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Universal Virtues: 
Lessons From History

Do universal virtues exist?
If they exist, what are they?
How can we measure them in human 
behavior?



Classification of Character Strengths       Peterson and Seligman

Wisdom
-Creativity
-Curiosity
-Judgment
-Love of Learning
-Perspective

Courage
-Bravery
-Industry
-Authenticity
-Zest

Love
-Intimacy
-Kindness
-Social Intelligence

Justice
-Citizenship
-Fairness
-Leadership

Temperance
-Forgiveness
-Humility
-Prudence
-Self-Control

Transcendence
-Awe
-Gratitude
-Hope
-Humor
-Spirituality



Positive Psychology

Positive Psychology
Identification and cultivation of mental 
strengths

Positive Psychology is the science of:
Positive subjective experience
Positive individual traits
Positive institutions



Individual Talents: Lessons from 
Current Performance
Interviews with two million people about strengths 

focused on excellence in practice
What strengths are used to achieve mastery in 

your professional roles?
Over 80,000 managers in hundreds of 
organizations
How often do you get to do what you do best?
34 Themes of Talent

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Buckingham and Clifton (2001) argued that most individuals have little sense of their gifts, talents, and strengths, much less the ability to build their workplace lives around them. The authors contended that many people become experts in their weaknesses and spend their lives attempting to repair suspected flaws, while their strengths lie dormant and neglected The Gallup Organization conducted a systematic study of excellence in diverse professions and occupations that involved 2 million subjects across 30 years. From this mosaic of knowledge, skills, and talent, 34 of the most prevalent themes of human talent emerged. Based on this information, The Gallup International Research and Education Center developed a Web-based profile called Strengths Finder, which "will immediately reveal your five dominant themes of talent" (Buckingham and Clifton 2001, 12). For an aspiring teacher, for example, a timely sense of one's signature themes could prove to be a key part of the reflective process of finding one's life work. Moreover, Buckingham and Coffman (1999, 3) contended that to excel in one's chosen field and to find a deep and lasting fulfillment in doing so, one "will need to become an expert at finding and describing and applying and practicing and refining his or her strengths." 



Defining Talent 
Buckingham and Clifton

Talents are value neutral
Talents require both conceptual and 
experiential knowledge 
Talents are the products of normal healthy 
development

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Skills can help you perform but not excel if they are not in your areas of greatest talent  Talents are value neutral  If you want to change your life so others may benfit from your strengths, change your values



Talent is defined as naturally recurring. The field of neuroscience further clarifies this notion. Roughly, between the ages of 3 and 15, the human brain organizes itself by strengthening the synaptic connections used often, while infrequently used connections weaken over time. Dr. Harry Chugani, professor of pediatrics, neurology, and radiology at Wayne State University School of Medicine, made the following statement about the synaptic connections in the brain: “Roads with the most traffic get widened. The ones that are rarely used fall into disrepair” (Coffman & Gonzalez-Molina, 2003, p. 21). Stronger synapses within the network of connections in the brain continue to strengthen, while weaker connections fade away. After about age 15, an individual’s unique network of synaptic connections does not change significantly. While this doesn’t imply that people cannot change, it does provide scientific backup for the notion that their talents, or recurring patterns of thought, feeling, or behavior – don’t significantly change over time. Individuals can develop a heightened self-awareness, they can stabilize their values and beliefs, and they can add knowledge and skills on the way to 

developing their talents into strengths. 



Building your Strengths

Talents  naturally recurring patterns of 
thought, feeling, or behavior
Knowledge  facts and lessons learned
Skills  steps in an activity

Building a strength requires drawing on 
innate talent, gathering knowledge, honing 
one’s skills
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For example to be drawn toward strangers and enjoy the challenge of making a connection with them is a talent called Woo but to build a network of supporters who know you and are prepared to help you is a strength  You have drawn on your innate talent with skills and knowledge necessary to bring your talent into action.



Skills and knowledge are acquired through learning and practice  It is not possible to build a strength without talent  The theory derived from the Gallup Poll research suggests that too much time is spent trying to refine weaknesses rather than support our true talents.  If we focus on what we are not good at doing, we drain ourselves of energy and while we may get better at that area, it will never be our strong suit because it is not as natural for us.  



The key to building a strength is to figure out what your natural talent is and to refine it with knowledge and skills

Perhaps this is what school should be like A focused hunt for a child’s greatest potential  School is preoccupied with transfer of knowledge and plugging skills gaps and we miss ways to develop natural talents

We have a language for describing what is wrong from psychosis to neurosis depression anxiety but the language of human strength is sparse



Obstacles encountered in 
conversations about strengths

Strengths may be viewed as cultural or familial 
expectations rather than originating from unique 
talents
Activities designed to promote strengths conflict 
with values of modesty and humility
A focus on strengths runs counter to the 
prevailing focus on deficits, remediation and 
social comparison
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Cultural expectations/ Family Expectations  From our times using strengths in class we have discovered that students can become uncomfortable. The focus on strengths is short circuited by our belief that we are just supposed to be naturally doing those things we do best and should not overidentify with those areas that are simply expected.  Students feel they should not even view them as a strength to begin with.  

That leads to the next level of discomfort which is celebrating our strengths feels unnatural.  We often view our strengths as inhibiting of values that we are expected to foster which promote humility and modesty.  We have a tendency to view strengths as though they are dangerous and will lead to self absorbed preoccupation when the reality is our true strengths are not built around the need to blindly pump ourselves up which is often the case when we feel we have no true talents.  Talents are natural expressions of what we are meant to do and to build and create and building our strengths from our talents requires effort, focus and ingenuity.  

Finally,



How do we discern between fostering conversations vs strengths “bypass”?  How do we provide feedback to students when we are discussing strengths, when a piece of information comes up that may derail the conversation, how do we  honor talents but provide feedback to develop strengths? We must move away from a conversation that is about improving our weaknesses toward crafting a conversation that is about improving our strengths.   



Characteristics of a Strengths 
Fostering Classroom Environment
Fostering Trust

Establish norms that incorporate 
safety and confidentiality 
Model respect for pace, 
awareness and current views of 
individual and system
Provide structure that support 
indv/team learning as primary 
catalyst  for facilitating 
individual/system development
Offer encouragement and 
validation

Encouraging Self Efficacy
Identify individual strengths 
and strengths of system
Model ways to incorporate 
individual strengths in a variety 
of contexts with a focus on 
outcomes
Provide personal control and 
incentive in assignments to 
maximize investment
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Strengths help us discuss what is right about us rather than what is wrong about us thereby establishing a sense of trust and belonging  Norms to consider in helping to establish this positive environment are: the following. 





Confidence draws heavily from Bandura’s (1982) work with self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is defined as, “an individual’s conviction (or confidence) about his or her abilities to mobilize the motivation, cognitive resources, and courses of action needed to successfully execute a specific task within a given context” (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998b, p. 66). Self-efficacy, or confidence, can be developed through positive feedback, mastery experiences or performance attainments, vicarious learning, and physiological or psychological arousal (Bandura, 1997). A recent meta-analysis illustrated a strong link between confidence and work-related performance (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998a). 

A recent study with 212 UCLA students provides evidence that increased confidence may be an outcome of strengths-based development. Strengths-based development has been linked to positive outcomes in a variety of studies across a range of domains. Individuals participating in strengths-based development report changed behaviors in follow-up surveys. More direct relationships between strengths-based development and attendance, grades, and per person productivity have been identified. In other cases, strengths-based development has been linked to increases in employee engagement, which has been meaningfully linked to business outcomes including profitability, turnover, safety, customer satisfaction, and more (Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002). 



Characteristics of a Strength Based 
Environment
Team based Learning

Connect strengths to 
individual and system 
goals
Create opportunities for 
shared narratives and 
shared meanings
Encourage new networks 
of understanding to 
emerge

Promoting Critical 
Thinking
Encourage testing of 
beliefs and assumptions
Provide experiences that 
help learner consider 
other points of view
Identify difference not 
viewed as pathology
Generalize learning to 
multiple settings



Creating a Strength Based 
Environment
Small Group

Creating shared 
conversation around 
strengths
Acknowledge group 
members of sources of 
support & accountability
Identify differences and 
learn constructive 
feedback to enhance 
performance

Individual
Awareness
Identifying and defining 
strengths
Integration
Increasing investment 
through incentives and 
personal control and 
benefits
Action
Putting strengths to work 
and generalizing 



Norms for Small Group Learning

Confidentiality
Structure conversations that support 
constructive feedback on behaviors that 
limit the development of strengths
Value each person’s contributions
Construct a shared experience that allows 
for the empowerment of each individual 
member 
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Strength based conversations are about constructing opportunities to discuss strengths; strength developing conversations create strengths out of the raw materials or vulnerable passages that often become conversations about deficits. In the classroom and in the workplace, corrective feedback has its place in assessing competence and reinforcing expectations. Roberts et al. (2005, 75) conceded, "Multiple studies have shown that people pay attention to negative information." In fact, research (Roberts et al. 2005) suggested that individuals tend to recall four negative memories for every positive one. Feedback that ferrets out one's flaws, however, can trigger an overinvestment of time and energy in repairing perceived weaknesses. Similarly, Roberts et al. (2005, 75) argued, "You may have more to gain by developing your gifts and leveraging your natural skills than by trying to repair your weaknesses." Thus, while "people remember criticism, awareness of faults doesn't necessarily translate into better performance" (Roberts et al. 2005, 80). 

A classroom or a faculty workgroup with a strengths-based orientation counterbalances the downside of negative feedback by tapping into acknowledged strengths, as well as unrecognized and unexplored areas of human potential. Ironically, knowing one's strengths offers students and colleagues a better understanding of how to deal with and work around one's weaknesses 



Constructing Conversations

Strength Based
Moving away from 
strength viewed as 
weakness
What makes me 
strong and how do I 
accomplish near 
perfect performance?

Strength Developing
Moving toward 
weakness with 
strength
How do I use my 
strength to address 
my weakness?
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There are several ways that traces of talents can be identified, including spontaneous reactions, yearnings, rapid learning, and satisfaction (Buckingham & Clifton, 2001). Spontaneous reactions are subconscious, immediate responses to a given situation. These glimpses of talent may be observed in a person who naturally takes charge of a situation without being asked to do so, a new employee who quickly introduces herself to her coworkers, and a student who willingly volunteers to stay after class to help a fellow student with his homework. Yearnings may also provide clues to talent. A passion for a new hobby, a need to keep things neat and tidy, and a desire to learn a new language could be indications of talent. Others identify talents through examples of rapid learning, whether it is in a new role at work, geometry class, or 

violin lessons. Finally, satisfactions from positive activities provide clues to talent. If someone enjoys the process of planning a family reunion, reading a technical paper, or giving a speech to a large audience, chances are that they are appealing to one or more of their talents. 

Monitoring thoughts and behavior over a period of time can provide important insights into identifying themes of talent. Other means of talent identification are available as well 





Small Group Design in the 
Classroom

Assign Groups
Strengths Check In Each Week
Weekly activities that focus on strengths
Coaching others: Asking strength based questions
Report to other groups on how strengths are being used 
and status on individual goal development



Fostering strength based thinking 
in individuals 

Identify strengths or virtues from what 
feels natural and is enjoyable to do
Maximize individual strengths by finding 
creative ways to practice and use 
frequently
Reframe vulnerabilities as opportunities to 
hone your strengths in a new way 
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At the individual level, strengths-based development involves three stages: Identification of talent, integration into how one views himself or herself, and behavioral change (Clifton & Harter, 2003). This process involves many steps, including identifying things done at excellence, claiming them as strong points, naming them, sharing them with others, consciously thinking about how performance can be maximized if behaviors and talents are aligned, adding necessary knowledge and skills, and actively using the talents whenever possible. 

In the identification of talent phase, individuals increase their level of self-awareness. They capitalize on opportunities to claim particular themes of talent. In the integration phase, individuals are more able to explain the behaviors that take place as a result of their top talents. They begin to define who they are in terms of their talents. Finally, in the behavior change phase, individuals tie their successes back to their themes of talent. Further, they report increases in satisfaction, productivity, and other outcomes as a result of their focus on what they do best. 
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