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The year 2020 was a year like no other. It began with massive bushfires consuming the 

Australian bushlands, destroying communities, with countless species driven to extinction. 

Climate change took central focus – surely that would be the big story and battle of the year. But 

even as smoke and flames still covered a drought-stricken land, China went into hard lockdown, 

as a novel coronavirus rippled out from marketplaces in the city of Wuhan. In a globalised world, 

the coronavirus rapidly spread, quickly becoming a global problem. Cities worldwide entered 

into varying levels of government-imposed restrictions. At first, there was a collective nervous 

energy as people tried to navigate uncertainty. Store shelves were emptied of toilet paper and 

other commodities. Homes were converted into home offices. Teachers rapidly upskilled, 

creatively finding ways to teach online. Parents came face to face with the challenges that 

educators face every day as they tried to manage home learning. The changes were challenging 

to navigate, but the pain would be short-lived, and then life would return to normal. But case 

numbers kept growing, death counts rose. As weeks turned to months, economies buckled, 

mental health issues grew, exhaustion set in, tensions rose. The Black Lives Matter movement in 

the USA resulted in calls for systemic change in the USA and abroad. Conspiracy theories and 

misinformation festered through online networks, resulting in growing mistrust, polarisation, and 

uncertainty.  

Schools were at the frontline, becoming a battleground that illustrated the deep flaws 

embedded within many schools and systems. The novel coronavirus continually brought a 

number of complexities and surprises. Children seemed to be unaffected, but potentially could 

spread the disease, or might experience longer-term consequences that are yet to be identified. 

Immediate questions arose. We needed to keep workforces running – how could people work if 

they also had to supervise home learning? Schools provide not only academic skills, but 
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important non-cognitive skills, including social and emotional competencies and character 

development. What happens when that training is rapidly shifted back to parents, many of whom 

lack their own capabilities? A growing number of equity issues emerged, with some learners 

having ready access to technology and support from caring parents, while others lacked 

technology, disengaged with learning, or experienced home as an unsafe place. Teachers went 

far beyond expectation to support their students, teach academic skills, and manage the various 

pressures from students, parents, co-workers, leaders, and the broader society. Some teachers, 

students, and families coped well; others languished. As societies began to reopen, teachers were 

expected to return, supporting others, pressing on with imparting knowledge, all the while 

feeling exhausted, overwhelmed, fearful, and far too often undervalued and unsupported. 

These tensions give light to long held societal assumptions that pervade many school 

systems worldwide, including siloed thinking, the tightly held economic importance and 

expectations that are placed on academic achievement, accreditation and grading systems that act 

as a gateway to the future, unrealistic expectations and demands on staff to pivot without 

necessary upskilling and support, and disparities of resources. The challenges are daunting. They 

reveal broken systems and the need to rethink our approaches to education, mental health and 

wellbeing, equity, support, and the many complexities of the 21st century world.  

Within this landscape, mental health and wellbeing has increasingly come to the 

forefront, with many people not coping well. Before 2020, wellbeing was increasingly 

permeating policies, infrastructures, and applications (Biswas-Diener, Diener & Lyubchik, 2015; 

Buckler& Creech, 2014; Harrison et al., 2016), with schools seen as an ideal platform for 

mobilising wellbeing initiatives that aim to support individual and societal wellbeing 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2018). As societies 
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worldwide attempt to emerge from the COVID-19 pandemic, placing wellbeing at the centre of 

education becomes more critical than ever.   

Positive education, with a direct focus on understanding and cultivating wellbeing, is well 

situated to contribute to this space, but must carefully consider what that contribution ought to 

be. Over the past decade, a growing number of schools have incorporated positive education into 

curricula, co-curricular activities, pastoral care, and other areas of the school. Some have even 

labelled themselves as “positive education schools”. Too often, positive education is presented as 

a specific model, program, or curriculum, with simplified activities that attempt to teach students 

and staff the skills and knowledge of wellbeing by focusing on isolated features, such as 

gratitude or mindfulness. Arbitrary distinctions are made between positive education programs, 

social and emotional learning (SEL), character education, holistic education, positive 

behavioural interventions and supports (PBIS), etc., such that programs are pitted against one 

another and schools pass from one program to the next or add additional initiatives to already 

over-crowded curricula. This can result in incredible activity with little impact (White & Kern, 

2018).  

The year 2020 accentuated the massive economic, social, psychological, political, equity, 

ethical, and ecological challenges facing our world, as well as the intricate interconnectedness of 

these challenges. Despite desires for simple solutions and quick fixes, our plans and solutions fail 

in light of the complexities of the issues we face (Nguyen & Bosh, 2013). Schools comprise 

multiple interconnected components, including students, teachers, parents, curriculum, 

legislation, policy, and funding, all of which intersect with the broader challenges and 

opportunities facing the world. We contend that for wellbeing initiatives to be successfully 

embedded within our school systems, we must approach wellbeing as a coordinated effort that 
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involves seeing and sensing the whole system, along with the interrelationships and 

interdependencies amongst each element.  

We suggest that for positive education to progress and truly create the impact that many 

educators envision, a systems-informed positive education (SIPE) perspective is needed. SIPE 

explicitly incorporates aspects of the systems sciences into positive education practice and 

pedagogy to cultivate optimal learning environments that bring out the best in each individual – 

including students, teachers, staff members, school leaders, parents, and others who may be a 

part of, connected with, or impacted by that community – and of the school community as a 

whole. In this chapter, we introduce the SIPE perspective. We highlight key principles and their 

application in schools. We provide several case studies, illustrating SIPE in action. We end with 

implications for embedding wellbeing as a lasting endeavour that becomes deeply woven within 

the fabric of education systems. 

Positive Education: Activity or Impact? 

Over the first two decades of the 20th century, there was exponential growth in research 

and practice around positive education (Slemp et al., 2017; White & Kern, 2018). The interest 

and excitement arose in part from the optimistic hope that positive education would become the 

next approach to fix the woes of education, and would provide a quick fix to both flailing 

academic scores and the growing mental health crisis. Yet while the excitement for positive 

education is commendable, there is danger in the field moving too quickly, practice far 

outstepping the research, and the movement as a whole becoming yet another passing 

educational fad, rather than a perspective and approach that transforms education to bring out the 

true potential of everyone within the educational community and beyond.  
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Clearly, as evidenced throughout this handbook, there are numerous perspectives on and 

approaches to positive education. From our experience in Australia, positive education is often 

presented as a specific positive psychology-informed curriculum (i.e., positive psychology 

applied to education); as programs focussed on specific topics (e.g., positive emotions, gratitude, 

mindfulness), often centred around a framework or model (which may or may not be appropriate 

for the specific needs of the school); or as a focus on the wellbeing of the individual student (and 

at times staff), rather than each of these elements as interconnected contributors to the broader 

systems in which they are embedded. While interventions from positive psychology can be 

useful and building upon existing research provides a helpful starting point, simple interventions 

and prescriptive programs often fail when incorporated within the complexities of classrooms, 

schools, and broader educational systems. Each student’s experience of and interpretation around 

a positive intervention is impacted by their personality; social context; history and experiences at 

home, with peers, and across school settings; how the intervention or program is taught; along 

with a myriad of other factors.  

Additionally, despite operating in a rapidly changing world, most educational institutions 

have remained organized and function as they have for decades, with rigid structures that often 

lack the flexibility and adaptability needed in in the modern world (Garmston & Wellman, 

1995). Demands on learners and education systems are rapidly evolving. Students today are 

growing up in an increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous world (Fadel, Bialik, 

& Trilling, 2015). Demands are rising for schools to become learning organizations that not only 

acknowledge the complexities of today’s world, but also help students learn the skills, 

knowledge, and capabilities that can help them make meaningful contributions within the 

complex interdependent systems in which they are situated (Goleman & Senge, 2014; Senge et 
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al., 2012). It is no longer sufficient for schools to focus solely on reading, writing, and 

arithmetic; to teach discrete skills to solve disassociated problems; or to have standalone 

processes and knowledge for how to achieve wellbeing. 

The world, and thus students today, faces global challenges that require global solutions, 

and education must provide opportunities for students to develop and build the awareness, 

understanding, capabilities, skills, and values to engage in resolving the many interconnected 

challenges of the 21st century (Global Education Leader’s Program, 2013; OECD, 2020).  We 

need to ask what education for an emerging and preferred future looks like for students, teachers, 

schools, and society as a whole. We suggest that there is a need to look beyond existing 

paradigms and structures to learn from and with the systems in which young people are 

embedded, their interrelationships and interdependencies, and our responsibilities of nurturing 

and understanding the interconnectedness of self, school, society, and the world as a whole. 

Towards a Systems-Informed Approach to Positive Education 

A system refers to a group of things that are interconnected in some manner (Senge et al., 

2012). For example, a school is a system that includes students, teachers, administrative staff, 

leadership, and parents. A classroom is a system that includes students and teachers. Systems are 

all around us, and range from being very small (e.g., the human body) to very large (e.g., a 

regional school district). The systems sciences study, model, and intervene upon systems 

(Hieronymi, 2013). Applying a systems perspective to positive psychology theory, research, and 

practice, Kern et al. (2019) suggested Systems Informed Positive Psychology (SIPP) as an 

evolution to traditional positive psychology, which explicitly incorporates aspects of systems 

science into positive psychology theory, methodologies, and discourse, so as to optimize human 

social systems and the individuals within them. SIPE applies this perspective specifically within 
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education. Drawing upon the many systems elements and concepts the systems sciences have 

identified, SIPP identified several key systems elements that are particularly relevant for 

considering human flourishing and proposed a set of principles to guide positive psychology 

theory, research, and application. Here we briefly describe the key elements and principles, 

pointing to how the SIPP principles appear in schools, before turning to case studies that 

illustrate SIPE in action.  

Key System Elements  

There are multiple elements of systems that inform the SIPP perspective. First, different 

elements within the system interact and align, such that together they are different than any 

single part alone (Meadows, 2008). For example, reflecting on three good things that happened 

during the day might look very different in a personal reflection journal, versus sharing those 

things with a class, where you are trying to maintain a particular social identity.  

Second, individuals within the system often have different perspectives, which they bring 

to any situation, behaviour, or interaction (Jackson; 2003; Spencer, Dupree, & Hartmann, 1997). 

Those perspectives are developed throughout life through biological tendencies, environmental 

influences, personality characteristics, personal and social experiences, and a person’s 

interpretations and understanding of those experiences (Spencer et al., 1997). Thus, two people 

with similar histories and backgrounds can experience the same situation in very different ways. 

This has several implications. There is a need to acknowledge that different people see things in 

different ways, and one perspective is not necessarily better than another. There is also a need to 

consider whose perspective is being included and who is excluded, and the impact those 

inclusions and exclusions might have. In addition, one’s perspective in the future will be affected 

by the perspectives that were or were not included in the past. We are often most likely to listen 
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to the voices that reaffirm existing beliefs. Shifting prior beliefs requires purposefully listening to 

diverse perspectives with open-minded curiosity (Scharmer, 2018).  

Third, there are many different interrelationships within a given system. If a person 

engages in an action, it not only impacts that person, but also numerous other elements within the 

system. For example, Jane gives a flower to Chris. Jane might feel good about doing a kind act. 

Chris could feel appreciated, might feel pressured to reciprocate the act, or might wonder if Jane 

is trying to manipulate him. Other students might believe that Jane is being nice, they might feel 

jealous that she did not give them a flower, or they might tease her that Chris is her “boyfriend”. 

Thus, while the simple positive psychology intervention of doing an act of kindness might be 

beneficial, it might also be problematic for that individual or for other individuals that are 

somehow impacted – positively or negatively – by that act.  

Fourth, every system has boundaries that are either explicitly or implicitly defined. 

Boundaries refer to what is in or out – what elements are considered to be a part of the system 

and what elements are outside of the system. For example, when we think about incorporating 

positive education within a school, we might draw the boundary of our system as a single 

classroom (which includes the students and the teacher), as a year level (which adds other 

classes), as a school (which adds staff and leaders at the school), as an educational community 

(which adds parents and the local community), or as a region (multiple educational communities 

across a state). Boundaries are fluid and temporary, but necessary to enable action. Where we 

draw that boundary impacts who and what we include in any intervention effort. For example, if 

we draw a narrow boundary – the classroom – then a teacher might plan a variety of activities to 

teach the students social and emotional skills. In contrast, if we draw a larger boundary – the 
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whole school – then many more elements need to be included, such as varying student needs, 

staffing issues, funding, curricular demands, governance, and the climate of the school.  

Fifth, systems are dynamic and ever changing. Schools continually evolve over time, as 

staff and students come and go, leadership and policies change, curricula are introduced and 

retired, priorities shift, etc. Well-functioning systems adapt over time. The result that emerges 

might be quite different than the original vision but represents an adaptive shift over time. 

Positive education is never done, but rather needs to be an ongoing process that shifts and adapts 

to the dynamic changes that occur over time 

SIPP Principles 

Drawing upon these elements, SIPP makes an underlying assumption that “humans inter-

dependently co-exist with themselves, others, and the environment in which they exist” (Kern et 

al., 2019, p. 5). Thus, “values, activities, and ways of being must recognize and strive for 

environmental, social, and economic sustainability, which goes well beyond the individual” (p. 

5). This assumption is complemented by three philosophical assumptions: 

• Epistemological assumption: There is an objective reality, but there are no single 

objective vantages of that reality. 

• Political assumption: Power, rights, and responsibilities are continually explicitly and/or 

implicitly negotiated, granted, and embodied by people within a system. 

• Ethical assumption: Wellbeing is defined in terms of virtuous we-being, striving toward 

what is collectively good, right, and optimal (Kern et al., 2019, p. 5). 

These assumptions result in a set of principles that, we suggested, should drive positive 

psychology theory, research, and practice. Table 5.1 summarises these principles, providing 

further explanations and examples of how they might manifest within schools.  
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INSERT TABLE 5.1 HERE 

We suggest, further, that a SIPE approach is more likely to be effective and sustainable 

than typical positive education approaches or systems approaches to education alone, as systems 

approaches takes into consideration the complexity of a living system, and provides tools and 

strategies for bringing these complexities to light. Rather than positive education being a specific 

program applied within rigid and outdated school infrastructure, these principles provide fluid 

guidance for focusing positive education efforts on a contextually relevant, learner-centred, 

flexible and adaptive approach that aims to bring out the full potential of every member of the 

educational community.  
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Table 5.1. SIPP guiding principles and explanations, and SIPE-informed questions to ask, explanations, and examples. 

SIPP Principle SIPP Explanation‡ SIPE Explanation/ Examples 

Epistemological Assumption (Our approach to how we generate knowledge) 

Boundedness Boundaries are set by the 

observer, explicitly or implicitly 

What are your boundaries for your positive education efforts?  

You might focus on your own capabilities and feelings of wellbeing, incorporating positive 

psychology activities into your everyday practice to support your own wellbeing. You might 

focus on a specific group of learners, such as using a strengths based SEL program or curriculum 

with a class or team, focused on developing a flourishing classroom system (Allison, Waters, & 

Kern, 2020). You might focus on the school, incorporating multiple classes, teachers, non-

teaching staff, and leaders. Or you might draw boundaries beyond the school, orienting 

individual, and collective efforts towards cultivating a benefit mindset (Buchanan & Kern, 2017), 

aimed at serving the wellbeing of all.   

Multi-causality Human-relevant phenomena have 

multiple causes. Things only 

appear to have singular causes 

when boundaries are narrowly 

defined. 

What other causes could be at play? 

There might be multiple causes for a student being distracted and disruptive in class. For 

instance, the student might misunderstand the material, but is afraid of appearing unintelligent 

in front of peers. The student might have been bullied on the playground. The student might not 

have gotten enough sleep or eaten a proper meal in days, due to money being tight at home. The 

student might have experienced a challenging or traumatising event at home.  

Dynamic Human systems are dynamic, 

reactive to observation, and 

change in unexpected ways 

How is your educational community changing and evolving?  

Positive education efforts are never complete. Students, educators, leaders are always evolving. 

Rather than applying the same curriculum or approaches that have been used in the past, take 

time to observe the students, staff, and school community as a whole. What are their needs and 

capabilities? How are those shifting over time? Positive education becomes a journey of 

discovery, rather than a fixed approach.  

Gestaltic As multiple perspectives, periods, 

and setting come together, an 

understanding of reality emerges 

that is different from the sum of 

parts. 

What collective insights and experiences can come together to inform practices?  

Positive education efforts are often guided by a framework and approach chosen by leaders. 

Instead, a school might bring students, staff, leaders, and parents together through an appreciative 

inquiry approach, listening to different voices and perspectives, and seeing what emerges, which 

might be different than what was initially expected.  
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SIPP Principle SIPP Explanation‡ SIPE Explanation/ Examples 

Simplexity Human systems are complex, but 

individuals within those systems 

desire simplicity. Explicit 

acknowledgment of boundaries 

allows parsimonious explanation, 

identification of leverage points, 

and more effective interventions 

What is the next right step? 

Begin by identifying and acknowledging the complexity of creating positive change within an 

educational community. You might conduct an audit of the school, identifying practices that are 

occurring, strengths and weaknesses throughout the systems, and opportunities and threats 

beyond the system. With that knowledge in mind, what actions will have the greatest benefit? 

You might focus on developing positive leadership practices, staff development, espoused and 

lived values, curriculum, co-curricular activities, parental engagement, measurement and 

evaluation, creating psychological safe environments, psychological capabilities, behaviour 

management, or a number of other levers. Focus on that area, then zoom out to consider where 

energy, effort, and resources should be placed at different times.  

Political Assumption (Our approach to how we organize ourselves) 

Pluralism Diversity in perspective is 

expected and should be tolerated. 

Values and ideals should be 

deliberated and socially 

constructed. 

How can you cultivate respectful, constructive conversations? 

Schools often have their expressed norms, visible in vision and mission statements, images in 

the school, and featured in newsletters and websites. And then there is the lived experience, with 

the norms that create the environment. How psychologically safe is that environment? Some 

environments embrace sharing one’s perspective, exploring diverse perspectives and 

experiences. Other environments enforce a particular point of view, which can make more 

diverse perspectives unheard and unvalued. By creating safe spaces to explore various 

experiences and perspectives, it can create a sense of connection, belonging, and acceptance, 

with flow on effects to wellbeing, commitment, and performance.  

Rebalanced power Human systems function 

optimally with equity across parts 

and appropriate distribution of 

power. 

How is power distributed? 

Schools are generally structured hierarchically, with a small group of leaders holding the power 

and driving decisions and actions in the school. Teachers lead and impose knowledge on 

students. Rather than delivering positive education to students, invite students into a process of 

co-discovery and co-creation. Allow leadership to arise from within by empowering every staff 

member to use their unique skills and strengths to serve the collective good, regardless of 

position. 
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SIPP Principle SIPP Explanation‡ SIPE Explanation/ Examples 

Rights with 

responsibility 

All individuals have the right to 

wellbeing as well as the 

responsibility for nonmaleficence 

and benevolence towards others. 

Do people take responsibility for their own wellbeing and for supporting others’ wellbeing? 

Although wellbeing ought to be available to all, inequity issues, high stress or unsafe 

environments, lack of skills and resources, authoritarian leadership, etc. undermine that 

possibility. People can place blame for problems on others, without taking responsibility for their 

own role in those problems. Barriers to wellbeing need to be identified and removed. Enablers 

of wellbeing need to be cultivated, providing staff and students with the skills and capabilities to 

care for their own wellbeing. Develop a culture where each person has the capabilities needed to 

experience wellbeing and is held accountable to do what they can to support their own and others’ 

wellbeing, to the extent that they are able. 

Institutional 

importance 

Institutions play a critical role in 

upholding the moral fabric of 

society, as they structure and 

order individual expectations and 

behaviours through value 

transmission, social norms, 

legislation, and regulation. 

How is your educational community upholding the moral fabric of society? 

Shifting societal structures have increasingly shifted responsibility for the moral development of 

young people out of homes, religious institutions, and local neighbourhoods to schools. This 

means that schools play a critical role in not only the academic development of young people, 

but also in moral development, guiding students towards developing the qualities valued by 

society, such as social responsibility, self-regulated behaviours, and contribution beyond the self. 

It is inadequate for educators to see themselves as an imparter of facts and knowledge. They have 

both the privilege and the immense responsibility of developing the future leaders and drivers of 

society. There is a need to ask what future we’d like to see, the qualities young people will need 

for that future, and then embrace the development of those qualities as core business for our 

educational communities.    

Ethical Assumption (Our approach to determining what is good and right)  

Collective subjectivity Wellbeing is experienced 

subjectively but defined 

collectively, negotiated across 

individuals and communities 

within the system. 

How is wellbeing defined and experienced individually and collectively? 

Rather than imposing a definition of wellbeing, foster open conversations that allow individuals 

and groups to share their own perceptions and experiences, fostering a safe, respectful, and 

empathetic environment. For example, a student might be upset after lunch because no one would 

play with her.  The teacher could pause and invite the student to share how she felt, allowing 

other students to respond and identify their own experiences of being left out, and then together 

create solutions to prevent feelings of exclusion in the future.  
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SIPP Principle SIPP Explanation‡ SIPE Explanation/ Examples 

Embeddedness Wellbeing cannot be 

separated from the socio-historical 

context and perspectives of people 

within the system. 

What are the broader contexts, norms, and expectations that impact upon the school 

community? 

The culture and context in which we exist impact upon and form our values, conceptions of what 

is right and good, and desirable outcomes, both individually and collectively. For instance, many 

cultures equate happiness with growth, improvement, and success. Students are pressured to 

achieve academically so that they can attend the best universities, get a good job, and develop 

material wealth. Students experience wellbeing when they align with these expectations, and 

struggle when they fall short. Other cultures value relationships or purpose-driven action. 

Achievement matters less than holistic development. While the school might identify the culture 

that they want to create, the broader paradigms that either support or undermine that culture need 

to be acknowledged, and either embraced or purposefully transcended.  

Value-driven Wellbeing optimally occurs by 

living according to values that are 

established, defined, and 

maintained by communities. 

What should be the values of your educational community?  

Schools often have an established set of values, included in promotional materials and posted on 

websites, intended to inform practice and provide guidance to the community. But stated values 

can become outdated, such that they no longer align with the felt values of members of that 

community. Values can be vaguely stated, such that members do not understand nor resonate 

with those values. At times, values need to be revisited, ensuring they still align with the 

perspectives of people across the community, with a shared understanding of what they mean. 

They need to be purposefully incorporated into norms, expectations, policies, and actions, not 

only superficially, but authentically embodied through the behaviours of leaders and empowered 

within staff and students.  

Homeostatic Hedonic and eudaimonic elements 

of wellbeing provide feedback 

individually and collectively of 

success or failure in striving 

towards the negotiated ideal sense 

of wellbeing. 

What feedback mechanisms are you listening to?  

Indicators of hedonic (e.g., positive and negative emotions) and eudaimonic (e.g., relationships, 

sense of meaning) wellbeing are often measured as desirable outcomes. But rather than being 

treated as static outcomes to achieve, see these indicators of feeling and functioning as ongoing 

feedback of how people are navigating the opportunities and challenges of everyday life. For 

instance, if a student increasingly struggles with feeling valued and supported by others, the 

student might benefit from additional support, helping to identify potential blockers of good 

relationships and providing additional social skills.  

‡ Explanations cited from Kern et al., 2019, p. 5 
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SIPE in Action 

To bring SIPE to life, we briefly describe some inspiring examples occurring in schools 

and education systems worldwide that illustrate how the incorporation of systems thinking and 

principles might inspire future development and implementation endeavours for positive 

education. 

CASEL 

Although it is unclear at times whether SEL is part of or distinct from positive education, 

research on SEL programs provides the strongest support for focusing on non-cognitive skills in 

students (Durlak et al., 2011; Kern, Romer, Park, & Peterson, 2017). SEL programs empower 

students to understand their emotions and social responses to the external world around them. 

Students learn to regulate their emotions; increase their attention; develop self-efficacy, self-

awareness, and a sense of empathy for others; and improve social skills; helping to increase 

overall wellbeing, sense of belonging, and feelings about learning (Durlak et al., 2011; Oberle et 

al., 2016; Sklad et al., 2012). While there are a diverse range of SEL-related programs and 

approaches, and the impact of SEL depends upon a range of implementation factors, as a whole, 

SEL programs have been found to successfully increase social and emotional skills, decrease 

anti-social behaviours, and correspond with better academic performance (Durlak et al., 2011; 

Kern et al., 2017).  

The Collaborative for Academic Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL; 

www.casel.org) sits at the centre of many SEL efforts, providing an organising framework, 

priorities, and infrastructures to support related programs, curricula, and more. With the many 

school and youth development programs inundating schools, CASEL adopted a systemic and 

systematic way to pull together relevant learning material and experiences that would develop a 

http://www.casel.org/
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more holistic view of child health and wellbeing. Increasing social and emotional capabilities 

within a systems-informed perspective not only helps students understand themselves as a 

system, but subsequently helps students understand the school system more broadly and assists 

them contribute move positively to society through building skills to help good decision making 

for life. CASEL aims to make evidence based SEL an integral part of education from preschool 

through high school, and is passionate about supporting systems transformation across the self, 

the school, and society as inter-related systems, endeavouring to educate hearts and inspire 

minds (Goleman & Senge, 2014). 

Positive Youth Development 

Positive youth development (PYD) is a strengths-based approach to adolescence that 

arose from developmental systems theory (Lerner, Almerigi, Theokas, & Lerner, 2005). In 

contrast to the often deficit-based view of adolescence, PYD sees adolescents as potential 

resources to be developed, with both youth and their contexts containing a number of strengths 

(Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). There are dynamic interactions between the young person and 

their context, which are ever changing and evolving throughout adolescence. Healthy 

development is evidenced by engagement in meaningful activities that benefit others, 

contribution to one’s community, and low engagement in risky behaviours. When the 

developmental assets of the person (e.g., commitment to learning, social and emotional 

competence, positive identity) are aligned with ecological assets (e.g., external supports, 

connections with peers and adults, constructive use of time, boundaries and expectations), 

positive development is more likely to occur (Benson & Scales, 2009; Larson, 2000; Lerner et 

al., 2009; Vella et al., 2011).  PYD is committed to identifying and developing research-
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informed policies that strengthen communities, the capacity of young people, and the fit between 

the two.  

For example, the phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory (PVEST) is a 

PYD theory that builds upon Brofenbrenner’s (1994) socioecological systems model to 

understand stress and resilience during the course of adolescent development, taking into account 

not only the socio-historical context in which a young person develops, but also how that 

person’s perceptions and appraisals that impact upon identity formation (Spencer, 1995; Spencer 

et al., 2007). PVEST emphasizes a need to understand how young people perceive and interpret 

the people, opportunities, and experiences within their context; the structural and cultural factors 

that affect those perceptions; and the dynamic interactions amongst these elements. From this 

perspective, adolescents can experience the same event in completely different ways, depending 

on their own personality, previous experience, background, etc., resulting in maladaptive coping 

abilities, poor physical, mental, and social health, and deviant behaviours, or in competence, 

good health, and positive social outcomes. By understanding risk and protective factors, adaptive 

and maladaptive coping strategies, self-appraisal processes, and the dynamic interplay of 

different factors, it provides strategic opportunities for improving the long-term trajectories of 

young people at risk for poor developmental outcomes (Swanson, Cunningham, Youngblood, & 

Spencer, 2008).  

Such an approach might be used to understand a young person’s context, including his or 

her interpretation of those experiences. The SIPE perspective would specifically emphasize 

protective factors, adaptive coping strategies, and positive self-appraisal processes that can be 

used as strengths within the system. Maladaptive patterns and risk factors are not ignored, and 

resources are given towards reducing problematic features, but comparatively greater focus is 



19 

 

given towards positive aspects, shifting from a focus on mitigating risks to boosting capabilities. 

Interventions might focus on proactively strengthening the young person’s psychosocial abilities, 

shifting personal narratives, providing programs that productively engage the young person’s 

time and energy, and building resources in the local community.  

Schools that Learn 

Over the past several decades, Peter Senge, an influential thinker in systems science, has 

called for schools to become learning organizations, where students, staff, and school leaders 

continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, new and expansive 

patterns of thinking are nurtured, collective aspirations are set free, and where people are 

continually learning how to learn together. Here we point to several examples of schools that 

have embraced systems approaches in their contexts. 

Orange Grove Middle School. Beginning in 1988, Orange Grove Middle School 

(https://ogms.cfsd16.org/), a private junior high school located in Tucson, Arizona, USA, 

pioneered an alternative approach to learning that used systems thinking tools to engage in 

collaborative, real-world problem solving to hone students’ critical thinking skills (Senge et al., 

2012). The school incorporated a learner-centred approach aimed at helping students to connect 

and engage with school more deeply, foster habits of mind, and develop skills and motivations 

necessary to be leaders in today’s complex world.  

The first systems thinking classes were incorporated into the science curriculum, inviting 

students to design a new state park in the north part of the city. Through the project, students had 

to identify potential conflicts that could arise between park and wilderness management and 

other stakeholders. They used a systems dynamic computer software modelling program to 

create a simulation model of their designs. Not only did students engage with systems thinking 

https://ogms.cfsd16.org/
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approaches, but they also learned to think at a systems level as they explored the 

interdependency of economic, social, and ecological decisions and their subsequent 

consequences as they explored the complexity of the world as an interdependent system.  

Senge et al. (2012) suggested that several elements helped students be immersed in their 

learning experience. First, students were engaged with real-world problems rather than 

conventional classroom exercises, making the learning meaningful and engaging. Second, there 

was no one right answer. Students were invited to think for themselves in adopting different 

ways of thinking, perspective building, and developing solutions. Third, the teacher became a 

mentor rather than an instructor and imparter of knowledge, co-learning with the students 

through the process. Fourth, students were invited into complex and dynamic ways of thinking 

that operate beyond an individual perspective. They had to learn to listen, feel, resonate, and 

cooperate, helping them see the different interacting parts of the system and to develop core 

systems thinking skills such as dynamics, operational thinking, and interdependencies. 

The Green School. Disrupting conventional perspectives and structures that are often 

assumed to be necessary for students to develop the core academic competencies, the Green 

School (https://www.greenschool.org/) aims to create a community of learners who are driven to 

do what they can to contribute to making the world a sustainable place. The school takes a 

holistic, student-guided approach, integrates with the local and broader community, and 

incorporates entrepreneurial learning within a wall-less natural environment.  The school was 

founded in 2008 in Bali, Indonesia, with additional campuses recently opening in New Zealand, 

South Africa, and Mexico.  Despite the lack of focus on grades and standardised testing, students 

have gone on to study at the best universities in the world, create lasting change in their 

communities, and are becoming inspiring changemakers of the future. 

https://www.greenschool.org/
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The school is underpinned by a culture of learning, with activities, structures, and 

approaches centred around the specific needs of the individual learner. Decisions and processes 

are underpinned by a strong sense of core values, captured by the acronym I-RESPECT: 

integrity, responsibility, empathy, sustainability, peace, equality, community, and trust. These 

values give rise to pedagogy that aims to be REAL: Relationship centred and holistic, 

Experiential and evolving, Authentic and interconnected, and Local to global. Through the 

REAL learning principles, students can authentically grow and nurture their values, skills, and 

competencies to support systems transformation across the self, the school, their community, and 

society. It is assumed that each student brings their own strengths and needs, which educators 

attune and adjust to. Focus is placed more on how a young person learns rather than what the 

young person learns. While not explicitly acknowledged, wellbeing is embedded at the heart of 

the community, starting with the individual, but also outward facing, inspiring students to do 

what they can to support the wellbeing of others, the community, and the environment. This 

outward facing, systems-informed perspective results in life-long learners who make valuable 

contributions to solving social and ecological challenges.  

Lumineer Academy. Based in Victoria, Australia, Lumineer Academy 

(https://www.lumineer.edu.au/) prides itself on having no uniforms, classrooms, grades, or 

homework. Its vision is to nurture students to be prepared for any version of the future world, 

and to be highly capable and compassionate builders of that world. Lumineer Academy 

harnesses both systems thinking and inquiry learning as core to helping its students be as fluent 

in emotional intelligence as in cognitive intelligence, supporting them to think independently and 

originally, and developing the skills with which they can architect this world ethically and 

compassionately. Lumineer offers Learning Explorations, which are numerous project 

https://www.lumineer.edu.au/
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deliverables that result in novel product invention or innovative services for real world 

audiences. All experiences are supported by carefully constructed curriculum and learning 

explorations, which unify the fundamental prerequisites of learning and nurture relationships, 

drawing upon cutting-edge cognitive, social and emotional tools, interconnected frameworks of 

delivery, and pedagogical approaches with educational philosophies. Embracing systems 

dynamics and multiple perspectives, leaning into these systems principles allows a style of 

learning that enables students to thrive in a world that is constantly in the process of being 

invented.  

The PLACE. The Parent-Led and Community Education initiative (PLACE) in the UK 

(https://www.parentkind.org.uk/) merges home-schooling and mainstream schools as it seeks to 

reincorporate the local community as an integral element for understanding, learning, growth, 

and development. In the initiative, students engage with parents and members of the community, 

and together they explore real-world issues and learn foundational skills to problem solve and 

form solutions, ultimately trying to be part of the solution. The PLACE incorporates 

understanding of interdependencies; this awareness in turn encourages learners to develop 

personal agency and allows personalised learning to be co-created with communities (Global 

Education Leaders' Program, 2013).  

The Hole in the Wall. The systems sciences suggest that self-organisation arises when 

local interactions between smaller component parts of an initially disordered system begin to 

coordinate and work together resulting in decentralised distribution (von Bertalannfy, 1968). As 

each individual plays their own role well within and inter-connected with the whole, the system 

functions effectively. The Hole in the Wall (http://www.hole-in-the-wall.com/) experiment in 

New Dehli, India brought this to life.  Local businessmen placed a computer into a wall in the 

https://www.parentkind.org.uk/
http://www.hole-in-the-wall.com/
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slums of New Dehli, which could be accessed by anyone in the community.  There was no 

instruction, but children in the area were drawn to the computer, exploring and learning, and 

working together. Over time, they managed to make sense of something they had never seen 

before and were able to engage with self-directed, peer-to-peer learning, and to identify ways to 

make the computer function. The children spread that knowledge to others, resulting in 

decentralised distribution of learning. The Hole in the Wall illustrates how an emergent learning 

experience can result in both accomplishment and deeper levels of engagement with learning 

(Global Education Leaders' Program, 2013; Senge et al., 2012).  

Implications 

Effective implementation in education is a systems matter (Goleman & Senge, 2014). 

Adopting a SIPE perspective helps us to think beyond the self, moving towards a holistic picture 

of school, society, and the world. Effective implementation requires more than just the 

coordination of activities and aims across a large group of people or offering programs or 

activities centred around specific outcomes, but to consider the infrastructures that might be 

needed within, across, and between each element of the system to allow new possibilities to 

emerge. For instance, you might adopt a well thought-out and contextually applicable 

curriculum. In addition, you support teachers with upskilling and training of the delivery, so that 

they feel confident in its delivery. Increasingly, schools are incorporating coaching models 

within schools, including teacher-student, peer-peer, and colleague-colleague combinations, to 

help translate key skills of facilitating positive education into what are sometimes challenging 

classroom contexts (Green & Norrish, 2013). Strong relationships and networks among staff 

need to be cultivated, with infrastructures that support and are further strengthened through 
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alignment of the school’s values, priorities, actions, combined with the understanding that 

schools are learning societies.   

As the complexities are explicitly acknowledged, it becomes clear that even as positive 

education approaches can add value, they are not a silver bullet. Much will impact what practices 

and approaches work, for who, and under what conditions. Simple activities alone will only have 

short-term effects unless they are embedded within the explicit culture of the school (e.g., 

slogans, physical setting, ceremonies) as well as the invisible aspects of the school (e.g., 

underlying values, attitudes, feelings, norms). Change efforts need to acknowledge the sheer 

complexities of the school environment and recognize that change often takes considerable 

amounts of time and continued effort. School leadership and teachers need to be committed to 

the long haul, or else positive education will simply be another passing fad, resulting in activity 

rather than impact.  

Indeed, education has been famous for fads and unsuccessful attempts with quick fixes. 

There is often deep fragmentation of the educational process, and too often we fail to capture the 

imagination and commitment of the learner in the way any real learning process must (Senge, 

1995). SIPE attempts to redress this, such that each learner can discover and develop to their full 

potential, contributing not only to their own growth and development, but also with the passion, 

inspiration, and capability to positively impact upon the world. Qualities of wholeness relate to 

every aspect of our lives, including work, school, home, and beyond with more information, 

intense interdependencies, and relentless change. This is why Senge and others see an enormous 

need to integrate systems thinking as a foundation for education for young people (Global 

Education Leaders' Program, 2013; Goleman & Senge, 2014; Senge, 1995; Senge et al., 2012). If 
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positive education is going to become an integral part of education, then it likewise needs to 

integrate systems thinking into the foundation of its theory, research, and practice.  

A challenge is the understanding of the word “system” itself. The word has been 

popularized without a fundamental understanding of its implications, to the point where 

everything is a ‘system’, but nothing is really treated as one (Betts, 1992). From our experience, 

people often think of systems in terms of Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) socioecological model, in 

which the individual is embedded with a series of levels (i.e., the microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem). From this perspective, a school might take a 

systems approach by including not only students in positive education efforts, but also 

incorporating other stakeholders such as teachers, staff, leadership, and at times parents. While 

expanding beyond the individual is part of a systems-informed approach, it is insufficient. A 

SIPE perspective goes beyond simply looking at the layers in which a person resides, impacts, 

and impacts upon, to incorporate other systems elements such as inter-dependencies, dynamics, 

complexity, adaptation, and emergence.  

A SIPE perspective calls us to pause before taking action, taking time to listen widely and 

deeply. Positive education approaches often begin with decisions by leaders, who determine the 

appropriate frameworks, curricula, activities, and assessment approaches. Yet this can prioritise 

the perspective of the leaders, which might not align with the perspectives and needs of other 

shareholders within the system, including students, teachers, non-teaching staff, parents, and the 

local community. This is often accentuated by bringing in “experts” to guide the process: 

outsiders who lack an understanding of the specific context (and often have competing economic 

interests). SIPE emphasises the need to listen widely to diverse perspectives. Rather than moving 

immediately to action, implementors should take time to hear different perspectives, using a 
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variety of tools or strategies. For instance, some schools have incorporated appreciate inquiry 

into their change approaches, providing an opportunity to give voice to and value multiple 

perspectives (e.g., Waters & White, 2015). Others have used participatory action research 

approaches to incorporate student voice into positive education efforts (Halliday, Kern, Garrett, 

& Turnbull, 2019).  

SIPE also invites educators to listen deeply. What is really needed in the system? Are we 

creating content to fulfill our own need to be useful, or the content or space that people really 

need? For instance, as the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded and people worldwide were forced into 

lockdown, many across the positive psychology community responded by writing blogs, creating 

podcasts, sharing free resources, offering webinars, and more, all focused on ways to support 

wellbeing. These were important as people grappled with the changes thrust upon them. There 

are times to build people up, temporarily helping them feel good, be productive, and keep 

functioning. At other times, there is a need to give space for grieving. What are the needs of 

students, teachers, and leaders? Before action, we need to pause and consider what action is 

really needed and what will be most useful – not only in the moment, but in the longer term. At 

times, the greatest growth and healing occurs through times of struggle and pain.  

A SIPE perspective suggests the need to embrace simplexity. As we have indicated 

throughout this chapter, human systems generally and schools in particular are complex. And yet 

as humans, we desire simplicity. This is why we like simple interventions so much – do this and 

you will feel or function better. The key is to find simple ways to act, while holding on to the 

complex nature of our schools. This is what learning systems are all about. We need to flexibly 

zoom into specific approaches and issues at specific times, and then zoom out to consider where 

our actions sit within the broader scheme. For instance, using a wellbeing assessment, we might 
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identify that a particular year level is struggling with developing social relationships, whereas 

another year level has high levels of anxiety. These give us specific areas in which to incorporate 

programs to provide students with the skills and competencies they need. But we need to see this 

program within the broader course of the students’ development. As a result, we might flexibly 

draw upon a range of resources, programs, curricula, and areas to meet and support the 

developing needs of our learners individually and collectively. 

From a SIPE perspective, values are at the heart of all that we do. Wellbeing is not value 

free. Attempts to define the good life are contingent upon the values defined by the context and 

systems that we are embedded within (Alexandrova, 2017; Kern et al., 2019). Wellbeing arises 

from living aligned with one’s values, which are constantly defined by, negotiated, and 

embodied by people within and across our systems. Wellbeing occurs by living according to 

values that are established, defined, and maintained by communities (Kern et al., 2019). Schools 

commonly have a defined set of values (Allen, Kern, Vella-Brodrick, & Waters, 2018). To what 

extent do these reflect the lived values of members of the school community? Where is 

wellbeing situated within those values? Positive education efforts should align with and stem 

from these values. 

A SIPE perspective emphasises the shared and collective responsibility of wellbeing. As 

schools, it is our responsibility to do what we can to create environments that support our school 

community. But people need to accept responsibility for their own wellbeing, to the best that 

they are able. That means equipping them with the skills and resources that they need, giving 

them opportunities for practice, and permission for autonomous behaviour.   

Finally, SIPE challenges us to consider our role in creating positive change within our 

school communities. What is your role?  
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• Informers: How can you identify the best information that you can disseminate and 

share with others? What are the best means to do so, in ways that are cognizant of and 

respectful of the specific culture? 

• Visionaries: How can you identify what is needed moving forward, not what you 

need? 

• Researchers: How can you study human experiences in informative ways, while 

acknowledging your own biases? How can you more directly integrate with practice, 

while maintaining necessary rigour? How can you design your studies to move 

beyond simple linear relationships to better incorporate complexity and dynamics of 

individual and collective experiences? 

• Practitioners:  What evidence is most useful? When is the research useful, and when 

does it need to be adapted to the context? How can you feed that back to researchers? 

• For us all: How can we extend beyond our desire for silver bullets and quick fixes to 

fully embrace the complexity of human experience? 

Conclusion 

Education systems are complex, with multiple dynamic, interconnecting parts that form 

evolving interdependent relationships. For positive education to be more than a passing fad, this 

complexity must be acknowledged. For positive education to be truly effective and sustainable, it 

is critical that we take a systems approach to education.  Creating positive change is challenging. 

Too often, school change initiatives view change through the lens of individual parts, rather than 

seeing the whole living system. Education systems are comprised of many interconnected 

elements, including, students, teachers, parents, curriculum, legislation, policy, funding, and 
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buildings. These are each connected together with a range of other related elements, including 

perceptions, priorities, norms, beliefs, and values.  

We are living through unprecedented times. In many ways, the world is ready for the 

SIPE perspective. Through the COVID-19 pandemic, schools and workplaces that prioritised 

wellbeing prior to the pandemic have travelled better than those with dysfunctional cultures, but 

this becomes even more challenging as we embrace the complexity of life. The challenge is to 

move beyond the appeal of simple approaches and quick fixes, to fully wrestle with and 

incorporate the messiness and magic of complexity, inspiring the hopes, insights, and potential of 

current and future generations.  
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