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	Helping Students who Struggle 

with Learned Helplessness



Have you ever avoided doing something just because you are not good at it?  Have you ever hired someone to do something for you because it is worth the money not to have to do the task yourself?  Some of the tasks many of you avoid doing are income tax preparation, home maintenance projects, investment guidance, and automobile repair and maintenance.  Unfortunately, for students who struggle, they are forced on a daily basis to confront their weaknesses in math, reading and writing.  The result of constantly confronting something that you are not good at can be chronic frustration and may lead to an instilled sense of learned helplessness.


Learned helplessness is defined as a phenomenon in which an individual gradually, as a result of repeated failure, becomes less willing to attempt tasks.  Learned helplessness is a conditioned response, it is not a conscious decision not to learn.

Students who exhibit learned helplessness have experienced so much failure, or what they think of as failure, in their young lives that they don’t try any longer.  Students with learned helplessness have “turned off” because in their minds it is the safest way to avoid failing again.  Further, these students feel as if they have no control over their learning so they either run away from learning or they become rebellious and fight with everyone who tries to help them.

	Characteristics of Students with 

Learned Helplessness


Students with learned helplessness may exhibit all or some of the following characteristics in the classroom:

· Delayed social skills

· Lack of self confidence

· Poor problem solving abilities

· Wandering attention

· Demonstrate a feeling of hopelessness

· Deficits in academic subjects

· Extrinsic motivation, rather then intrinsic motivation

· Refusal to try challenging or new activities

	How can teachers support students with learned helplessness in the classroom?


1. Suggest to the student alternative ways of looking at circumstances.

The student may think, “Jimmy is helping me with math because I am stupid.”  You could suggest to the student, “You and Jimmy are going to work together on the math assignment.  Two heads are always better than one.”

2. Establish a warm and trusting relationship with the student.

· Pray together

· Learn about the student’s interests

· Share a joke or a funny story
3. Emphasize what is correct rather than what is wrong on assignments.

Use a green pen to correct students papers rather than red.  No one likes to get a paper back that is all marked up in red ink.

4. Every child has something that he or she does well.

Allow the child to demonstrate their strengths such as karate, dancing or art for the class.

5. Reward positive behavior

Catch the student doing things correctly and give him or her praise.

6. Allow the student more control over their learning.

Provide choices on the types of assignments, books and /or research topics.  Students who have more choices are happier and may be more interested in what they are learning.
	Teacher Talk


The words or phrases parents and teachers use can inadvertently strengthen feelings of learned helplessness.  Next time you are about to say, “That’s too hard for you,” “You’re just not good at spelling,” or “Math isn’t your best subject” you may consider one of the following statements instead:

· I know you can do it.

· I’ll start one, then you can finish it.

· What strategies have you already tried?

· Let’s find a way you can do this yourself!

· How could you get more help with this?

*Based on information from The Three Keys to Overcoming Learned Helplessness by Rob Stringer, 2008

	Did You Know?


According to the National Center for Learning Disabilities, students with Learning Disabilities are more likely then their non-disabled peers to attribute academic success to luck or other uncontrollable, unstable factors rather than student knowledge and abilities.

	Transition Reminder


· Now is the time to meet with students, parents, current year teachers and next years teachers.

· Explain next year’s curriculum and learning demands with students and parents.

· Develop a plan for the first four weeks of school to ensure a smooth transition.

	Look to this day!

For it is life…

Yesterday is but a dream,

And tomorrow is only a vision;

But today, well lived

makes everyday 

a dream of happiness. 

And every tomorrow 

a vision of hope.

Look well, therefore,

to this day!
Salutation to the Dawn,

translated for the Sanskrit

Graces by June Cotner

	Resources


The Turned Off Child:  Learned Helplessness and School Failure

American Book Publishing 

www.pbbookstore.com
	FREE Autism Workshop

via Live Web-Streaming


June 6, 2008

Practical Solutions for Preventing Tantrums, Rage, and Meltdown

by Dr. Brenda Smith-Myles

June 13, 2008
Understanding Autism:  What Teachers and Parents Can Do to Help Our Children Succeed in School

by Tysha Potter

July 18, 2008

Aspergers Syndrome and Adolescence:  Practical Solutions for School and Home Success

by Dr. Brenda Smith-Myles

July 25, 2008

Visual Support Strategies and Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder

by Terri Cooper Swanson

The following locations are offering these workshops:

Lecompton, Junction City, Ulysses, Ensign, Dodge City, Oakley, Hutchison, Concordia, Topeka-Seaman,

Hays, Shawnee Mission and Salina.  In order to register at a local/regional site contact Eileen Buttron at 913-558-5943.

	Upcoming  Training Opportunities


*This is not to be considered an endorsement of these in-services, merely a listing of upcoming in-service opportunities.

2008 Migrant/ESOL/Bilingual Education Conference

June 4-6,2008

Airport Hilton

Wichita, Kansas

For more information contact Cynthia Adcock at 

785-309-4718

Kindergarten Teacher Conference

June 12, 2008

Holiday Inn Select

Wichita, Kansas

For more information contact Lucy Campbell at 785-296-6602 or lcampbell@ksde.org.
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