In relation to students' scores on the Gratitude 
Questionnaire, our findings indicate that this measure-
ment strongly predicts the use of a strengths vocab-
ulary and the frequency of positive comments about 
others. Consistent with the literature (Shankland & 
Rosset, 2017), as students become more grateful, they are 
more likely to talk about themselves and others in terms 
of strengths.

In an inclusive educational context, managing het-
erogeneity and differences in perception is crucial (e.g. 
Ainscow & César, 2006). Recent literature highlights the 
potential of strengths- based approaches, particularly for 
SEND, by encouraging the recognition of strengths re-
gardless of need or disability (Niemiec & Tomasulo, 2023). 
These preliminary findings suggest that the pedagogical 

TA B L E  6  Evolution of frequency of positive comments about 
others.

Total Score 0 Score 1 Score 2 Score 3

Experimental group

Time 1 104 45 40 14 5

Time 2 104 41 28 28 7

Active control group

Time 1 75 37 15 15 8

Time 2 68 18 19 16 15

Note: A score of 0 indicates that the text does not contain any positive 
comments about others. A score of 3 indicates that the text contains at least 
three positive comments about others.

F I G U R E  1  PAI distribution by time and group.

TA B L E  7  Main coefficients for 
frequency of positive comments about 
others (sum contrasts).

Predictor 
variable Estimate Standard error z p

Gender 0.18 0.10 1.68 0.093

Age 0.32 0.16 1.98 0.048*

SUS −0.18 0.12 −1.50 0.135

Gratitude 
Questionnaire

0.75 0.19 3.88 <0.001**

Time −0.32 0.11 −3.00 0.003*

Group 0.26 0.21 1.28 0.202

Time × Group −0.16 0.10 −1.48 0.138

*p < 0.050. **p < 0.001.
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approach implemented in the classroom influences how 
students talk about others and use strengths vocabulary 
about themselves in their discourse. From a pedagogical 
point of view, the development of the students' discourse 
between times 1 and 2 is promising. It helps to understand 
the impact of a classroom's functioning on positive inter-
dependence and empowerment. These findings on inclu-
sive practices are important because they highlight the 
range of pedagogical tools available to teachers to pro-
mote human diversity, and character strengths interven-
tions appear to be useful pedagogical tools in this area.

Limitations

Although our results are promising, the remarkable pro-
gress observed in the active control group raises important 
questions about the relevance of the in- service training de-
velopment provided to teachers in the experimental group. 
It suggests that the impact of strengths- based interven-
tions may not be solely attributable to the specific training 
received by teachers in the experimental group, and that 
other factors may be contributing to the observed progress. 
The active control group, which consisted of classes that 
experienced a school culture focused on supporting and 
developing strengths without formalized practices within 
the classroom, may have benefited from this broader per-
spective shift. In future studies, it would be interesting to 
explore the potential benefits of combining the two ap-
proaches examined in this study. By integrating both the 
formal dimension of classroom exercises and the broader 
dimension of developing a school culture focused on 
strengths- based perspectives, researchers could examine 
the combined effects of these complementary strategies.

Another point to consider is the ability of the 
Gratitude Questionnaire to predict students' dis-
course. It should be treated with extreme caution due 
to the questionable internal consistency and normal-
ity of the distribution of the questionnaire. The use 
of self- reported measures may also be problematic in 
the present study; several teachers indicated that stu-
dents completed both scales quickly and without fully 
understanding the items. This leads to questioning the 
relevance of using the Gratitude Questionnaire and the 
SUS with 8–12- year- old students.

Future directions

From an educational perspective, this study makes a 
significant contribution by highlighting the benefits of 
PosEd in supporting inclusive education in a French- 
speaking context. Practices rooted in positive psychol-
ogy deserve greater attention from the field of education 
to improve and establish a school climate that values 
individual differences. In addition, this study provides 
a framework that may be adaptable to other linguistic 

contexts, particularly those of German and Italian- 
speaking regions, as Swiss inclusion laws also apply to 
these two cultural spheres. Moreover, strengths- based 
interventions can help combat sociometric hierarchies 
in the classroom by focusing on each student's abilities. 
By promoting a strengths- based culture, teachers can 
create a more egalitarian environment where each stu-
dent's contributions are valued, ultimately fostering a 
supportive and inclusive learning community, regardless 
of a student's SEND status. Finally, it would be inter-
esting to compare effect sizes between non- inclusive and 
inclusive educational settings. Regarding this last point, 
future research should aim to measure the level of inclu-
sion within the observed classrooms.

In terms of research contribution, this study indicates 
promising avenues for exploring the effects of interven-
tions on signature strengths within inclusive contexts. It 
sets the foundation for future research aimed at better 
understanding how gratitude influences students' per-
ception of diversity in their classrooms. Additionally, 
future studies could investigate the development of re-
lationships within the classroom through PosEd inter-
ventions in inclusive contexts, using more appropriate 
measurement tools. Direct observations of behaviour 
could be considered as part of a single case study design 
(Kratochwill & Levin, 2014).
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