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The basic idea of positive psychology, a scientific psychological discipline, is that it offers people 

an answer not only to the solution of certain psychological difficulties but also an answer related to 

improving the quality of life even when there are no such difficulties (Seligman, 1998). Starting from 

this idea, it moves the focus of its research from difficulties such as anxiety and depression to 

happiness, life satisfaction, optimism and the other similar positive concepts, while simultaneously 

systematically discovering new areas of its application, such as the field of education (Seligman et 

al., 2009). The introduction of Positive Psychology as a university course at the study program of 

Early and Pre-school Education at the Faculty of Teacher Education in Rijeka six years ago has given 

pre-school teachers the opportunity to recognize the principles of positive psychology in their work 

with children. This introduction also encourages and nurtures the development of positive states, 

emotions, and thinking in pre-school children by their pre-school teachers (Tataloviĺ Vorkapiĺ & 

Vujiļiĺ, 2013). 

The National Curriculum for Early and Pre-school Education in Croatia (2014) emphasizes that 

early and pre-school institutions are, besides childrenôs parents, responsible for the development of 

positive characteristics, conditions, and relationships so that children could become competent 

members of a society and responsible for their own thinking processes, behavior, and self-

actualization. This also refers to the prevention of depression. Positive conditions and pleasant 

experiences should prevail in the childrenôs feelings and generally within their emotional state, 

because they are essential for the development of competence, autonomy, and health. On the other 

hand, the specific societal and cultural contexts are more than important in the overall child 

development. Therefore, the practitioners and researchers should be aware of the significant role of 

the new educational paradigm that was influenced by the development of neuroscience, the changed 

image of the childôs competence, and complex family and societal changes (overworked parents, 

divorced spouses, and reduced number of social interactions). Having in mind the overall 

contemporary changes in the world that strongly influence childrenôs well-being, it is very important 

to explore childrenôs development of positive concepts such as happiness, hope, gratitude, justice, 

wisdom, and optimism. Even though there are numerous concepts from various sub-fields of positive 

psychology, this study is aimed on at least one representative from each field of positive psychology, 

as follows: happiness from the field of positive state and well-being; hope and optimism from the 

field of positive thinking; wisdom and justice from the wide filed of human virtues; and gratitude 

from the field of positive relationships. Finally, it is of utmost significance to use the ñChild-

Centeredò approach in research (Thoilliez, 2011), so that the methodology of asking children about 

their own perceptions regarding the named concepts is applied in this study. 

The main contribution of this research is the fact that there is a lack of similar research in our country, 

but also abroad, with regards to how pre-school children understand some of the basic concepts of 

positive psychology. Positive psychology, which includes emotional states, opinions, and positive 

emotions of a child, is certainly one of the essential elements of education of pre-school children. 

The introduction of some basic principles of positive psychology in the process of childrenôs 

education results in higher levels of activity and resolves any inconsistencies or problems, allows 

consideration of a situation from different perspectives and develops flexibility and better cognitive 
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functioning (Linley & Joseph, 2004). The terms happiness, hope, optimism, wisdom, justice, and 

gratitude have a great applicability in different aspects of work in preschool institutions. Elements 

of positive psychology can be used in everyday work with children through various workshops, 

projects and similar activities, among pre-school teachers in terms of increasing positivity 

(communication, support, cooperation, motivation) and parents as the primary models of positive 

behavior (characteristics, thinking, motivation) (Tataloviĺ Vorkapiĺ & Vujiļiĺ, 2013). This approach 

allows children a better understanding of personal behavior, emotions and thoughts and stimulates 

the childôs growth and development into a positive and healthy personality. Various studies have 

clearly demonstrated that when we listen to how children define and understand positive concepts, 

such as happiness, hope, optimism, wisdom, justice and gratitude (Thoilliez, 2011; Navarro, Lee, 

Jim®nez & Ca¶amares, 2017; Exenberger, Banzer, Christy, Hºfer & Juen, 2018), we have the 

original information about their subjective well-being as the crucial part of their psychological 

health. At the same time, early childhood practitioners could be provided with the tool to create a 

more quality design of their work with children. 

Even though this study has its background mainly in positive psychology with regards to the 

positivity of explored concepts (happiness, wisdom, hope, justice, gratitude, and optimism), it is 

crucial to mention the field of conceptual thinking development since childrenôs understanding of 

these concepts is determined by the level of their cognitive development. It is well known that Jean 

Piaget has done tremendous work and contribution to understanding of children cognitive 

development. His four developmental stages within childrenôs cognitive development clearly 

describe specific characteristics in the childrenôs thinking. Since his efforts, many developmental 

scientists assumed that children know only what they perceive and what they do, i.e., they have 

perceptual categories and sensorimotor schemas about things but they do not have concepts about 

those same things (Quinn & Eimas, 1986). However, childrenôs conceptual system develops by the 

end of the sensorimotor stage even though there has been no explanation how this actually happens 

(Mandler, 1992b). Therefore, Mandler (1992b) proposed how sensorimotor routines are transformed 

into concepts. Her theory was established to answer the questions what the format of childrenôs 

concept representation is and what it looks like. In the attempt to answer these questions, she 

explored the perceptual analysis, which modifies the perceptual information into clear meaning to 

children (Mandler, 1988, 1991, 1992a). She determined that when children create that meaning, they 

create the basis for postulating their conceptual system and related concepts. She presented a concept 

of image-schemas as those early childrenôs meanings. In her research work, she described in detail 

how these image-schemas provide a solid basis for creating concepts (Mandler, 1992b). On the other 

hand, even though cognitive development researchers have explored conceptual thinking in 

preschool children, there is a lack of research about the development of positive concepts in 

childhood, such as happiness, hope, gratitude, justice, wisdom, and optimism (Ress & Dinisman, 

2015). 
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Happiness or the subjective, hedonic benefit, is also interpreted as an affective component of 

subjective well being, while life satisfaction represents the cognitive evaluation of life filled with 

positive emotions (Myers & Diener, 1995). Many psychologists define happiness as a feeling that 

life is enjoyable, fulfilling, and meaningful. Emotional development of pre-school children is very 

specific and as such has a very characteristic connection with happiness. The childôs emotions are 

short-lived and quickly exchanged, spontaneous, and expressed openly, which makes his or her 

environment aware of how the child feels (Berk, 2008). This is similar to the manner in which 

happiness is experienced. During their emotional maturation children require help from adults to 

become aware of their emotions, needs and internal states, to learn how to express their emotions, 

recognize and share them with others, gain experience with expressing emotions in a variety of ways, 

understand emotional answers and learn that it is possible to choose a way of expressing them. 

Expressing emotions helps children to show and signal their needs to the environment as well as to 

enter a diverse and rich social interaction (Vasta, Haith & Miller, 2005). The preschooler learns all 

the aforementioned through classical and respondent conditioning and models observation. 

Within the framework of the theory of hope, Snyder (2000) explains that hope consists of two 

components: the ability to plan paths to the desired goal, regardless of the possible obstacles, and the 

motivation to use these paths. Hope is defined as the cognitive, emotional, and motivational attitude 

towards the future (Rijavec & Miljkoviĺ, 2006) and it occurs when we know exactly what we want; 

we create different ways to make this happen, think about our own abilities and are convinced that 

our efforts will enable, in addition to good mood, the realization of the initial target. Snyder (2000) 

believes that hope is not genetically conditioned but is fully acquired by thinking about the set goal. 

By thinking about the ways to approach the goal, the child learns about the causes and consequences 

under the influence of the environment and by thinking about the means he or she understands that 

they are exactly the causes of various events in his or her life. Hopeful thinking in children is formed 

around the age of two, which coincides with the developmental stages according to Eriksonôs 

developmental theory (according to Vasta, Haith & Miller, 2005). Research shows that the 

development of hope in children depends on the childôs relationship with his or her parents or 

guardians (Shorey et al., 2003) and that various traumatic events that the child experiences in his or 

her childhood, such as the loss of a parent, significantly reduce hope.  

Research on optimism is conducted by differentiating between dispositional optimism and 

optimism as an explanatory style. Dispositional optimism represents a personal opinion about the 

future; that we will experience more positive than negative situations (Scheier & Carver, 1985; 

1994). Optimism refers to a personality trait that indicates positive expectations of oneôs own future. 

Seligman (1998) believes that optimism is not a personality trait but an explanatory style that 

involves the ways in which people explain the causes of different events in their lives. The basic 

elements of explanation are duration, range, and personalization (Rijavec, Miljkoviĺ & Brdar, 2008). 

The environment in which a child grows up has the most important role in the development and 

formation of positive thinking as an important indicator of the childôs proper growth and 
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development. The climate in which the child grows up should be positive with consistent support 

and development of democratic relations towards the child (Snyder, 2002; Jackson et al., 2005). Both 

the dispositional and explanatory styles are genetically inherited (less than 50%), but the 

environment plays a significant role in the development. The child acquires optimism through his/her 

parents as models; therefore, an early experience of optimistic behavior is an important factor in the 

childôs development. This significant correlation is empirically determined (Pavlic & Tataloviĺ 

Vorkapiĺ, 2015). Development of optimism in a child depends on the parentsô mental abilities, their 

presentation of optimism and pessimism, and the level of encouraging and rewarding optimism 

(Rijavec, Miljkoviĺ & Brdar, 2008). 

In contemporary literature, the most empirically validated and described classifications of human 

strength and positive qualities are: Gallupôs strengthsô classification (Rath, 2007), Classification of 

Characterôs strengths and virtues (VIA-Values in Action; Peterson & Seligman, 2004), and 

Classification of Search Instituteôs 40 developmental assets (Benson et al., 1998). The VIA 

Classification identifies six groups of fundamental virtues which correspond to all cultures and 

different times throughout history. These are wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, moderation, and 

transcendence. Quality character or personality includes the functionality of all these virtues in the 

field of positive psychology. According to the VIA Classification, justice involves the relationship 

of the individual to the social environment and the foundation of human strength to live in a healthy 

community; it includes the power of integrity and morality, social responsibility and leadership skills 

(Park, Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Honesty is a consequence of an individualô moral judgment of 

what is morally good or bad and morally prescribed. Moral judgment is partly related to justice and 

partly to the care and concern for others. It indicates the understanding of what we should and should 

not do, what is ethically good and what is bad. Research on the childrenôs moral development 

includes an investigation of moral behavior and moral reasoning, which are described in details in 

the context of Piaget and Lawrence Kohlbergôs theory of moral development (according to Berk, 

2008). 

According to the authors of the VIA Classification, Peterson and Seligman (2004), wisdom and 

knowledge are the first forces and virtues that involve acquiring and using knowledge. In the same 

classification, wisdom combines creativity, curiosity, open-mindedness, love of learning, 

perspective (noticing the broader picture), and giving wise advice. Even though there are three main 

definition categories of wisdom, it could be stated that wise people are those who know how to 

determine what matters most to them in life and who can figure out ways to make it happen (Brown 

& Greene, 2006). A wise person uses his or her intelligence for the common good and is able to 

create a balance between personal interests and the interests of the society. The first precondition for 

the encouragement and development of wise qualities of the child is to provide a multitude of 

positive experiences and experiences in general starting from an early age. Preschool children learn 

through imitation but also from their own experiences, both positive and less positive, which they 

use for a better understanding of certain situations or lessons. Adults have the task to encourage 

children to control and express different emotional states in a socially acceptable manner; to 
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encourage thinking about the cause-and-effect relationships through games and spontaneous 

situational experiences; to educate them so that they are happy with less tangible but more human 

and spiritual values; and to help a child to achieve his or her goals with their constant support without 

giving up so that they could become happy and satisfied adults. Gl¿ck and associates (2012) have 

conducted research on a sample of 461 children aged six to ten years. The research included children 

from two schools in the rural part of Austria and the goal was to examine what children think about 

wisdom, how they understand wisdom and how age affects the formation of opinions and defining 

the term wisdom. The results showed that 70% of children are familiar with the concept of wisdom. 

They became familiarized with it through books, television shows or movies, and conversations 

within family members. It is also interesting to note that children are mostly oriented toward some 

external indicators of wisdom such as agility or care for others. All children mentioned the social 

aspect of wisdom, while the research showed that older children also mentioned the intellectual part 

of wisdom, more than the younger ones. It can be concluded that, in defining wisdom, children pay 

little attention to the internal understanding of wisdom (oneôs own opinion, problem-solving skills, 

experience-based knowledge), which has led the psychologists to believe that the reason for this is 

the lack of cognitive maturity of children aged six to ten years. 

Gratitude as a positive relationship and the basis of a successful lifelong functioning is defined as a 

feeling that appears among individuals when they realize they have received something positive, 

good or nice from another person (Emmons & Shelton, 2002). In other words, individuals perceive 

the intention of the person who has given them something and now they feel thankful. According to 

research (Fitzgerald, 1998), gratitude implies a part of the process in which self-destructive emotions 

are turned into more positive ones that allow individual recovery. Gratitude as a useful experience 

consists of three components: a pleasant feeling of respect, good wishes directed towards a person 

or a thing, an event and the intention of an individual to give back by doing something positive. 

Gratitude is a feature in the behavior of an individual that is fully taught and environmentally 

conditioned. As a feeling, it is encouraged in the kind of environment that is emotionally positive 

for the child. Therefore, as it is the case with justice, hope, and optimism, gratitude is also developed 

according to the theory of social learning. Adults, through their own example and through 

encouragement in specific situations significantly affect the development of gratitude among 

children. From an early age, the child needs to raise his or her awareness of the importance and 

necessity of grateful thinking because this enhances the level of optimistic behavior, positive image, 

and success in children. It is also necessary to encourage the child to engage in a direct and sincere 

expression of gratitude so that he or she could understand its essence and develop responsibility for 

such behavior in situations when he or she receives a gift and therefore says, helps or does something 

(Froh, Bono & Emmons, 2010).  

The aim of this research was to examine how preschool children define and understand basic 

concepts of positive psychology: happiness, wisdom, hope, justice, gratitude, and optimism. Based 

on the research objectives, this research has answered the following tasks: a) definitions of basic 
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positive psychology terms in the form of categories of answers and their frequency have been 

established; b) gender and age differences in the definitions of basic concepts in preschool children 

of positive psychology (happiness, hope, wisdom, justice, gratitude, and optimism) have been 

examined. 

     Based on the developmental characteristics of pre-school children, it is expected to determine 

childrenôs own conceptualizations about happiness, hope, wisdom, justice, gratitude, and optimism. 

With this in mind, definitions of happiness, gratitude, and justice among preschool children will be 

the most in accordance with the existing definitions of these terms, as opposed to the more abstract 

concepts such as wisdom, hope, and optimism. As for gender differences, it is expected that there 

will not be any differences in the definition of the fundamental concepts of positive psychology, but 

regarding age differences it is expected that older children will define the fundamental concepts of 

positive psychology in greater accordance with adultsô definitions, with regards to their higher level 

of cognitive development.. 

The research was conducted on a sample of N = 100 children from the kindergarten Orepļiĺi in 

Kraljevica (68%) and kindergarten Zlatna ribica in Kostrena (32%). The age range of the children 

is between 4 and 7 years of age, of which 15 of them are four-year-olds, 35 are five-year-olds, 28 

are six-year-olds, and 22 are seven-year-olds. The average age is M = 5.57 years (SD = 1.0). The 

research included 54 boys and 46 girls. This was the convenience sample and only those children 

whose parents gave their consent were included in the research.  

The research was conducted using qualitative and quantitative methodologies. The measuring 

instrument implied an individual structured interview that included six fundamental concepts of 

positive psychology and it was created for the purpose of implementation in this research. There are 

several methodological principles used in this study. First, when choosing the positive psychology 

concepts, we aimed to encompass the broader area of this field, so the main representatives of the 

positive psychology fields are chosen as follows: the concept of happiness was selected from the 

category of positive state; hope and optimism as positive ways of thinking; wisdom and justice as 

virtues of the positive individual; and the concept of gratitude from the category of positive relations. 

The second methodological principle refers to the choice of questions for exploring these concepts. 

Each concept was explored with three to five questions (Table 1) related to the definition of the 

concept, personal experience of the children, and the appearance and behavior of other people in 

relation to a particular category. These questions are chosen for two reasons: they assure the answers 

about childrenôs conceptualizations of these terms and they are proposed by the early childhood 

educator as the most understandable ones among children of pre-school age. Therefore, the interview 

consisted of questions asked for the six terms. For each question, the obtained answers were coded 

in the following way: 0 = No answer, 1 = No, 2 = I do not know, 3 = Yes, 4 = Nonverbal reaction, 

5 = Questions about the meaning, 6 = One answer, 7 = Multiple answers. For the purpose of the 
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statistical analysis, the categories from 0 to 5 were categorized as an unanswered category, 6 and 7 

as a category with an answer to the question. Subsequently, the answers to questions which are in 

accordance with the basic semantic definitions of the concepts were separated. Since there is lack of 

similar studies in this field, the main methodological nature of this research was exploratory. This 

means, that the chosen concepts and their related questions served not only for exploring childrenôs 

conceptualizations about them but exploring their level of understanding of the questions as well as 

their answers. Therefore, this study could serve as the solid ground for creating reliable and valid 

measures for future research. 

Prior to the beginning of the research, ethical issues were covered in three steps. First, two preschool 

institutions in which the research was planned, received a letter by which they could confirm the 

approval of conducting research in their facility. They were informed about the progress, goals, 

problems, and ethical approach to research with the children. Second, the parents were informed in 

detail about the research aim and method, after which they had the choice of giving or withholding 

their verbal informed consent for their children to participate in this study. Testing was preceded by 

choosing adequate space structures for interviewing and announcing the topic and the reasons for 

testing. Prior to the interview, each child was informed about the research aim and asked if (s)he is 

willing to participate in this study: ñSame as you, I am also going to some kind of school in which 

are interesting about some terms. Lately, we talked lots of about happiness, hope, optimism, wisdom, 

justice and gratitude and what these words meant. So, it would be very helpful for me if you could 

answer to me on some questions about that? If you are not willing, it is ok.ò After childrenôs reactions 

to this introduction, and if their reactions were positive, each child was interviewed individually for 

an average duration between five to fifteen minutes. Tension was noticed in some of the children 

during some of the interviews even though they firstly agreed to answer the questions. That tension 

was manifested through certain physical activities (rubbing hands, pinching face, pulling hair, 

exhaling). Therefore, with the intention of satisfying the basic ethical issues regarding childrenôs 

well-being and maintaining the flow of the interview, the interviewer gave the children short breaks 

and provided them with support so that the interview could be conducted until the end. Verbal and 

nonverbal support was given equally to all children and did not increase the interviewerôs favoritism 

towards some of them. None of the children gave up on answering the questions nor showed a very 

high level of impatience and/or discomfort. Two children refused to participate in the research and 

their decision was respected. The course of the interviews respected the structure of the measuring 

instrument. The interview was recorded with a voice recorder and the data was recorded in the form 

of transcripts (110 pages). Two researchers conducted the categorization of identified answers in the 

context of qualitative methodology and SPSS 18 was used to determine the frequency of answers 

and to conduct an analysis of gender and age differences. Childrenôs conceptualizations of these 

specific terms were analyzed regarding their similarity to adultsô definitions, which are based on the 

Dictionary definitions (https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/) and presented in Appendix 1. 
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A quantitative analysis of the answer frequency of the established definitions of happiness, wisdom, 

hope, gratitude, justice, and optimism resulted in frequencies and arithmetic means of those children 

that provided answers, those that did not provide answers, and those who gave answers similar to 

adultsô definitions, as shown in Table 1. For a better understanding of the established results, it is 

essential to point out that the higher the arithmetic mean, or closer to one, the higher the number of 

children who were able to answer a larger amount of questions about a particular term. Considering 

the concept of happiness, it was found that 88 children answered all questions, while 12 children did 

not. A total of 48 children answered all questions related to the concept of wisdom and 58 of them 

answered the questions about the concept of hope. Regarding the results about the concept of 

gratitude, 82 children have heard of the mentioned concept and gave specific answers to questions, 

while with regards to the characteristics of cognitive development and the level of abstractness of 

the concepts, these results confirmed that children would better understand the concept of gratitude 

than the concept of wisdom. The average value of all questions asked about the concept of justice 

indicates that 46 children are familiar with that concept in some way. Finally, 49 children on average 

gave answers related to questions about optimism.  

With the aim of comparing the determined answers between the concepts presented in Table 1, 

the frequency and the average values for each term in the categories of answers that the children 

gave and those that did not and the number of answers similar to adultsô definitions for each question 

and each term could be observed. As it can be seen in Table 1, the children gave the highest number 

of answers similar to adultsô definitions in relation to the concept of Happiness (M = 82), which has 

the highest average number of provided answers. In the second place it is the concept of Gratitude 

(M = 54.6), followed by the concept of Hope (M = 31.2). Although the concept of justice has an 

average value determined by the answer lower than the concept of wisdom, it can be determined that 

children define Justice (M = 22.6) similarly to adultsô definitions, immediately after hope, compared 

to Wisdom (M = 16.4). Furthermore, it can also be concluded that despite the fact that justice, based 

on the average value of given answers, is at the lowest point, this analysis has revealed that children 

understand the concept of Optimism (M = 6.5) differently than adults. Thus, it is concluded that the 

concepts of happiness, gratitude, and hope are defined at a higher level of similarity with adultsô 

definitions than the concepts of justice, wisdom, and optimism. 
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Applied qualitative analysis included all the answers of interviewed children within the framework 

of predefined questions for each of the six basic concepts of positive psychology: happiness, wisdom, 

hope, gratitude, justice, and optimism. This qualitative analysis consisted of several steps. In the first 

step, all answers were drawn (one or more from each child) by category of questions for each of the 

six concepts. In the second step, an independent evaluator categorized all the childrenôs answers by 

similarities in certain categories of answers. Finally, in the third step, frequencies of answers were 

numbered by category as well as the total number of answers to each question. From Table 2 it is 

observable that the majority of answers were obtained in relation to the concept of gratitude, then 

happiness, wisdom, hope, optimism, and finally, justice. Similarly, this analysis showed that the 

highest number of answers also means the highest number of answers that were similar to adultsô 

definitions.  

 

With the aim of testing the significance of gender differences in defining the fundamental concepts 

of positive psychology, the average results value of all questions of a particular concept was 

calculated initially. Therefore, the possible range of average values was 0-1 considering that the 

results in which children did not answer the question were labeled with the number 0 and those 

results in which children gave the answer to the question with the number 1. Since the descriptive 

analysis of the results showed a significant deviation from the normal distribution (Table 3 ï 


