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Sustaining the use of Positive Education coping skills to
meet the challenges of the emerging adulthood period

Nina Stevanovic + Erin Hoare - Vicki Mckenzie - Meredith O'Connor

Abstract: The Positive Education approach is a whole-school program implemented in primary
and secondary school settings that aims to equip students with effective coping skills. During the
transition to adulthood (often termed “emerging adulthood”), young people encounter a variety
of challenges and are expected to draw on their own resources to cope. The current qualitative
study aimed to provide initial insights into whether young people exposed to Positive Education
training at school continue to use these coping strategies during emerging adulthood, when they
have left the school setting. Twenty-one graduates (9 male, 12 female, 18 — 19 years old) of a
Victorian independent school who had received four years of explicit Positive Education training
completed semi-structured interviews via telephone. The interviews focused on the challenges the
participants encountered after leaving school, skills they used to cope with those challenges, and
factors that affected their use of Positive Education skills. Qualitative analysis showed that all
participants were using skills that are taught within Positive Education to some extent, once they
had left the secondary school setting. Young people identified a range of barriers and enablers to
their continued use of these skills beyond the school setting. The findings suggest that Positive
Education training may be helpful in preparing young people for the challenges of the emerging
adulthood period. However, further program development is needed to promote the sustained
use of these skills.

Keywords: Positive Education, emerging adulthood, qualitative study

1. Introduction

As young people develop from adolescence into the early stages of adulthood, the institutional
structures around them are reduced and parental influences start to become less significant. As
a result, young people are increasingly required to draw on their own resources to cope (Coté,
2006). While this brings many new freedoms, it also brings about new challenges (Harlow,
Mitchell, Fitts, & Saxon, 1999). For some young people, this can be overwhelming, and rates of
diagnosable mental disorders during the period of transition between childhood and adulthood
can reach 50% (McGorry, 2013).

Positive Education (PE) is a recently developed approach that seeks to promote positive
mental health in adolescence (Norrish, Williams, O'Connor, & Robinson, 2013), and may provide
an opportunity to upskill adolescents in preparation for this challenging transition. PE has been
implemented as a whole-school approach, including individual, community and leadership level
initiatives, aiming to teach young people strategies and skills to improve their wellbeing and
resilience. PE aims to both benefit young people at that time and in preparation for challenges
they are likely to encounter once they leave school (O'Connor et al., 2014).
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While evaluations of PE are promising in terms of its short-term benefits (Waters, 2012), there
is currently a dearth of information about how PE skills permeate beyond the school setting, and
whether use of these skills is sustained into adulthood. The current study presents a small-scale
initiative to provide some insights into how PE skills might be used during emerging adulthood
to facilitate the young adult’s effective coping.

1.1 Challenges and opportunities in the emerging adulthood period

A significant societal shift observed over the past few decades in many Western industrialised
countries is the later achievement of traditional adult milestones. For example, in Australia, the
average age of marriage and birth of first child has increased by over seven years over the past
four decades (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016; Hayes, Qu, Weston, & Gray, 2010). The
concept of “emerging adulthood” (EA) has been used to describe this prolongation of the
transition from adolescence to adulthood (Arnett, 2000). Usually applied to the period from 18-
25 years, this period is characterised by significant developments in identity, autonomy,
responsibility for oneself, and financial independence. During this time, many young people
enter tertiary education, but others travel or enter the workforce, with the result that emerging
adults have a very heterogeneous demographic profile.

During EA, young people move from the relatively structured and contained role at school
to a relative lack of structure or institutional support, where new pathways may be forged as
new opportunities and experiences arise (Masten, Obradovi¢, & Burt, 2006; Schulenberg,
Sameroff, & Cicchetti, 2004). While for some this provides the opportunity to change direction
towards a more positive course, for others this presents a potentially overwhelming challenge
(Arnett, 2006; Schulenberg & Zarrett, 2006). Consistent with this, relatively high incidences of
problem outcomes are observed in this stage of life. For example, emerging adults have a higher
incidence of depression than other age groups (Kessler & Walters, 1998). Looking to
opportunities for intervention to promote strong mental health outcomes prior to young people
entering the EA period is vital, in order to allow young people to build strong capacities and
skills so that they are ready and equipped to tackle the challenges of the EA period (Eccles,
Templeton, Barber, & Stone, 2003). In this regard, primary and secondary schools are uniquely
placed to deliver positive mental health interventions to wide populations (Seligman, Ernst,
Gillham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009), in order to promote healthy developmental pathways into
EA.

1.2 Positive Education

School-based Positive Education programs provide one such approach to developing skills prior
to the EA period. PE is a framework that proposes that skills for positive adaptation and
resilience can be explicitly taught and developed within educational settings, in both primary
and secondary schools (Norrish et al., 2013). This focus on wellbeing within schools is designed
to supplement traditional academic learning (Seligman et al., 2009), and to provide students with
wellbeing skills that remain valuable over the life course.

Geelong Grammar School (GGS) is an independent, Anglican, co-educational, boarding and
day school located across four campuses in Victoria, Australia. In 2008, following a six-month
invited visit from Professor Martin Seligman, alongside other international experts, GGS
developed and implemented PE as a whole-school approach (Norrish, et al., 2013). The approach
is based on six broad and interrelated wellbeing domains including: positive emotion,
engagement, accomplishment, purpose, relationships and health, underpinned by a focus on
character strengths. The character strengths are defined as ubiquitous personality traits with
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moral value, and harnessing and fostering such strengths is assumed to allow an individual to
flourish and function optimally.

The whole-school approach incorporates the wellbeing domains into the school at multi-
levels, referred to in its catch-line as the four processes of Learn it, Live it, Teach it, Embed it.

The Learn it process is sharing opportunities as a whole-school community to understand
and engage with the science of wellbeing. Staff participate in multi-day training programs to
introduce PE, and to develop their application and potential to use skills day-to-day in their
personal and professional lives. Additional “top-up” workshops are available for all staff to
maintain and further understand their practice of PE.

The Live it process refers to enacting evidence-based wellbeing practices in an individual’s
unique way in their own lives. Staff are encouraged to become authentic role models for the
students through living the skills taught within PE. For example, staff are encouraged to harness
their character strengths in difficult situations, actively practise mindfulness and gratitude, foster
strong positive relationships with family, friends and colleagues, nurture a healthy lifestyle, and
contribute to meaningful communities and projects. It is expected that by endeavouring to live
by the principles of Pos Ed, an individual’s own wellbeing and the wellbeing of others will be
supported.

The Teach it process refers to providing students with dedicated time to discover and explore
each of the key domains of wellbeing. Students from Years 5 through Year 10 attend regular
timetabled lessons in PE, which cover a range of skills, knowledge and mindsets pertaining to
the components of the GGS model for PE. Originally based on the Penn Resiliency Program
(Brunwasser, Gillham, & Kim, 2009) and the Strath Haven Program (Seligman et al., 2009), the
PE classes include topics such as: active constructive responding, optimism, mindfulness,
perspective of challenges, creativity, and involvement in community service. A full list of
components and skills taught in the GGS model of PE has been published elsewhere (Norrish et
al., 2013; O’Connor & Cameron, 2017).

The Embed it process refers to the adopting of long-term school-wide policies and practices
which support and nurture wellbeing within individuals and within the community. Examples
of such changes include character strengths being central to assemblies or chapel services, visual
displays of gratitude, and random acts of kindness. Efforts to engage all relevant stakeholders in
the school community, such as through offering residential training programs in PE, further
support the whole-school approach in embedding PE.

Whilst the GGS model has been developed based on a growing body of evidence for how to
best promote flourishing, some important considerations remain, relating to the long-term
effectiveness of the program. A three-year quasi-experimental longitudinal study of GGS
students and other Australian school students has recently been completed, which will assist in
assessing the effectiveness of PE over time. Given that the PE model aims to provide students
with skills to support wellbeing across the lifespan, the impact of PE beyond school years is of
considerable interest. Several studies have found support for PE interventions aimed at
improving wellbeing in the short term (Vella-Brodrick, Rickard, & Chin, 2014). However, there
is a need for research to determine the extent to which skills are sustained over the longer term
or their relevance to the specific challenges of students when they leave the school.

1.3 Sustaining behavioural change over time

While there is not yet evidence specifically on the sustained use of coping strategies in relation
to PE, insights from other areas of research do, however, suggest that maintaining health
behaviour change over time is challenging. For example, evidence from public health literature
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suggests that while the antecedents and health consequences of non-communicable diseases are
well-known, interventions leading to sustained health behavioural change to prevent such
diseases have shown limited effectiveness (World Health Organization, 2014).

Despite challenges, there is evidence to suggest specific factors increase the likelihood of
sustained behavioural change. A synthesis of research completed by the National Institutes of
Health and the Health Maintenance Consortium summarised the evidence for sustaining
behavioural change in relation to a broad range of health and wellbeing outcomes (Ory, Lee
Smith, Mier, & Wernicke, 2010). Empirical findings found the strongest effects in terms of
behavioural change are usually observed in the one or two years closest to the active intervention,
and this was particularly strong with additional maintenance treatment or intervention boosters.
Sustained behavioural change was observed in interventions that included environmental or
organisational level changes, and also those that leveraged naturally occurring intervention
opportunities.

1.4 The current study

To fully capitalise on the potential of PE, it is important to investigate the extent to which Positive
Education skills continue to be used by students after experiencing the program during their
school years and the factors that may contribute to their sustainability.
The current study aimed to address the following research questions:
1) What key challenges did participants report facing during their first years
after leaving school?

2) Did recently graduated students use Positive Education skills to cope with
challenges that arose in emerging adulthood? If so, which skills did they use?

3) What factors were reported to a) impede or b) promote the use of Positive
Education skills during the post-school transition?

2. Methods
2.1 Design

The study was a qualitative exploratory study designed to examine the extent to which PE skills
were used in EA. Outcomes were measured during 2015 through semi-structured interviews via
telephone. A phenomenological approach was adopted to obtain rich information regarding PE
skill use through participant descriptions of lived experiences. This study received ethics
approval from the Melbourne Graduate School of Education Human Ethics Committee.

2.2 Participants

117 Geelong Grammar School graduates were invited to participate in the study. Twenty-six
participants responded to the invitation, 21 individuals consented to participate (12 females, nine
males), and the remaining five were unable to participate due to time constraints. Demographic
data of participants is illustrated in Table 1. Participants ranged from 18 to 19 years old and all
had graduated within 12 months prior to the interview. Nineteen participants indicated that they
were enrolled in tertiary studies. Approximately half of the participants were residing within
college accommodation (48%), one-third were residing within the family home (33%), and 19%
were renting in independent accommodation. Geelong Grammar graduates enrolled after 2012
were excluded from the study (7%) to ensure that all participants had been exposed to explicit
teaching in PE. Exclusion criteria were also applied to participants for whom contact details were
not available (9%).
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Table 1. Participant demographic data

Demographic Factors N %
Age 18 9 43
19 12 57
Gender Male 9 43
Female 12 57
Vocational status Tertiary studies 19 90
Other 2 10
Residential status Family home 7 33
College 10 48
Renting 4 19
2.3 Measures

A semi-structured interview schedule containing five demographic questions and 10 open-ended
interview questions was developed for use in the current study. Demographic questions
pertained to participant gender, age, living arrangements, vocational status and years enrolled
at GGS. The open-ended questions focused on participant use of PE skills after secondary school
(Table 2). A script was used for each interview and all participants received a reminder of the
key PE skills targeted by the GGS curriculum at the commencement of the interview.

Table 2. Interview schedule pertaining to participant use of Positive Education skills

Interview Questions

1. Can you tell me your thoughts overall on how helpful Positive Education skills have been
during these last few months since finishing school? Can you give me a specific example
of when you used that skill?

2. What has encouraged you to use Positive Education skills since finishing high school?

W

What has got in the way of using Positive Education skills since finishing school?

4. Tell me about the main challenges you've encountered since leaving high school. Have
any Positive Education skills mentioned before or any others helped you to tackle this
issue?

5. Are there any strategies apart from those you learned in Positive Education that have been
helping you to cope with these challenges? For example, are you involved in yoga,
meditation, wellbeing workshops and so on?

6. Have you engaged in extracurricular activities since finishing high school? What are they?

7. How have Positive Education skills contributed to your engagement in extracurricular
activities since leaving school?

8. Have you engaged in any activities that have helped to improve your physical health since
finishing high school? Physical health includes physical strength, flexibility, endurance,
nutrient intake or high-quality sleep.

9. How have Positive Education skills contributed to your physical health since finishing
high school?

10. Can you think of any helpful Positive Education supports that schools could offer to

young people once they’ve graduated? For example, things like online resources.
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2.4 Procedure

Participant contact details were obtained with permission from GGS. Participants were contacted
via email and were provided with a consent form and plain language statement outlining the
research aims, significance, procedures and confidentiality protocol. Participants were informed
that the study aimed to investigate whether former GGS students use PE skills after secondary
school. Participants indicated via email their desire to participate and indicated a suitable time
to conduct a telephone interview. Participants who did not respond to the initial email were
contacted for a second time via email to confirm their attitude to follow-up regarding
participation interest.

Informed consent was obtained from each participant via verbal agreement and all
participants were interviewed using the same semi-structured interview format. Upon
completion of the interview, all participants were provided with an opportunity to receive a $40
gift voucher for the local shopping centre to compensate for their time.

All interviews were conducted by one researcher (NS) via telephone. The duration of the
telephone interviews was approximately 20 — 35 minutes per participant and was determined by
the volume of information provided by the participant. All interviews were audiotaped with the
participant’s permission and participants were assured of confidentiality.

2.5 Data analysis

Data was analysed via an inductive thematic approach, commonly used in qualitative research.
Thematic analysis is the process of identifying, analysing and interpreting patterns within data
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) and allows for an in-depth search for themes and patterns across an entire
data set. The thematic approach does not require pre-existing theoretical frameworks to guide
the data and is flexible in allowing for a relatively objective process in analysis. The inductive
method of analysis means that the themes are strongly linked to the data without trying to fit the
data into the researcher’s analytic preconceptions, thus minimising bias (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Each interview was transcribed verbatim (NS) in order to establish familiarisation with the
data. Initial ideas, thoughts and observations regarding commonalities and insights were noted.
The software program NVivo was used to code and classify sections of the text that appeared
relevant and contributed to meeting the research aims. As the interviews were semi-structured
and some participant responses ambiguous, the codes were established by one researcher,
primarily due to having in-depth knowledge of the subject matter (Campbell, Quincy, Osserman,
& Pedersen, 2013).

Data that corresponded to specific codes was analysed and categorised into overarching
themes, and mind maps were developed to further understand the connections between codes
and themes. Finally, research aims were addressed by formulating a detailed analysis of the
extracted themes.

3. Results

There were three main themes extracted from the data. These were: 1) challenges encountered
after leaving school, 2) coping strategies used to mitigate challenges and 3) factors that were
attributed to the way in which PE skills were used.

3.1 Key challenges encountered during emerging adulthood

The three key challenges that participants reported most frequently encountering after leaving
school were: changing friendships, academic expectations and reduced structure. In relation to
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changing friendships, participants identified difficulty in establishing new friendships but also
in maintaining old friendships. The challenge of establishing new friendships was primarily
associated with daunting thoughts about the task of forming friendships (e.g., “There’s a lot of
that nervousness, like, oh, what if I don’t make friends or meet people?” “I often get scared that
I'm losing some of my friends”).

Furthermore, uncertainty about the changes in academic expectations as well as an increase
in difficulty and volume of set tasks appeared challenging for the participants (e.g., “Difficulty
of work is much higher than at high school,” “I found it [university] quite a shock because it feels
like there’s not much work and you're on top of it but there’s actually a lot of content that you
need to be up with”).

Alongside challenges associated with tertiary education, participants also identified a lack of
structure and guidance as a challenge that primarily coincided with an increase in autonomy.
Freedom to make their own decisions and establish a routine appeared daunting (e.g., “Coming
out of that [school] and doing my course [by] correspondence means I can do pretty much what
I want when I want, which is both good and daunting because you have to set your own goals
and stick to them”).

3.2 Positive Education coping strategies used to mitigate challenges

Although the vast majority of participants reported using PE skills to some extent, the majority
of participants (71%) indicated that they used the skills without explicitly thinking of them as
deriving from the PE program at school (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Percentage of participants reporting use of specific PE skills
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Some recognised that they had been using the skills unconsciously (e.g., “I think that it has been
subconscious in structuring my life but I do think it has been reasonably helpful in that sense,
even though I haven’t been explicitly thinking about different elements of Pos Ed”).

However, others had difficulty identifying specific learning from PE. For example, the
majority of participants had difficulty differentiating between the influence of PE, GGS, and their
own personalities in the use of coping strategies (e.g., “Things that we learnt in PE were things
that my parents always taught me. So I think, yes, I do use them but I don’t think it’s necessarily
due to being at Geelong Grammar”).

The majority of participants identified use of the skill of putting into perspective, and avoiding
thinking traps (Figure 1), echoing the resilience taught within the PE model (Norrish et al., 2013).
Resilience in the GGS model refers to the capacity to adapt and develop when faced with
challenges (Masten, 2001; Norrish et al., 2013). Avoidance of thinking traps appeared to be a
precursor to being able to employ effective coping strategies, such as putting things into
perspective. For example, participants appeared to identify negative thoughts but were able to
avoid rumination and catastrophising by perceiving a variety of positive perspectives, although
they did not tend to explicitly recognise that they were using PE skills to mitigate the challenges
(e.g., “Like putting things into perspective just like little things at the time. It’s like this is so hard
doing this at uni but it’s like one day of this and you’ll be fine”).

Furthermore, the participants often used the skill of putting things into perspective in
response to experiences of conflict with peers and in mitigating university challenges. For
example, the participants reported attempting to understand others” perspectives and looking
for positives within difficult situations (e.g., “More recently it was what my results were going
to be like for uni but that was all. Fear of the unknown and fear of what could happen. Even then
I wasn’t that stressed because I knew that everything would work out. It wasn’t life or death”),
whereas avoidance of thinking traps was associated with an awareness of negative emotional
states and avoidance of ruminating and catastrophising (e.g., “I've always been an optimistic
character and living on my own you don’t really want to spiral down into a negative mindset
where everything you do and think is negative, so, yeah, I guess that’s pretty important”).

Participants also reported using strategies such as optimism and gratitude that reflect the
positive emotions component within the PE model (Norrish et al., 2013; O’Connor & Cameron,
2017). Positive emotion reflects students” capacities to anticipate, initiate, experience, prolong,
and build positive emotional experiences (Norrish et al., 2013). Gratitude refers to acts or displays
of appreciation toward others, and optimism refers to hopefulness and confidence about future
successes. Optimism also appeared to assist participants to put things into perspective and avoid
thinking traps. For example, participants who reported employing strategies to perceive
challenges from a variety of perspectives, tended to employ strategies such as looking to the
positives within a negative situation, and, in turn, were able to avoid thinking traps. In addition,
participant use of optimism related to persistence and perseverance in tasks despite experiences
of challenges (e.g., “So I had to keep at it and keep thinking it's a good opportunity and
everything will work out to get through the first few months at uni”).

Furthermore, the participants were able to explicitly state their use of gratitude and clearly
identify how they used the skill (e.g., “Well, since I finished school, I started doing Project 365. 1
don’t know if you know what that is but that’s when you take a photo every day of something
you're grateful for. So I did that the day after I finished school because I wanted to keep
something up and I wanted to make sure I'm doing something interesting every day and being
aware of what I'm grateful for, every day”).
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The majority of participants made reference to mindfulness, however, only a portion of the
participants reported using the skill to mitigate challenges (Figure 1). Furthermore, participants
who mentioned mindfulness appeared to either have positive or negative perceptions of
mindfulness. Of the portion of participants who exhibited positive perceptions of mindfulness,
the majority reported explicitly employing meditation as a strategy to relax and settle their
thoughts (e.g., “The school would hold meditation sessions every now and then for year 12s to
take their minds of all the stress of exams and take a break from reality and so I've been doing
that a few times a week during the last month or so, which I think has really helped me”).

3.3 Factors affecting use of Positive Education skills
3.3.1 Facilitating factors

Participants identified several facilitating factors that contributed to their use of PE skills post-
secondary school. These primarily included correspondence with values and the influence of
secondary school teachers (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Percentage of participants and specific encouraging factors identified
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Enabling Factors

Correspondence with values. Participants who identified PE skills as corresponding with their
values reported that PE was in line with either familial or personal values. For example, parental
beliefs regarding the efficacy of PE appeared to influence participant valuing of PE skills. In
addition, participants appeared to value PE skills if they perceived them to be effective coping
mechanisms and ways in which they had previously “approached” challenging situations (e.g.,
“probably my mum, seeing as she is on board with all that Pos Ed sort of stuff as well,”
“reinforcement of the way I sort of saw things anyway”).

Influence of teachers. Teacher influence also contributed to an establishment of positive
associations with PE skills. Hence, participants perceived teacher encouragement to use PE skills
in secondary school as helpful in continuing to use the skills post-secondary school (e.g., “I think
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the teachers definitely endorsed the Pos Ed and through that, it kind of radiated through the
whole system. Which is good. Like I never practiced in the mediation side as much or I didn’t
constantly really think about PE, it just kind of happened naturally through the teachers and the
whole community”).

3.3.2 Impeding factors

The majority of participants identified several impeding factors that affected their use of PE skills
after secondary school. These primarily included lack of perceived relevance, non-valuing skills,
lack of understanding of purpose, lack of external reinforcement, and the theoretical rather than
experiential method of teaching (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Percentage of participants and specific impeding factors identified
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Impeding Factors

Lack of perceived relevance to current challenges. The majority of participants perceived that PE
skills were more relevant during secondary school, primarily due to tailoring the skills to
mitigate study challenges. Thus, participants reported difficulty in applying and generalising
skills to mitigate challenges encountered after secondary school (e.g., “I just feel like it was also
very tailored to study habits, the way they taught PE,” “Most of the examples and the way we
talked through PE at school relates very much to what you're doing at school. It makes sense to
understanding how it works but learning to apply school outside of that environment can
sometimes be more difficult)”.

Non-valuing of skills. Furthermore, the majority of participants specifically reported having
either negative or positive perceptions of mindfulness, with almost half of the overall sample
reporting that they were not using mindfulness as a strategy to mitigate challenges. This was
primarily due to a lack of correspondence with personal values (e.g., “I just don’t really like the
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quietness and people directing me in the breathing in the muscle relaxation. I'm just deterred
from it and I don’t know why”).

Lack of understanding of the purpose of Positive Education. Some participants felt that PE was
vastly encouraged during secondary school but they appeared to lack understanding of the
purpose of PE skills. Lack of understanding of the purpose of PE also appeared to relate to a lack
of perceived importance of PE skills (e.g., “I guess some of the things felt like a waste of time,
like I didn’t have time to do them,” “I just thought it was a waste of time and I didn’t really
ummm get involved much when I was at school”).

Lack of external reinforcement. Another impeding factor in the use of PE skills appeared to be
the lack of cues to remind participants to use PE skills, and encouragement to do so from external
sources such as teachers. Lack of external reinforcement was primarily identified as an impeding
factor for skills that are not being utilised by the participants (e.g., “Not having constant
reminders of the skills or how to use them is probably the biggest challenge,” “I just think it’s
based around the situation. I guess you have to have something that triggers it. I guess not being
at school and people at school, you forget about it a bit and it's not exactly there”).

Theoretical rather than experiential method of teaching. The participants indicated that they
preferred experiential tasks as opposed to learning about theory. They also indicated that their
perceptions of the relevance of PE skills were affected by their perceptions of the practicality and
applicability of the skills (e.g., “I didn’t find that it was practical enough or hands-on enough for
me to use the skills. That’s why I think that I found the meditation interesting because we actually
did that ourselves, whereas the rest was textbook teaching and we were lectured about that stuff
and it was removed and not as interactive as it could have been”).

3.3.3 Feedback regarding useful Positive Education resources.

The majority of participants indicated a desire for resources to be available once they had left
school to assist in maintaining PE skills and employing skills to mitigate challenges. Some
commonly identified ideas for resources included: establishment of websites, PE newsletters,
applications for mobile telephones, and interactive workshops.

4. Discussion

This study adopted a phenomenological approach to examine the degree to which recently
graduated students from Geelong Grammar School used Positive Education skills, including
which skills are predominately used and in what contexts, and to investigate the factors that
impede or promote the use of skills. The current study found participants reported experiencing
challenges commonly identified in the EA period (e.g., changes in social networks, academic
expectations, and a reduction in institutional structure and guidance) (Arnett, 2000) and that they
were using PE skills to some extent to cope. Young people identified a range of barriers and
enablers to their continued use of these skills beyond the school setting, and these findings hold
importance for the further development of PE in relation to the sustainability from adolescence
into EA. The findings are representative of a small cohort of respondents, but do provide useful
reflections on the way the impact of the program over time can be considered and evaluated.
Challenges faced during emerging adulthood. The respondents raised challenges of changing
friendships, academic expectations, and reduced structure, which aligns with previous findings
in both Australia and the US. Emerging adults experience significant changes in their
environmental contexts (e.g., changes in living arrangements, relocation, transition into tertiary
institutions), as well as greater autonomy and opportunities to interact with a variety of peers
(Arnett, 2000). Additionally, toward the end of secondary school, adolescents are likely to exert
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increased effort to produce quality work in order to attain entry into desired tertiary education.
Consequently, acceptance into a desired tertiary course may be perceived as a major
accomplishment for many young people (Vuong, Brown-Welty, & Tracz, 2010). Young people
are thus likely to continue to perceive academic success as important during the EA period, and
are likely to experience environmental transitions.

Strategies used to mitigate challenges. Given the challenges that derive from the life-stage issues
for this group as they transitioned out of secondary school, use of effective coping strategies
could mediate the impact of such stressors (Mahmoud, Staten, Hall, & Lennie, 2012) and promote
resilience. The findings of the current study indicated that PE skills could be useful during EA
but many barriers were identified to the continuous use of skills. The participants reported use
of resilience skills, and reappraising strategies (i.e., putting things into perspective) once negative
emotions began to surface. It has been proposed that strategies that aim to reappraise rather than
suppress events that are perceived as challenging may be more beneficial in assisting people to
cope more effectively, as they are able to directly focus on resolving the problem (Tugade &
Fredrickson, 2006).

Facilitating factors. Valuing of skills and the positive influences of external sources were
identified by the participants as salient in contributing to their motivation to use PE skills to meet
challenges during the transition to EA. Valuing of skills primarily appeared to be a function of
the correspondence between PE skills and personal characteristics (e.g., coping styles). This
finding is worth noting, as coping tends to be more effective when the strategies acquired are
part of an individual’s personal coping style (Moos & Holahan, 2003). Hence, when the acquired
coping skills align with a person’s beliefs and values, individuals are more likely to perceive
themselves as efficacious in applying the coping strategies and are more likely to perceive merit
in using the coping skills (Moos & Holahan, 2003). In addition, positive experiences of using PE
skills to cope effectively seemed to further strengthen participant self-efficacy in using the skills
to mitigate challenges. Moos and Holahan (2003) described this process in terms of a conceptual
framework, whereby environmental systems (challenges and resources) and personal systems
(coping styles and self-efficacy beliefs) interact with previous experiences of coping to facilitate
the execution of coping skills to mitigate challenges and improve wellbeing.

Furthermore, the findings also indicated that participants were motivated to use PE skills
due to the influence of teachers who endorsed PE in secondary school. The participants
expressed that they had established positive relationships with these teachers and indicated that
they were positive role models. Hence, it is likely that the participants also perceived their
teachers as models of resilience and coping rather than merely people who delivered PE content.
Johnson, Taasoobshirazi, Kestler, and Cordova (2014) found that teachers who were perceived
as positive role models of resilience in secondary school were more influential on college
students” associations and motivation to employ coping strategies to improve their resilience and
wellbeing. Additionally, positive relationships with teachers may have facilitated the
establishment of self-efficacy through constant reinforcement of PE skills and perceptions of
effective employment of PE skills by the teachers.

Impeding factors. The findings indicated that the participants had difficulty generalising some
PE skills to new challenges they encountered after secondary school. It is possible that the
participants may have perceived some PE skills as effective in similar circumstances as those
encountered during secondary school (e.g., studying) but that their self-efficacy to implement
skills diminished once the types of challenges they experienced changed (Eccles & Wigfield,
2002). Self-efficacy is derived from the expectation that one has the ability to perform necessary
skills and that certain behaviours will lead to certain outcomes (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). In this
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instance, the participants perceived that they had the ability to acquire skills from PE but lacked
confidence in applying such skills to mitigate challenges encountered in EA. This lack of
perceived generalisability of skills is likely to affect young people’s persistence in using the skills
to mitigate challenges beyond secondary school (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002).

Additionally, in some cases, lack of valuing of skills led to the cessation of using some PE
skills to mitigate challenges in EA. Interestingly, many participants identified mindfulness as an
unhelpful strategy in dealing with these challenges. There may be several reasons for this
finding. In some cases, the participants tended to perceive mindfulness strategies as novel and
different to their natural coping styles, hence their lack of value placed on mindfulness may have
stemmed from an incongruence with personal values and characteristics (Moos & Holahan,
2003). Also, mindfulness is a skill that requires explicit and constant practice for a prolonged
period of time before it is automatised and the benefits are achieved (Hyland, 2015). Considering
that the participants reported mainly using skills that are likely to have produced immediate
alleviation of negative emotions (e.g., putting things into perspective, and positive thinking),
they may have perceived mindfulness as ineffective, as the benefits were unlikely to have been
attained immediately. Hence, lack of correspondence with personal characteristics and lack of
attainment of immediate benefits may have affected participant valuing and persistence to use
mindfulness strategies.

Furthermore, the participants reported lack of external encouragement as another impeding
factor in continuing to use some PE skills to mitigate challenges in EA. This indicates that the use
of some PE skills was extrinsically motivated. For example, verbal encouragement from teachers
contributed to participant compliance to use PE skills in secondary school. However, once
compliance to use the skills was no longer required and verbal encouragement ceased, the
participants discontinued their use of PE skills. Although it is possible to sustain motivation
extrinsically, if the function of the extrinsic motivation is to exert compliance, or to gain praise or
rewards, the individual will likely cease their use of skills once the extrinsic motivator is removed
(Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Additionally, a lack of understanding of the importance and purpose of
skills may further exacerbate demotivation to use the skills, particularly once the external
motivator is removed (Ryan, 1995). Hence, when the meaning and the purpose of a behaviour is
understood, it may become internalised, causing a motivational shift to occur (Ryan & Deci,
2000b).

The participants also identified that the method of teaching (e.g., theoretical rather than
experiential) of PE skills in secondary school was a factor in their motivation to use the skills in
EA. In experiential learning, the learner is able to experience, reflect, think and act repetitively
within a learning context (Kolb & Kolb, 2008). People can use their experiences to assist them in
formulating conceptualisations of the learning tasks and to directly guide their behaviour. For
example, Freire (1993) argued for “problem posing education” in which students are engrossed
in the here and now experiences of their lives whereby critical reflection and action are
encouraged to improve their lives. It is interesting, however, that a large portion of participants
did not tend to value mindfulness in which opportunity was provided for experiential learning.
Hence, in order for experiential learning to be effective, it is likely that the skills also need to be
valued.

4.1 Strengths and limitations

The current study offers valuable insight into the coping mechanisms of young people as they
transition into the EA period and face new challenges. The qualitative nature of the current study
allowed for extraction of rich information regarding PE skill use and enabled thorough analyses
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of the data. As the concepts and themes under investigation were not pre-determined, the
participants were able to openly reflect on their experiences of PE skill use after secondary school.
Furthermore, the findings from the current study reflect lived experiences and real life situations
in which education had an impact on their development. The semi-structured, open-ended
nature of the interview questions also assisted participants to elaborate on their answers in detail.

Although the current study demonstrated several strengths, it is not without limitations.
Firstly, it was difficult to generalise the findings to a wider population, as the sample of
participants was small and represented young people from a niche, highly resourced boarding
school setting. However, as the focus of the study was to investigate the use of PE skills in coping
with new challenges encountered in EA, it was essential to select a sample from a school that
delivers well-established explicit teaching in PE.

The methodology involved contacting the participants via email and it was of the
participant’s volition to establish contact regarding their interest in participating. Hence, the
study is likely to have attracted individuals who were willing to reflect on their use of PE skills
and who may be transitioning more adaptively into the EA period and possibly experiencing
fewer challenges. Additionally, the study may have attracted participants who exhibited either
highly positive or highly negative views of PE. Responses may not have been reflective of typical
experiences of PE and the findings here may have been affected by biases. Importantly, the goal
of this research was to provide insights into how PE programs can be further developed to
promote sustainability of skill use, and both “best case” and “worst case” scenarios are relevant
to this aim.

4.2 Future directions

The current study has provided valuable findings and initial insight into a topic with a limited
research base. As such, hypotheses have been generated that future research may investigate in
larger-scale quantitative studies, to contribute to a body of literature regarding the ways in which
emerging adults utilise coping strategies acquired through wellbeing programs in schools. For
example, it may be beneficial for future research to consider the effects of personality and
personal characteristics in the use of PE skills in EA. It may be expected that personality
characteristics, such as excessive worry and proneness to focus on negative emotions, may mean
that those people appraise challenges as highly threatening and may perceive to have limited
resources to cope effectively (Grant & Langan-Fox, 2006), whereas people who generally tend to
have a positive outlook and predominantly experience positive emotions may perceive events as
challenges and believe they have sufficient coping resources to mitigate the challenges, which
links to the findings of this study. The study indicates that PE programs could look to focus on
assessing personal coping styles to utilise existing abilities, teaching staff as positive role models,
self-efficacy to build confidence in using PE skills beyond school years, fostering intrinsic
motivation, and experiential learning techniques. Finally, participants responded favourably to
ongoing access to resources, and the school might make resources available through online
channels (e.g., websites, social media), as recommended by participants, and also given internet
use is highly ubiquitous among this age group.

4.3 Conclusions

Overall, the current study contributed to informing the ways in which young people who are
transitioning through the EA period utilise PE skills to mitigate challenges. The current study
findings indicated that young people tend to use PE skills that have been acquired in secondary
school, mainly as a function of valuing the skills and due to the positive influences of others.
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However, the participants indicated that a range of other PE skills are not being utilised, mainly
due to difficulties in generalising the skills and applying them to new challenges, not giving high
value to the skills, having limited understanding of the purpose of some skills, insufficient
external reinforcers, and a perceived lack of engaging teaching methods. Hence, there is evidence
from the study that coping strategies learned in PE could be relevant beyond secondary school,
but the challenge remains of how to leverage this potential. These findings are valuable in
guiding future research to investigate individual differences in successful use of positive
education programs and in particular its capacity to continue to support students once they have
completed their studies.
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