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Where Are You From?

Name 

Where do you teach right now? 

Where are you from?



• Presume positive intentions 
• Practice productive dialogue skills 
• Take care of self and others 
• Appropriate use of technology 
• Give yourself a break!

Collaborative Norms for Our 
Work



Supplies for today

Handouts: 

Article - Helping Anxious Students Move 

Videos: 

*When Bad Things Happen 

Paper, pen/pencil, highlighter for article?, 
coffee/water, PATIENCE & FOCUS :)



Ice Breaker
Get the brain going…





1. BAT



1. BAT
2. LEMON



1. BAT
2. LEMON
3. CINERAMA



1. BAT
2. LEMON
3. CINERAMA

•How did success or failure on the 
first two words make you feel? 

•How did you feel on the third 
word? Did your success/failure 
on the first two words influence 
your work on the third word?



Hopes & Dreams 

What Is Learned Helplessness? 

How Does It Impact Learning? 

What are some general things we 
can do to mitigate it?



When Bad Things Happen ☺



When Bad Things Happen ☺



When Bad Things Happen ☺



What is Learned 
Helplessness?

….and Why Does It Happen?



What is Learned 
Helplessness?

Learned helplessness is behavior that occurs 
when a subject endures repeatedly painful or 

otherwise aversive stimuli which it is unable to 
escape from or avoid.  After such experiences, 

the organism often fails to learn or accept 
“escape” or “avoidance” in new situations 

where such behavior is likely to be effective.



Learned Helplessness

When bad things happen, we like to believe that 
we would do whatever necessary to change the 
situation. 

When people feel that they have no control over 
what happens, they tend to simply give up and 
accept their fate.

Kendra Cherry, 2017 “What is Learned Helplessness?”



Learned Helplessness

Seligman defined 
learned 

helplessness as not 
trying to get out of a 

negative situation 
because the past 

has taught you that 
you are helpless.



–Martin Seligman in his book Learned Optimism

“Failure makes everyone 
temporarily helpless.”



Ice Breaker
Revisited





1.WHIRL



1.WHIRL
2.SLAPSTICK



1.WHIRL
2.SLAPSTICK
3. CINERAMA



1.WHIRL
2.SLAPSTICK
3. CINERAMA

• How does success or 
failure make you feel? 

• Perseverance on the third 
word



1.WHIRL
2.SLAPSTICK
3. CINERAMA

• How does success or 
failure make you feel? 

• Perseverance on the third 
word

1.BAT



1.WHIRL
2.SLAPSTICK
3. CINERAMA

• How does success or 
failure make you feel? 

• Perseverance on the third 
word

1.BAT
2.LEMON



1.WHIRL
2.SLAPSTICK
3. CINERAMA

• How does success or 
failure make you feel? 

• Perseverance on the third 
word

1.BAT
2.LEMON
3.CINERAMA



Why Does It Happen? - Causal 
Attributions

J. Catapano, “Learned Helplessness, and How We Can Overcome It”



Why Does It Happen? - Causal 
Attributions

J. Catapano, “Learned Helplessness, and How We Can Overcome It”

Not Controllable
•Failure: “I’m just dumb” or 

“Teacher hates me” 


•Success: “The material was easy” 
or “Teacher graded super easy”


•Attributions that are not 
controllable mean student feels 
academic results will be the same 
regardless of circumstances.



Why Does It Happen? - Causal 
Attributions

• Failure: “I didn’t study” or “I 
missed a few days of class” 


• Success: “I studied hard” 
or “I had to really work at it”


•Controllable attributions 
mean student might 
change behavior to achieve 
success next time.

J. Catapano, “Learned Helplessness, and How We Can Overcome It”

ControllableNot Controllable
•Failure: “I’m just dumb” or 

“Teacher hates me” 


•Success: “The material was easy” 
or “Teacher graded super easy”


•Attributions that are not 
controllable mean student feels 
academic results will be the same 
regardless of circumstances.



Why Does It Happen? - 
Performance Culture

Student wants to 
LOOK SMART

M. Jacobson,  “Afraid of Looking Dumb”, Educational Leadership, 2013

Student wants to 
GET SMARTER

Goals for Doing Well



Why Does It Happen? - 
Performance Culture

Student wants to 
LOOK SMART

M. Jacobson,  “Afraid of Looking Dumb”, Educational Leadership, 2013

Student wants to 
GET SMARTER

“Students’ beliefs trump facts. Students are less 
motivated by their own ability than by what they 

believe to be true about themselves.”

Goals for Doing Well



Explanatory Style

A person’s explanatory style is their habitual way of 
explaining bad events that happen to them. 

Explanatory style stems directly from a person’s view 
of their place in the world—whether they think they 
are valuable & deserving or worthless & hopeless.

-from Learned Optimism by Martin Seligman



Crucial Dimensions of 
Explanatory Style

Permanence: temporary or 
permanent 

Pervasiveness: specific or universal 

Personalization: Internal or External



Permanence of Bad Events

People who give up easily believe the causes of bad events 
that happen are permanent.  The bad events will persist and 
there is nothing they can do about it.

Permanent (Pessimistic) 
• “I will never get math.” 
• “I’m not a math 

person.” 
• “This class is way too 

hard for me.”

Temporary (Optimistic) 
• “I was tired when I 

took the quiz” 
• “I didn’t study the way 

I should have.” 
• “This quiz was really 

hard.”



Pervasiveness of Bad Events

People who make universal explanations for failure give up 
in all areas.  People who make specific explanations for 
failure might give up only in that one area.

Universal (Pessimistic) 
• “All teachers are 

unfair.” 
• “Math is useless.” 
• “I’m not good at 

math.”

Specific (Optimistic) 
• “Ms. Johnson is unfair.” 
• “Making Box & Whisker 

plots is useless.” 
• “I struggle with 

Geometry.”



Optimistic 
Pervasiveness

+ = Hope

Optimistic 
Permanence



*Personalization of Good Events

People who believe that they cause good events tend to like 
themselves better than people who credit others. [*People who 
blame others for bad events tend to like themselves better than 
people who blame themselves.]

Internal (controllable) 
• “I worked extra hard on 

it.” 
• “I can use what I know to 

figure out what I don’t.”

External (uncontrollable) 
• “My group’s skills were 

amazing.” 
• “I was lucky to get that 

answer right.” 
• “Mr. Huang graded easy.”



Self Reflect

Are there any areas of 
your life in which you 

exhibit learned 
helplessness?



Causal Attributions

We are change agents.   

The success and failure of our 
students’ learning is about what we do 
or don’t do. 



Name Something 
Not So Good

Name 
Something Good Now say what you did 

or didn’t do that 
contributed to each 
thing.



The Role Trauma Plays

The Prefrontal 
Cortex allows us 
to think, reason, 

and maintain 
flexibility.  It helps 

us regulate the 
survival mode of 

the Limbic 
System.



The Role Trauma Plays

“Students who have experienced trauma have a 
significantly compromised capacity to self-acknowledge 

— that is, to recognize and validate themselves, their 
feelings, and their efforts.”   

“Their sense of self is heavily influenced by the reactions 
of those around them.”

Kristin Souers in Fostering Resilient Learners: Strategies for Creating a 
Trauma-Sensitive Classroom, 2016



When Does Learned 
Helplessness happen?

Often learned helplessness only 
manifests within the same 
context in which it developed. 

Sometimes it manifests in 
multiple contexts. 



How does Learned 
Helplessness Impact 
Student Learning?



Think of a student(s) you work with 
who exhibits learned helplessness

What are the specific behaviors 
that you’ve seen from this 
student?



Consequences of Learned 
Helplessness

Misinterpreting questions/comments from teacher 
or other students as being critical 

Staring at paper without doing anything until 
teacher guides step-by-step 

Complete shutdown, “This is stupid” 

Giving up quickly when the teacher comes near



Article:  
Helping Anxious Students Move 

Forward

3 As: 
• Argue? 
• Agree? 
• Arrrghh?



Four Needed Executive 
Functioning Skills

1. Accurate Thinking: 

The ability to look at an assignment and accurately 
judge its difficulty, the time it will take to complete, 
and one’s own ability to engage in and complete it.

From “Helping Anxious Students Move Forward”, ASCD Educational Leadership, 2018



Four Needed Executive 
Functioning Skills

2. Initiation: 

The ability to organize one’s thoughts and start 
engaging in a task.



Four Needed Executive 
Functioning Skills

3. Persistence: 

The ability to sustain effort, even when faced with a 
mistake or difficulty (perceived or real).



Four Needed Executive 
Functioning Skills

4. Help-Seeking: 

The ability to ask for help when difficulties arise (rather 
than avoid the task or feel defeated).  Also the ability to 
only ask for help when needed rather than just for 
reassurance.



Think of a student(s) you work with 
who exhibits learned helplessness



Think of a student(s) you work with 
who exhibits learned helplessness

What are the specific behaviors that you’ve seen from this 
student?



Think of a student(s) you work with 
who exhibits learned helplessness

What are the specific behaviors that you’ve seen from this 
student?

Which of the following executive  functioning skills does 
this student appear to need to work on? 

Accurate Thinking 
Initiation 
Persistence 
Help-Seeking



Think of a student(s) you work with 
who exhibits learned helplessness

What are the specific behaviors that you’ve seen from this 
student?

Which of the following executive  functioning skills does 
this student appear to need to work on? 

Accurate Thinking 
Initiation 
Persistence 
Help-Seeking

What supports could we provide to help this student?



General Supports for 
Learned Helplessness



Building Stamina For 
Independence

Determine baseline of tolerance and skills for 
independent work  

Intentionally teach independent work skills 

Gradually increase the level of input/output as 
they find success 

Gradually increase the time spent in productive 
struggle



Adjust & Adapt

How can we 
modify this 

inventory to 
better fit your 

classroom?



Building Stamina for 
Independence



Building Stamina for 
Independence



Change the idea of what it 
means to do well in class

Think, Try, Revise, Think, Try, Revise, Think, Try, Revise…Learning 
takes time and mistakes! 

Share your ideas even if you know they are not correct.  Non-
examples are important too. 

Listen carefully to the thinking of other students and ask questions 
about their thinking. 

Always try to think of different ways to work on a problem. 

Try to represent the problem in multiple ways..concrete, pictorial, 
abstract, story problem.



Brainstorm

What does it mean to 
do well in your class?



Metacognition

Help students keep tabs on their own thinking and learning…
have them write and reflect on their understanding and points 
of confusion 

Make certain students know the progression of learning/
understanding so that they can monitor their progress towards 
learning goals. 

Be explicit about the intent of assignments…connect to prior 
learning, reinforce certain concepts, practice skills, etc…

“Building Students’ Noncognitive Skills”, D. Harshbarger, 2018



Open Up the Learning 

Separate learning from knowing an answer 

Sense-making vs.  Answer-getting 

Start with a task that doesn’t have a correct 
answer



Dot Images



Dot Images



Dot Images







Connect the Learning 

Use problems that allow students to own the 
power of their existing knowledge. 

Build on what students already know and have 
instincts for.



Place-Based Questions 
Building oN what Students Know

If the average rate of 
erosion of Alaska’s coast 
in Wales is 10.5 ft/yr, 
how long before this 
playground equipment is 
not usable?



Place-Based Questions 
Building on what Students Know

How many US 
pennies would it 
take to make a 
model of an 
average salmon?



Place-Based Questions 
Building on what Students Know



Group Share

What are some open 
and/or connected 
problems that you 

could use with students 
in your classroom?



Thank you!

Email:  
bobbijoerb@icloud.com

mailto:bobbijoerb@icloud.com

