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Secret SANTA— Small, Anonymous,         
Nice & Thoughtful Act(s)—to Enhance 

Student Learning & Engagement  

✦ Having students perform acts of 
kindness and reflect on it develops 
perspective-taking, social belonging, 
critical thinking, and a structured way 
of encouraging kindness, which has 
many empirically-supported benefits: 
✦ improved well-being (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005) 

✦ improved peer interactions (Post, 2005) 
✦ more engagement (Kurtz & Lyubomirsky, 2008) 

✦ less social avoidance among socially 
anxious undergrads (Trew & Alden, 2015) 

✦ “Secret SANTA” Activity: adaptation 
of the successful positive psychology 
exercise “Secret Good Deed" so that 
students experience both anonymously 
performing and receiving a small act 
of kindness by a classmate for 
comparison to enhance their learning 
and engagement and also confer the 
psychosocial benefits of giving and 
receiving kindness (e.g., Hackel, Zaki, 
& Van Bavel, 2017; Peterson, 2006). 

Kindness: “the pervasive 
tendency to be nice to other 
people – to be compassionate 
and concerned about their 
welfare, to do favors for 
them, to perform good deeds, 
and to take care of them.”  
Peterson & Seligman (2004)

  
ASSIGN SECRET SANTAS 

✦ Randomly assign each 
student another classmate 
(out of a smaller subset of 
classmates in a large class) 
to do 1-2 secret good 
deed(s) for during 1-2 
classes (with another 
classmate’s help if needed)                  

✦ Can also have students give 
clue(s) to help students 
guess their Secret “Santa” 
and get to know each other 
better to improve cohesion. 

2 ACTS OF EFFORT NOT $ 

Students discuss (in small groups for 
larger classes) how it felt to perform 
small act(s) of kindness in secret and 
then be recognized for it in class along 
with research on kindness & altruism.

To ensure this activity is most 
beneficial & doesn’t cause financial 
stress, emphasize that students are 
NOT expected to spend ANY money on 
their small acts of kindness, and set a 
maximum spending limit of $2-5.
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