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Introduction: Positive education is increasingly applied to foster the wellbeing 
of students and professional staff in schools, but its application in Non-Formal 
Education (NFE) remains underexplored. Given its flexible, value-driven and social 
nature, NFE frameworks could offer a particularly suitable setting for such application.

Methods: The study examined the experiences of 21 NFE teachers who 
participated in a nine-session positive education training program, aiming to 
identify whether and how the training contributed to their wellbeing and to 
the integration of positive education within their respective NFE frameworks. 
Qualitative data was collected from multiple sources, including interviews, 
reflection logs, WhatsApp correspondence and future work plans, and analyzed 
using inductive thematic analysis approach.

Results: The program was found to produce a multidimensional increase in 
teachers’ wellbeing, enhancing positivity, self-awareness, self-compassion, self-
efficacy, and a sense of professional meaning. It further motivated participants 
to integrate positive education elements into their teaching goals and to flexibly 
adapt such elements into their own NFE routines. Despite noted challenges, 
participants viewed NFE as a highly suitable setting for cultivating positive 
education, and suggested ways of adapting it for better integration.

Discussion: It is concluded that the integration of positive education into NFE 
teacher training programs could further its application, enhancing wellbeing among 
teachers and students. It is recommended that future training programs should 
focus on context-specific NFE practices which can be adapted and applied flexibly.
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Introduction

In recent years, and especially since the onset of COVID-19 (Ma et al., 2021), the mental health 
and wellbeing of students have become top strategic priorities in schools worldwide (Tyton 
Partners, 2021; Kern and Wehmeyer, 2021). Consequently, there has been a growing interest in 
integrating positive education into school systems (Ryu et al., 2022; Slemp et al., 2017).

Positive psychology, the theoretical underpinning of positive education, emphasizes the 
positive aspects of human experience (Seligman, 2002). It focuses on wellbeing and human 
flourishing, characterized by positive affective states and psychological health (Seligman, 
2011), with wellbeing viewed as a multifaceted construct comprising hedonic and eudaimonic 
dimensions (Kern and Wehmeyer, 2021). Positive psychology emerged in the late 1990s, 
against the backdrop of mainstream psychology’s focus on pathologies and human weaknesses 
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(Seligman, 2002). The field grew significantly, exploring positive and 
adaptive factors that enhance wellbeing, such as gratitude, strengths, 
resilience, creativity, authenticity, self-efficacy, and mindfulness 
(Compton and Hoffman, 2019; Oades and Mossman, 2017; Rusk and 
Waters, 2013). In his well-known PERMA model, Seligman (2011) 
suggested five main elements that promote wellbeing: Positive 
emotions, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment. 
Several studies have found links between PERMA dimensions and 
other positive psychology factors, and subjective, physical, 
psychological, and social wellbeing (e.g., Donaldson and Donaldson, 
2020; Feng et al., 2020; Gander et al., 2016). Consequently, positive 
psychology interventions designed to cultivate positive emotions, 
behaviors, and cognitions have emerged (Sin and Lyubomirsky, 2009). 
Well-designed interventions were shown to improve different 
wellbeing dimensions and decreased distress and depression in 
clinical and organizational settings and in the general population 
(Carr et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2022; Meyers et al., 2013).

Although generally well-received, positive psychology has faced 
critique over the course of its development as a research field. A primary 
concern involved its emphasis on positive emotional states, prompting 
calls for greater recognition of the functional value of both positive and 
negative emotional experiences in promoting psychological wellbeing 
(Ryff, 2022; Cabanas and Illouz, 2019; Pauwels, 2015). In response, the 
emergence of Positive Psychology 2.0 has sought to address this limitation 
by integrating the complex interplay between positive and negative 
experiences to support more nuanced and realistic understandings of 
human flourishing (Lomas and Ivtzan, 2016; Fernández-Ríos and 
Vilariño, 2016). Further critiques highlight the field’s predominantly 
individualistic orientation, which tends to overlook relational dimensions 
of wellbeing and the influence of broader socio-cultural and structural 
factors (Ryff, 2022; McLellan et  al., 2022). Scholars have also raised 
concerns about the potential for positive psychology to shift focus away 
from systemic issues—such as the quality and accessibility of social 
welfare—toward individual emotion regulation and personal 
responsibility over wellbeing (White, 2017). In light of these critiques, it 
is essential that comprehensive intervention programs address the full 
spectrum of emotional experience while also incorporating contextual, 
relational, and societal dimensions of wellbeing.

As schools strive to foster wellbeing in students as part of their 
educational goals (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2015; Kern and Wehmeyer, 
2021), positive education (Seligman et al., 2009) has been gaining 
traction within formal educational settings (Adler, 2016; White, 2021; 
Noble and McGrath, 2016). At the same time, various studies have 
shed light on ways in which positive psychology can be adapted to 
educational settings so that it contributes to students’ overall wellbeing 
and academic success (Kern and Wehmeyer, 2021; Seligman et al., 
2009). Non-Formal Education (NFE) is being increasingly 
acknowledged for its contribution to children and youth (Council of 
Europe, 2024; Gross and Goldratt, 2017) and has been suggested as a 
suitable setting for the promotion of emotional and social capabilities 
(Grajcevci and Shala, 2016) and positive education (Noble and 
McGrath, 2016). However, positive education efforts in NFE settings 
are rare and under-explored. Research focusing on NFE teachers is 
particularly scarce, despite the noted impact of teachers’ wellbeing on 
their students (Paterson and Grantham, 2016), and the recognized 
role of teachers in cultivating positivity and social and emotional 
competencies in children (Chodkiewicz and Boyle, 2017; Norrish 
et al., 2013). The current study aims to fill this gap by studying the 

experiences of NFE teachers during and following a comprehensive 
positive education training program aimed at enhancing their own 
wellbeing and that of their students. This study was conducted in the 
north of Israel, where NFE takes shape of an all-week afterschool 
program for children and youth combining enrichment, leisure and 
social activities with meals and homework.

Positive education

Positive education combines the scholarship of positive 
psychology with best educational practices (Slemp et al., 2017) to 
enhance the psychological and emotional wellbeing of students 
alongside their academic achievements (Kern and Wehmeyer, 2021). 
As such, it aims to cultivate competencies that encourage positive 
emotions, behaviors, and relationships, increase resilience and growth, 
and create a positive self-view (Cefai and Cavioni, 2015; Chodkiewicz 
and Boyle, 2017; Norrish et  al., 2013), which lead to holistic and 
flourishing educational environments that support these competencies 
by means of transformative processes (Seligman et al., 2009). These 
objectives have been deemed especially important in the current 
turbulent, complex, and ambiguous reality of the 21st century and its 
technological, occupational, and societal challenges (Dolev and 
Itzkovich, 2020; Tyton Partners, 2021) as well as the increasing rates 
of depression, loneliness, mental health concerns, and suicide 
intentions in children and youth (Shorey et al., 2022; Sachs et al., 
2019). Furthermore, recent studies have associated student wellbeing 
with multiple positive school outcomes, such as better engagement, 
higher academic achievements, and fewer behavior problems 
(McNeven et al., 2024). In line with the varied dimensions of positive 
psychology, positive education encompasses a range of frameworks 
and approaches that focus on elements such as character strengths 
(Lavy, 2020), gratitude (Froh et  al., 2008), optimism, hope, 
mindfulness (Campion and Rocco, 2009), meaning, purpose (Wong, 
2010), engagement and interpersonal relationships (Norrish et al., 
2013). The PERMA model (Seligman, 2011, see above) has been 
widely employed as a foundational framework for positive psychology 
interventions. These interventions are frequently integrated with 
components of social–emotional learning (SEL), such as emotional 
awareness and regulation (Slemp et al., 2017). SEL encompasses the 
development of social and emotional knowledge, skills, attitudes, 
mindsets, and behaviors that support success across diverse domains 
of life, particularly within educational settings (OECD, 2018; Osher 
et al., 2016). The capacity to recognize and manage a full range of 
emotions is increasingly viewed as a critical foundation for fostering 
wellbeing (Denston et al., 2022; Green et al., 2021), aligning with the 
principles of Positive Psychology 2.0, which emphasizes the integration 
of both positive and negative emotional states (Lomas and Ivtzan, 
2016). It has emerged as a well-established and widely adopted 
approach for promoting social–emotional competence, wellbeing, 
mental health, and resilience—primarily within the context of formal 
education (Green et al., 2021). Waters and Loton (2019) suggested the 
SEARCH meta-framework for positive education, which integrates 
SEL components and includes six pathways to wellbeing: Strengths; 
Emotional management; Attention and awareness; Relationships; 
Coping; and Habits and goals.

Ample studies have demonstrated the benefits of school-based 
positive education programs on students’ wellbeing and mental health 
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(e.g., Froh et al., 2008; Platt et al., 2020; Yeh and Barrington, 2023; 
Wessels and Wood, 2019), academic outcomes, and school climate 
(Shankland and Rosset, 2017), including long-term effects (Shoshani 
et al., 2016; Marques et al., 2011). For example, a positive story-based 
program enhanced presence-in-the-moment and optimism and 
decreased depression and anxiety among Turkish high-school 
students (Arslan et al., 2022). Mindfulness-based programs enhance 
calmness and emotion management and decrease negative emotions 
in students (Roeser et  al., 2022; Sapthiang et  al., 2019). Positive 
education training programs may introduce positive education 
implicitly, weaving relevant topics into pre-existing academic materials 
or daily conversations, or explicitly, using a variety of tools to 
introduce positive education elements via designated lessons, positive 
behavioral interventions, or as part of holistic school programs (Slemp 
et  al., 2017; Norrish et  al., 2013). However, wellbeing training 
programs can appear disconnected from the academic demands 
placed on teachers, potentially leading to a role conflict between 
providing emotional support and delivering academic content. 
Therefore, emotional wellbeing should be considered a priority in 
educational policy (Wilson et al., 2023).

Non-formal education as an opportunity 
for positive education

The principles of positive education appear to resonate with the 
ethos of NFE, a term that refers to all organized educational activities 
taking place outside formal education systems (La Belle, 1982). NFE 
can be understood as either an alternative to or a complement of 
formal education, playing a significant role in the lifelong learning 
processes of children, youth, and adults (Almida and Morais, 2025). 
As such, it includes extra-curricular activities both in and outside of 
school and encompasses diverse frameworks such as youth 
movements, after-school programs, leisure activities, and community 
organizations (Romi and Schmida, 2009).

International literature highlights NFE as a critical mechanism for 
supporting populations with limited access to formal schooling—
particularly in developing countries, at-risk societies, and among 
marginalized groups (Almida and Morais, 2025). This includes 
initiatives targeting street children and youth (Shephard, 2014), efforts 
to enhance access to and quality of schooling (Hoppers, 2006), and 
programs aimed at fostering lifelong learning for skill development, 
career advancement, and personal growth in both developing and 
developed contexts (Almida and Morais, 2025; Vaculíková et al., 2024).

In the Israeli context, NFE is implemented through a range of 
frameworks, including youth movements and community center-
based activities. A distinctive manifestation of NFE in Israel is the 
social-educational system for children and youth, particularly 
prevalent in rural kibbutz and moshav communities. In these settings, 
the community assumes collective responsibility for the upbringing of 
its children (Dror, 2002) and schools and kindergartens operate in 
close partnership with the non-formal social-educational system. The 
social-educational system functions as a central agent in the 
socialization of children and in the ongoing development of the 
community (Shadmi-Wortman, 2017).

Callanan et al. (2011) described five main dimensions of NFE: (a) 
Non-didactive and not highly academic; (b) Encourages social 
cooperation; (c) Offers and is embedded in meaningful activities; (d) 

Initiated by learners’ needs, interests or choices; (e) Removed from 
external evaluation. As such, NFE learning is organized and guided, 
yet flexible and varied in its curriculum and methodologies (Grajcevci 
and Shala, 2016; Johnson and Majewska, 2022), adjusted to students’ 
needs and interests, often using experiential and game-based learning 
(Allison and Seaman, 2017). NFE is typically student-focused and 
inclusive, aimed at creating emotional experiences that can 
be connected to cognitive contents (Kahane, 1997), and geared toward 
relationships and community involvement (Allison and Seaman, 
2017). In line with 21st-century competencies (González-Pérez and 
Ramírez-Montoya, 2022), NFE focuses on cultivating personal and 
social competencies, introspection, self-expression and self-
actualization, promoting values and attitudes, and enabling children 
to better know themselves, others and the world (Grajcevci and Shala, 
2016; Romi and Schmida, 2009; Gross and Goldratt, 2017). Indeed, 
NFE is an important contributor to the constructive use of free time, 
personal development, and risk prevention (Weissblai, 2012), 
especially among youth (Bartko and Eccles, 2003). In line with these 
findings, NFE has been proposed as a conducive setting for the 
integration of positive education (Noble and McGrath, 2016), offering 
opportunities to address social dimensions of wellbeing alongside the 
traditionally individual-focused orientation of positive psychology 
(White, 2017).

However, despite growing interest in NFE as an important 
complement to formal schooling (Reichel, 2009), NFE has not 
received sufficient attention as a framework for positive education.

Positive education training programs for 
NFE teachers

Teachers play a major role in the social and emotional 
development and wellbeing of children and youth (McClelland et al., 
2017; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Accordingly, teachers’ wellbeing has 
intertwined benefits, contributing to their own professional and 
personal welfare, and students’ wellbeing and outcomes (Wessels and 
Wood, 2019). Improved wellbeing is associated with teachers’ work 
commitment and effectiveness (Ainly and Carstens, 2018), 
interactions with students, positive classroom atmosphere (Palomera 
et al., 2008), and ability to foster academic achievements (Paterson and 
Grantham, 2016). Furthermore, wellbeing broadens teachers’ minds 
(Fredrickson, 2013), allowing them to be more creative and energetic 
(Mercer and Gregersen, 2020), and helps them cope with stress and 
burnout, a growing problem in an increasingly demanding, 
challenging, and complex work reality (Yeh and Barrington, 2023). In 
doing so, improved wellbeing allows teachers to balance their 
resources to overcome challenges (Wessels and Wood, 2019) and 
increases retention (Grant et al., 2019).

In line with the direct link between the wellbeing of teachers and 
students, integrating positive education into teacher training programs 
has been deemed important by many scholars (e.g., Chodkiewicz and 
Boyle, 2017). For example, Norrish et  al. (2013) and Lavy (2020) 
suggested that the development of teachers’ wellbeing could support 
their efforts to develop the wellbeing of their students by authentically 
presenting and positively modeling wellbeing-related skills. 
Furthermore, positive education training for teachers can contribute to 
the effective and sustainable integration of positive education programs 
for students in schools (Lavy, 2020; Shankland and Rosset, 2017) by 
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enhancing teachers’ engagement, enthusiasm, and empathy during the 
integration process (Chodkiewicz and Boyle, 2017; Shoshani and 
Steinmetz, 2014). Although positive education training programs tend 
to focus mainly on students, some studies have shown the benefits of 
teacher training (e.g., Hwang et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2016). Yeh and 
Barrington (2023), for example, found that positive education training 
enhanced three aspects of teachers’ wellbeing: emotional (reducing 
stress and enhancing pleasure); social (improving relationships); and 
professional (improving teacher-student interactions). In a case study 
of six teachers, engagement in a positive education process improved 
their experiences of wellbeing and their ability to sustain these benefits 
(Wessels and Wood, 2019). Turner and Theilking (2019) found that the 
conscious employment of PERMA positive psychology strategies by 
teachers improved both teaching practices and students’ learning. NFE 
teachers play an especially important role in students’ lives, being able 
to form flexible, friendly, holistic, and informal interactions with 
children and youth (Johnson and Majewska, 2022) and gear students’ 
efforts toward cultivating skills and attitudes (Simac et al., 2021). Indeed, 
several studies have demonstrated that positive interactions between 
NFE teachers and their students contribute to the students’ positive 
development (Jones and Deutsch, 2011). However, these contributions 
have not been sufficiently recognized (Reichel, 2009). Consequently, 
efforts to provide NFE teachers with training to enhance their wellbeing 
and cultivate wellbeing or social–emotional competencies in their 
students, as well as evidence of such efforts, are scarce.

Thus, this study investigated NFE teachers’ experiences of a 
positive education program aimed at enhancing their wellbeing and 
that of their students, as well as their views of NFE as a potential arena 
for positive education following the training. The main research 
questions therefore are:

 1. What are NFE teachers’ main personal and professional 
experiences of the positive education training?

 2. What is the perceived suitability of positive education 
related to NFE?

 3. Whether and how did NFE teachers intend to apply positive 
education in their nonformal systems?

Method

The experiences of NFE teachers during a positive education 
training program were recorded and analyzed using qualitative tools 
to capture the richness of these experiences and allow for a deep and 
multifaceted analysis of the findings.

Participants

Participants included 21 NFE teachers who volunteered to 
participate in the training program.

In the Jordan Valley Regional Council, the site of this study, like in 
most rural parts of the country, the social-educational system serves 
students from grades 1 through 12, organized into age-based cohorts. 
The program is managed by a permanent team of educators, with 
support provided by older local youth during school vacations for 
younger children (grades 1–6). Adolescents participate in activities at a 
dedicated youth club, which operates during regular hours. Programming 

is offered after school throughout the year daily, combining free and 
structured activities, with increased activity during holiday periods.

Participant teachers were all female, aged 22–60 years (M = 43.17, 
SD = 9.90), in line with their representation in NFE in this specific 
setting and in Israel, and more widely in Israeli education systems, 
with 1–15 years of teaching experience. Highest education levels were 
high school (38.1%), BA (34.92%), and MA (11.1%).

Participant recruitment for the program was conducted through 
an open invitation extended to all non-formal education (NFE) 
teachers in the northern rural district. The sole incentive offered was 
the opportunity to participate in the program itself. Interest in the 
program was notably high, leading to the creation of a waiting list. 
Participant engagement was equally strong, with all enrolled 
individuals attending every session in its entirety.

Positive education training program

The program was designed and delivered by three positive 
psychology experts (the two authors and a mindfulness expert). The 
course was a novel course developed by the researchers based on the 
SEARCH pathways to wellbeing meta-framework, noted to foster 
wellbeing in education systems (see Waters and Loton, 2019 for 
more details).

The program included nine sessions, each lasting 3.5 h, with 
two-week intervals between consecutive sessions. Sessions were 
divided equally among the three mentors (three non-consecutive 
sessions per mentor).

The program aimed to enhance teachers’ wellbeing as well as their 
motivation and ability to enhance wellbeing in students. Following a 
discussion of positive psychology, positive emotions and positive 
education, training sessions and assignments focused on the six 
SEARCH pathways, namely strengths, emotional management, attention 
and awareness (with a relatively large segment dedicated to mindfulness), 
relationships, coping, and habits and goals (including gratitude and 
growth mindset), and on the links among them (see Table 1).

Participants were provided with basic knowledge of each concept 
and opportunities to better understand them through related self-
exploration and self-development, along with strategies and tools for 
further development and positive education implementation. Following 
each training session, participants were given a corresponding personal 
development assignment which they had to complete before the 
following session. Online support was available for those who needed 
it. Sample exercises included keeping an emotion log or a gratitude 
diary, using strengths, practicing self-compassion, stepping out of one’s 
comfort zone, and changing a habit. At the end of the training, 
participants prepared an action plan detailing ways they would integrate 
principles of positive education into their respective frameworks.

Data collection

Empirical data were gathered from multiple sources to allow for 
triangulation and enhance the rigor and trustworthiness of the study 
(Hwang et al., 2017). Each data source provided a unique perspective:

 a) In-depth semi-structured interviews held 6 weeks after the end 
of the training program allowed a deep exploration of 
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participants’ experiences and learning processes 
during the training program and the sustainability of 
these processes;

 b) Personal reflections submitted at the end of the training 
captured participants’ fresh and self-directed impressions of 
the training;

 c) WhatsApp group correspondence recorded during and after 
the training offered a real-time view of themes and experiences 
that participants chose to share and react to (participants used 
this group to share information and experiences related to the 
program and had been notified ahead of time that this 
correspondence would be  used by the researchers for 
study purposes);

 d) Positive education integration plans for respective NFE 
frameworks (prepared and submitted within 6 weeks after the 
end of the training) revealed elements of the training that 
participants viewed as most important and feasible and 
potential ways to implement them.

Data analysis

Data were analyzed using inductive thematic analysis in line 
with Cronin et al. (2008). Analysis of each data source and their 
subsequent integration followed four steps: (a) Each dataset was 
analyzed separately, using an analytic method most appropriate 
for that data and emergent findings were noted; (b) Findings 
evident in several datasets were identified, based on relationships 
with the overarching research questions or resonance between 
datasets, thus creating a “thread;” (c) Emergent categories, themes 
and codes concerning the thread were gathered from each dataset 
to refine the relationships between the thread and the overarching 
research questions; (d) Findings generated by each thread 
were synthesized.

All data sources were thematically analyzed by two researchers 
(the two authors) in a multi-stage process (Bryman, 2016; Weber, 
1990). First, each researcher read, analyzed, and coded each dataset 
independently, generating categories and themes. Themes from 
different data sources were reviewed by the researcher, creating 
themes and categories across datasets. The two researchers then met 
to compare identified themes and categories (90% agreement was 
noted). Lastly, themes were jointly refined to reach full agreement, as 
presented in the results section. Given the researchers’ role as 
facilitators in the training program, their position and involvement 
within the study and its potential impact were reflected upon, and 
great care was taken to maintain neutrality during data analysis. Steps 
included the employment of external interviewers (MA psychology 
students) and the assignment of an external project coordinator 
during the facilitating exercises and reflections stages. During the 
interview, participants were asked to address difficulties and challenges 
experienced during the training, enabling them to critique potential 
preliminary assumptions held by the researchers. In addition, the 
research team engaged in regular reflective discussions to critically 
examine emerging themes and interpretations in light of the 
researcher’s positionality.

In line with Hill et al. (2005), categories or themes referred to by 
more than 50% of participants (in our case, 11 or more participants) 
were denoted “typical” themes and addressed as “most.” Categories 
referred to by more than 25% and up to 50% of participants (between 
6 and 10 participants) were denoted as “some.” Low-frequency topics 
thought to add meaningful information were denoted as “few.”

Ethics

Participation in the study was voluntary. Consent forms for the 
use of all data sources were signed by all participants prior to the 
beginning of the training program. Participants were assured in 

TABLE 1 The positive education intervention.

Session Topics Details Exercises between Sessions

1 Introduction to Positive 

Psychology and Positive Education

Positive psychology theory, wellbeing, flourishing; sources, antecedents, 

benefits and practices of wellbeing

“Emotional fuel gauge”

2 Emotional Management Emotions, emotional competence, emotion awareness and regulation, 

acceptance of the full spectrum of emotions, enhancing positive emotions

Emotion log

3 Attention and Awareness: 

Mindfulness 1

Mindfulness theory and practice; directing attention to the present 

moment

Mindfulness toward a positive 

educational model

4 Habits and Goals, and 

Relationships: Gratitude, Meaning 

and Presence

Gratitude, personal and community practices; meaningful relationships; 

navigating relationship and community involvement, leading a life of 

meaning and presence

Gratitude diary

5 Coping, and Habits and Goals: 

Growth Mindset

Coping with setbacks, failure, stress, and burnout; growth vs. fixed 

mindset

Stepping out of the comfort zone

6 Attention and Awareness: 

Mindfulness 2

Mindfulness and visualization, self compassion Mindfulness to self-criticism styles

7 Habits and Goals: Change is 

Possible!

Proactiveness, habits and the flexible brain, creating enduring change; 

self-efficacy; managing time and attention; grit; goal-setting

Changing one habit

8 Strengths Identifying, using, and cultivating strengths; flow Using strengths

9 Attention and Awareness, and 

Relationships: Mindfulness 3

Attachment from a mindfulness perspective, compassion and self-

compassion

Practicing self-compassion
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advance that all data collected during the study would remain 
confidential. Personal and identifying details were removed from all 
research documents to preserve anonymity during the analysis and 
reporting stages. All personal data was stored safely in the researchers 
‘computers using coded identifiers with access restricted exclusively 
to the research team. Files were deleted upon completion of the study. 
The study was approved by the ethics committee (ETHICS/28/2022) 
of the researchers’ institution (Kinneret Academic College-) and the 
head of the NFE training center. Participants who shared 
psychological difficulties, or challenges with their groups were offered 
support from the researchers and were also advised to approach 
their supervisors.

Results

Analysis of the data revealed three main categories: (a) perceived 
impact of the training program, (b) perceived suitability of NFE to the 
application of positive education, and (c) ways to integrate positive 
education into NFE.

Perceived impact of the training program

Participants noted a variety of impacts from the training program. 
The two intertwined themes were personal impact and 
professional impact.

Personal impact
The most prominent impact was the enhancement of personal 

wellbeing and the provision of tools to sustain it. Enhanced wellbeing 
was experienced as integral to personal development and as a remedy 
for fatigue, stress, and burnout, all of which had been experienced by 
some participants and cited as a motivation to join the training:

[I joined the training] for my own benefit…I wanted to improve as 
a mother and as a person, to feel better about myself, and to find 
ways to sustain this feeling. The training enabled me to fulfill many 
of these goals. (RB, interview)

Enhancement of wellbeing was found to be  derived from a 
number of interrelated processes. Most participants described an 
enhanced ability to experience positive emotions by focusing on the 
positives in their own lives, becoming more mindful and more 
appreciative of positive things around them, and proactively engaging 
in enhancing positive emotions. One example was the enhancement 
of gratitude using the gratitude log exercise:

The training helped me focus on the good things in me and around 
me, rather than on what I don’t have or on what I need to improve. 
I learned to count my blessings, and I keep reminding myself to do 
so. (RA, interview)

I first started practicing gratitude during the training. I began by 
paying attention to and being grateful for the “big things,” and then 
I moved on to reflect on smaller, more specific things. It was hard, 
but it made me realize that joy can also be found in the little things 
in life. (MV, reflection)

While acquiring tools to enhance positive emotions, participants 
described a process developing emotional self-awareness. They 
increasingly recognized a wide variety of emotions in themselves and 
in others through a granulated understanding of emotions and of 
underlying thoughts and behaviors, and increasing acceptance of 
negative emotions. These competencies were credited with helping 
participants to better manage their emotions and stress while also 
impacting others, mainly their students:

[During the training] I realized that in order to feel successful, I had 
been trying to squeeze too much into each day, and that these efforts 
put an enormous pressure on me and on my students. I had been 
working on changing this pattern and on ridding myself of all the 
negative emotions and thoughts that were associated with it. In turn, 
these changes reduced my stress levels and positively impacted the 
students. (SH, interview)

Another prominent impact on personal wellbeing was enhanced 
self-compassion. Prior to the training, some participants experienced 
professional and personal self-criticism, which they attributed, at least 
in part, to low professional regard for NFE. Enhanced self-compassion 
found expression in increased levels of self-acceptance, including 
acceptance of perceived personal weaknesses, past mistakes and 
current circumstances, and by adopting a growth mindset:

I learned that I am my own sanctuary. That I’m allowed to cry, and 
to be happy, and that I’m worthy. I discovered ways to accept myself 
and to appreciate the person I have grown to be over the years, and 
I‘m also better at accepting others. (TO, interview)

Participants began to overcome their tendency to prioritize the 
needs of others over their own and to engage in self-care activities 
such as physical exercise, leisure activities, or spending time with 
spouses or friends. Self-care activities contributed to the availability of 
participants to others. Participants also noted enhanced self-
confidence, allowing them to recognize their strengths, take actions 
and risks, step out of their comfort zone, and pursue personal goals. 
Descriptions of such initiatives included tracking on a snowy 
mountain, crossing a high-hanging bridge, getting a tattoo, going for 
a long-delayed job interview, and engaging in a difficult conversation 
that had been previously avoided. Such pursuits had an impact on 
overall confidence:

Talking about things which I had never done or even imagined doing 
before the training, I share with you that I trekked Mt Hermon and 
walked 13 kilometers in the snow, which I have never imagined 
I  would do, demonstrating both courage and stamina. (RBS, 
WhatsApp)

The intensities and domains of noted impacts varied across 
participants. This variation reflected differences in respective starting 
points. Some participants described a process of reinforcing existing 
personal attributes related to specific domains, such as gratitude, 
rather than developing new ones. Two participants who felt burnt out 
and had joined the training program to relax and recharge, did not 
engage in deep personal development. Although they developed in 
some ways (e.g., enhancing positive emotions), changes were less 
significant. Furthermore, most participants, regardless of starting 
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point, noted that positive development is a process and expressed a 
wish to continue developing.

Professional impact
Most participants joined the training program to integrate 

positive education into their respective NFE frameworks. Indeed, 
the program had an impact on participants’ work experiences and 
on their motivation and ability to introduce positive education to 
their students. Personal development was seen as a crucial first 
step to this professional change by experiencing positive 
education firsthand:

In order to introduce positive education to children and to do so with 
conviction and authenticity, teachers first have to go through a 
learning process themselves. They have to learn to look at the good 
and to talk about difficulties. Only then can they show their students 
how to overcome difficulties and how to be positive. (YE, reflection)

Participants referred to specific professional impacts of the 
program. First, they noted enhanced interpersonal relational 
wellbeing. They reported an improved ability to communicate with 
students, such as listening to and being patient with children under 
their care, empowering them, adopting a strengths-based 
perspective and helping them regulate their emotions. This, in turn, 
improved teacher-student relationships and contributed to students’ 
and teachers’ positive feelings. This impact was particularly evident 
with students considered to be  more challenging. Several 
participants also noted improved communications with team 
members and/or parents:

When it came to children that previously had been considered 
challenging, our communications improved immensely, and the 
connection between us strengthened. I  became more patient, 
I  understood their needs better, and they became my favorite 
students. (NS, interview)

The training also helped me to work better with my coworkers. I was 
able to recognize my own feelings and the feelings of other team 
members in different situations. The same was true when it came to 
parents of students. (MV, interview)

Although most participants were familiar with positive 
psychology and cited their wish to learn about positive education 
as a reason for joining the training, they had not previously 
considered incorporating positive education principles into their 
NFE frameworks. During training, however, they became aware of 
the importance of children’s wellbeing, especially in these “current 
stressful yet privileged times” (ZL, interview), and the important role 
educators play in raising resilient, confident, and considerate 
children. Accordingly, many participants noted that they adopted 
the integration of positive education into their respective NFE 
frameworks as an educational goal:

I want to teach children that they are responsible for themselves. 
Teach them to take time to breathe, to be present, to appreciate what 
they have, so that they are happier and more resilient, and can lead 
more peaceful and positive lives. It has become my mission. (RH, 
reflection)

Children today are experiencing emotional overloads and anxiety. 
I realized we can use positive psychology and mindfulness to help 
them cope with these challenges and I intend to focus on it. (OL, 
interview)

The increased awareness and adoption of positive education led 
to an enhanced sense of professional meaning and purpose among 
participants and increased their professional wellbeing. Participants 
noted increased energy levels and work engagement and reduced 
feelings of burnout and/or meaninglessness. Such feelings had 
previously been associated with a pre-training focus on daily routines 
and with misconceptions about NFE (e.g., equating it to babysitting):

Introducing positive education to the students gives me a sense of 
meaning, because I have come to realize that I can provide them 
with an important basis to build their identities on, and that’s the 
best thing I can do for them. (OB, reflection)

Most participants noted that they acquired positive education 
tools and routines that supported their motivation to promote 
positive education:

I have been working in the field of education for many years, and 
I’ve been personally familiar with the language of positive 
psychology…but the new tools that we had acquired during the 
training motivated me to introduce positive education to my 
students and helped me feel confident in doing so. (RBS, reflection)

Several participants referred to specific tools they were familiar 
with (e.g., meditation or gratitude) but noted the lack of a formal 
framework for using these tools as well as a wide variety of tools. Most 
referred to new tools acquired during training, some of which they 
started using during the program:

As part of the training, I acquired many new tools and ideas, such 
as turning already familiar games into strengths-based games, going 
outdoors in order to practice mindfulness, or talking about emotions, 
and practicing gratitude with children. (NS, reflection)

In an example shared on the WhatsApp group, in which tools 
were shared regularly, after the beginning of the war in Israel 
participants used and adjusted tools acquired during training to 
support their own resilience and that of their students.

There were three ways positive education was integrated into NFE 
frameworks: (a) employing tools and practices acquired during 
training without modifying them; (b) adapting tools to match 
students’ ages and needs; and (c) designing new tools for this 
integration. Notably, two participants found it difficult to adapt the 
tools to their daily routines and were reluctant to do so. They cited the 
cynicism and lack of emotional training of their adolescent students 
as a reason for these difficulties.

Some participants shared instances of involvement in positive 
psychology-inspired community projects, highlighting ripple-
effects from the training program. Examples include the 
establishment of weekly mindfulness sessions for seniors, nature-
based mindfulness sessions, positive psychology training for early 
childhood educators, and a resilience-focused training workshop 
for NFE staff.
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Perceived suitability of NFE to the 
application of positive education

Alongside personal and professional experiences, participants also 
noted issues related to the suitability of NFE for the application of 
positive education, discussing both benefits and challenges.

Benefits from the integration of positive 
education into NFE frameworks

Most participants viewed NFE as a fitting framework for positive 
education, even more so than formal education. They noted an 
alignment between positive education and NFE’s values and goals. 
Because NFE frameworks are social, flexible, focused on play and 
exploration, and unrestricted by curriculum, they afford the 
application of positive education:

NFE is very suitable for the application of positive education. After 
all, these are the principles we believe in and deal with daily, these 
are the values at the very basis of everything we  do  – the way 
we work, the way we talk to children, and the way we play with 
them. (RBS, interview)

NFE is a more suitable framework [for positive education] than 
schools are because it is less restrictive and doesn’t have to follow any 
formal curriculum…Additionally, school vacations, during which 
children spend many hours in NFE frameworks, offer them an 
opportunity to learn and to practice positive education. (OB, 
interview)

The integration of positive education was perceived as an opportunity 
to advance NFE frameworks, turning them into agents of important 
and meaningful values and advancing their professional standing.

Challenges in integrating positive education into 
NFE frameworks

Participants noted specific challenges inherent to the nature of 
NFE, including the structure of the NFE programs, the students 
who participate in them, and the NFE teachers themselves. 
Structural challenges include competing time demands, as the need 
to allocate time for positive education conflicted with pre-existing 
time allocations for lunch, rest, homework, and enrichment 
activities such as art, sports, and computer skills. Participants noted 
difficulties in implementing the continual processes required for 
positive education, due to the wide age range of children joining 
NFE frameworks and inconsistent participation. Attendance 
challenges are inherent in NFE, which is less regulated and does not 
convey the same sense of importance as formal education.

Other challenges related to the physical and emotional states of 
children who often arrive physically and emotionally drained after a 
long day at school and are, therefore, unable to engage in deep 
learning. Challenges related to NFE teachers include the limited 
professional training currently available. More notably, feelings of 
being overworked, underappreciated, and burnt out interfere with 
being emotionally available:

…It’s hard to become engaged in meaningful and demanding 
training programs when we are not appreciated, taken for granted 
and often seen as a babysitter (AL, interview).

Ways for integrating positive education 
into NFE frameworks

Despite the above challenges, participants’ commitment to 
positive education involved exploration of structured and 
unstructured ways to adapt and integrate what they learned during the 
training program and in the future as well as to integrate positive 
education in NFE systems more generally. Most participants note that 
structured and regular integration would provide a strong foundation 
for successful implementation. To overcome NFE time restrictions, 
most participants suggested regular and relatively short weekly 
sessions (approximately 45 min) focused on a variety of positive 
education topics. Topics most frequently mentioned were mindfulness, 
gratitude, strengths, and emotional self-awareness. Some participants 
suggested an additional focus on growth mindset, empathy, emotion 
management, and interpersonal communications. To overcome 
children’s after-school fatigue, sessions would be conducted playfully 
and enjoyably.

Participants suggested the use of tools they had already practiced 
and were able to retain and those included in their workplans. 
Examples include identifying personal strengths in self and others; 
sharing gratitude, emotions, and stories of coping; discussing social 
dilemmas that correspond to positive psychology elements; engaging 
in mindfulness practice and nature walks; using games, art, and music; 
and linking positive psychology themes to holidays and changing 
seasons. To adapt positive education learning processes to groups of 
children of different ages, participants explored ways to create a long-
term and continuous positive education process that starts at a young 
age and continues through higher grades.

Alongside the formal integration, participants argued that positive 
education should be infused into daily NFE routines holistically and 
informally and that a shared positive education language should 
be created. Informal integration was experimented with during and 
after the training and included holding students’ group discussions of 
emotional and social dilemmas, praising strengths and efforts during 
sports activities, and involvement in community projects:

When it came to ball games, we  taught children to praise their 
friends for their efforts, and we encouraged them to talk about their 
feelings in different situations. We also wrote, together with the 
children, gratitude letters to community members who do things for 
the community and the recipients were very moved and shared these 
letters on the community's WhatsApp group. (TO, interview)

Noting the importance of holistic integration, some participants 
suggested that future training programs should include teams instead 
of single representatives, to facilitate the sharing of targeted topics, 
training materials, and building positive education programs. A few 
participants suggested involving parents by sharing relevant elements 
of positive education programs or by focusing on students’ strengths 
during parent-teacher interactions.

Discussion

This study employed a qualitative multi-method design to 
explore the experiences of NFE teachers during and following 
their participation in a novel positive education training program 
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grounded in the SEARCH framework. The findings underscore 
the relevance and potential benefits of implementing positive 
education within NFE contexts, with reported positive impacts 
extending to teachers, their students, and the broader educational 
frameworks in which they operate. At the same time, the effective 
integration of positive education practices within NFE settings 
necessitates careful attention to several structural and contextual 
challenges—most notably, the distinctive characteristics of NFE 
environments and the often-precarious professional status of 
NFE educators.

Positive education has emerged as an important strand of positive 
psychology (Seligman and Adler, 2018; White and Kern, 2018), owing 
to increasing challenges to the wellbeing of students worldwide 
(Shorey et  al., 2022). However, positive education has been very 
limitedly integrated into NFE despite being an important second-tier 
education system (Gruner, 2017) and the clear potential of NFE 
frameworks to provide a suitable arena and an opportunity for 
expanding positive education efforts. Furthermore, despite the key 
role of teachers in social–emotional development (Schonert-Reichl, 
2017), positive education training programs for teachers, especially in 
NFE, are scarce.

The findings indicate that NFE teachers perceive positive 
education as both essential for children and youth in contemporary 
society and as a suitable—even inherently aligned—component of 
non-formal education. These perspectives were reflected not only in 
their expressed attitudes, but also in their participation, sustained 
engagement, and full retention throughout the training program. 
Furthermore, their proactive efforts to apply positive education 
practices within their educational settings during the course of the 
training, as well as their utilization of the training materials to foster 
resilience during a time of crisis—including their request for an 
additional session—further underscore the perceived relevance and 
practical value of the program.

The prominence of personal development as a key theme in the 
current study supports and extends existing research on positive 
education training programs within formal education contexts (Yeh 
and Barrington, 2023). This finding also aligns with results from the 
large-scale MYRIAD project, which reported that school-based 
mindfulness training did not yield significantly greater improvements 
in adolescents’ mental health and wellbeing compared to standard 
teaching practices (Kuyken et  al., 2022a). However, the same 
intervention was found to reduce teacher burnout and improve overall 
school climate (Kuyken et al., 2022b), suggesting that investing in 
teacher-focused training may represent a more effective and 
sustainable approach to enhancing educational wellbeing.

Strategies to enhance and maintain wellbeing support teachers’ 
ability to cope with challenges, demands, and pressures (Zinsser et al., 
2016) and lead to improved retention (Grant et al., 2019). For example, 
self-efficacy and self-confidence help teachers accomplish goals and 
tasks, welcome challenging activities, develop a high sense of 
commitment, overcome failures quickly, and promote positive 
attitudes in students (Day et  al., 2007; Hussain et  al., 2022). The 
current study demonstrates that putting the wellbeing of NFE teachers 
at the center of a positive education training program provided a 
major incentive for teachers to participate, had a positive and 
intertwined impact on personal and professional wellbeing, allowed 
teachers to ‘walk the talk’ and provided strategies to integrate positive 
education into their respective NFE frameworks.

Enhancement of teachers’ wellbeing during the training took 
place through several mechanisms, including the ability to explore and 
manage a wide range of emotions, including negative emotions and 
proactively promote positive emotions, self-compassion, vulnerability, 
self-care, and self-confidence. Emotional self-awareness, which 
integrates the negative and positive aspects of human experiences and 
their complex interactions to optimize positive outcomes in line with 
positive psychology 2.0 (Ivtzan et al., 2015; Wong, 2010) enhanced 
teachers’ ability to identify and understand their own and others’ 
emotions and regulate negative emotions, and advance positive 
emotions in themselves and others. Various studies had demonstrated 
that emotional self-awareness is crucial to teachers (Yeh and 
Barrington, 2023), allowing them to regulate their emotions in the 
classroom (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009), motivate themselves when 
facing challenges (Stein and Book, 2000), understand others, express 
empathy, and form positive interactions (Brackett et  al., 2009). 
Additionally, while resilience, a key goal of positive education, has not 
been explicitly targeted by the current program, several elements 
which had been previously identified as resilience factors were 
addressed, such as locus of control and self-efficacy) Ali et al., 2023; 
Etherton et al., 2022), strengths (Goodman et al., 2017) and positive 
emotions) Cohn et al., 2009). Indeed, some participants testified that 
they had employed such mechanisms during and following the 
training, particularly in times of crisis.

Most participants referred to engagement with work and positive 
interactions with students as being associated with enhanced personal 
and professional wellbeing. This finding extends research in formal 
education, where positive psychology interventions improved teacher-
student interactions, teacher-parent communications, overall job 
satisfaction, work engagement, and teaching performance 
(Chodkiewicz and Boyle, 2017; Dreer, 2020; Hwang et al., 2017).

The interpersonal relational wellbeing outcome of the study 
supports the importance of expanding the positive education 
framework beyond the individual to encompass the social domain 
(White, 2017; Jones and Deutsch, 2011). This is particularly pertinent 
in the context of NFE, which is inherently grounded in social aims and 
community involvement (Callanan et al., 2011). The initiation of both 
community-based projects and the provision of positive education 
trainings to the community following the training found in the 
current study, highlight the potential for broader social impact 
resulting from the current training intervention.

More generally, the findings align with the five dimensions of 
Seligman’s (2011) conceptualization of teachers’ wellbeing: feeling 
good about their work and experiencing positive emotions within it, 
being engaged in their work, having meaningful relationships with 
students and colleagues, finding meaning in their work and 
experiencing a sense of achievement and success.

Although most participants had not implemented aspects of 
positive education prior to the study, the majority made efforts to 
integrate positive education into their corresponding NFE 
frameworks and viewed NFE as suitable for such integration. These 
efforts demonstrate that positive education training can be highly 
motivating for NFE teachers and equip them with needed resources 
to bring positive education into NFE frameworks. Participants’ active 
and voluntary involvement in positive education could be attributed 
to their newly gained ability to ‘walk the talk’ and explore positive 
education personally before introducing it to their students. 
Participants’ use of newly gained knowledge to design activities 
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demonstrates confidence and flexibility in implementation. Evidence 
of teachers’ ability to experiment with strategies, even during 
training, and to flexibly adjust positive education practices to their 
needs, indicated that transfer of learning (Kotnour, 2011) had 
taken place.

A holistic approach focused on a variety of positive psychology 
elements allowed the program to meet teachers’ needs and 
provided them with tools to address a wide range of students’ 
needs. As noted, these elements were largely in line with the 
SEARCH pathways of wellbeing (Waters and Loton, 2019) and 
interactions between these pathways, in alignment with the 
Synergistic Change Model (Rusk et al., 2018), which suggests that 
interventions are most effective when designed to create inter-
connections along pathways. For example, the development of a 
habit of gratitude toward others supported both the habits and 
goals pathway and the relationships pathway. Finally, flexibility in 
the training program, and providing a variety of strategies and 
activities (Jones et al., 2017) resonated with the unstructured and 
flexible nature of NFE and was noted to contribute to the 
program’s success.

At the same time, the role of burnout in shaping teachers’ 
receptiveness to positive education training warrants careful 
consideration. It was exemplified by two participants who, having 
experienced severe fatigue, stress, and burnout prior to 
commencing the program, reported difficulty in deriving 
professional meaning from the training. Their experiences suggest 
that positive education initiatives should be introduced relatively 
early in teachers’ careers, accompanied by ongoing support for 
their wellbeing. This is particularly critical in the context of 
non-formal education (NFE), where educators often contend with 
high workloads, chronic stress, limited professional recognition, 
and scarce resources—all of which can undermine both wellbeing 
and engagement with professional development.

Prior research has highlighted the impact of the low professional 
status associated with feminized educational occupations on teachers’ 
professional identity (Moloney, 2010), the detrimental effects of 
sustained stress on burnout, and the protective role of social–
emotional resources in mitigating these outcomes (Gavín Chocano 
et  al., 2022). This is particularly significant, as chronic stress and 
negative emotional experiences can lead to teacher demotivation, 
decreased job satisfaction, and reduced self-efficacy, which in turn 
negatively impact attitudes toward students (Sandilos et al., 2018). 
Consequently, it is imperative to provide sustained support for NFE 
teachers’ wellbeing and social–emotional competence, alongside 
organizational and societal solutions aimed at addressing the 
structural challenges they face.

Implementation difficulties experienced by some participants 
further suggest that future training programs should consider 
ways to adjust programs for different teacher groups, and that 
such adjustments should be an integral element of the training. 
Noted implementation challenges inherent to NFE systems 
suggest several implications for future training programs. First, 
the future design of positive education tools and training 
programs for NFE should consider its specific characteristics (e.g., 
less structured but more flexible learning practices and irregular 
attendance) and should include ways to overcome corresponding 
challenges. Second, as suggested by White and Kern (2018), NFE 
teachers need to be  aware of these inherent challenges and 

understand them fully. Lastly, current efforts to enhance wellbeing 
are often provided within a whole-school framework (e.g., 
Coulombe et  al., 2020; Shoshani and Steinmetz, 2014). NFE 
frameworks involve groups and systems that work in relative 
isolation. Accordingly, creating systemic processes and 
communities of practice to implement positive education in NFE 
systems should be considered. Such a long- term view of positive 
education may also help overcome the noted difficulty in 
introducing positive education to adolescents for the first time.

Limitations

The current study was qualitative in nature and thus limited to a 
small sample of teachers, all employed in similar NFE frameworks in 
a peripheral and rural area in northern Israel. As participation in the 
study was voluntary, participant teachers might have joined it due to 
a prior inclination toward positive education. The participant 
population was all female, in line with their representation in the 
profession, As this might not be the case in all other countries, mixed 
gender groups can be examined. Furthermore, although multiple tools 
were used to capture participants’ perceptions, all data were gathered 
from a single cohort and were thus limited to a single source.

Future studies could use pre-post quantitative measures to capture 
changes in participants’ wellbeing, views, and practices, which could 
include teachers from different areas in the country or other countries. 
Non-voluntary participation (e.g., via continuing professional 
development) could eliminate potential biases. Finally, the study of 
training programs of different lengths or with a focus on other aspects 
of positive education could provide important information about how 
to best design positive education training programs for NFE teachers.

Conclusion

The current study examined a unique positive education 
training program for NFE teachers, combining theory and practice 
to address teachers’ and students’ wellbeing. The program 
produced a change in the wellbeing of participant NFE teachers 
and provided them with tools to cultivate wellbeing in their 
students. The findings further suggest that integrating positive 
education into NFE systems in enjoyable and playful ways and as 
part of existing daily routines could significantly widen the 
current penetration of positive education programs. In doing so, 
positive education training programs could contribute to the 
wellbeing of students and teachers, creating a positive continuum 
with formal education. Advancing the standing of and 
participation in NFE could contribute to the wellbeing of our 
children and youth. It is therefore recommended that policymakers 
should prioritize the inclusion of positive education as part of 
NFE teacher training and incorporate the enhancement of 
wellbeing as a professional standard.

There is a clear need to further develop and systematically design 
training programs and tools tailored to the specific characteristics and 
diverse contexts of NFE, which spans a wide range of age groups and 
settings. Such efforts would facilitate broader and more sustained 
exposure to positive education—across educational spheres (formal 
schooling and NFE environments), temporal dimensions (morning 
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and afternoon programming), and modalities (formal and informal 
instruction, individual and social).
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