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Introduction
Happiness is often used as a term of subjective well-being in psychology (Lyubomirsky 
et al. 2005a; Sagiv et al. 2004; Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 2004). If thought of in another 
way, happiness is an emotion combined with other positive emotions, resulting in sub-
jective well-being when the positive emotions of a person are much more than his nega-
tive emotions, and his life satisfaction is high (Diener 2000). It is widely believed that 
happiness has an important and essential role in the well-being and motivation of school 
children (Datu et al. 2017; Frey and Stutzer 2002; Moos et al. 2005; Oreopoulos 2007; 
Soleimani and Tebyanian 2011). School children often face multiple challenges that may 
lead to negative effects and problem behaviors (Weissberg et al. 2003). The lack of hap-
piness and joyfulness has a significant influence on students’ personality growth and 
might affect their intelligence, thinking skills, creativity, and educational achievements 
(Al-Yasin 2001). Data regarding the happiness of school children should be analyzed and 
effectively used to meet the challenges.

The lack of happiness in schools is a major problem of many education systems, which 
is rarely considered in a careful manner (Guilherme and de Freitas 2017; Salavera et al. 
2017). Attention to happiness should be stressed as early in childhood as possible but 
definitely no later than adolescence, given the importance of the cognitive, emotional, 
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personality, and social development features and skills that occur during this time period 
(Mahon et al. 2010; Parker and Asher 1989). As early changes create a strong basis for 
positive happiness throughout life, most intervention programs tend to stress that edu-
cators can be influential in building positive resources for children if the changes are 
sought earlier. Hence, the role of family, home, and friends become vital (Kocayörük and 
Telef 2015; Roberts et al. 2005).

Policy makers at the Abu Dhabi Department of Education and Knowledge (ADEK) 
have emphasized continuously that ensuring that school children are happy and feel 
good about themselves will lead to much better chances of achieving the success wanted. 
This study aims to help school decision makers to better understand the significant 
determinants of happiness. This article contributes to several strands of literature in 
school happiness. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study providing a struc-
tural equation model incorporating all three constructs of happiness, school-related var-
iables, and home-related variables. It adds to the literature studying the determinants 
of school children happiness looking at schools of a developing country particularly in 
Abu Dhabi. This study mainly aims to understand what makes for happiness among 
school children in Abu Dhabi. The study rests largely on evidence from the Happiness of 
School Children Survey, which was conducted during the third semester of 2016 in Abu 
Dhabi. The main measures of subjective happiness are linked with student’s experiences 
at home and school.

Review of literature and conceptual framework
There are three main theories of happiness: set-point theory, comparison theory, and 
affect theory, which provide different accounts for happiness (Veenhoven 2006). Set-
point theory views happiness as a stable attitude toward life that is biologically encoded 
in humans. It suggests that no matter what we do, we end up staying within a certain, 
stable level of satisfaction (Lykken 1999). Comparison theory expresses happiness as a 
continuous judgment process involving the comparison of our life as it relates to a per-
ceived “ideal life”. In this sense, happiness is mainly the product of our mental evaluation 
rather than the circumstances in which we live (McDowell and Newell 1996 pp. 204). 
Affect theory defines happiness as a sum of the experienced pleasures and pains (Kahne-
man and Tverski 2000).

The conceptual framework for school happiness stems broadly from UNESCO’s man-
date to promote peace through education, and in particular from important pillars of 
learning, mainly learning to live together and learning to be. Those pillars include quali-
ties that are essentially based on relationships, including empathy, tolerance, respect for 
diversity, communication and teamwork (UNESCO 2014, 2016). The pillars also refer to 
qualities such as creativity, critical thinking, self-motivation, perseverance and optimism 
(Faure 1972). The framework also draws on elements of positive psychology, in which the 
core theoretical concept of well-being is positive emotion, engagement, relationships, 
meaning and accomplishment (Seligman et  al. 2009). Given this framework, there are 
many definitions of school happiness that are stressed in general. Carr (2004) believes 
that happiness is based upon relevant concepts of positive feelings. Argyle (2001) con-
siders happiness as satisfaction of life, positive affection, and negative affection. Some 
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believe that positive affection in happiness is related with easy social relations in the for-
mat of a natural and satisfying relation (Sadeghi 2006).

Researchers following different theories and approaches thus tend to adopt different 
conceptualizations of happiness in their research. Happiness was seen by some analysts 
as a function related to positive feelings such as joy and satisfaction (Carr 2004; Griffin 
2007). Similarly, Diener et al. (2005) proposed a broad concept of subjective well-being, 
referring to the encompassing occurrences of pleasant emotions, positive moods, and 
life satisfaction. Martin (2007) further extended his global levels of happiness to include 
overall and general satisfaction, out of control circumstances, and activities that insemi-
nate positive moods and feelings. Argyle (2001) understanding of happiness as an indi-
vidual type of feeling, however, included not only satisfaction and positive affection but 
also negative affection. Moreover, Lewinsohn et al. (1991) distinguished between the life 
satisfaction construct and happiness, arguing that happiness is an emotional state and 
can contribute to satisfaction. Happiness was also seen as a mechanism that propels one 
toward other gains (Linley et al. 2006). Kehle and Bray (2004) connected happiness with 
mental health. Their R.I.C.H. theory assumes that happy people demonstrate the inter-
connected of four characteristics: resources, intimacy, competence, and health.

With regard to happiness related to school, and as children spend a considerable 
amount of their time at school, it makes school an imperative part of their optimal 
growth as they acquire skills that will help them to effectively manage their environment 
(Baker et al. 2003). A variety of psychological, social, economic, physical, and organiza-
tional factors are shown to be associated with school children’s happiness. Good moral 
qualities such as gratitude are important for increasing happiness (Lyubomirsky et  al. 
2005b). The correlation between feelings of children in school and the climate of the 
school was observed (Baker et al. 2003; Chafouleas and Bray 2004). Baker et al. (1997) 
found that when the school acts as a “personally supportive community”, students felt 
more satisfied and their possibility of school completion increased. The principal’s cre-
ativity and initiatives in including certain workshops for students, as well as student 
games, group sports, attractive school environment, and good readable books, assisted 
in improving happiness at school (Wolk 2008).

Many researches point to the education system (students, teachers, parents, school 
principals and support staff) as being most influential in making schools happy or 
unhappy places. An important criterion for happy schools is positive teacher attitudes 
and attributes such as kindness, enthusiasm and fairness, and the role in serving as 
inspiring, creative and happy role models for learners (Lee and Lee 2014). Research 
points to a need for schools to take this criterion into account in teacher recruitment 
and evaluation (i.e., teacher personality, attitude and ethics when hiring and assessing 
teachers) (Kim and Kim 2014; Van Hal et al. 2017).

Friendship is related to the quality of life of children when peer influence becomes 
significant. Lee (2016) analyzed the structural relationships between school-related psy-
chological environment variables including teacher support, learning flow, and friend-
ship and happiness of 870 students in Korean middle and high schools. Lee and Han 
(2000) noted that children who received high quality support from their peers had less 
social problems and discontent, along with the feeling of enhanced psychological well-
being. Kim et al. study (2009) demonstrated that children who received greater love and 
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emotional support from friends had a greater quality of life compared to those who were 
constantly bullied. Kocayörük and Telef (2015) also examined if parents’ attachment 
exerted direct effects on children’s happiness and found both direct and indirect influ-
ences of secure attachment relationships with parents on children’s feelings of happiness.

Some empirical studies also identified categories that might influence school hap-
piness. Students from different cultures is identified is noted as an important factor 
(Demir et al. 2012, 2013). With regard to student gender, most studies show that female 
students portray significantly higher scores (Dursun and Cesur 2016; Plagnol and East-
erlin 2008; Ross and Mirowsky 2006; Stevenson and Wolfers 2009; Salavera et al. 2017). 
Mahon et al. (2010) found that there is no gender difference in the degree of happiness 
among students. Similarly, in a happiness-related school-based study of a sample of 1017 
Norwegian students, no significant differences were found based on gender. School hap-
piness studies also show that in general, younger students portray happier attitude and 
feelings (Dursun and Cesur 2016; Plagnol and Easterlin 2008; Salavera et al. 2017). How-
ever, older students (14–15 years) reported higher levels of unhappiness than younger 
students (13 years old) (Natvig et al. 2003). In South Korea, Han et al. (2012) compared 
the happiness of youth based on their age groups and found that the subjective psycho-
logical well-being of youth was lower than senior age groups. Our search could identify 
limited studies where no relations were found according to student categories such as 
gender or age (Mahon et al. 2010; Van Hal et al. 2017).

The literature review indicates that most previous studies reported the impact of 
teachers, friends, and learning separately and did not approach this integrative linkage 
in a fair manner. Some work on school happiness utilized regression analysis or simple 
descriptive statistics. This current study employed structural equation models (SEMs) 
that could simultaneously reflect potential measurement errors and better understand 
complex causal relationships as well as the direction of such relationships. The variables 
in the model were collected from an extensive search of related literature. The developed 
model was capable of systematically investigating the relationships among these vari-
ables in the final integrated model of factors that affect the happiness of school children.

Context, methods and design

This section presents the empirical context of this research and discusses the sam-
ple used, the instrument developed for the study, and the analytical methods used in 
addressing the objectives of the study.

The context

In Abu Dhabi, there are two systems of schooling—public and private schools. Public 
schools enroll mostly UAE nationals. In the public school system, boys and girls usually 
attend separate schools. However, in some cases, boys and girls attend the same school 
until the fifth grade. Private schools enroll both UAE nationals and non-nationals, where 
the percentage of non-national students in private schools is much higher than that of 
UAE national students. Private schools have different curriculum systems. There are a 
total of 14 different curriculums offered in these schools, including for example Indian, 
British, American curricula. It should be mentioned that certain nationalities of students 
prefer going to certain curriculums.
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With regard to location, Abu Dhabi Region has the largest number of schools (about 
54.3%), next comes Al Ain Region (36.7%) and Al Dhafra Region (9.0%). The Abu Dhabi 
Region is considered more city-type, Al Ain Region is both city-type and rural, while Al 
Dhafra Region is mixed too but covers the remote areas in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi.

The sample

The Happiness of School Children Survey questionnaire was posted on the main web-
site of the ADEK during the third semester for 1 month in 2016. All schools were sent 
a memo as well as several reminders encouraging them to request their students to par-
ticipate in the study. A total of 14,828 students from both public and private schools in 
Abu Dhabi participated in the survey (see Table 1). In general, it was observed that more 
students from the 5th, 3rd, and 6th grades participated in the study. Private school stu-
dents were more enthusiastic about participating (72.8% relative to 27.2% from public 
schools). The percentage of students in the sample from the three school districts (Abu 
Dhabi—71.9%, Al Ain—22.1%, and Al Dhafra—6.0%) is also relatively reflective of the 
population of students in these areas (62.7%, 32.0%, and 5.3%, respectively). The percent-
ages of male and female participation are also representative of the student population.

The instrument and administration

Several sources were reviewed before developing the survey instrument, including 
some similar studies that were conducted previously such as Ivens (2007), Kocayörük 
and Telef (2015), Lee (2016), Matthews et al. (2015), Robertson (2013), and Stiglbauer 
et al. (2013). The first part of the survey covered information regarding school location, 
school type, grade level, nationality, and gender. The subsequent part consisted of some 

Table 1 Sample of students

Grade

 Grade 3 1828 (13.5%)

 Grade 4 1534 (11.3%)

 Grade 5 2146 (15.8%)

 Grade 6 1883 (13.9%)

 Grade 7 1536 (11.3%)

 Grade 8 1578 (11.6%)

 Grade 9 1289 (9.5%)

 Grade 10 918 (6.8%)

 Grade 11 545 (4.0%)

 Grade 12 322 (2.4%)

Gender

 Male 6212 (45.5%)

 Female 7439 (54.5%)

School type

 Public 3735 (27.2%)

 Private 10,012 (72.8%)

School location

 Abu Dhabi 9945 (71.9%)

 Al Ain 3058 (22.1%)

 Al Dhafra 832 (6.0%)
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multiple choice questions regarding happiness (overall, relative to other friends and as a 
definition). Some items were related to the home (having fun, getting along, and spend-
ing time together with family members). The items reflect more the quality of time spent 
at home with parents, and other family members. The following section contained items 
related to student feelings about the self, other, and life. The last section included seven 
items dealing with school students and other matters.

A focus group comprising researchers, school administrators, and school psycholo-
gists was convened to review the instrument. The question items comprised various Lik-
ert scales of four, five, or seven points. In the final analysis, all items were converted 
to five-point Likert scales. Due to the objectives of the study, a total of 29 items were 
not used since they were related to the subjective well-being of students during the past 
week of filling the survey.

The instrument was administered online. Using the parent database at the ADEK, an 
email letter was sent to every parent requesting their consent to allow their children to 
participate in the online survey. Parents were provided with the survey link for them 
to give it to their children if they accepted the invitation. As a result, the children com-
pleted the survey at any time that they preferred. Such method was used to provide the 
children complete freedom to ensure others (parents or teachers) would not influence 
their responses.

Analysis methods

Descriptive statistics of all items were presented and analyzed. Three main dimensions 
were constructed. For each of the three dimensions of happiness, home and family, and 
school, a simple exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was performed to insure the unidi-
mensionality of each of the three constructs. To ensure the reliability of each construct, 
Cronbach alpha was utilized.

The “home” dimension focuses on variables such as fun with the family, how family 
members get along, and time spent together with parents. It should be mentioned that 
the exploratory factor analysis (EFA) dropped only one home-related variable from fur-
ther analysis (sometimes, I feel lonely at home). The “school” dimension includes vari-
ables reflecting satisfaction with the school, belonging to the school, looking forward 
to going to school, and feelings about other students in the school. The EFA dropped 
two variables from further analysis (I never feel safe at school, and I am treated fairly at 
school). The “happiness” dimension includes variables such as self-perception of happi-
ness and level of happiness, happiness relative to others, feelings about life satisfaction, 
and having lots of friends.

For each measurement model, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was also per-
formed. An SEM was presented to portray the linkages and directions of the effects for 
the three constructs. For both CFA and SEM, the important statistics analyzed included 
the Chi square (χ2), p values, degrees of freedom, RMSEA, GFI, NFI, NNFI, AGFI, CFI, 
and RMR (Jöreskog and Sörbom 1989).

Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was employed to assess the differences 
of the three constructs of happiness, school, and home between student gender, grade 
level, type of school, and school location. MANOVA may yield some information to 
answer questions about the combined effect of the three dependent variables. It tests the 
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null hypothesis of equality of vectors of means on multiple dependent variables across 
groups. For each category of students and each construct, the Wilk Lambda statistic was 
assessed. This statistic “examines whether groups are somehow different without being 
concerned with whether they differ on at least one linear combination of the dependent 
variables (Hair et al. 1998 pp. 351).

Results
Descriptive statistics of all used items in the study are exhibited in Table 2. For happi-
ness, the highest means are recorded with respect to “I have lots of friends” and “my 
happiness is relative to my peers.” With regard to school matters, the highest mean is 
recorded with regard to “I like my school” and “proud to belong to this school”. For home 
and family, the highest mean belongs to “how family members get along”.

EFA was performed to assess the reliability and validity of the three measurement 
scales. The application of EFA revealed that only one factor emerged, which indicates 
that the factors are unidimensional. The Cronbach alpha recorded were happiness (7.52), 
school (0.957), and home and family (0.705). These values are acceptable.

CFA corresponds to the measurement model of SEM. As a result, first, it is necessary 
to identify a valid set of measurement models linking a set of observed variables to a 
usually smaller set of latent variables. A CFA of each of the three constructs provides 
reasonable fit statistics. Table 3 provides the fit statistics with regard to each of the con-
structs. The home and family construct has only three variables; as a result, fit statistics 
are not available.

Table 4 shows the covariance matrix of the variables that were used in the SEM analy-
sis. The final SEM model is provided in Fig. 1. Several steps were followed to arrive at 

Table 2 Descriptive statistics

All mean (average) values are from minimum 1 to maximum 5

Code Dimension and variables Mean Standard 
deviation

Happiness

 Q9 In general, I consider myself happy 3.65 1.317

 Q10 My happiness relative to my peers 3.87 1.686

 Q17_1 Life is good at the moment 3.83 1.178

 Q11 Happiness and enjoying life 3.39 1.720

 Q17_19 I have lots of friends 3.90 1.170

School matters

 Q18_1 This is an excellent school 3.59 1.358

 Q18_2 I like my school 3.70 1.289

 Q18_3 Proud to belong to this school 3.68 1.290

 Q18_4 Locking forward to coming to school in the morning 3.54 1.332

 Q18_5 Students in this school are happy to be here 3.49 1.294

 Q18_6 I recommend this school to my friends 3.54 1.331

 Q18_7 Overall I am satisfied with this school 3.59 1.337

Home and family

 Q13 How much fun with Family 3.30 0.877

 Q14 How family members get along 4.34 0.938

 Q15 Parent’s time spent with you 3.37 1.086
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this final figure. The steps involved the inclusion of the error covariance between vari-
ables, adding paths between latent constructs, and checking for the largest standardized 
residuals. The most important results have to do with fit statistics obtained by running 
the final SEM model. The fit statistics are provided in Table 5. The values indicate that 
the portrayed model enjoys good characteristics. The RMSEA is 0.0265, well below the 
threshold of 0.05, and the value of (χ2/df of 2.733) is below the threshold of 3.0. All other 
indexes are good (Jöreskog and Sörbom 1989).

Table  6 provides the standardized estimates and the t values of the variables in the 
SEM model. All t values are indicative of a good hypothesized SEM model. These results 
indicate that all the estimates (loadings) are statistically significant at a 0.05 level of sig-
nificance. Consequently, the indicators for school status and home and family attitude 
seem to achieve an acceptable level of construct validity. The results imply that both 
school and home and family exert a direct and statistically significant influence on hap-
piness. The effect from school on happiness is 0.57 with a t value of 47.53. It should be 
noted that the school construct consisted of attitude and feeling toward the school in 
general and students in the school. The variables with the highest standardized estimate 
(importance) are “I like my school” (0.94), “this is an excellent school” (0.93), and “proud 
to belong to this school” (0.92).” In addition, the model shows that home has an extra sig-
nificance by exerting an indirect force on happiness through its influence on school, with 
an indirect effect of 0.2451. As a result, the total effect is 0.6751.

Another significant result is that home affects both school (0.43) and happiness (0.55). 
This reflects the importance of the nature of relationships at home (having fun with each 
other, getting along with each other, and spending time with parents). With regard to the 
happiness construct, the most important variable deals with having lots of friends, with 
an estimate of 0.70. Other important features of happiness deal with attitude toward life 
in general and student’s own perception of happiness.

Results showed a statistically significant multivariate effect for student age (grade 
level), nationality, type of school, and school location with regard to all three constructs 
of school, home, and happiness. Table 7 shows the MANOVA results for three signifi-
cant constructs. The multivariate tests show that Wilks’ Lambda is significant for three 
constructs across all five categories, but not significant with regard to student national-
ity. The composite means of each of these groups for each of the three dimensions reflect 
the differences.

With regard to the “home” satisfaction scores, we note that students in Abu Dhabi 
show higher satisfaction than that of Al Ain and Al Dhafra (3.6996, 3.6527, and 3.4032 
relatively). We also notice that private school students show a higher “home” satisfaction 
score than their public school counterparts (3.7162 compared to 3.5505). Non-national 
students showed significantly higher scores with regard to two variables (Q14 and Q15). 

Table 3 Fit statistics of each of the constructs (CFA)

χ2 df RMSEA P NFI NNFI GFI AGFI CFI RMR

Happiness 7.02 3 0.010 0.07125 0.999 0.998 0.999 0.998 0.999 0.00318

School matters 14.09 6 0.018 0.01900 0.999 0.997 0.999 0.998 0.999 0.00641

Home and family
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My happiness relative 
to my peers (Q10)

Happiness and 
enjoying life (Q11)

Life is good at the 
moment (Q17_1)

I have lots of 
friends (Q17_19)

Fig. 1 The general structural equation model

Table 5 The general model fit statistics

Chi square χ2 Degrees of freedom (df) χ2/df RMSEA NFI NNFI GFI AGFI CFI RMR

202.261 74 2.733 0.0265 0.994 0.993 0.993 0.991 0.995 0.0486

Table 6 Final structural equation model results

Code Variables Standardized 
estimate

t-value

Happiness

 Q9 In general, I consider myself happy 0.61 78.70

 Q10 My happiness relative to my peers 0.56 74.78

 Q17_1 Life is good at the moment 0.67 58.12

 Q11 Happiness and enjoying life 0.45 48.84

 Q17_19 I have lots of friends 0.70 59.93

School matters

 Q18_1 This is an excellent school 0.92 200.65

 Q18_2 I like my school 0.93 204.24

 Q18_3 Proud to belong to this school 0.92 196.33

 Q18_4 Locking forward to coming to school in the morning 0.81 129.70

 Q18_5 Students in this school are happy to be here 0.84 140.14

 Q18_6 I recommend this school to my friends 0.85 158.55

 Q18_7 Overall I am satisfied with this school 0.86 162.14

Home and Family

 Q13 How much fun with family 0.66 64.51

 Q14 How family members get along 0.64 65.98

 Q15 Parent’s time spent with you 0.49 46.85
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With regard to age, younger students show more “home” satisfaction than older stu-
dents. For example, the composite “home” scores for cycle one students is (3.7418), for 
cycle two students (3.6387), and for cycle three students is (3.4597). Results also show 
that girls are scoring more “home” satisfaction than boys (3.7089) compared to (3.6306).

For the “school”-related composite scores, we note that Abu Dhabi leads with Al 
Dhafra second and Al Ain third (3.6457, 3.5234, and 3.4267 relatively). With regard to 
school type, private schools score 3.6183 and public schools score 3.5162. With regard to 
age, overall scores related to positive feelings about the school go down as students’ pro-
gress from grade to higher grade, as cycle one students score the highest (3.8965, 3.3512, 
and 2.9275, respectively). Meanwhile, girls score higher than boys (3.6027 and 3.5802, 
respectively).

For the “happiness” composite scores, students in Abu Dhabi show the highest happi-
ness, followed by students in Al Ain and Al Dhafra (3.9559, 3.8286, and 3.6944, respec-
tively). Public school students score 3.944, while private school students score 3.826. 
With regard to student gender, female students show significantly higher happiness 
scores with regard to all five variables. Cycle one students score 4.0347), cycle two 3.817, 
and cycle three 3.633. Mixed results are seen when it comes to student nationality, where 
two items record higher happiness for UAE nationals (Q9 and Q10) and two of the items 
show higher happiness for non-national students (Q17_1 and Q17_9).

Discussions
As suggested by Morgan (2014) and Park et al. (2012), the current study used an inte-
grated approach that utilized structural equation modeling to better understand the 
linkages and direction of influences between the hypothesized constructs. The SEM 

Table 7 MANOVA Wilks’ Lambda for each construct and student category

Wilks’ Lambda F value Significance

Student nationality

 Happiness 0.060 36.92 0.0001

 School matters 0.981 31.348 0.0001

 Home and family matters 0.952 24.814 0.0001

Student gender

 Happiness 0.993 8.276 0.0001

 School matters 0.997 4.435 0.0001

 Home and family matters 0.996 16.159 0.0001

Student grade level

 Happiness 0.936 16.635 0.0001

 School matters 0.871 25.473 0.0001

 Home and family matters 0.944 25.863 0.0001

Student type of school

 Happiness 0.994 13.047 0.0001

 School matters 0.994 10.660 0.0001

 Home and family matters 0.966 14.482 0.0001

School location

 Happiness 0.993 8.267 0.0001

 School matters 0.992 6.495 0.0001

 Home and family matters 0.978 9.695 0.0001
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hypothesis may simultaneously reflect potential measurement errors and determine 
complex causal relationships.

The results of this current study are consistent with research that suggests that the 
causes of happiness are multivariate. Results reveal that there is a positive and significant 
influence of both home and school on student happiness in public and private schools in 
Abu Dhabi. Results confirm both direct and indirect links of the influence of home on 
happiness. Generally, these findings are in consonance with the theoretical foundation 
of the issue. In general, it also provides support to other studies including Ivens (2007), 
Kim and Kim (2014), Kocayörük and Telef (2015), Lee and Lee (2014), Park et al. (2000), 
and Parker and Asher (1989).

Considering that Abu Dhabi school children spend more than 8 h a day at school, it 
is important to explore school-related variables that influence their happiness. The 
school-related environment variables used in this study involved general school atti-
tude, friends, satisfaction, and learning. The seven school-related variables enjoyed the 
highest standardized estimates relative to all other variables. The values ranged from 
a low of 0.82 to a high of 0.94. As direct effects on happiness, school-related variables 
exhorted the highest direct effect of 0.57. The impact and importance of such variables 
on happiness have been reported by others (Kim and Kim 2014; Lee 2016). Such results 
might demand that schools promote student happiness and set happiness as a goal of 
schooling. School professionals in Abu Dhabi should establish a mechanism to monitor 
students’ happiness in schools. Huebner et al. (2006) have suggested that schools could 
provide many interventions that could be educational, social–emotional, and medical. 
It is useful to note that in their comprehensive review of studies in promoting positive 
psychology including happiness, well-being, and life satisfaction, McCabe et al. (2011) 
presented specific techniques that are more amenable to school-based practice.

Results show that female students portray significantly higher scores with regard to all 
three constructs. Such results are consistent with other relatively similar school studies 
(Dursun and Cesur 2016; Plagnol and Easterlin 2008; Ross and Mirowsky 2006; Steven-
son and Wolfers 2009). The three constructs also show that students at early ages show 
more positive scores (Dursun and Cesur 2016). Results contradict outcomes of a happi-
ness research in Belgium schools where no relations were found between happiness, and 
sex or age (Van Hal et al. 2017).

The present study adopted a positive perspective on school experiences and the gen-
eral functioning of Abu Dhabi school children and described a positive feeling of hap-
piness. Results show that positive school experiences promoted happiness. The positive 
effect of school experiences on happiness corroborates previous findings that also con-
sidered other variables (Natvig et al. 2003; Vieno et al. 2004).

Looking at the model and results closely, we note that what happens at “home” has 
a significant influence on both “school” and overall “happiness”. Having fun with other 
family members, getting along fine with other members of the family, and spending 
more time with parents spell directly to the school and what happens there. As a result, 
satisfaction with the school is affected where friends also play an important role. In an 
abstract way, the model shows that it seems that what is measured by “home” affects the 
satisfaction with “school”. In addition, both “home” and “school” overwhelmingly affect 
overall “happiness”.



Page 13 of 16Badri et al. ICEP           (2018) 12:17 

Conclusions, implications and future directions
It is important to know that understanding the relationship of happiness in schools to 
contexts is important. There is limited understanding of contextual influences on hap-
piness. The problem addressed in this manuscript is important and could potentially 
have implications for development of theory and interventions to promote children’s 
happiness.

Structural equation modeling and MANOVA were employed to examine the associa-
tion between latent constructs. SEM was executed assessing the hypothesized model. 
MANOVA analysis was used to compare the differences between the different categories 
of students. It was performed to assess the effect of gender, age, grade level, and type of 
school.

The proposed structural relationship investigated in this study shows that both school 
and home variables directly influence the happiness of school children. In addition, 
home indirectly influences the happiness of school children through the school. The 
results of this study, which demonstrate how school-related variables along with family 
oriented variables interact to increase the happiness of Abu Dhabi school children, pro-
vide timely implications regarding how to increase the happiness of those children. In 
addition, the results provide guidance and support to help school leadership and policy 
makers in creating ways to increase their children’s happiness.

The goodness of fit of the SEM that integrates school matters and family related vari-
ables and their impact on school children happiness is validated. With regard to the sig-
nificance of school matters, the results are consistent with previous studies. However, 
many studies also confirmed the effect of teacher support on student happiness (Kim 
et al. 2009; Lee and Lee 2014). Future research may redesign the questionnaire to include 
teacher support as a main construct.

Results show significant differences in happiness-related scores according to gender, 
age, nationality, type of school, school location, and. Such outcomes might require more 
in-depth look at the causes of such variations. School policy makers should pay extra 
attention to such differences, as different strategies to enhance happiness between the 
student categories might be required.

The study had some limitations. The study used convenience sampling which is a 
type of non-probability sampling technique. Such sampling methods often might lead 
to biases as it can lead to the under-representation or over-representation of particular 
groups within the school sample. Future studies should be more careful in this regard 
and use more efficient type of sampling where all categories are represented accordingly.

Future studies should also pay attention to the fact that stronger case should be made 
for any predictions about direction of effect between the constructs used in this study. 
It seems equally plausible that someone who is happy will have a better experience at 
home or at school than someone who is not. In this regard, the SEM model was run 
with the arrow directions changed from happiness to school and home instead. Results 
yielded Chi square χ2 of 3009.5, with 75 degrees of freedom, and RMSEA of 0.1058. The 
results of the original model presented are much better than the results of this trial run.

Results of this study call for more understanding of the contextual influences of the 
significant differences that results between boys and girls, type of school, student grade 
level (age), and location of the school. Further research is needed to explore what the 
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contextual influences might be. Future research should explore the significance of some 
other social variables which are linked to the results of this study.

It may also be that there are other factors that influence both school/home experi-
ence and happiness but are not measured in this study. Future study designs should help 
to get past this question. The current study used 15 items. However, the study did not 
use some items or questions that were used in other studies. Including those items may 
help if they can be used to measure happiness in separate or as longitudinal measures of 
happiness.

MANOVA proved to identify the presence of many different groups in the study (gen-
der, nationality, grade, age, etc.). In future research, it should be acknowledged that the 
use of Hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) might be more suitable than simple SEM. 
HLM applies when the observations in a study form groups in some way and the groups 
are randomly selected (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). As a result, data could be grouped 
because multiple time points are nested within each student group or school. For exam-
ple, there could be multiple students per school, multiple schools per city, or multiple 
cities per region. HLM applies to the situation when they represent a random factor 
rather than a fixed factor.

We should also mention that the relatively smaller sample size of public school stu-
dents relative to private schools students limits the generalizability of the findings. 
Understanding and explaining what “happiness” may mean to school children may vary 
over a period of time. In this study, data were collected from each student on a single 
occasion. Continued data collection periodically or over an extended period of time may 
have more realistic benefits. Future studies should explore personality traits of school 
children as well as student family’s social economic status. It could also have explored 
the student’s level of performance in school. As a result, we could not link personality 
traits or performance with the meanings of “happiness.” Undertaking such a task may 
provide enriching insights for school policy makers. Meanwhile, understanding the link 
between school recreational activities, extracurricular activities, and interests in STEM 
and children’s “happiness” in a better manner could have been of significant interest to 
both schools and parents. Future research might also consider including phrases and 
other aspects of children’s experiences of treatment (i.e., being bullied) in school.
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