
The Happiness Effect



Question - Does thinking of good things about school help 
you have a better positive outlook on school?

Kids tend to have negative outlooks on school. This is especially true recently 
with the Coronavirus pandemic. Students have been in low spirits due to 
Covid-19 and the stress of school. Taking time to reflect on the good things 
about school may help students gain a positive perspective on school and be 
happier.



Background Information

● A study done in 2018 by an associate professor at MIT1 shows that it is 
hard/impossible to focus on two things at once. Researchers conducted a test to see 
if people focused really hard on the good things about an interviewee, then they 
might overlook bad/concerning things. They found that almost all of the tests came 
back saying that they did overlook some negative things. They have deemed this 
“scope bias.” This information is useful to see if focusing on good things at school will 
help with overlooking the bad things.

● A lot of people believe that success leads to happiness but research shows it is really 
the opposite way around. Thinking positively can make your brain more efficient, 
resilient, productive, and motivated. Shawn Achor, author of The Happiness 
Advantage came up with several simple practices to increase our happiness2. One 
method was to think of, or write down, three things you are grateful for every day. 
This method has been tested on many Harvard students and people in the “real 
world” and has shown to increase happiness which leads to better health, 
relationships, and work performance. Mr. Achor claims that this method can work 
anywhere.



Background Information

● Studies done at Stanford3 show what can make a student unhappy and happy. 
“Recognizing who and what makes students happy or unhappy is also important. 
They could even be friends and relatives. Parental expectations and demands can 
often put pressure on students. It may have nothing to do with people but rather with 
other obstacles like financial problems and learning difficulties”, Dr. Shantha 
Yahanpath claims. This information shows that a students happiness can be 
influenced by the people around them.



Hypothesis and Variables
Hypothesis

I believe that if you focus on good things at school eventually your overall mood and attitude towards school 
will improve. I believe this because in similar experiments done by psychology researchers it shows that if 
people spend a little bit of time every day focusing on good things, their brain will continue to see the good 
things. Research also shows that people have trouble deeply focusing on more than one thing at a time 
therefore focusing on good things may help you overlook bad things. In addition to a person’s overall outlook 
on school, a positive outlook on life has been shown to increase academic performance, therefore I also 
hypothesize that focusing on good things about school will increase the participants’ satisfaction of their 
academic performance.

Independent Variable Dependent Variables Constants

- Number of positive things 
identified at school

- Overall positive or negative 
outlook towards school

- Overall positive or negative 
outlook in life

- Academic performance 
(grades) of participants

- Number of participants in each 
group

- Time/days spent testing
- The questions sent to each group
- Time period that the testing takes 

place during
- All participants are at Emily Gray 

Junior High (EGJH) and attend 
in-person

Variables



Materials

● Initial survey (survey day 1) including information and 
questions specified in procedure. This survey will be 
created using Google Forms.

● Daily Google Forms surveys (surveys day 2-19) to remind 
participants to complete the assignment each day

● Concluding survey (survey day 20) including information 
and questions specified in procedure

● 10-30 survey participants with access to computer or 
internet to complete survey

● 10-20 control group participants with access to computer 
or internet to complete survey

● Gift card (optional) to use as a raffle prize. Participants will 
be entered into the raffle for participating in the project 
every day.



Procedure 
1. Create surveys

“Before” Survey for Day 1
- Use Google Forms to create survey. Include question to identify if 

they are a staff member or a student.
- Create several questions asking the participant how they feel 

about the different aspects of school such as school environment, 
quality of education, academic performance, etc. Let them pick 
from 7 levels of happiness or agreement.

- Ask if the participant would like to participate in thinking of three 
good things every day, or just be part of the control group. If the 
participant says yes, gather their email.

Survey for daily reminders for participants (Days 2-19)
- Create a Google Form survey to ask participants if they completed 

the daily assignment to think of three good things about school.

“After” Survey for Day 20
- Create a Google Form survey to send to all participants and 

control group that asks the same questions as the Day 1 survey. 
The results of this survey will be compared to the Day 1 survey to 
see if happiness levels increased. Example of questions from survey day #1 

(“before”) and survey day #20 (“after”)



Procedure (continued)
  2. Find participants. Talk to other students 

and gather their emails if they wish to 
participate. Have teacher send to all 
staff members via email.

  3. Send survey on Day 1 to all of the Emily 
Gray Junior High (EGJH) staff and all 
the students that signed up to 
participate.  

  4. Send survey reminders days #2-19 to 
the people that agreed to participate 
by thinking of three good things about 
school each day. In the survey, ask if 
they thought of 3 good things.

  5. Send “after” Survey on day #20 to 
every participant and control group 
member via email.

  6. Analyze results using Google Forms 
and Sheets/Excel.

Example of questions from “before” and “after” surveys and daily reminder survey



 Results - Analysis of Survey Responses

How I processed the survey results:
1. I assigned each response a point value 

with happier responses having a 
greater positive value and unhappy 
responses having negative values.

2. I calculated the average values of the 
responses for each question.

3. I compared the question averages 
from the “before” and “after” surveys 
to see if happiness increased or 
decreased.

4. I compared the happiness increases 
and decreases between different 
groups (control group vs. participants, 
students vs. teachers, etc.)

5. I also noted the number of participants 
that completed the assignment each 
day.

Response Point Values

Survey Questions



 Results - Survey Demographics

Staff versus Student Participants

● This research was conducted from 1/5/22 through 1/27/22
● All participants were from Emily Gray Junior High School

○ 14 staff members (32.6%)
○ 29 students (67.4%)  

● There were 43 participants total
○ 34 people agreed to the daily assignment (think of 3 

good things a day)
■ 8 staff members
■ 26 students

○ 9 people did not think of good things every day (control 
group)

○ ~35-47% indicated they completed the assignment to 
think of good things each day
■ 2-4 staff
■ 7-12 students

# of Participants in Each Group

9

34



Results

Delta - the difference in the averages between a question 
on Survey Day 1 and Survey Day 20

In general, staff members got 
happier

In general, students got less happy

Graphs show the difference of the 
average response values between 
Day 1 and Day 20. A positive bar 
indicates an increase in happiness. 
A negative bar indicates a decrease.
● In all but one category (school 

environment) staff members 
improved their happiness 
levels over 20 days.

● Students decreased their 
happiness level in all but 2 
categories (academic 
performance, and how 
students interact with each 
other).

● After the 20 days, staff 
members were in stronger 
agreement with the statement 
“This school is awesome!” and 
showed the most 
improvement in that category, 
whereas the students were in 
stronger disagreement with 
that statement and showed 
the greatest decrease in 
satisfaction in that category

In general, the control group got 
happier

In general, the participating group 
got happier



Results - Observations and Summary
● Staff results improved significantly more than student results
● External factors that could have contributed to the results include:

○ COVID-19 got much worse throughout January 
■ Many students and staff were sick and/or quarantined during this time

○ Participants completed the first survey right after a 2-week Winter Break and they might 
have been happy having just been on vacation during the holiday season

○ It was the start of a new semester/quarter meaning students hadn’t received any 
schoolwork yet

● The control group had more drastic changes in their happiness levels, whereas the participating 
group had smaller changes in their happiness levels

● Several staff participants did comment that this project helped them become happier and were 
interested in the results. 

Results Summary
Thinking of good things daily for 20 days did not show much of an improvement in happiness 
levels for students, but did show a significant improvement in staff members. Staff members 
showed major improvement in almost all of the categories, but students showed degraded in 
most subjects and became more negative. Participation was hard to judge as only about 40% of 
participants actually showed proof they completed the assignment daily. Some significant 
external factors such as the large increase in COVID-19 cases may have affected the results.



Conclusion
My results and data did not completely support my hypothesis. Although there was a 
major improvement in the happiness of staff members, students only showed 
improvement in 2 out of the 16 categories. Students did show improvement in 
satisfaction with their academic performance and how students interact with each 
other. Staff members showed improvement in every area except their happiness with 
the school environment. Staff members were in stronger agreement with the 
statement “This school is awesome!” and showed the most improvement in that 
category, whereas the students were in stronger disagreement with that statement 
and showed the greatest decrease in improvement in that category.

Some problems I encountered while testing include participants not completing the 
assignment daily, participants filling out the first survey but not the last survey, and 
complications with emails and Google Form links. On average, only 41% of participants 
indicated that they completed the assignment each day. 43 people responded to my 
first survey but only 27 responded to my last survey. Some days, the emails wouldn’t 
send or the links to the Google Form wouldn’t work.



Conclusion

In the future, to improve my project I would do my testing for a longer time period as it 
might take longer to affect people’s thinking. I could ask each participant to write and 
submit the 3 good things that happened that day so that I know if they complete the 
assignment. I could test my theory on more participants to get more accurate results. I 
could also test this theory in multiple places and not just at my school.

This theory could be applied by having teachers implement these techniques in their 
classrooms so students would be happier, do better in school, and behave better. Also, 
teachers would be happier with their jobs.
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