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  Abstract 

Since positive psychology (PP) is a nascent area of research, there are very 
few empirical studies assessing the impact of positive psychology interven-
tions. Accordingly, this article reports on a quantitative study concerning 
the use of a positive psychology intervention to develop learners’ self-es-
teem in the context of higher education in the English as a foreign language 
(EFL) sector in Iran. Data was collected during the academic year 2016–
2017 from a university in Iran using Cooper Smith (1967, 1981) Self Esteem 
Inventory Adult Form (CSEI-A) , a self-report questionnaire, as the instru-
ment and administering it before and after a TEFL master course. Thirty six 
university students participated in a five-month long quasi-experimental 
study. The current study’s primary aim was to investigate in detail the po-
tential of PP intervention for supporting the self-esteem progress in the 
context in question. The study showed a statistically significant improve-
ment in the self-esteem of the participants in the experimental group after 
completing the course suggesting positive paths from positive psychology 
to understanding the strengths and managing the weaknesses effectively. 
The encouraging results from this program suggest new avenues for ap-
proaching the change of self-esteem. 
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1. Introduction 

Positive psychology, a branch of research within the field of psychology, stud-

ies the conditions and experiences involved in human flourishing (Seligman 

& Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Despite its brief existence, since 1998, this field 
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has recently gained attention and shown considerable growth in the realms 

of research, practice, and change. In educational settings, this popularity has 

generated the domain of “positive education”— a recently growing trend in 

educational research that aims to merge positive psychology principles with 

educational practices to increase learners' well-being (Seligman, Ernst, Gill-

ham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009). Granted that education, especially higher ed-

ucation, is an influential and humanizing process by which learners' body, 

mind and character are strengthened, the goals of positive psychology mirror 

the goals of education. There is no doubt that education can be a means for 

expanding accumulated knowledge, values and skills to make learners capa-

ble, competent and wise in the face of the challenges of life.  Higher educa-

tion is an important and specialized form of human capital, which can cause 

public growth (Diener & Patterson, 2011). In a word, both positive psychol-

ogy and positive education seek to promote general well-being, life satisfac-

tion and meaning across a broad spectrum from individuals to institutions’ 

global life. The main consequence of the application of PP to education is to 

create a fresh learning climate in class where individual learners can use the 

shared information according to their own talents and views (Hayes, 2006; 

Hurlock, 1925; Muscott, Mann and LeBrun, 2008).; the second principle, 

which is at least as crucial as the first, is to promote a climate at educational 

settings that will foster intellectual, emotional and physical “wellbeing” in stu-

dents; so as to prevent the potential academic and general problems before 

they occur or reoccur (Gilman, Huebner, & Furlong, 2009; Martin, Seligman, 

Ernst, Gillham, Reivich & Linkins, 2009; Murray,2003).  

At present, higher education especially language learning is an anxiety-

provoking experience for many students (Muchnick & Wolfe 1982; Horwitz 

et al. 1986; MacIntyre & Gardner 1991; Rubio 2004). Poor self-esteem at 

higher education can result in a cascade of diminishing self-appreciation and 

creating self-defeating attitudes, psychiatric vulnerability, and social prob-

lems. Furthermore, lack of appropriate level of self-esteem can create unpre-

dictable problems among learners of master’s degrees and may lead to pre-

sent failure and future disappointment (Poorsoti & Asadi, 2016).  

In effect, to make a difference in students’ academic and general life, pos-

itive psychology can be an efficient solution since it places an emphasis on 

learners’ individual strengths and personal motivation, helping them change 

negative styles of thinking and increase well-being and self-esteem. According 

to Langley (2016), the strengths approach at the heart of positive psychology 

changes the focus from fixing weakness to recognizing and emphasizing what 

people do well and fostering their potential to develop. It assumes strengths 

are part of human nature; everyone has them and deserves respect for them. 

It also asserts we can only address our weaknesses when we make the most 



MEHRY HADDAD NARAFSHAN, SAMIEH NOORI 

 

 

 336 IJoLTe 

 

of our strengths. However, to the authors’ ́ best knowledge, no publications 

are available in the literature addressing the application of positive psychol-

ogy, a strength-based therapy, at higher education in an EFL context. For these 

reasons, the present study aims to heighten students' self-esteem and develop 

their wellbeing in a master course of TEFL. In addition, it aimed to help learn-

ers outgrow the shell of their negative thoughts and understand their 

strengths. In detail it investigated the following research question: What ef-

fects can positive psychology have on EFL learners’ self-esteem?.        

2. Literature Review 

Humanistic psychology developed around the middle of the twentieth century 

in part to highlight the fact that the previous ways of thinking in psychoanal-

ysis and behaviorism had not been concerned with the full range of function-

ing. Arising from this, positive psychology is concerned with theories propos-

ing how to make a good life. Undoubtedly, this trend in psychology is inter-

ested in the sort of learning that leads to personal growth and change and be-

lieves that the highest levels of education include personal involvement at 

both affective and cognitive levels.  

In addition, the focus on what is good about humans and their lives has 

long been a matter of human research.  The notion of wellbeing has been fre-

quently used to indicate a complex concept consisting of the relative presence 

of positive emotions, the absence of negative emotions, and satisfaction with 

life (Myers & Diener, 1995). One approach to fostering wellbeing may be to 

assist the development of character strengths. Character strengths are de-

fined by Brdar and Kashdan (2010) as ‘pre-existing qualities that arise natu-

rally, feel authentic and are intrinsically motivating to use’ (p. 151).On the 

other hand,  Peterson (2006) argues that ‘we should develop and use as 

many strengths of character as possible’ (p. 157) and he also claims that edu-

cational settings are ideal settings to teach character. Character strength 

seeks to ensure that a student’s academic abilities are developed in unison 

with his/her character (Berkowitz & Bier, 2004; Lickona, 1993) which is in 

line with the positive education movement (Seligman, Ernst, Gillham, Reivich, 

& Linkins, 2009). Benninga, Berkowitz, Kuehn, and Smith (2006) in a study to 

find the relationship between character education and academic achievement 

found that the experiences that students have in schools or universities can 

build their character. Character strengths can act as protective factors which 

help to decrease negative feelings and enable flourishing (Park & Peter-

son, 2008). This includes positive introductions, where the student is asked 

to identify, feel gratitude for, and put strengths in action plan. 
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Tudor (1996) mentions that self-concept, identity and self-esteem are 

among the key elements of mental health. Additionally, Porky (1970) and 

West, Fish, and Stevens (1980) cite a correlation between general self-esteem 

and academic and personal success. Thus, positive psychology calls attention 

to the positive feelings that a good educational climate can build. In such 

happy environment students obtain instructions they can process easily and 

retain what is learned more permanently (Cohn & Fredrickson, 2009). In like 

manner, Scherer (2005) holds that positive emotions can make and guide mo-

tivational behaviours from students, enabling them to engage and solve learn-

ing tasks more effectively. As a result, good or bad emotional experiences lan-

guage learners are exposed to and the sort of motivational energy they exhibit 

during learning activities go hand in hand (Mendez Lopez, 2011). The more 

language learners experience positive emotions, the more motivation they 

will exhibit during language learning process. Indeed, most studies show that 

positive emotions can stimulate learners’ pleasurable engagement and in-

volvement with their environment as well as motivate social relationships 

(Cacioppo, Priester, & Berntson, 1993; Carver & Scheier 1990; Clore 1994; 

Davidson 1993; Frijda 1994).  

Moreover, some scholars acknowledge that foreign language learning is 

primarily an emotionally driven task (Maclntyre, 2002; Dörnyei, 2005; Garret 

& Young, 2009; Bown & White, 2010; Imai, 2010). MacIntyre (2002) claims 

that the difference between engaged and unengaged learners can be ex-

plained by the emotions they experience during the process of language learn-

ing and that these have a strong connection with their level of self-esteem. 

Self-esteem refers to an individual’s perception of his or her own self-worth 

and varies between individuals (Waterman, 1992). This self-assessment is a 

crucial construct and is related to a variety of positive psychological out-

comes, including overall psychological adjustment, positive emotion, social 

confidence, and life satisfaction (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985; 

Leary & MacDonald, 2003. A review of the literature emphasises the fact that 

self-esteem is an important psychological factor contributing to health and 

quality of academic life and life in general (Evans, 1997). Recently, several 

studies have shown that subjective well-being significantly correlates with 

high self-esteem, and that self-esteem accounts for significant variance in 

both mental well-being and happiness (Zimmerman, 2000). Indeed, while low 

self-esteem leads to maladjustment, positive self-esteem, internal standards 

and aspirations seem to contribute actively to ‘wellbeing’ (Garmezy, 1984; 

Glick and Zigler, 1992). Also, the relationship between self-esteem and aca-

demic achievement has been well documented in the literature. A variety of 

studies have reached the conclusion that academic achievement and self-es-

teem are positively correlated (Bankston & Zhou, 2002; Lockett & Harrell, 
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2003; Schmidt & Padilla, 2003; Marsh and Yeung, 1997; Filozof et al., 1998; 

Hay et al., 1998).  

To sum up, the literature review demonstrates that there is a connection 

between positive psychology and self-esteem. However, more empirical evi-

dence is needed as to how positive psychology affects self-esteem. To the au-

thors’ best knowledge referring to the review of literature, there are no stud-

ies investigating positive psychology and self-esteem in an EFL context. This 

research is designed to address the gaps in this area. Its general aim is to pro-

vide empirical evidence on what works in a strength-based positive psychol-

ogy intervention designed to develop students’ self-esteem at tertiary level.  

3. Methodology 

3.1 Participants  

This study adopted a quasi-experimental design. The participants of the study 

were 36 upper-intermediate MA students of TEFL between the ages of 22 and 

35 enrolled in a practical teaching course in a university in Kerman, Iran. They 

were divided into two groups of 18 students (12 girls and 6 boys in each 

group). All participants had roughly the same English language learning ex-

perience with respect to the number of years they had received EFL instruc-

tion. To control for the differences attributable to nationality and first lan-

guage, all participants in this study were L1 speakers of Persian from Kerman, 

Iran. After receiving information about the scope of the research, the data to 

be collected and their right to withdraw from the study at any time, all the 

participants confirmed their willingness to take part in the study by signing a 

consent form.  

3.2. Instrument  

To assess the participants’ level of self-esteem, the Self Esteem Inventory 

Adult Form (SEI-A) developed by Cooper Smith (1967, 1981) was used (ap-

pendix). The twenty-five items of the questionnaire on the measure were 

rated on the 2-point scale of “like me” and “unlike me”. The Cronbach Alpha 

reliability of the measure with the present sample was calculated to be .98. 

Hence, the questionnaire was deemed to be a reliable instrument for eliciting 

the intended data 

3.3. Procedure 

In this study, the independent variable (the application of positive psychology 

in the classroom) is considered to have a direct effect on the dependent vari-

able (self esteem).As the first step, the participants were assigned to two 

groups, a control group and an experimental group with 18 participants each, 
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After The groups were provided with equal opportunities in terms of class 

time (an hour and a half for each session), and the number of sessions (2 ses-

sions per week).  The Self Esteem Inventory Adult Form (SEI-A) question-

naire was used to measure the primary level of the learners’ self-esteem. Dur-

ing this period, the learners in the control group were given the same tasks as 

the experimental group except they were not exposed to thirty-eight SBPPC 

(Strength Based Positive Psychology Clips) while the participants in the ex-

perimental group engaged in a 30-mint task of SBPPC exposure which in-

cluded the stages of observation and discussion.   

During the observation stage, the teacher asked the learners just to watch 

the clips. And after watching the clips, the students started to discuss and re-

flect on the clips. The students discussed how the clips helped them under-

stand to deal with negative feelings if they were experiencing distress in rela-

tions to their academic tasks for example. Bringing unhelpful thoughts such 

as ‘I can’t stand all the pressure’; ‘I am not professional enough;’ or ‘I am going 

to quit.’ into the student’s awareness, the PP clips encouraged the student to 

think about a time when they completed academic tasks successfully, encour-

aging them to explore what they were thinking at that time and what 

strengths they used to help themselves.. Examples of adaptive thoughts that 

might surface from these positive examples include: ‘This is really tough, but 

if I manage the time, I can cope with this task’ and ‘In the past I experienced 

the same challenges, but I did it. So, I can do my best this time, too.’ In this 

way, the PP clips helped the students to challenge their own negative 

thoughts, connecting them with their own positive and adaptive thinking. Fi-

nally, after five months of SBPPC exposure, progress was evaluated by com-

paring the self-esteem of the control and experimental group. 

4. Findings and discussion 

As stated above, the present study was conducted with the main goal of ex-

ploring the effect of positive psychology on EFL learners’ self-esteem. Conse-

quently, a basic quantitative research design was adopted to elicit and analyse 

the data in the present study. To identify whether a significant change oc-

curred in the self-esteem of each group during the study, we conducted paired 

samples t-test and independent t-test. The result of the paired sample t-test 

analysis did not show a significant difference in the mean scores for the pre-

test (M1=36.61, SD1=3.22) and the post-test of control group (M2=37, 

SD2=2.83), t=0.53, df=17, p>0.05. The effect size was ES=3.94 and r= 0.892. 

However, the results strongly confirmed a significant difference in the mean 

scores for experimental group on the pre- test (M1=38.56, SD1= 2.83), and 

posttest (M2= 66.56, SD2=11.39), t= -10.03, df=17. P<0.01, with an effect 

size of ES=3.94 and r= 0.892, rejecting the null hypothesis and confirming 
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the research hypothesis.  

The result of the independent t-test analysis did not show a significant 

difference in the mean scores for control (M1=36.61, SD1= 3.22) and exper-

imental group on pre- test (M2= 38.56, SD2= 2.83), t= -1.92, df=34. P < 0.01. 

But the results strongly confirmed a significant difference in the mean scores 

for control and experimental group on post- test (M1=37, SD1=2.83), 

(M2=66.56, SD2=11.39), t= -10.68, df=34, p<0.01, and the effect size was 

ES=4.16 and r=0.901. 

 

Table 1. Paired T-Test of  Self-esteem 

Time 

 

   

N 

Mean Std. 

Deviation 

T-

Test 

Df P-

Value 

CG 

pre-test 

18 36.61 3.22 - 

0.53 

17 0.6 

post-test 18   37 2.83    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. Independent T Test of Self-esteem  

Time 

 

   

N 

Mean Std.De-

viation 

T-Test df P-

Value 

Pre-test 

control 

18   36.61 3.22 

 

-1.92 34 0.06 

experi-

mental 

18   38.56                 

2.83                                               

   

 

Time 

 

  N Mean Std.De-

viation 

T-Test df P-

Value 

EG 

pre-test 

18 38.56 2.83 -10.03 17 0.0000 

post-test 18 66.56 11.39 
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The present study investigated the effectiveness of implementing a strength-
based positive psychology intervention at higher education in EFL classes. By 
administering a questionnaire, quantitative data were gathered. Regarding 
the research question – What effects can positive psychology have on EFL 
learners’ self-esteem – the results of this study presented in tables 1 & 2 
demonstrate that the positive psychology intervention used helped EFL learn-
ers understand and build on their strengths and manage (rather than focus 
on) their weaknesses in a way that increased their self-esteem. These results 
show that the intervention used can be recommended as a practical means to 
create high self-esteem classrooms for English learning.  

Other studies show self-esteem is a significant construct relevant to over-
all psychological adjustment, positive emotions, social confidence, and life 
satisfaction (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985; Leary & MacDonald, 
2003). As mentioned earlier, positive psychology is associated with higher 
levels of self-esteem (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Rasmussen & Pidgeon, 2011; 
Thompson & Waltz, 2008). Positive psychology encourages a non-judgemen-
tal, open, and receptive accessible stance to one’s thoughts, emotions, and ex-
periences (Baer et al., 2006), and this may allow individuals to be less de-
pleted by hardship or critical, and judgmental thoughts about the self. Follow-
ing Ryan, Brown, and Creswell’s (2007) interesting discussion of the princi-
ples of positive psychology, the present study demonstrated that a positive 
psychology intervention can increase self-esteem. The PP intervention, 

Time 

 

  N Mean Std.De-

viation 

T-Test df P-

Value 

Post test 

Control 

18 37 2.83 

 

-

010.68 

 

34 0.000 

experi-

mental 

18 66.56 11.39    
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working on character strength, helped the participants of the present study 
make positive images of themselves since PP made them able to step back 
from any negative thoughts arising about the self. The commonly endorsed 
assumption in Positive Psychology studies is that people need to feel good 
about themselves and try to enhance and maintain their positive self-image. 
It seems that the conditions boosting optimal human functioning should be 
emphasized at schools which in turn can help increase the learners ‘self-es-
teem. The concept of positive psychology in education seeks not only higher 
academic achievement but character strengths, self-awareness and emotional 
control. By taking advantage of the best of Positive Psychology, strengths-
based education could positively transform of colleges and universities. 

 
 

5. Conclusions 

The current study investigated the effect of a positive psychology intervention 
on EFL learners’ self-esteem suggesting that applying positive psychology 
principles can increase EFL learners’ self-esteem. The findings are widely im-
portant in EFL and provide a useful intervention that educational profession-
als can use with students in their classrooms. The results suggest that positive 
psychology principles lead to significantly greater rates of improvement in 
EFL learners’ self-esteem. Following these findings, it can be said that for in-
spiring and improving EFL learners' self esteem, positive psychology helps 
learners feel good about themselves and try to enhance and maintain their 
positive self-image, helping them change negative styles of thinking and in-
crease well-being and self-esteem. 

The goals of positive psychology mirror the goals of education. Most pro-
fessionals enter the field of teaching to make a difference in the general and 
academic lives of students. What stimulates teachers to continue is the joy of 
seeing positive change and growth at optimal levels in students. Positive Psy-
chology similarly promotes general well-being and life satisfaction and does 
so across the broad spectrum from individuals to institutions. Further, as 
learners work on themselves by learning the principles of this new branch of 
psychology they can identify and employ their real talents in learning area by 
eliminating mental barriers to success. This approach helps learners change 
negative styles of thinking and in this way change how they feel. They develop 
the ability to pull attention away from the chronic inner chatter of negative 
thoughts and redirect it to their strengths, enhancing well-being. 

While this study expands upon the findings of previous self-esteem stud-
ies, it also has some limitations. In the current study, the participants were a 
group of university EFL learners, and so any generalization of the findings to 
other contexts such as private language institutes and high schools should be 
done with caution. The data collection was limited to a self-report question-
naire. To obtain a more precise estimate of the variables, future research 
should utilize qualitative methods such as interview and observation, too. It 
is also recommended that this study be replicated in different EFL contexts 
among learners with diverse cultural, educational and socioeconomic 
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backgrounds. Becker and Maracek (2008) emphasized the significance of con-
sidering the individual within his/her social and cultural context and defining 
happiness, strengths, and virtue in whatever way is most relevant to that spe-
cial context. The use of strengths models and measures must always be con-
sidered within the cultural contexts of the individuals with whom one is work-
ing. Furthermore, the study did not also include an evaluation of the program 
effects on the teacher who underwent positive psychology training. As the 
teacher was the one who shaped the emotional quality of the program content, 
it is possible that the teachers' emotional connection to the program content 
had a decisive effect that could not be reproduced by merely adhering to the 
guidelines with fidelity. The final limitation was the lack of time for conduct-
ing the research. Moreover, the intervention sessions were relatively lengthy, 
which might limit the implementation of the program due to the loss of in-
structional time.  
.  
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