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PROFESSOR LEA WATERS: Activist and writer Katherine Russell says, “Every problem has a solution. It may sometimes just need another perspective.” 
As educators, we're often in problem solving mode from small to big problems, simple to complex problems, frustrating to rewarding problems. Problems are a mainstay of our job. 
Not surprisingly, we tend to think of problems as an intellectual task. But the emotional intelligence research shows us that our hearts play just as big a role as our brains in solving problems. 
We all know that it's difficult to make good decisions when we are stressed, or angry or tired. But what role do positive emotions play in problem solving?
It's a question that's been studied by cognitive psychologists for the past two decades. And it turns out that positive emotions help to make us smarter. 
This is a scientific finding that goes against a general belief in our society that positivity equates with simplicity.
You only have to think about common phrases like ‘the happy fall’ or ‘blind optimism’ or ‘naive happiness’ to know that positive emotions are often seen as lightweight. Joy, for example, is seen as having less depth and less substance than sadness. 
But why is that? Isn't joy just as primal as sadness? Isn't laughter just as important as tears?
If positive emotions are simplistic, then I agree with Leonardo da Vinci who said, “Simplicity is the ultimate form of sophistication”.
Psychology experiments show that when you're in a positive state, it changes your brain chemistry and it changes in ways that help you to see the bigger picture, think more clearly, consider alternative perspectives and come up with better and more creative solutions.
Let's look at one example of how positive emotions help you to see the big picture. In research conducted at Brandeis University in Massachusetts, people viewed a computer screen that showed a series of photographs of our typical daily experiences. 
As part of that experiment, they wore eye tracking devices that monitored all the eye movements, tracking where their eyes went across the screen. Unbeknownst to the study participants, before they were fitted with the eye gear, the research team had randomly allocated half into a positive emotion group. 
For these people, the researchers made a point of being very warm, showing a lot of gratitude, including giving them a gift of a small bag of chocolates to eat after the experiment was done. 
For the other people, the environment was more neutral and the researchers were more task-oriented when they were fitting the eye tracking device. 
Just prior to watching the photos, all the participants were given a short mood survey to see if the positive priming worked. And for those where it hadn't worked, their data was later excluded from the analysis.
Here's what the eye tracking data showed. People in a positive mood looked at more of the computer screen, they took in more of the images and their eyes tracked more of the periphery than those who are in their neutral mood. 
In other words, positive emotions help them to see the bigger picture.
The researchers concluded that positive emotions help us. And I'm going to quote you directly from the research article here, so I'm going to need to put my glasses on.
“The way that positive emotions help us is by broadening the earliest attentional components of information processing.” 
In other words, even before you've consciously begun to solve a problem, your positive emotions give you more data. And it's not only that you see more, positive emotions also help you to think more flexibly.
People who are in a positive mood generate more ideas in brainstorming tasks. For example, if I was to give you 30 seconds to think of as many different purposes that you could use for this pen, you'd generate more ideas and more novel ideas if you are in a positive mood.
In literacy experiments, people who are positively primed create more novel word associations, demonstrate heightened creativity in associating word comparisons, and they utilise more inclusive and flexible categories in word groupings.
So positive emotions don't just help us as leaders and staff in our problem solving. They also help our students with their literacy skills.
Positive emotions have also been associated with learning achievement in maths, and this is interesting because there's a lot of emphasis on helping students to overcome negative feelings about maths.
What would happen if we flipped the question, and focused on helping them generate positive feelings about maths?
You've heard me mention the research technique positive priming a few times in this video now. It's a very simple way of fostering positive emotions and there's lots of examples of positive priming in schools, even if we don't use that term.
Leaders who stand at the front gate in the morning welcoming their students, playing upbeat or calming music at the start of school assembly, a morning tea laid out in the staff room.
These are all examples of creating an environment that helps people to feel good. In other words, positive priming.
In a school that I'm currently working with, the leadership team now start each meeting with a WWW, and that stands for ‘What's Working Well’.
Starting the meetings with a WWW helps the leaders to see the good things that have happened at school this week, before they have to solve the more complex problems. 
And it's a wise thing to do because the WWW, which is now the standard first item on their agenda, makes the leaders feel good. And that's a positive outcome in and of itself.
But as we've learned in this video, when we feel good, we also solve problems more successfully.
I bet if we took a peek into these leaders' brains, we'd likely see that their brain chemistry has changed because of the WWW. And it's changed in a way that helps them to see the bigger picture, think more clearly and brainstorm alternatives. All of which add up to help us be better leaders.
So far from being simplistic, positive emotions help us think in more sophisticated ways, and positive primers are a key strategy that you can use at your school.
In the activity that I've created to accompany this video, you'll have the chance to identify the times when you’ve solve problems well, and reflect on the role that positive emotions have played.
I've created a second activity that allows you as a team to identify the positive primers that already exist in your school and to brainstorm new positive primers. 
I hope you have fun with these activities.
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