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Abstract
The relationship between positive emotions and school satisfaction was studied in 19 adolescents 

aged 13,57 to 15,17 years (M=14,45, SD=0,446), of these 50% were female. The subjects were all 

Caucasian native Swedish speakers. Schools satisfaction, life satisfaction, positive affect, negative 

affect and gratitude was measured at the beginning of the study and again fourteen days later. 

During the fourteen days, the subjects were given a task to carry out each day. The control condition 

was asked to list up to five things that had affected them during the last day. The experimental 

condition was asked to list up to five things they were grateful for in the last day. The results did not 

show any relationship between positive affect and school satisfaction. It is suggested that the results 

might be caused by either too little time for the intervention to cause a significant effect, by the 

subjects failing to carry out the given task each day or by too few subjects to rule out random 

effects.

Keywords: School satisfaction, positive affect, negative affect, life satisfaction, gratitude, 

adolescents
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Introduction
With the exception of holidays, children spend five days in school each week. As with any 

other workplace, the well-being of the students should receive high priority. School satisfaction is 

correlated with both increased global well-being and fewer symptoms of psychological disorders 

(Huebner & Gilman, 2006). Students who reported greater school satisfaction were also more likely 

to adhere to the recommendations of the school nurse (Borup & Holstein, 2006). Thus school 

satisfaction would appear to be one approach to an improved mental and physical well-being among 

students.

Several studies have attempted to identify factors that correlate with school satisfaction 

(DeSantis King, Huebner, Suldo & Valois, 2006; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002; Randolph, Kangas & 

Ruokamo, 2010). Factors, that were assumed to be correlated, were not so, indicating that they have 

little or no effect on the school satisfaction of the students (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). One such 

factor is ethnicity ratios (DeSantis King, et al. 2006; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). It is still uncertain if 

the size of the class is relevant for the students' school satisfaction, since studies have found support 

both for the claim that class size is unimportant (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002) and for the claim that it 

is correlated with school satisfaction (Randolph, et al., 2010). Factors that do correlate with school 

satisfaction includes the teacher's gender (Randolph, et al., 2010), the academic climate in the class, 

perceived academic performance and social acceptance (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). As far as gender 

is concerned, the gender ratio in the class appears to be irrelevant (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002), 

although the gender of the individual student is a predictor for that student's satisfaction with school 

(DeSantis King, et al. 2006; Randolph, et al., 2010). Other studies have indicated a relationship 

between positive emotions and students' satisfaction with school (Bordwine & Huebner, 2010; Froh, 

Sefick, &  Emmons, 2008).

Aside from the intrinsic value of increasing the school satisfaction of students, evidence also 

exists that suggests that increased school satisfaction is correlated with greater academic 
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performance (Huebner & Gilman, 2006). Huebner and Gilman (2006) carried out a correlational 

study, and thus the causal relationship between school satisfaction and academic performance 

remains unclear. Fredricksons broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 1998) suggests that increased 

satisfaction would lead to behaviours that facilitate learning, and thus also academic performance, 

but  Verkuyten and Thijs (2002) found that academic performance, with the student's perception of 

his or her performance acting as a mediator, led to increased school satisfaction. 

Life Satisfaction
Life satisfaction has been defined as a cognitive evaluation of ones life (Huebner, 2004). 

There are several theoretical frameworks that are used when assessing life satisfaction, who  differ 

mainly on how they view the domains that life satisfaction consists of (Huebner, 2004). The 

majority of the frameworks assume that there is a number of domains in an individual's life that 

influence life satisfaction and that are common to all individuals (Huebner, 2004). Other 

frameworks assume that the factors that influence an individual's life satisfaction is unique to that 

particular individual, and thus attempt to avoid to force the researcher's assumptions onto the 

subject (Huebner, 2004). The present study will use a multidimensional framework, as defined by 

Huebner (2001).

No relationship has been found between overall life satisfaction and gender (Huebner, 

2004). There is some support for the claim that ethnicity affects life satisfaction, but this might be 

due to confounding variables, such as socioeconomic status (Huebner, 2004). Studies have also 

found that life satisfaction is correlated with the quality of the individual's social life, internal locus 

of control, the extrovert personality trait, positive affect and positive events in the individual's life 

(Huebner, 2004).

Positive Emotions
Emotions, both positive and negative,  have been considered to be relatively similar in their 
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evolutionary value (Fredrickson, 1998). Commonly emotions have been thought to induce the urge 

to respond to a specific situation in a specific way, that would increase the odds of survival in the 

ancestral environment (Fredrickson, 1998). Fredrickson (1998) does however note that positive 

emotions fits poorly into this model, being less discrete than the negative emotions and lacking a 

narrow selection of correlated behaviours (Fredrickson, 1998).

From an evolutionary perspective, positive emotions have been theorized by Fredrickson 

(1998) to be evolutionary adaptive by urging the individual who experiences the emotions to engage 

in a behaviour that expands the range of possible behaviour that the individual may engage in 

during life threatening situations. Bordwine and Huebner (2010) suggest that this increased range of 

behaviour is what causes increased school satisfaction in students by encouraging an approach 

coping style. This coping style would in turn lead to greater school satisfaction, since the students 

are more likely to overcome challenges in the school environment.

Gratitude is correlated with positive emotions, but remains a discrete phenomenon (Emmons 

& McCullough, 2003). Gratitude has been defined as an affective-cognitive condition, meaning that 

it consists of both affective and cognitive elements (Emmons & McCullough, 2003).

Purpose of the Present Study
The current study attempts to verify the results of Froh, Sefick and Emmons (2008), where 

students who experienced an elevated level of gratitude also rated themselves as more satisfied with 

their school experience. Similar results were also obtained by Bordwine and Huebner (2010), 

although that study focused on positive emotions overall rather than gratitude.  As noted by 

Emmons and McCullough (2003), gratitude is a positive emotion which is similar, though 

independent of other positive emotions, such as happiness.  The present study will attempt to verify 

that increased levels of positive emotions lead to an increase in school satisfaction. This will be 

accomplished by using a gratitude inducing intervention similar to the one used by Emmons and 

McCullough (2003) and Froh, et al. (2008).
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Methods

Participants
Two classes of 8th grade students and one class of 7th grade students at a school in 

Sweden were asked to participate in the study. 36 students initially agreed to participate. 17 of these 

students either quit before the posttest session or failed to report usable data. Of the 19 students who 

finished the entire study, 50% were female. The subjects who finished the study were aged 13,57 to 

15,17 years (M=14,45, SD=0,446). All subjects were Caucasian native Swedish speakers.

Measures
Life satisfaction.

Life satisfaction was measured using the Multidimensional Students Life Satisfaction Scale 

(MSLSS) (Huebner, 2001) and school satisfaction was measured using the school sub-scale of the 

the MSLSS. Each item on the scale was rated on a four-point scale ranging from 1 = never to 4 = 

almost always.

Positive and negative affect.

Positive emotions, as well as negative, were measured using the PANAS (Watson, Clark & 

Tellegen, 1988). The subjects were asked to rate the extent to which they had experienced the 

emotions included in the scale during the past week on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = very 

slightly or not at all to 5 = extremely. 

Gratitude.

In the light of previous studies (Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Froh, et al. 2008) one can 

expect to find that positive emotions, as measured by PANAS, will only be moderately affected by 

the experimental condition. This would mainly be because PANAS does not include gratitude as an 

item on the scale. To account for that possibility the words used by Emmons and McCullough 

(2003) to measure gratitude were presented alongside the ones used in the PANAS. These words 
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were rated on the same scale as used by the PANAS, but analysed separately. The words were 

"grateful", "thankful" and "appreciative". 

Procedure
When being recruited to the study, the classes were informed that the study would focus on 

the relationship between how satisfied students are with school and the emotions they experience. 

They were also told that the study would include two testing sessions and a written assignment to be 

carried out daily between the sessions. They were also informed of the option to leave the study at 

any time and of the rewards for completing the study. At this point they were also given a form to 

be given to their legal guardian to sign, giving the student permission to participate in the study, and 

returned before the first testing session begun. This form also contained a written copy of the 

information given to the classes.

The classes were each assigned one of two conditions. One class was assigned to a control 

condition and the other to a condition intended to increase the amount of positive emotions 

experienced by the subjects. The conditions were modelled after previous studies by Emmons and 

McCullough (2003). In these studies each appeared to yield an emotional effect similar to the one 

desired in the present study (Emmons & McCullough, 2003). Which class that was assigned to 

which condition was randomly determined.

During the pretest session, the subjects were given the MSLSS and PANAS to complete. 

The groups were tested separately and during the same day. After the tests were completed, the 

subjects were given one of two tasks to carry out daily until the next testing session.

The positive condition were given the following task:

There are many things, both large and small, that we might be grateful about. Think back  

over the past day and write down up to five things in your life that you are grateful or thankful for.

The control condition were given the following task:
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What were some of the events or circumstances that affected you in the past day? Think  

back over the past day and write down up to five events that had an impact on you.

After the pre-test session, the teacher responsible for the two classes was asked if any 

differences could be found between the classes regarding grades, academic motivation, gender or 

ethnicity ratios or social climate.

During the post-test session, the groups were tested separately and during the same day. In 

this session, they were given the MSLSS and PANAS to complete. Once all subjects within the 

group were finished, they were rewarded with an ice cream and informed of the intentions of the 

study.

Due to time restrictions, the amount of time between the pretest and post-test session was 

limited to 14 days. There is a possibility that the results will be limited due to the time required for 

the intervention to have an effect on the measured variables (Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Froh, 

et al., 2008).

Results
The values for the pretest and posttest values for each class is displayed in Figure 1 and 

Figure 2.

In the 8th grade positive condition class the mean number of days, where the subject 

completed the assigned task was 6,83 (SD = 1,835). For the 8th grade events condition class the 

same value was 7,67 (SD = 3,327). The 7th grade positive condition class failed to report the number 

of days where the subjects completed the task.
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Figure 1. Pretest and posttest results for life satisfaction and school satisfaction

Figure 2. Pretest and posttest results for positive affect, negative affect and  
gratitude.
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Differences Between Groups
The classes from which the subjects were 

initially drafted, that is the 8th grade, did not differ on 

ethnicity or gender ratios (I. Broman, personal 

conversation, March 7, 2011). These classes did 

however differ both on academic performance, 

academic motivation and social climate. The class 

assigned to the positive condition was reported to be lower on both academic performance and 

motivation and to have a less harmonious social climate (I. Broman, personal conversation, March 

7, 2011). A 1-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) performed on the pretest values from these 

classes yielded the results presented in table 1. The same procedure was repeated for the posttest 

values of the measured variables. These results are presented in table 2.

The 7th grade class was reported to have a 

harmonious social climate and to perform better 

academically compared to the 8th grade classes (I. 

Broman, e-mail conversation, May 6, 2011) In order to 

be able to determine if the 7th grade class differed in any 

significant way from the 8th grade classes, ANOVAs 

were performed on the pretest values. The pretest values of the classes are presented in table 3.

ANOVAs carried out to determine if the positive 

and negative conditions showed a difference on any of 

the measured variables failed to yield any significant 

results, neither at the pretest nor the posttest. The same 

held true for ANOVAs comparing the subjects in the 

positive condition based on gender.

Table 2
ANOVA for posttest values, 8th grade subjects

Variable df
mean

F
positive events

Life satisfaction 1, 12 2,8496 3,2523 4,958*
School satisfaction 1,12 2,4643 3,0679 3,635

Positive affect 1,12 31,2857 33,0 0,245
Negative affect 1,12 21,8571 23,2857 0,176

Gratitude 1,12 10,1429 11,1429 1,413
*p < 0,05

Table 1
ANOVA for pretest values, 8th grade subjects

Variable df
mean

F
positive events

Life satisfaction 1, 12 2,8667 3,2323 3,962
School satisfaction 1,12 2,3750 3,0629 4,843*

Positive affect 1,12 30,7143 33,7143 0,417
Negative affect 1,12 22,4286 18,5714 1,019

Gratitude 1,12 11,0 11,2857 0,052
*p < 0,05

Table 3
Pretest values

Variable
Mean

8th grade 
events

8th grade 
positive

7th grade 
positive

Life satisfaction 3,2323a 2,8667a 2,95a

School satisfaction 3,0629a 2,3750b 2,80ab

Positive affect 33,7143a 30,7143a 28,40a

Negative affect 18,5714a 22,4286a 18,00a

Gratitude 11,2857a 11,0a 8,60a

Values that do not share a letter differ 
significantly (p<0,05).
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Differences Within Groups
Paired samples t-tests were carried out to 

determine if there had been any significant change 

within each group between the pretest and the 

posttest. These results are presented in table 4.

T-tests showed no significant difference 

between the pretest and the posttest results on any 

measured variable for the positive condition, when the classes were not analysed separately.

Correlations
Age was found to be correlated with gratitude at the pretest session (r = 0,467, p < 0,05). 

This was not replicated at the posttest session.

At the pretest, life satisfaction was found to be correlated with school satisfaction (r = 0,675, 

p < 0,01), positive affect (r = 0,682, p < 0,01) and gratitude (r = 0,553, p < 0,05). Also positive 

affect and gratitude were correlated (r = 0,618, p < 0,01) at this time.

These results were replicated at the posttest, with life satisfaction being correlated with 

school satisfaction (r = 0,563, p < 0,05), positive affect (r = 0,566, p < 0,05) and gratitude (r = 

0,571, p < 0,05) and positive affect being correlated with gratitude (r = 0,756, p < 0,01).

With the exception of gratitude and negative affect, there was a significant correlation (p < 

0.,01) between the pretest and the posttest value for all the measured variables. There was still a 

significant correlation between the pretest and the posttest scores for negative affect (p < 0,05), 

although the significance was less than for the other variables.

The number of days that the subjects in the positive group completed the assigned task was 

not correlated with any of the posttest results. It was however correlated to pretest school 

satisfaction (r = 0,892, p < 0,05) for subjects in the positive condition and to pretest life satisfaction 

Table 4
Within-group differences

Variable
t (df)

positive, 
8th grade

positive, 
7th grade events

Life satisfaction 0,292 (6) -1,031 (4) -0,191 (6)
School satisfaction -0,687 (6) -3,162 (4)* -0,034 (6)

Positive affect -0,297 (6) -2,313 (4) 0,244 (6)
Negative affect 0,228 (6) -0,649 (4) -2,053 (6)

Gratitude 1,353 (6) -2,860 (4)* 0,149 (6)
*p < 0,05
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(r = 0,660, p < 0,05) when calculated for all subjects.

Interaction Effects
The current study is limited in its possibilities to identify interaction effects between 

different variables. It is not possible to calculate any interaction effects between gender and class, 

since no female 7th graders participated in the study. Likewise it is not possible to calculate the 

interaction effects between class and condition, since the only 7th grade class participating was in 

the positive condition.

An interaction that is of possible interest and also possible to calculate is condition and 

gender. Such calculation were carried out with all posttest variables as dependent variables. None of 

these calculations found any significant interaction effects.

Discussion

Pretest Equality
Based on previous research one could expect the younger subjects to be more satisfied with 

school (DeSantis King, et al. 2006). The students in 7th grade did display a greater satisfaction with 

school, but the difference was not significant. Indeed age was correlated with few factors, the 

exception being pretest gratitude, suggesting that age did not play any role in affecting the outcome 

of the present study. Neither did gender seem to affect the results, since no significant differences 

were found between males and females at any point of the study. These results might indicate that 

the gender of the individual is largely irrelevant for the student's school satisfaction and are thus not 

entirely in accordance with previous research (DeSantis King, et al. 2006). This conclusion should 

however be considered tentative at best, since it was not possible to calculate the effects of the 

gender-age interaction in the current study. Therefore it is impossible to discard the possibility that 

although neither gender nor age plays any significant role in affecting the outcome on their own, the 

interaction between these variables might still cause a significant effect.
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Another possible factor that could affect the level of school satisfaction would be academic 

performance (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). Should this be the case one would expect to find a 

significant difference between the 8th grade groups at the pretest, where the class that displayed the 

best academic performance would be found to experience higher school satisfaction. Such a 

difference was indeed found between these groups, where the events group displayed a considerably 

higher school satisfaction. Since the 7th grade was reported to perform better than both 8th grade 

classes, one would expect to find their school satisfaction to be higher than both the 8th grade 

classes. This was however not the case. It is possible that the higher percentage of females in the 8th 

grade classes compared to the 7th grade class caused the absence of a difference since females 

generally report higher levels of school satisfaction (DeSantis King, et al. 2006; Randolph, et al., 

2010). This, however, can not be verified by the current study.

To summarize, the differences found between the subject groups might be expected, based 

on previous research on school satisfaction, allowing for an analysis that takes these pre-existing 

differences into account.

Effects of the Intervention
Since the MSLSS has show a high stability over a two week period (Huebner, 2004) one 

would expect to find that there is a significant correlation between the pretest and posttest scores, 

mainly for overall life satisfaction, but also to a lesser degree for school satisfaction, assuming the 

intervention had no effect on the test outcome. Such correlations were indeed found for both 

variables, suggesting that the intervention that was used might have failed to create the desired 

effect. This correlation could however be caused by other factors, for instance both the experimental 

and the control condition could have caused a similar change in life satisfaction and school 

satisfaction. However, when analysed as a whole, the positive condition did not seem to show a 

significant increase in either of these factors. The one exception to this would seem to be the group 

of 7th graders, who displayed a significant increase in both school satisfaction and gratitude.
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During the posttest there was no significant difference in school satisfaction between the 

positive condition and control condition among the 8th graders. This is interesting since the events 

group showed significantly higher results at the pretest. One possible explanation for this is that the 

intervention did have an actual effect, bringing the subjects in the positive condition to the same 

level of school satisfaction as the subjects in the events condition, but not to a level where the 

difference would be significant. One must be wary of such an interpretation however, since there 

was no significant difference between the conditions at the posttest if all subjects were included in 

the analysis. One would expect such a difference to be present since the groups were similar at the 

pretest and at least the 7th graders displayed a significant increase in school satisfaction.

The lack of a definite effect from the intervention might be due to several factors. It is 

possible that the time required for the interventions to affect the mood of the subjects is longer than 

14 days. Indeed, previous studies have failed to induce a significant difference in the amount of 

positive emotions experienced by the subjects in the experimental condition compared to a control 

group using similar methods and a similar amount of time (Emmons & McCullough, 2003). It is 

also possible that the effects were reduced because of a failure to write every day.  Assuming that 

the changes shown in the 7th grade group is not due to random effect or confounding variables, it 

would appear as if fourteen days is enough time for the intervention to have an effect in which case 

the lack of changes in the 8th grade positive condition subjects must be explained by either a 

difference in confounding variables, random chance or failure to carry out the intervention as 

instructed. Indeed, failure to write as often as instructed seems to be a possible explanation for the 

lack of effect, since both the 8th grade classes failed to write each day for the entire duration of the 

study. Since the 7th grade class failed to report how often they wrote, this can not be verified.

As far as interaction effects goes, it remains largely unclear if any such effects exist, since 

the study was limited in the number of classes it had access to and in the number of subjects in each 

group. This made it impossible to test for interaction effects as far as most combinations for gender, 
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age and condition are concerned. With the exception of gender and condition all other combinations 

of these factors were lacking subjects in one of the combinations, since there was only a single class 

of 7th graders and all subjects from that class were male. This means that it remains difficult to 

exclude random effects as a possible explanation for the results.

If failure to write as instructed is the reason for the results presented in the current study, a 

slightly altered experimental design, where the teachers of the students are responsible for giving 

the students enough time each day to carry out the exercise in class. Such a design would likely 

reduce the risk of the students simply forgetting the task.

It is possible that the students found the task too demanding, thus reducing the willingness 

to participate. This would explain why slightly more than 46% of the subjects who initially were 

interested in participating dropped out of the study and why none of the students that finished the 

entire study reported writing each of the fourteen days as instructed. Based on the criteria for 

passing the English course in 8th grade, the participants should however have only minor problems 

understanding the tests and instructions. In the cases where a student found the tests or the 

intervention unclear, the word or phrase that wasn't understood was explained to the student to 

ensure understanding. Thus language would presumably cause no more than a slight effect on the 

outcome of the study, although this cannot be inferred from the data produced by the current study. 

In order to verify this further studies would be needed where both native English speakers and non-

native speakers would complete the tests and tasks. Should language have an effect on the outcome 

the scores between the groups should be different, with the native speakers displaying a greater 

effect from the intervention.

Positive Affect and School Satisfaction
No correlation was found between positive affect and school satisfaction. The current study 

thus fails to replicate the effects reported by Froh, et al. (2008). This was also true for gratitude, 

which was however correlated with positive affect.
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Conclusion
The differences in school satisfaction that was found in the classes at the pretest were all in 

accordance with previous studies. This study does thus support most of the previous research in this 

area.

Based on previous research (Froh, Sefick & Emmons, 2008), one would however have 

expected to find a relationship between  positive emotions and school satisfaction. The current 

study did however fail to identify such a relationship and only provided minor support for the claim 

that the intervention would increase school satisfaction. Further research is thus needed to verify 

any such relationship.
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