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A b s t r a c t

Positive psychology has been introduced to the applied linguistics literature with the 
broad goal of improving the experience of language learners and teachers through a  variety 
of interventions (MacIntyre & Mercer, 2014; Gabryś-Barker & Gałajda, 2016). “The aim of 
positive psychology is to catalyze a  change in psychology from preoccupation only with 
repairing the worst things in life to also building the best qualities in life” (Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 5). One significant contribution of this young field has been a  se-
ries of empirically-tested positive psychology interventions (PPIs) that have been shown to 
increase positive emotion, reduce distress, and/or improve well-being (Seligman, Steen, Park, 
& Peterson, 2005; Sin & Lyubormirsky, 2009). In the present research, we examine one ap-
plication of a PPI involving a  focus on using character strengths as a way to address language 
anxiety. Through a  case study analysis, we demonstrate the ways that this intervention was 
beneficial for the student.

Keywords: foreign language anxiety, positive psychology interventions (PPIs), VIA Strengths 
Inventory

The literature on positive psychology has proposed a number of exercises or 
interventions that have been empirically shown to increase well-being. However, 
one of the early important lessons emerging in studies of positive psychology in-
terventions (PPIs) in language acquisition is that the efficacy of the interventions 
appears to be quite variable, depending to a large degree on the individual and 
their context. For example, PPIs have been used to encourage emotional intel-
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ligence traits, such as gratitude, savoring, and optimism (Gregersen, MacIntyre, 
Finegan, Talbot, & Claman, 2014); empathy and emotional labor (Gregersen, 
MacIntyre, & Macmillan, 2020); gratitude, altruism, music, exercise, pets, and 
laughter (Gregersen, MacIntyre, & Meza, 2016). These characteristics are espe-
cially important in the foreign language classroom. There are positive benefits 
to connecting emotional intelligence and foreign language enjoyment (Aki, 
2006) and can have a predictive effect on language performance (Valizadeh & 
Alavinia, 2012; Zarafshan & Ardeshiri,  2012).  Although language anxiety has 
been studied extensively and potential interventions have been proposed, there 
are still few empirically tested examples. 

In the present research, we take an N-of-1 experimental approach to ex-
amine the effectiveness of a  PPI by using character strengths in a  new way 
as a  factor in reducing anxiety. We focus specifically on the skill of writing 
and examine whether the learner’s novel engagement of self-selected character 
strengths might reduce language anxiety and help improve performance in 
a  second language writing class.

Positive Psychology and PPIs

Succinctly, positive psychology can be defined as “the scientific study of 
what goes right in life” (Peterson, 2006, p. 4). Whereas much of psychology is 
concerned with negative experiences such as depression, trauma, and anxiety, 
positive psychology encourages a  balance among research topics that directs 
research effort toward the breadth of the human experience—good and bad—
acknowledging that good health means much more than the mere absence of 
illness (Seligman & Csikzentmihalyi, 2000, p. 5). The obvious parallel in SLA 
is the notion that language learners are not deficient native-language (L1) speak-
ers, but, rather, are developing unique linguistic and communicative capabili-
ties (Byrnes, 2018). At the same time, positive psychology advocates applying 
the rigor of the scientific method that psychology has long employed—which 
demands testing theories against evidence. Accordingly, positive psychology 
is not to be mistaken for untested  pop psychology, groundless assertions, or 
simplistic promotion of the power of  positive thinking. Rather, it requires an 
empirical process that demands scientific methods, falsifiability, and attention 
to methods, whether quantitative or qualitative (Hefferon, Ashfield, Waters, & 
Synard, 2017). In particular, the literature on positive psychology can benefit 
from engaging a  combination of experimental and qualitative designs to pro-
duce a  process-oriented account of how and why a  specific PPI might work 
for a  specific person.
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The development of positive psychology interventions (PPIs) includes ex-
ercises, training, and therapies principally focused on increasing  positive feel-
ings,  positive  cognitions, or positive behavior, in contrast to interventions  that 
target a reduction of unpleasant symptoms. The typical approach of a PPI is to 
encourage further development and new applications of processes that already 
produce positive effects for a  person. Available, systematic evidence shows 
that PPIs can be effective (Seligman et al., 2006; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). 
Seligman et al. (2005) identified five specific exercises emphasizing positivity 
that also resulted in reducing depression and/or increasing well-being over short 
term and long term follow-up has been supported by random placebo-controlled 
trials. The five exercises asked participants, every day for a week, to (1) name 
three good things every day; (2) express gratitude more often; (3) describe 
‘you’ at your best; (4) identify personal character strengths, and (5) use their 
strengths in new ways. 

The fifth exercise, using strengths in new ways, produced a  pronounced 
reduction in depressive symptoms and an increase in self-reported happiness 
after a week, one month, three months and at the six-month follow-up. As part 
of the follow-up process, the researchers asked the study participants whether 
they continued to use the PPI even after the one-week intervention portion of 
study was complete. Those who continued to use the exercise on their own 
experienced the most pronounced positive effects over time, emphasizing the 
need for a ‘fit’ between the person and the intervention activity (Lyubormirsky 
& Layous, 2013). The present study tests this intervention’s effects on second 
language writers, with particular emphasis on one person who was most suc-
cessful in engaging with the PPI.

The methodological toolbox that can be used to evaluate PPIs is diverse. 
One under-utilized approach is single-subject or N-of-1 designs that test one 
individual intensively, over time. N-of-1 designs are especially valuable in test-
ing PPIs because results at the group level may or may not apply to specific 
individuals and vice versa. Further, analyzing individual-level data can reveal 
details of the process of using PPIs that cannot be examined at the group level. 
In general, most PPIs, including the novel use of signature strengths employed 
here, usually are framed as an outline of activity and processes that must be 
tailored to individuals. Woodworth et al. (2015) provide an example of testing 
PPIs in N-of-1 designs. They argue that studying individuals, rather than draw-
ing conclusions from group averages, is advantageous for at least three reasons: 
(1) relevant changes in psychological states can be identified that might be 
missed when averaged over a  group; (2) interventions often are adapted to be 
tailored to an individual’s context; and (3) N-of-1 actually is a preferred design 
when an intervention is used repeatedly over time, providing a  more rigorous 
test of the effect of the intervention. The study by Woodworth et al. provided 
evidence that using signature strengths is one of the more effective interven-
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tions but that there is considerable variability in the effect of PPIs for individu-
als. In general, Woodworth et al. conclude that PPIs are likely most effective 
when there is a good fit between the person and the activity, but, at the same 
time, the authors show that such a  result is problematic because the effective-
ness of PPIs “[…] should not rely on the self-selection of participants” (2015, 
p. 28). We disagree. Perhaps the more appropriate lesson from Woodworth et 
al. is not about the decontextualized efficacy of any given PPI in general but, 
rather, the need to assess how the process of using a  PPI reveals its fit with 
the person using it and the context in which they live. In the case of the PPI 
under study here, the specific signature strength, or, more broadly, the pattern 
of interconnected strengths, will be unique to each person, and using strengths 
in a novel way is a creative process that would not be instantiated in the same 
way in another person.

Signature Strengths

Character strengths are often defined in ways similar to personality traits, 
specifically as the capacity for thoughts, feelings, and actions that allow for 
optimal functioning in ways that are valued, either because of goal orientations 
or morally-valued virtues (Biswas-Diener, Kashdan, & Minhas, 2011; Linley, 
Maltby, Wood, Joseph, Harrington, Peterson, & Seligman, 2007). Consistent 
with modern personality trait theory, strengths can be viewed as “stable and 
general but also shaped by the individual’s setting and thus capable of change” 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 10). 

One of the most widely used ways of measuring strengths is the online VIA 
inventory (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Seligman (2002) defines the qualities 
of a character strength as the ability to: (1) contribute to individual fulfillment, 
satisfaction, and happiness; (2) be advocated by institutions (e.g., schools, re-
ligions); (3) be associated with respected persons; and (4) be morally valued 
in its own right and not for tangible outcomes it may produce. Further, from 
a research perspective, strengths are defined as trait-like, measurable, and non-
redundant with other character strengths. Theoretically, a taxonomy of potential 
strengths that are ubiquitous across cultures identified 24 character strengths 
divided into six broader categories called virtues (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 
The six virtues and the character strengths that fall within each are:
1.	 Wisdom/Knowledge: creativity, curiosity, judgment, love of learning, and 

perspective;
2.	 Courage: bravery, perseverance, honesty, and zest;
3.	 Humanity: love, kindness, and social intelligence;
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4.	 Justice: fairness, leadership, and teamwork;
5.	 Temperance: forgiveness, humility, prudence, and self-regulation;
6.	 Transcendence: appreciation of beauty/excellence, gratitude, hope, humor 

and spirituality.
Research that has tested the reliability and validity of the VIA Inventory has 

suggested that the individual scales show acceptability, reliability, and validity 
(McGrath, 2016; Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 2006).1 

To emphasize that some strengths are more influential than others in a per-
son’s life, Seligman (2002) coined the term signature strengths to identify those 
that best characterize a  person. Seligman (2002) describes signature strengths 
as those meeting the following criteria:
–– a  sense of ownership and authenticity surrounding the strength;
–– a  feeling of excitement (particularly at first) while displaying it;
–– create a  rapid learning curve when undertaking new tasks;
–– intrinsic motivation to use the strength; 
–– a  sense of yearning to act in accordance with it;
–– the creation and pursuit of fundamental projects that revolve around the 

strength;
–– continuous learning of new ways to use the strength;
–– invigoration rather than exhaustion when using the strength;
–– the discovery of the strength as owned in an epiphany; 
–– a  feeling of inevitability in using the strength (i.e., “try and stop me”). 

The above attributes, including intrinsic motivation, excitement, and rapid 
learning, would likely be welcomed in almost any pedagogical context by 
teachers and learners alike. 

In considering how strengths are employed in situ, Biswas-Diener et al. 
(2011) emphasize the need to take a  dynamic view of strengths. 

Instead of focusing on strengths as internal capacities that exist across time 
and situations (contemporary trait approach), we adopt a  dynamic, within-
person approach to personality. Instead of searching for behaviors that elicit 
strong performance and vitality across time and situations, we can search for 
interactions between people and their environment. Such behaviors can be 
defined as a strength-based structure within someone’s personality. (p. 110)

The specific intervention employed in the present study shows promise in 
aligning the specific strengths of an individual with difficulties they might be 
having, specifically anxiety-arousal. The intervention has two parts. First, each 
participant identifies his or her own personal strengths, using a  standardized 

1  Empirical research is showing that these can be organized differently (McGrath, 2015) and 
there are now several variations on the VIA inventory available (www.viacharacter.org).
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survey published online called the VIA Inventory (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 
Second, the person is tasked with creating new ways to optimize personal 
well-being by finding new ways to apply the strength in areas where it has 
not been applied in the past. 

Language Anxiety

Anxiety is often a  disruptive and an unwelcome part of the language-
learning process. Defined as “a  distinct complex of self-perceptions, beliefs, 
feelings, and behaviors related to classroom language learning arising from the 
uniqueness of the language learning process” (Horwitz et al., 1986, p. 128), 
this anxiety can often hinder the learner’s progress. Numerous studies have 
raised concerns about the negative effects of anxiety arousal (for reviews see: 
Horwitz, 2017; MacIntyre, 1999; 2017; Teimouri, et al., 2019), including studies 
highlighting negative effects of anxiety on the writing process (Cheng, Horwitz, 
& Schallert, 1999; Cheng, 2002; Lee & Krashen, 1997). In broad terms, we can 
identify two possible routes by which to reduce anxiety: (1) directly address the 
symptoms of anxiety, for example, through relaxation training or eliminating 
anxiety triggers (see Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014 for several suggestions), or 
(2) intervene in a  way that affects anxiety as a  byproduct of focus on other 
attributes, for example, through building strengths and self-confidence (see 
Dewaele & Dewaele, 2017). If we choose to leave anxiety to one side and 
work on interventions that psychologically build up the learner, a  collection 
of empirically tested PPIs is available, though none has been tested as a  way 
to reduce the negative effects of language anxiety (Seligman, Steen, Park, & 
Peterson, 2005; Sin & Lyubormirski, 2009; Helgesen, 2018). 

However, at the outset of this research, we take note that studies exploring 
the efficacy of positive psychology interventions (PPIs) in Second Language 
Acquisition (SLA) suggest that their success is quite variable across indi-
viduals (Gregersen, MacIntyre, Finegan, Talbot, & Claman, 2014; Gregersen, 
MacIntyre, & Macmillan, 2020; Gregersen, MacIntyre, & Meza, 2016). There 
are myriad reasons for anxiety arousal, and this is important to recognize be-
cause the reason for anxiety may influence the configuration of individuals’ 
abilities or aptitudes that are relevant to the success of any specific intervention 
(Gregersen & MacIntyre, 2014). 

In the present study, we take a  process-oriented, N-of-1 approach to an 
experimental procedure wherein English language learners were tasked with 
identifying their signature strengths using the VIA online survey (Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004) and explore whether using them helped to reduce anxiety in 
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a  writing course. Because anxiety is personal, students were told they would 
be using these strengths to overcome their individual senses of anxiety. Over 
a  three-week period, learners self-generated ways of using their own strengths 
in new ways as they approached writing tasks in their language course. 
Participants used three specially created narrative frames (Burkhuizen & Wette, 
2008) before, during, and after the intervention to capture their thoughts about 
their past, present, and future use of their signature strengths (See Appendix A). 
Although we will test differences in anxiety based on the Second Language 
Writing Anxiety Inventory (SLWAI) results (Cheng, 2004), our concern with 
a process-oriented account suggests that the intervention be examined as a case 
study. In particular, we focus on how the learner who was most successful in 
reducing writing anxiety used their signature strengths. A  close examination 
of the case study participant’s narrative frames and four individual written 
assignments before and during the intervention offers insight into whether the 
intervention influenced that individual’s writing.

In short, our research questions are as follows:

RQ1: How did learners react in general to the PPI which required using 
signature strengths in new ways; what did students say about the activity 
in their narrative frames?
RQ2: What can a  close examination of one particular case study partici-
pant, who experienced success with using signature strengths in new ways, 
reveal about the potential found in the intervention to mitigate the effects 
of negative emotion? 

Methodology

Participants

A  total of 45 participants (24 females, 21 males) were recruited for this 
study. All were first- and second-year university students from a  variety of 
majors (several different kinds of engineering, biology, architecture, design, 
finance, business, marketing, mass communications, international studies) en-
rolled in three different sections of an obligatory English for academic writ-
ing class. The class is the first of three writing courses that they must take 
at a  university in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Two of the three intact 
course sections became experimental groups (31 participants), while the third 
acted as a  control (14 participants). Although the language of instruction for 
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all of the classes and the university was English, the L1 of the majority was 
Arabic (38), followed by Urdu (3), Malayalam (2), Tajik (1), and Gujarati (1). 
The UAE has an unusual sociolinguistic context in that it has welcomed glo-
balization by adopting English through the implementation of a  strategy of 
linguistic dualism in which English is linked with commercial, modern, and 
international facets of society, while Arabic is used in religious, traditional, and 
local aspects (Findlow, 2006).

Instruments

The VIA Inventory of Strengths. To assess participants’ character strengths 
we used the English version of Seligman and Peterson’s (2004) standardized 
web-based VIA Inventory of Strengths, that according to the survey’s web-
site, has been taken by over seven million people (https://www.viacharacter.
org/www/). The VIA is a  self-report survey in which participants rank their 
responses to items on a  five-point scale (1 = “not at all like me,” 5 = “very 
much like me”). With a total of 198 items (five to nine statements per strength), 
respondents report their degree of support for each statement and then receive 
a  report, free of charge, which lists all 24 character strengths in order from 
the individual’s strongest to weakest. 

The L2 Writing Anxiety Inventory (Cheng, 2004). To assess partici-
pants’ L2 writing anxiety, we used Cheng’s (2004) Second Language Writing 
Anxiety Inventory whose total scale and subscales were assessed by means 
of correlation and factor analysis. It was discovered that both the total scale 
and the individual subscales of the SLWAI have good reliability and adequate 
validity. Consisting of 22 Likert-type items ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree), the Inventory was created for the purpose of develop-
ing and evaluating a  self-report assessment that reflects a  three-dimensional 
conceptualization of anxiety. The three components assessed by the items are: 
(a) cognitive, reflecting the mental aspect of the anxiety experience, including 
negative expectations, preoccupation with performance and concern about oth-
ers’ perceptions; (b) somatic, including one’s awareness of the physiological 
effects of the anxiety experience, as reflected in increased arousal of unpleasant 
feelings, such as nervousness and tension; and (c) avoidance behavior, which is 
the behavioral aspect of avoiding writing. 

Narrative frames. Our third set of instruments, three different narrative 
frames (See Appendix A), was used to document participants’ feelings before 
applying their strengths, how they felt during the exercise, and their resulting 
feelings upon completion. The pre- and post-intervention narrative frames were 
each filled out once, while the “during-the-intervention” one was completed 
nine times, corresponding to the three times a  week class was held for 
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the experimental period of three weeks. The narrative frames were meant 
to provide guidance and support in terms of both the structure and con-
nection for their written narratives (Barkhuizen & Wette, 2008). Narrative 
frames as a  research method deliver a  snapshot of participants’ experiences 
in the form of a  story, written mostly by the participants within a  frame-
work provided by the researcher. For the purposes of this study, the three 
frames acted as starters, connectives, and sentence modifiers, giving partici-
pants a  template within which they could focus on communicating what they 
sought to convey while, at the same time, scaffolding them with a  specific 
generic form.

Coded writing assignments. Our fourth data set consisted of four formal 
written assignments that were submitted throughout the semester, although the 
intervention began during week 10 of the semester. Table 1 shows the study 
intervention process within the semester timeline. 

Table 1.

Data collected from students in experimental group

Study 
week #

Intervention data collected Semester 
week #

Syllabus assignment data collected 

Pre-Intervention: students had already 
completed a  Disciplinary Writing 
Analysis and had begun research 
about their chosen research topic.

1 VIA Character Strengths test, the 
Pre-Intervention SLWAI; and the 
Pre-Intervention Narrative Frame.

10 Students had completed an Annotated 
Bibliography assignment for an 
Introductory Research Paper (Syllabus 
Assignment #2); they began drafting 
an introduction for this paper.

2 During-Intervention Narrative Frame 
with responses for 3 days of the 
week.

11 Students began an outline and draft 
for their research papers.

3 During-Intervention Narrative Frame 
with responses for 3 days of the 
week.

12 Students submitted their research 
papers and began the Introductory 
Argument Assignment (Syllabus 
Assignment #3). This assignment 
was a  “Letter to the Editor” based 
on the research they had completed 
for Assignment #2. 

4 During-Intervention Narrative Frame 
with responses for 3 days of the 
week. 

13 Students submitted Argument 
Assignment (Syllabus Assignment #3).

5 Post-Intervention SLWAI. 14 Students began working on the Final 
Reflection (Syllabus Assignment #4).

6 Students were shown the Pre- and 
Post-SLWAI scores and submitted 
a short reflection commenting on the 
change or lack of change. 

15 Students submitted the Final 
Reflection Assignment (Syllabus 
Assignment #4).
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The written formal assignments were the following:
Assignment 1. Rhetorical analysis paper. Purpose: to analyze the rhetorical situ-
ation and particular rhetorical strategies of a genre from the student’s discipline, 
such as an engineering proposal.
Assignment 2. Introductory research paper. Purpose: to research a chosen topic 
and present many aspects of the issue. Students included a  cover letter with 
their paper to encourage meta-cognitive awareness. 
Assignment 3. Letter to the editor. Purpose: students chose a  newspaper or 
magazine and wrote an opinion piece using research from their previous class 
assignments.
Assignment 4. Course reflection. Purpose: to retroactively review their assign-
ments and demonstrate that they learned valuable skills which they will transfer 
to future contexts.

Post-study Reflection/Member Check. At the end of the intervention 
period and upon being informed of their pre- and post-intervention SLWAI 
scores, the participants were asked to reflect upon their results and reveal any 
insight they may have as to why the differences occurred. Table 2 shows the 
data collected from the control group students and procedures are explained 
further in the next section.

Table 2.

Data collected from students in control group

Study 
week #

Intervention data collected from 
students in control group

Semester 
week #

Syllabus assignment data collected 
from students in control group 

1 Students completed Pre-Intervention 
SLWAI.

10 Students completed the same as-
signments as the experimental group, 
but these were not collected. 

5 Students completed the Post-
Intervention SLWAI.

14

6 Students were shown the Pre- and 
Post-SLWAI scores and submitted 
a short reflection commenting on the 
change or lack of change. 

15

Procedures

Data collection for the experimental and control groups took place over 
the course of six weeks after students consented to participate in the study. 
After this, participants across the three groups responded to the pretest SLWAI. 
Subsequently, only the experimental group participated in the intervention while 
participants in the control group continued with class as usual without using 
their signature strengths in new ways.
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The first activity completed by the experimental group, outside class time, 
was the online VIA Character Strengths Survey with the purpose of revealing 
their personal strengths used most often. Upon receiving their personalized 
strengths report from the VIA website, experimental participants filled out the 
first (“pre-intervention”) narrative frame called “My Strengths Story.” 

After submitting the first narrative frame during the next class, partici-
pants were asked to think of creative ways to use their strengths throughout 
the next three weeks, at which point they were given three identical (“during-
intervention”) narrative frames into which they documented their experiences. 
This helped participants keep track of how they applied their strengths on 
a daily basis and how this affected their performance and feelings. The frames 
prompted participants to write their top five strengths, and then each week to 
choose one strength and think of novel ways to use it in writing class or while 
they wrote their assignments outside of class. In this way, each individual 
participant was able to individualize the intervention to fit their own context. 

After completing the during-intervention narrative for three consecutive 
weeks, students were given their final (“post-intervention”) narrative frame 
which was similar to, but not exactly the same, as the first. This one asked 
them to reflect on the similarities and differences in their feelings before and 
after the intervention by describing how they felt while writing in their L2. 
They reported on levels of confidence, continuing struggles, and ways they 
might conquer these struggles by using their signature strengths in the future. 
They completed the post-intervention narrative frame in class and then took 
the post-test SLWAI. Control group participants also took the post-SLWAI. The 
scores of both the control and experimental groups’ SLWAI were then calculated 
for each participant to identify individuals showing the most anxiety reduction. 
In week 6 of the study, students from the experimental group were informed 
about the difference between their pre- and post- SLWAI scores and were asked 
to write a  short reflection about changes in their personal anxiety scores. 

To focus on the N-of-1 analysis, we selected the participant who showed 
the greatest change in SLWAI scores in order to assess the specific ways in 
which she used the PPI to reduce anxiety. The analysis examined her four 
formal writing assignments that had been submitted during the semester in 
the context of the writing class. Using an iterative coding process, two coders 
were given copies of the case study participant’s three sets of narrative frames 
as well as her four written papers and were instructed to identify evidence 
supporting the participant’s strength being incorporated into her writing. Using 
five different-colored highlighters for the participant’s five character strengths, 
readers coded the presence of the strength in the participant’s manuscripts. For 
example, if the participant stated in her narrative frame that she would use 
her “zest” to “create an anecdote in her introduction,” readers coded the strength 
of  “zest” in pink and then highlighted the anecdote in the corresponding written 
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assignment also in pink. Only those narratives that had sections coded by both 
readers in the same color are used as data in this study. 

Results and Discussion

To answer RQ1 concerning learners’ reaction to using their signature 
strengths in new ways, we begin with the narrative frames. The participants 
in the intervention group were asked to complete three narrative frames that 
corresponded to their feelings concerning writing in their L2 (English) before, 
during and after the intervention (Using Signature Strengths in a  New Way). 
Examination of the respondents’ word choice within the narrative frames sug-
gests positive experiences. There were no negative descriptors used in any of the 
post-intervention narrative frames. All reported feeling positive about engag-
ing their strengths, using adjectives such as powerful, successful, comfortable, 
confident, amazed, happy, satisfied, humorous, productive, curious, involved, 
prepared, positive, relieved, dedicated, comfortable, and creative. 

The words used in narrative frames generally indicate a positive collective 
response to the exercise even though it did not result in statistically signifi-
cant differences between the groups on the writing anxiety measure.2 Previous 
research in positive psychology suggests that a  group-level examination can 
obscure the variability among individual reactions to specific interventions and 
complicate the identification of the variables that drive change (or lack thereof) 
within individuals (Gregersen, MacIntyre, & Macmillan, 2020). Because group-
level results seldom reflect the experience of individuals, or can be assumed to 
do so only under restrictive conditions (Molenaar & Campbell, 2009), we focus 
on an N-of-1 case study for an individual (Eid & Diener, 1999; Lazarus, 2003) 
to show an example of the process of the intervention being used. We selected 
the participant who showed the single largest decline in writing anxiety among 
the study participants; we shall call her Noor.
2  The small sample size suggests that the analysis was under-powered, but we present the 
ANOVA results here for completeness. To assess the group-level effects of the PPI, a 2×2 split 
plot (mixed model) ANOVA was conducted. The between-subjects factor was Group (interven-
tion vs control) and the repeated-measures factor was Time (pre-test vs. post-test). The depend-
ent variable was the SLWAI total score. Levene’s test was non-significant for both the pre- and 
post-test data, allowing us to assume homogeneity of variance at each testing time. Results 
showed no significant main effects or interactions. The main effect for Group, F (1, 39) = .41, 
p = .527, the main effect of Time, F (1, 39) = 2.70, p = .109, and the Group × Time interaction, 
F (1, 39) = .51, p = .481, all were non-significant. Although both groups showed a  slight but 
non-significant decline in mean anxiety scores (overall Mpre = 61.7; Mpost = 59.1), the interven-
tion and control groups on average showed approximately the same degree of change over time.
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In response to RQ2 that asks what a  close examination of one particular 
participant might reveal about the potential of the intervention, we turn to 
the individual chosen as the focus of our in-depth case study, Noor. She was 
selected based upon the unusual effectiveness of the intervention to mitigate 
her L2 writing anxiety. Noor had a post-test anxiety score 21 points less than 
at pretest. This was the largest success of anyone in the study suggesting that 
she found a  fit between her specific context and the way in which she used 
the signature strengths PPI. 

Noor, a design major, speaks Arabic as her L1 and began acquiring English 
at the age of three as an L2. On a  scale of one (low proficient) to ten (high 
proficient), she self-assessed her English proficiency a  bit above average with 
a  7.5. According to the results of the VIA inventory, her top five strengths 
(in descending order) were spirituality, creativity, humility, honesty, and zest. 
Specifically, the strengths are defined as follows:
–– A spiritual person is guided by his or her solid, consistent beliefs about the 

universe’s higher purpose and meaning and receives comfort from such be-
liefs as they evidence where the individual fits into a  much bigger picture. 

–– A creative person constantly imagines novel ways to do things and are seldom 
satisfied by getting things done via traditional means. 

–– A  humble person is acknowledged and valued for his or her modesty and 
avoidance of the spotlight.

–– An honest person lives authentically, straightforwardly, genuinely, and with-
out pretense.

–– A person with zest exudes excitement and energy, living life wholeheartedly 
and as an adventure (via Institute on Character, 2019).

Before the Strengths Intervention 

The pre-intervention narrative frame shows Noor’s thinking before the study 
began. Her words are italicized below; the un-italicized words are part of the 
narrative frame:

In my writing class, I  have a  difficult time trying to find my inner voice. 
The main reason for this is that I  cannot find the right vocab palette to 
express myself the way I express myself in Arabic. However, I feel I excel in 
simplifying complex ideas and make them better suited for a wide range of 
audience. One of my personal strengths is spirituality. I have used it in the 
past to overcome the losses and disappointments I  have faced. This week, 
I  will use my strength to help me in my writing and my writing class by 
re-reading what I  wrote in my introduction and altering it so it matches 
who I am. Each of the remaining three weeks I will try to use my personal 
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strength in a new way by: 1) listening to podcasts to improve it and learn 
how to efficiently incorporate it in my daily life; 2) finding inspiration from 
my environment; and 3) reading my audience and friends. [i.e. interpreting 
friends’ reactions to events]

Before beginning the intervention, Noor felt she exceled at simplifying 
complex ideas but also lamented not having the vocabulary in English that 
she commands in her L1 (Arabic), which she believes limits her authentic-
ity in English. Her concern over authenticity may be highly salient for her, 
given that a  top strength is being “honest,” which by definition means living 
authentically (via Institute on Character, 2019). Furthermore, she seems to 
recognize that gaps in her command of English do not allow her to express 
herself in creative ways, frustrating another of her strengths. Further in the 
narrative frame, Noor juxtaposes her limited lexicon with notions that are a bit 
esoteric—she recognizes one of her strengths as spirituality, yet begrudges her 
difficulties in finding her “inner voice” in her L2 writing, which implicates 
her strengths of honesty, integrity, and authenticity. Noor uses this disparity 
to revise her writing in order to align it more with her authentic self. Paired 
with the strength of spirituality, we might infer that the podcasts to which she 
plans to listen (as cited in her goal list for the following three weeks) will 
invoke spiritual messages and that the “inspiration” she seeks from her envi-
ronment will also provide a  spiritual uplift. Noor’s pre-intervention narrative 
reveals an alignment among the difficulties she perceives in her own authentic 
writing and strengths she can use during the three-week intervention phase 
of the study.

During the Strengths Intervention

As part of the intervention, Noor completed nine additional narrative 
frames, one in each of three classes per week for three weeks. Each narrative 
frame consisted of three sentences in which the first part of the sentence was 
provided and she completed the rest. The first narrative frame Noor completed 
in week 1 is shown here, followed by Table 1, which summarizes verbatim her 
responses to the same narrative prompts in weeks 2 and 3.

Week 1.

Class 1: The strength I used was creativity. I used this strength in my writ-
ing by finding new ways to draw the reader. After doing this, I  felt that it 
is easier to continue my introduction since I  have a  strong base. 
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Class 2: The strength I used was zest. I used this strength in my writing by 
I  finished my introduction wholeheartedly. After doing this, I felt satisfied, 
since I  am a  perfectionist.
Class 3: The strength I  used was spirituality. I  used this strength in my 
writing by listening to my inner voice, to help organize my ideas, and how 
my essay will flow. After doing this, I  felt blank, since all my thoughts are 
reflected in my paper. 

Table 3.

Case study #1 (Noor’s) during-intervention narrative frame response

The strength 
I  used was...

I  used this strength in my 
writing by…

After doing this, I  felt…

Week 2
Class 1 creativity finding smart arguments critical thinker
Class 2 honesty stating 100% accurate facts knowledgeable
Class 3 zest anecdotal introduction optimistic

Week 3
Class 1 spirituality finding an accurate tone to 

address my audience
like I  sent the message accurately

Class 2 creativity making an anecdote like I killed the idea since its already 
created, no room for improvement

Class 3 honesty finding accurate data unbias

During the intervention, Noor found new ways to exercise four of her top 
five strengths while writing. According to the information in the narrative 
frames, throughout the three weeks she employed her creativity three times: 
to draw in her readers, to formulate “smart” arguments, and to compose an 
anecdote. This strength application resulted in her feeling that the writing proc-
ess was easier, that she improved her critical thinking, and that she did such 
a  good job there was “no room for improvement.” She used honesty to state 
facts she believed to be 100% correct and to find accurate data which made 
her feel “knowledgeable” and “unbiased.” Exercising her strength for zest, Noor 
“wholeheartedly” finished writing an anecdotal introduction, sparking feelings 
of satisfaction and optimism. Finally, Noor re-visited her spirituality strength 
by using her inner voice to guide organization of her writing and strike an 
appropriate tone for her audience. 

There are connections between the strengths identified prior to the interven-
tion and the new ways Noor created to use them. Noor experienced positive 
language results after using her signature strengths in new ways: she liked her 
writing, feeling optimistic, knowledgeable, and satisfied. These are positive 
psychological processes that teachers typically encourage in a  writing course. 
In her first (pre-intervention) writing assignment, Noor communicated anxiety 



Tammy Gregersen, Peter D. MacIntyre, Rachel Buck26

concerning expressing herself in her English writing. She attributed her ap-
prehension to past educational experiences in which teachers “just taught us to 
stick to the five paragraph essays where every sentence is calculated, there is 
little to no space for self-expression, and creative writing.” She found the old 
approach too restrictive; the present approach seemed a  better fit to her par-
ticular strengths. As a design major, Noor felt the tension between her desire to 
be creative in her writing and following formulaic, prescribed rules. She stated 
in her assignment that when she started college, she found it “challenging in 
adjusting my writing and drawing a line between my design proposal, my WRI 
101 essays, and my history classes biography writing” (Assignment 1). 

She echoes the sentiments again in her final research paper reflection 
letter. Within the context of applying strengths such as creativity, she com-
mented, “I  learned that there are rules and policies one must abide to when 
writing a  research paper.” In essence, Noor suggested that her writing anxiety 
stems in part from the notion that her past writing experiences did not provide 
enough room for her to exercise the signature strength of creativity. During 
the intervention, her narrative frame responses described how she invoked 
creativity more than any other strength (three times). Further, she suggested 
that creativity could manifest in different, non-traditional ways. She was able 
to exercise her strengths within the broader confines of the L2 writing systems 
she was being taught.

At the outset of the intervention, Noor was in the process of gathering 
research and drafting a  paper on the topic of closed and open adoptions.3 In 
her narrative frame for week 1 of the intervention, Noor cites work on her 
introduction and her goal to use her creativity strength to find “new ways to 
draw in the reader.” Through the process of trying multiple ways to begin the 
essay, she found that the most effective strategy for her was to provide back-
ground information on, and definitions of, closed and open adoptions. Noor 
discovered that she can still exercise her strength of creativity within a  genre 
that she perceived as being confining and restrictive, that is, she used her 
strength in a  new way. 

In both her narrative frame for week 1 and Assignment 1, another writing 
challenge that Noor describes was finding her “inner voice”: 

It is also challenging to translate certain ideas and sentences in my head to 
English since the language structure is different from that in Arabic. It is 
a  long systematic process from developing the idea in my head in Arabic, 
translating it to English, and then adjusting it to a  certain style of writing. 

3  A  closed adoption means there is no contact between the birth parents and the adoptive 
parents, while in open adoptions, birth parents and adoptive parents choose to include both 
parties in the adopted child’s life. 



Using Character Strengths to Address English Writing Anxiety 27

This challenge is exacerbated with writing her research paper when she laments 
in Assignment 4, her reflective journal: 

I  find it challenging to brain storm my ideas and finding the order and hi-
erarchy in my research since I am overwhelmed by the things I  read about 
the topic and want to include them. Thus, making it difficult for me to find 
what my argument is and what is the best method to convince my reader. 

However, Noor used her spirituality strength as a way to organize ideas. For 
Noor, finding her “inner voice” is a  complicated process. When reflecting on 
the first draft of the research essay in Assignment 4, Noor states, “The over-
use, and abuse of voicing my opinion rather than supporting my argument with 
peer-reviewed articles, data, and experts’ opinion weakened the claims I made.” 
Noor’s use of the pronoun “I” undergoes a  transformation during the course 
of the semester. In her first assignment, Noor used “I” frequently throughout 
to discuss her experiences. In her research essay (Assignment 2), she removed 
the “I” when stating her opinion. For example, in her conclusion, she states, 

Whether the vessel chosen is open or closed adoption a child has the right to 
learn the truth about his identity since day one. Manipulating the story and 
waiting until the child turns the legal age would only create self-acceptance 
and identity issues which might later lead to various mental disorders and 
cause depression. 

She seems to feel more confident in stating her opinion after she has stated 
research supporting many sides of the issue of adoption, but finding an inner 
voice did not necessarily mean using “I” in her papers. 

During week 3, Noor was asked to use her research to write a  letter to the 
editor of a  newspaper or magazine of her choosing. In her narrative frame, 
Noor explained that she used her strengths to find “smart” arguments and 
“accurate facts.” In her letter, she responded to a  previous article about an 
experiment conducted on triplets separated at birth. In her reflection about 
the letter (Assignment 4), she specifically mentions that she had read multiple 
articles about adoption and felt knowledgeable about the subject. She worked 
on the final draft in order to find an “accurate tone” and, in doing so, decided 
that her letter should be directed to “adoptive parents, and for that [she] kept 
the language simple and did not mention scientific terms used in the study like 
polygenic, eugenics, etc.” Because she knew that adoption was a sensitive topic, 
Noor chose to include a quote in her letter from one of the actual triplets who 
was targeted in the study. She also decided an anecdote would be appropriate for 
the content, and she interpreted this as being “honest” about her description of 
the study in the letter. While Noor’s purpose for writing was somewhat vague 
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(“inform the public and alarm parents to wake up”), she found some freedom 
and strength in writing about something with which she is deeply concerned. 

Over the three-week intervention period, by actively thinking about her 
signature strengths, Noor altered some of her beliefs about writing. Instead of 
thinking about her writing in terms of rules and policies, she came to see it as 
more nuanced and complex. She understood that “writing in the field of design 
can look and feel very different like that of magazines, and design journals” 
(Assignment 4), but that there are choices within each genre of writing. Noor 
found room for creativity within the assignments, but the ways she drew on 
her creativity took on different forms in each context. 

After the Strengths Intervention 

The post-intervention narrative frame asked participants to reflect upon the 
experience of using signature strengths and to project forward as to how they 
might use them in the future. Noor’s final post-intervention narrative frame 
was as follows:

This past month, I used my personal strength in new ways by introducing 
it to my life in new ways like my art. From this experience, I felt powerful. 
This is because I  was able to use my strength efficiently. In my Writing 
class, I  felt more productive. However, I  still struggle with organizing my 
ideas since it does get overwhelming sometimes. Yet, from this experience, 
I  have learned to get my mind off things and start after a  short break. 
Still there are still so many ways for me to use my strengths! Among 
them are communicating with people in any form (art, conversations,
writing).

A striking element of Noor’s final narrative is her revelation that she was able 
to extend the use of her signature strengths to other areas of her life, such as 
her art, and that this extension resulted in positive outcomes, making her feel 
more powerful and productive. As a  design major, art is central not only to 
her identity, but also to her profession. She admits to feeling overwhelmed at 
times but knowing how to use her strengths has taught her to reenergize by 
taking a  break to re-center herself. 

	 At the end of the study, we informed the participants of their anxiety 
scores from the pre- and post-intervention SLWAI and asked them to reflect on 
the differences between the pre-test and the post-test, if any. Our purpose in 
doing so was a  form of member check (Maxwell, 2013) wherein the research 
participant reacts to the information obtained in the study. Noor’s response to 
her reduction in anxiety scores on the SLWAI was as follows:
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Towards the beginning of the semester, I  was uncertain of my English 
language skills. This was because I  was not confident in my own voice. 
I tried to mask my opinion by using the passive voice. However, that made 
me realize that I was anxious to express my inner voice. After participating 
in the study […], I had to face my anxiety and accept it so I can move on. 
I  started using the active voice in my writing, which decreased the grade 
of my essay because I  did not master the style well. However, after some 
practice, my grades became better and I was more confident in expressing 
my thoughts and my values to communicate to people my standard rather 
than shying away. And I  feel like I  have accomplished that since I  went 
from a 72 to a  [score of 51, a  change of] –21.

Rather than working on compensating for her deficiencies in her writing, Noor 
capitalized on signature strengths she already possessed to make the writing 
process easier, more enjoyable, and to gain confidence. Her teacher uses a very 
friendly teaching style, beginning class with a question used to create an open 
environment, group work activities, and thus students were encouraged to of-
fer multiple viewpoints in class discussions. Noor said that the effect extended 
to the rest of her life and art, leading her to feel more powerful, productive, 
and energized. 

Noor’s specific approach to implementing the Signature Strengths PPI sup-
ports the need to assess the person-activity fit. Lyubomirsky and Layous (2013) 
presented the factors that mediate the effectiveness of PPIs, including (1) the 
details of the specific PPI; (2) the characteristics of the person using it; (3) the 
degree of ‘fit’ between the person and the activity; and (4) a consideration of the 
specific processes that are engaged. The present results support the idea 
that assessing the efficacy of the PPI can be done at the individual level, in 
a detailed analysis of the process used to implement the PPI and tailor it to the 
individual. Noor’s quantitative data showed that the PPI was unusually effective 
for her, she showed a  remarkable reduction in writing anxiety, and the above 
analysis suggests that it fit her needs remarkably well. 

Conclusion

Perhaps the most appropriate conclusion of this study is that the PPI in-
tervention can reduce writing anxiety for some learners but not others. For at 
least one individual, this occurred in a  dramatic fashion. That is not to say 
the PPI will work for everyone. One of the lessons emerging from this study 
is the need to examine in detail the fit between the individual and the PPI 



Tammy Gregersen, Peter D. MacIntyre, Rachel Buck30

activity and to document the process by which it exerts its effect. In fact, one 
of the most significant pedagogical implications emerging from this study is 
that interventions, such as learning tasks, assessment tools, feedback, and other 
teaching/learning mechanisms, are most effective when personalized to meet 
the individual needs of the learner. The present results reinforced the benefits 
of an individual-level experimental approach to analyzing the efficacy of inter-
ventions. We know from previous investigations that even the most successful 
inventions will not affect all persons in the same way, and some persons might 
not engage with the PPI at all. 

Csikszentmihalyi (1991, p. xi) poetically suggests, “[…] a  joyful life is an 
individual creation that cannot be copied from a  recipe.” In more practical 
research terms, Molenaar and Campbell (2009) argue forcefully what virtually 
every methodologist knows—because of intra-group variability and aggrega-
tion of data across persons, group level results, including differences in means 
showing change over time, cannot be assumed to apply to any individual, even 
those persons within the group that produced the data. Further, data collected 
on the efficacy of an intervention in one domain (writing) might not transfer 
to another domain (speaking), and results might also vary substantially across 
teaching contexts, participant age groups, cultures, and teacher characteristics. 

The implications of these methodological tenets can often be overlooked in 
asking whether an intervention ‘worked.’ In practical terms it means that we 
must approach evaluating interventions at each implementation, cautiously, and 
without over-generalizing. Therefore, in conclusion, we present Noor’s case as 
one example where using signature strengths in a  new way led to a  reduction 
in anxiety because the PPI itself fit both the person and the context in which 
she was studying.
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A p p e n d i x  A

Narrative Frames

1. Pre-intervention Narrative Frame: My Strengths Story
In my Writing class, I  have a  difficult time trying to                                                                       
                                                            . The main reason for this is
                                                                                                         . 
However, I  feel I  excel in                                                                                             
                                                                                                        . 
One of my personal strengths is                                                       . I  have used 
it in the past to                                                                                        . 
This week I  will use my strength to help me in my writing and in my writing class by
                                                                                                          
                                                                                                         . 
For each of the remaining three weeks I will try to use my personal strength in a new way by:
1)                                                                                                        
2)                                                                                                        
3)                                                                                                        

2. Post-intervention Narrative Frame

This past month, I  used my personal strength in new ways by                                                                        
                                                                                                           
                                                                      . From this experience, I  felt
                                                                                                          .
This is because                                                                                         
                                                                                                          .
In my Writing class, I  felt more                                                                        .
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However, I  still struggle with                                                                         
                                                                      . Yet, from this experience, I have 
learned                                                                        . Still, there are still so 
many ways for me to use my strengths!! Among them are                                                                        
                                                                                                           .

3. “During intervention” Narrative Frame

MY TOP FIVE PERSONAL STRENGTHS ARE:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Weekly Strength Report:
Sunday
The strength I  used was                                                                              .
I used this strength in my writing by                                                                         .
After doing this, I  felt                                                                                                                                     
                                                                                                          
Monday
The strength I  used was                                                                              .
I used this strength in my writing by                                                                         .
After doing this, I  felt                                                                                                                                     
                                                                                                          
Tuesday
The strength I  used was                                                                              .
I used this strength in my writing by                                                                         .
After doing this, I  felt                                                                                                                                     
                                                                                                          
Wednesday
The strength I  used was                                                                              .
I used this strength in my writing by                                                                         .
After doing this, I  felt                                                                                                                                     
                                                                                                          
Thursday
The strength I  used was                                                                              .
I used this strength in my writing by                                                                         .
After doing this, I  felt                                                                                                                                     
                                                                                                          .



Using Character Strengths to Address English Writing Anxiety 35

Tammy Gregersen, Peter D. MacIntyre, Rachel Buck

Die Verwendung von Charakterstärken zur Bekämpfung von Schreibangst 
in Englisch

Z u s a m m e n f a s s u n g

Die positive Psychologie wurde in die Literatur der angewandten Linguistik mit dem all-
gemeinen Ziel eingeführt, die Erfahrungen von Sprachlernern und -lehrern durch eine Vielzahl 
von Interventionen zu verbessern (MacIntyre & Mercer, 2014; Gabryś-Barker & Gałajda, 2016). 
„Das Ziel der positiven Psychologie ist es, einen Wandel in der Psychologie zu katalysieren, 
der sich nicht mehr nur damit beschäftigt, die schlechtesten Dinge im Leben zu reparieren, 
sondern auch die besten Qualitäten im Leben aufzubauen“ (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000, S. 5). Ein wichtiger Beitrag dieses jungen Gebiets ist eine Reihe von empirisch ge-
testeten, positiv-psychologischen Interventionen (PPI), die nachweislich positive Emotionen 
verstärken, Disstress reduzieren und/oder das Wohlbefinden verbessern (Seligman, Steen, 
Park, & Peterson, 2005; Sin & Lyubormirsky, 2009). In der vorliegenden Studie wird eine 
Anwendung von PPI untersucht, deren Schwerpunkt in der Nutzung von Charakterstärken als 
einer Möglichkeit, die Sprachangst zu behandeln, liegt. Anhand einer Fallstudie wird aufge-
zeigt, wie diese Intervention für die Studierenden von Vorteil war.

Schlüsselwörter: Fremdsprachenangst, positiv-psychologische Interventionen (PPI), VIA 
Strengths Inventory




