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ABSTRACT
The topics and research related to positive education have become increasingly widespread over the last couple of years. Psychologists were the first ones to conduct research within this field, mostly focusing on primary and secondary schools, and to a lesser extent on higher education. However, studying this topic within the higher education system, especially teacher education, from a pedagogical perspective is of the utmost importance because teachers are the ones who will one day practice positive education. It is therefore important for university professors to also undertake such education, i.e. to focus on students' potentials and talents and encourage their development. Only then will the students truly realize the importance of the teacher's role in student self-realization - by experiencing it themselves. Therefore, the aim of this descriptive study was to identify and describe the ways in which university professors focus on the potentials and talents of students and the possibilities for their realization (e.g. through different forms of teaching, additional activities, co-participation in teaching etc.). The instrument used in this research was a survey, which consisted mainly of open questions. Data obtained from open questions was classified into categories. The results of the research have shown that university professors recognize the importance of their focus on the potentials and talents of a student. They affirm them in a variety of ways, depending on the student's interests, the type of study and the year of study. However, at the same time, they recognized certain obstacles and constraints in this process, pointing out that there is certainly room for improvement.
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INTRODUCTION
Over the last two decades, with the development of positive psychology and especially with the development of the concept of positive education [1], psychologists emphasize that, in addition to traditional academic skills, students in the education system should also develop those skills that will contribute to their well-being and happiness. One of the most important reasons for that is to prevent the epidemic of mental disorders such as depression. Therefore, the students should, in a safe school environment, pursue universal virtues and develop signature strengths, whose usage in everyday life will result in high well-being. Well-being as a final goal thereby imply the importance of the presence of positive feelings about oneself and life, the relation to others, and the belonging and appreciation of the community, but also the well-functioning of the individual [2]. 

But if we are talking about encouraging and nurturing the students’ well-being in the school context or in the classroom, then thinking about it and exploring the ways in which this is most likely to create, should include pedagogy. Apart from preventive reasons for developing the students’ well-being, it is necessary to think about the purpose of education at all its levels and the values in its basis. This is something that should be considered first because the values direct the teacher’s action and behavior in relation to the students. The values also tell about whether the teacher will focus on the potential and talents of each individual student and help them to develop them or not. For example, if the educational process is based on respecting and encouraging the students’ autonomy and their autonomous choice of values, then the purpose of education is the development of authentic, original personalities who are realizing all their potentials and talents [3]. However, if there are certain aims or universal criteria which each student has to fulfil, the development of their positive, creative abilities, as well as their ability to critically reflect is then being suppressed [4]. In other words, conformity and obedience are encouraged among students to the detriment of their individuality and authenticity.  

Education should in its essence be an emancipation process [4], in which an individual liberates himself from his own limitations, but also from external, traditional authorities, in order to realize his own productive power through creative activity [5]. This is where teacher plays an important role. Through close and meaningful relationship teacher leads his students through the process of liberation and self-realization, and is the one who encourages them and believes in them. Also, he is the one who creates conditions for creative activity in the classroom. It would be wrong and even damaging to assume that students, regardless of their age, do not need such teacher support and encouragement for their positive development [3]. Fromm points out that student’s insecurity and fear of unknown can stop him from realizing his own potential and that in that case he will run away from his own self-realization. Fromm concludes that only faith in the meaning of his action can help him: “The only way to endanger my security lies in me: in the lack of faith in life and in own productive powers, in the deterioration tendency, in inner laziness and in the willingness to let others to determine my life” [5, p. 123]. Such student’s faith in himself and his own possibilities develops in a sensible, close relationship with the teacher, which provides him the opportunities to develop his potential and talent through creative activity. At the end, this will give him the strength to develop integrity. Then, according to Fromm, he is no longer an isolated individual, who doubts himself and the meaning of life, but becomes one with the world: “He is aware of himself as an individual who is active and who creates and realizes that life has only one meaning: the act of living” [5, p. 182].
In order for teachers to be able to create such positive conditions in their practice, their initial education should prepare them for that. In other words, students in higher education should really feel safe and free to discard their own limitations and to develop their potentials and talents. Only then will they be able to truly understand the power of such positive education, if they have experienced it. University teachers should therefore focus on their students’ potentials and talents and develop them through creative teaching [3]. The only way in which they can do it is, as it is explained earlier, if they develop close and meaningful relationship with students. 

Since in higher education we are talking about an adult-adult relationship, in literature it can be found that with university students it is not necessary to form close, stimulating and supportive relationship, as it is the case with younger students [6]. According to that, for the academic context neutral and formal relationships are more appropriate. Also, emotions should be hidden so that the process of learning goes without interruption [7]. Emphasis should be on independence and self-organization of student as an adult. However, such a cold and distant approach may harm both the personal and professional development of future teachers [8], in the sense of insufficient development of their pedagogical competences. 

          Namely, teaching is, in its essence, an emotional practice [9], which implies that encouraging a neutral, cold and distant classroom environment is in no way appropriate for the process of teaching and learning. The more the relationship between a teacher and a student is close, meaningful and filled with positive emotions, the better the teacher will be able to notice and affirm the potential and talents of his/her students. Haeganuer & Volet [6] confirm the importance of positive and close relationship on academic level and remark that those kinds of relationships are marked with closeness, caring, connectedness, security, trust, honesty, fairness, respect, openness, availability and approachability of the teacher. They also confirm that the previously described relationships directly and positively influence the quality of learning and teaching. It needs to be mentioned that, in this kind of a relationship, the teacher does not threaten the autonomy, independency and responsibility of the students, but rather treats the students as responsible associates and co-creators of educational process. In this way, the teachers and students can achieve a creative teaching process together, where all participants can discover and develop their positive abilities.

          A review of available literature indicated a relatively small number of research which, from previously described pedagogical perspective, deal with topics of nurturing the potentials and talents of students on higher education level (especially in teacher education) as well as research that explore general factors of higher education which contribute to students’ wellbeing in a comparison to lower levels of education (e.g. [3], [10], [11]). This implies the relevance and the need for exploring these issues from pedagogical perspective. 

METHODOLOGY

The research included a sample of 26 higher education teachers involved in teacher education in Croatia. The instrument used in this research was an online survey. It consisted of open-ended questions about the ways of focusing on potentials and talents of students and their affirmation during the teaching, but also about challenges and obstacles that come with such positive education. Data obtained from open-ended questions was systemized and classified into categories. Taking into consideration the small number of participants, the aim of obtaining the results is not generalization but rather gaining insight into wide spectrum of ways in which it is possible to develop potentials and talents of students as well as finding out the key challenges that higher education teachers face with during this process.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Analysis of teachers' responses about ways of focusing on potentials and talents of students and their affirmation during the teaching, produced 3 general categories, which refer to conversation and feedback, encouraging significant learning in the classroom and encouraging students in participating in extra activities.

         One of the most common ways in which teachers focus on potentials and talents of their students is through conversation and providing feedback. The teachers talk to their students about their interests, ways of achieving their goals and support their plans for the future. Furthermore, the teachers provide the feedback during the lesson too, in a form of a praise when students show their talents. Besides, the teachers provide students with good examples from practice and from their own experience. From the teachers' replies it can be seen that those kinds of conversations continue even with individual consultations during professors' office hours. However, the teachers are not the only ones who give feedback, the students are given this kind of opportunity as well - they are asked to give proposals for improvement of teaching process. What can be noticed from this kind of teachers' replies is their awareness of the importance of quality and frequency of interactions with students, which do not necessarily need to be connected to the content of the course and do not happen exclusively during the lessons. 

          According to Hagenauer & Volet [6], the more the students have interactions with their teachers outside regular teaching process (e.g. office visits), the more quality are the relationships with them and the more students feel connected to their faculty. However, what needs to be kept in mind is the fact that the interaction with students does not automatically mean a developed relationship with the students, but it is rather just one out of many factors that influence its creation. For instance, Stanton et al. [11, p.94] describe the importance of communication and feedback from students’ perspective: "when professors ask for and receive feedback from students throughout the semester, students feel their experiences matter to the professor, and this contributes to their sense of support, happiness and satisfaction with the learning environment". Precisely this kind of environment and the support is extremely important for revealing and developing students’ potentials and talents. 

          The second category which refers to the way the teachers focus on potentials and talents of the students occurs through encouraging significant learning during the teaching. This includes designing individual tasks which are in accordance with individual characteristics of each student, including students in choosing and designing teaching activities, organizing discussions and encouraging critical thinking as well as creative problem solving, designing creative tasks, preparation of additional topics and tasks for interested students as well as additional (non-mandatory) literature, including students into teaching materials development, expanding knowledge about specific topics students have shown interest in and lastly, organizing collaborative activities. What is noticed from these answers is the awareness of importance of significant learning of students, which is truly important considering the fact creating such learning experiences is the key to quality in educational programs [12]. 

         Rogers [13] defines significant learning as learning which permeates each little part of man's being and affects his personality, attitudes and behavior. The teachers showed in their answers that they are mostly aware of their role in this type of learning. In order to make the significant learning truly happen during the teaching, the teacher needs to take on a role of a facilitator, the helper and a partner in the students' learning process, the one who believes in students and their ability to take on responsibilities for their own learning process. Therefore, the teacher needs to adapt the teaching to the potentials and talents of the students, in order to create a collaborative and supportive learning environment [14]. In other words, the teacher does not obtain a traditional role of the one transferring knowledge to students anymore, but he rather becomes a creator of experiences for experiential learning. This also implies that the teacher is no longer the only and the exclusive source of knowledge, but he is actually just one of the sources from which students can learn, whose knowledge, professional and personal experience is made available to the students [13]. Nevertheless, this kind of teaching demands students to take on new roles as well. Doyle [15] explains how students also have new responsibilities, which do not include simply writing down the notes and passing the exams. In these conditions the students are allowed to take on the control over their learning process and to make important choices related to what and how much they will learn. This also means that in this kind of a process the students’ interests, positive features, potentials and talents can truly come to the fore, which can make their development easier. 

         Obtained replies within the third category, encouraging students in participating in additional, extracurricular activities, reveal that whenever teachers notice certain potentials and talents of the students related to the study itself or to a course, they encourage students to participate in scientific meetings and conferences, professional development sessions, to apply for the scholarships, to participate in the joint projects (e.g. cooperation of the faculty and the elementary school), to conduct research and write articles together with them. The teachers also include the students in activities that popularize science or engage students as demonstrators in their courses. 

           In this way the teachers show the students that they truly care about the development of their potentials and talents. Doyle [15] confirms that encouraging such activities with students enables the experience and a sense of success, achievement and personal empowerment which results in developing growing trust in students’ abilities and potentials. Stanton et al. [11] affirm that these kinds of meaningful and practical activities in which students can indeed apply their knowledge and talents are truly useful for them, considering the fact that their experience of learning becomes even more enriching, valuable and enjoyable. 

Creating such close and meaningful relationships with students as well as organizing and conducting classes that respect and develop their potentials and talents is certainly not an easy task. It carries certain challenges and obstacles. Teachers’ answers show that those challenges and obstacles often arise from organization itself. For example, a large number of students in lectures and seminar groups make teachers’ work more difficult because of the limited duration of their teaching. Therefore, there is not enough time for the teachers to equally dedicate themselves to all students and to organize creative lesson. In addition to that, they also emphasized the problem of teaching organization (e.g. 2 hours per week for 15 weeks) and a school workload of both teachers and students of double major programme in general. One teacher emphasized that in the context of compulsory attendance in the Bologna system “it is not possible to systematically implement some of the activities that require joint work with the students because they are almost always busy with some compulsory teaching activities”. In addition to formal, organizational difficulties, the teachers also emphasized the problem of lack of motivation and willingness to learn among students, or “alarming lack of interest in studies (large enrolment in study without meeting the basic criteria and without any vision of what they want to do with study – they enroll in the study because they expect that they know everything)”. Furthermore, they state that there are those students who sees the study as “the obligation they want to solve and rarely actively contribute with the ideas”. Because of the less interested students, who get more attention and time to participate in the lessons, the more talented students don’t come to the fore. 

In order to make the teachers’ educational efforts successful, i.e. to really help the students to develop their potentials and talents, it is crucial that the students are also motivated and engaged in the teaching process. However, if there is resistance in the classroom, then it is first necessary to understand why this is happening. Doyle [15] states that it is important to understand that students’ expectations are often related to their roles and responsibilities formed on their previous experience in education. These experiences were mostly related to traditional teaching in which students were expected to be silent and peaceful, and to perform their duties, take notes and answer teachers’ questions. In contrary to this, students at the faculty are expected to adjust and change their habits, expectations and roles in a very short time, which can be challenging and long-lasting process that can cause frustration and dissatisfaction among teachers. Despite all the above mentioned challenges and obstacles, higher education teachers need to be persistent in their efforts, as such significant changes cannot happen overnight. 

In the questionnaire, teachers are also asked whether they think that those challenges and obstacles can somehow be reduced or solved. Even though they are aware of objective difficulties, they are aware that there are still solutions that mostly depend on themselves: “As an individual in the system, very little of it. Possibly with additional effort and engagement in teaching, can I try to reduce objective difficulties”. For example, most teachers are aware that one of the solutions is the reorganization of work with the students, in terms of adapting the methods and techniques through which they will give students more space to express their potentials and talents. Teachers also think that they can try to make the contacts with the students more frequent, whether through informal conversation beyond regular classes or consultations, because in that way they could get to know each other better. Likewise, teachers also think that they could seek for greater autonomy in teaching, which can be challenging if they are still just teaching assistants. Regarding the uninterested and unmotivated students’ difficulties, they emphasized that they will continue to advocate the introduction of classification procedure, which would give them “better and more motivated students – whose potentials and talents would pay off”. But teachers have also indicated that sometimes they need help and advice and that they would like to improve their competences in guiding students’ potentials and talents, because sometimes they simply lack the idea of how to do it effectively. In other words, it is sometimes unclear how to “reconcile his talent and the regular requirements that the student has to fulfill as other students”.

Unfortunately, mainly there are just a few teachers who have pedagogical knowledge and who have developed pedagogical competences with which they can improve relationships with the students and the quality of their own teaching [12]. For this reason, it is very important for higher education teachers to be involved in those trainings and professional development activities that could help them. No matter how many aggravating circumstances and negative factors were there, those teachers who know how to create a community in the classroom, i.e. close and meaningful relationship, how to engage students in their active learning, make the content challenging and interesting, and who express enthusiasm and passion for the whole process, who allow students to choose their own ways and contents of learning, who can make learning meaningful and substantial, can really positively influence their learning process [12]. In this way, they encourage them to be themselves in the teaching process, to rely on their strengths and talents, and to develop their hidden potentials.

CONCLUSION

          This research showed that not only it is possible to focus on potentials and talents of students on higher education level, but that it is also a necessary thing to do. It is especially necessary if we want to improve the quality of teacher education and if we want to prepare the future teachers for their new roles that are expected from them nowadays (regarding improving their students' overall well-being). The ways in which higher education teachers focus on potentials and talents of the students during their teaching are connected to the following thing: conversation during and outside of the regular teaching lessons and mutual feedback, creating the conditions for significant learning of students through experiential, creative activities which enhance students' potentials and talents and lastly, encouraging students to participate in additional, extracurricular activities when teacher notice their potentials and talents connected to their course. In this process, the teachers are faced with many challenges and obstacles, for example organizational difficulties related to the number of the students in the classroom, school workload and other obligations as well as students' demotivation for learning and cooperation. However, teachers are aware that they are part of the solution for the challenges and difficulties and that they can improve the quality of their teaching by, for example, reorganizing their working techniques. The teachers are also aware that they can provide students with even more space and autonomy during the teaching, which will contribute to the development of their potentials and talents. Last but not least, they are aware that they could and should improve their own pedagogical competencies regarding such positive education. It is extremely important for higher education teachers to become aware of the fact that they should stop being simply the teachers and become, like Fink [12] calls them, the creators of significant learning experiences, who place their trust in students’ positive abilities. 
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