
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Treball de fi de màster 

 

 

 

Títol:  A literature review on learned helplessness in school environments 

 

 

Cognoms: Cabeza Loriente 

Nom:  Alberto Manuel 

Titulació: Màster en Formació del Professorat d’Educació Secundària Obligatòria i 
Batxillerat, Formació Professional i Ensenyament d’Idiomes 
 

Especialitat: Tecnologia 

 

Director/a: Marta Peña Carrera 

 

Data de lectura: 22.06.2017 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Treball de fi de màster 

 

Resum (200/400 paraules) 

 
Learned helplessness is a form of learning which develops when the subject perceives a loss 
of control in inescapable situations. This can lead to the development of cognitive and social 
deficits. 
 
Main research on this topic has been focused on clinical psychology. This TFM will explore 
the psychological phenomenon of learned helplessness and how this knowledge can be used 
in school environments and education. 
 
The main objective will be to find out if learned helplessness in school environments and 
education is actively researched and to ascertain the state-of-the-art of this research. 
 
We will provide a simple general diagnostic tool for teachers to detect signs of learned 
helplessness on their students. 
 
We will also provide simple treatment strategies to try to alleviate or minimize the effects of 
learned helplessness on students. These strategies do not treat mental disorders and, 
because of this, they can be used by any education professional: teachers and 
Psychopedagogy professionals. 
 
Relevant publications will be searched using five database engines. The results will be 
analyzed. We will then try to identify the relevant research groups and the most relevant 
journals on this subject. 
 
Finally, we will review and classify the most important publications and we will identify some 
of the diagnostic tools that researchers have developed. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In this thesis we will explore the psychological phenomenon of learned helplessness and how 
we can use this knowledge and apply it to school environments and education. 
 
The main objective will be to find out if learned helplessness is actively researched in relation to 
school environments and education and to ascertain the state-of-the-art of this research. 
 
We will provide a simple general diagnostic tool for teachers to detect signs of learned 
helplessness on their students. 
 
We will also provide simple treatment strategies to try to alleviate or minimize the effects of 
learned helplessness on students. These strategies do not treat mental disorders and, because 
of this, they can be used by any education professional: teachers and Psychopedagogy 
professionals. 
 
In Chapter 2 we will provide general information about learned helplessness. It is a type of 
learning. We will see how it is acquired and the deficits it causes on the person. The 
consequences affect mind and body and we will see the physiological effects as well. 
 
Learned helplessness will be compared to other types of learning and we will explore the 
notions of controllability and uncontrollability and the attribution of causality, which define the 
person’s attributional style. This is very important, as a person with an optimistic attributional 
style will be able to diminish greatly the effects of learned helplessness. 
 
We will then discuss the abovementioned diagnostic and treatment and professional profiles 
which can do so legally in Spain. As long as no mental disorder is treated, these guidelines can 
be followed by any teacher and school professional. 
 
In Chapter 3 we will search for relevant publications using five search engines and we will 
analyze its results. We will then try to identify the relevant research groups and the most 
relevant journals on this subject. 
 
Finally, in Chapter 4 we will review and classify the most important publications and we will 
identify some of the diagnostic tools that researchers have developed. 
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2. Learned helplessness 
 

2.1 Learned helplessness as a type of learning 
 
Learned helplessness is a psychological phenomenon present in animals and in humans. In 
general terms, it appears when the subject is exposed to inescapable aversive stimuli and, at 
the same time, when the subject perceives that situation as inescapable (Muñoz, 2009; 
Abramson, Seligman & Teasdale, 1978). 
 
When the subject perceives the situation as inescapable, the realization comes that there is no 
control. This is called uncontrollability. The subject is enduring an aversive stimulus that is 
inescapable and uncontrollable. What can the subject do? Nothing. There is nothing the subject 
can do. The subject then becomes passive and stops fighting the aversive stimulus. 
 
The subject becomes then helpless towards the aversive stimuli and, moreover, learns that 
when the aversive stimuli are present, there is nothing to be done to escape. 
 
In this way learning has been made. The subject has learned to be helpless when the aversive 
stimuli are present. 
 
This causes three types of deficits that have implications in future learning processes 
(Abramson, Seligman & Teasdale, 1978; Muñoz, 2009): 
 

 Motivational deficits: The subject perceives that whatever the effort, it will not have an 
impact on the aversive stimuli. There are then no incentives, no motivation, to make 
voluntary actions to escape. 

 
 Cognitive or learning deficits: By means of learned helplessness the subject learns of 

non-contingency. This means that the subject learns that there is no relation between 
action and consequence. Because of this prior knowledge, it is harder for the subject to 
learn afterwards of contingency in other situations. 

 
 Emotional deficits: The feeling that one does not have any control can lead to anxiety 

(Short and Maier, 1993, cited in Muñoz, 2009), fear, apathy (Labrador, 1992, cited in 
Muñoz, 2009), phobia (Job and Barnes, 1995, cited in Muñoz, 2009) and finally depression 
(Abramson, Seligman & Teasdale, 1978). 

 
We will now illustrate learned helplessness with an example based in education in mathematics. 
Our subject is an eight-year old boy. In Primary School he is having problems with mathematics. 
He does not like the subject and he does poorly getting low grades. So, for him, mathematics is 
an aversive stimulus. 
 
Learned helplessness appears when he tries to study to get better grades. It happens that no 
matter how much he studies, he always fails in mathematics. Thus, he cannot escape the 
aversive stimulus (failure in mathematics). In the end, he perceives, he learns, that no matter 
how much effort he puts into mathematics, he will never get good grades. He perceives that he 
has no control and that there is no relationship between effort and academic results. Then he 
gives up. Learned helplessness has occurred. 
 
He develops motivational deficits, as he perceives that whatever the effort, he will not get good 
grades. Because of this, there is no motivation to study hard.  
 
He will also develop cognitive or learning deficits, as he has learned that there is no contingency 
between effort and academic results in one subject. This learning he will carry on to other 
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subjects which can be similar to mathematics like physics. We can expect also that he will also 
exhibit this deficit in mathematics when he is in Secondary School. 
 
Finally he will develop emotional deficits, as his perception of uncontrollability in mathematics 
can lead to anxiety, fear, apathy and depression. 
 
 

2.2 Physiological effects of learned helplessness 
 
When the subject is exposed to an inescapable aversive situation and, at the same time, when 
the subject perceives that situation as inescapable and uncontrollable, there are changes at the 
neuron-synapse level in the brain because of the learning process. 
 
But there are also physiological changes experienced by the body. These changes appear 
when the original helplessness learning takes places but also in the future, when similar 
situations arise. These similar situations generate a response on the cognitive level (because of 
the motivational, cognitive or learning and emotional deficits) but also again on the physiological 
level. 
 
The most important physiological effects are (Muñoz, 2009): 
 

 Norepinephrine (noradrenaline) depletion which can last for several days (Weis et al, 
1981, cited in Muñoz, 2009). 

 
Norepinephrine is a molecule generated by several glands in the body (noradrenergic 
glands) and it is used both as a hormone and as a neurotransmitter. 
 
In humans it is the hormone that prepares the body for action. Because of this it is very 
active in stress and danger situations. 
 
If this hormone is depleted, then what happens is that the body goes into a depressed 
state. The body is thus unable to activate itself to give an adequate response. 
 
This situation can last for several days, until the body can generate new norepinephrine 
to replenish the lost one and attain homeostasis. 

 
 Serotonin depletion which can last for several days (Amat et al, 1998, Maier, 2001, cited 

in Muñoz, 2009). 
 

Serotonin is a hormone and neurotransmitter associated with mood, appetite, sleep and 
also with the feeling well-being and happiness. 
 
Pharmacological drugs exist which alter the concentration of serotonin in the body. 
Antidepressant drugs, as well as drugs used to treat anxiety disorders, increase the 
amount of serotonin. 
 
Serotonin depletion is associated with the failure of the subject to engage in escape 
attempts from the aversive stimulus. It is the biochemical way of the body to say that 
this aversive stimulus should not be attempted to escape, as it has learned that it 
cannot be done. This has the effect of making the subject more passive. 
 
This situation can last for several days, until the body can generate new serotonin to 
replenish the lost one. 
 

 Other substances (Muñoz, 2009). 
 

Without going into detail, but to illustrate the complexity of the physiological reaction to 
learned helplessness we mention other substances affected: GABA (gamma-
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Aminobutyric acid) which is depleted and has a depressor consequence. Acetylcholine, 
dopamine and corticosteroids have been found also to be related to the phenomenon. 

 
 

2.3 Learned helplessness and other types of learning 
 
Learned helplessness is a psychological phenomenon associated with classical conditioning (or 
Pavlovian conditioning) and instrumental conditioning (or operant conditioning) (Muñoz, 2004). 
 
From classical conditioning (or Pavlovian conditioning) we have the notion of the different types 
of stimuli. We are concerned with aversive stimuli, which are stimuli that are unpleasant to the 
subject (Vidal, 2009). 
 
Examples of aversive stimuli can be a loud noise or an unpleasant smell. M.E.P. Seligman, in 
his laboratory experiments on learned helplessness on rats, used electrical discharges as the 
unavoidable aversive stimulus (Muñoz, 2009). 
 
In education systems, examples of aversive stimuli on students can be exam failure, intra-
classroom competitiveness, parental pressure, auto perception of inadequacy, inability to 
understand the subject and others. 
 
Instrumental conditioning (or operant conditioning) is a type of learning that was used by B. F. 
Skinner on his works in behaviorism (Sansa, 2009), which has itself been the predominant 
learning methodology in educational systems around the globe for much of the twentieth 
century. 
 
Now in the twenty-first century the predominant state-of-the-art learning methodology in 
educational systems is constructivism. All of the collaborative methodologies derive from 
constructivism. 
 
But, although the preferred methodology of choice in educational systems has changed, the 
psychological and physiological effects of classical conditioning, instrumental conditioning and 
learned helplessness in humans have not changed and are entirely valid. The former is in the 
realm of education, the latter are in the realms of psychology, physiology and neuroscience. 
 
From instrumental conditioning, we can analyze the different scenarios where aversive stimulus 
is present. This is the case in two scenarios (Sansa, 2009): 
 

 In ‘Positive Punishment’ or simply ‘Punishment’ there is both an aversive stimulus and a 
positive contingency between response given and consequences obtained. 

 
This means that whenever a student, for example, disrupts the classroom (positive 
contingency), he or she receives an aversive stimulus (punishment). For example, he is 
expelled from class. 
 
There is a positive contingency, which mean we are encouraging the diminishing or 
disappearance of the student’s conduct. 
 

 In ‘Negative Reinforcement’ there is both an aversive stimulus and a negative 
contingency between response given and consequences obtained. 

 
This means that when an aversive stimulus happens or is likely to happen (for example, 
an exam) the subject prevents it from happening (thus the negative contingency). 
 
He can do so either by attempting to escape from it (the student will leave the 
classroom) or by attempting to avoid it (the student will activate the fire alarm so that he 
can avoid the exam). 
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The conduct is reinforced because it has successfully escaped or avoided an aversive 
stimulus and the subject will try to repeat this conduct in the future. 
 
This ‘Negative Reinforcement’ type of instrumental conditioning is closely associated 
with phobias, were subjects will try to avoid aversive stimulus by any means possible. 
 
This is related to learned helplessness, as we have seen how phobia is one of the 
emotional deficits that can be developed in this phenomenon. 
 
For example, because of learned helplessness a student may develop phobia to exams, 
or phobia to mathematics. Afterwards the student will try to avoid completely exams or 
mathematics, even if this means failing general education. This can be one of the 
causes of school failure. 
 
We have also seen how learned helplessness is associated with serotonin depletion, 
which is associated with the failure of the subject to engage in escape attempts from the 
aversive stimulus. This means that the subject may be incapable of escaping or 
avoiding it. 

 
 

2.4 Controllability and uncontrollability 
 
This is one key aspect of learned helplessness. We must remember that two conditions have to 
be met for learned helplessness to occur (Muñoz, 2009; Abramson, Seligman & Teasdale, 
1978): 
 

 The subject is exposed to inescapable aversive stimuli. 
 
 The subject perceives that he or she has no control over the inescapable aversive 

stimulus. This is uncontrollability. 
 
Uncontrollability is essential. If the subject perceives that he or she can control the aversive 
stimulus then the subject will activate all of his cognitive and physiological resources to escape 
and learned helplessness will not occur. 
 
If the subject perceives that there is no control over the aversive stimulus then the cognitive and 
physiological resources will not be activated and learned helplessness will occur. 
 
 

2.5 Attribution of causality 
 
Learned helplessness theory was initially published in 1975 by Seligman (Muñoz, 2009). This 
theory had several problems which were addressed when Abramson, Seligman and Teasdale 
published a revised version in 1978. 
 
This revised version incorporates the ideas of Heider (1958, cited in Muñoz, 2009) and Kelley 
(1967, cited in Muñoz, 2009). The main idea is that when something happens to us, we try to 
understand why. We try to understand the causes of what has happened. The answers that we 
give to this question will determine how it affects us and our perception of controllability. 
 
The following dimensions were established to determine causality when faced with an 
uncontrollable event: 
 

 Internality vs. Externality: if we believe that the cause of the incontrollable event is 
internal, then our self-esteem will be lowered. If we believe it is external, our self-
esteem will not be affected. 
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 Stability vs. Instability: this means whether we believe that the uncontrollable event has 

stable causes that will make it stable in time or whether we believe that it has changing 
and variable causes that will make it unstable in time. 

 
If we believe that the uncontrollable event is stable in time learned helplessness will be 
persistent. If we believe it is unstable in time learned helplessness will not be as severe. 
 

 Globality vs. Specificity: this means whether we believe that the uncontrollable event 
has broad and global implications or whether we believe it has a limited and specific 
scope. 

 
If we believe that the uncontrollable event has broad and global implications learned 
helplessness will be more severe and persistent. On the contrary, if we believe that the 
uncontrollable event has a limited and specific scope learned helplessness will last 
much less time and will be less severe. 

 
Following these three dimensions, two attributional stiles were defined: 
 

 Optimistic attributional style:  
 

 For appetitive stimuli – positive events: Internal, Stable, Global attributions. 
 For aversive stimuli – negative events: External, Unstable, Specific attributions. 

 
 Pessimistic attributional style. 

 
 For appetitive stimuli – positive events: External, Unstable, Specific attributions. 
 For aversive stimuli – negative events: Internal, Stable, Global attributions. 

 
For example, when faced with a very difficult exam (negative event), a student with a 
pessimistic attributional style may think that he has not studied enough (internal), that this 
course is just too hard (stable) and that he is not clever enough for this (global). 
 
On the other hand, a student with an optimistic attributional style may think that the exam was 
badly designed (external), that the teacher will not do the same difficulty again (unstable) and 
that this is just something related to this course (specific). 
 
The revised learned helplessness theory (Abramson, Seligman & Teasdale, 1978) states that 
the attributional style of the subject, his or her personality, determines greatly the presence and 
prognosis of the deficits associated with learned helplessness. 
 
 

2.6 Diagnostic and treatment of learned helplessness 
 

2.6.1 Diagnostic in clinical psychology and psychiatry: ICD-10 and DSM-5 
 
In clinical psychology and psychiatry the main tools for diagnostic are taxonomical symptom 
classification manuals. Mainly two are used (Requena, 2015): 
 

 International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems 10th 
Revision (ICD-10) - Chapter V: Mental and behavioural disorders. 

 
This classification is published by the World Health Organization (WHO), which is an 
agency of the United Nations. 
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 The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), currently in its 5th 
Edition – DMS-5. 

 
This classification is published by the American Psychiatric Association (APA). 

 
“Learned helplessness” is not present in either the ICD-10 or in the DSM-5. Because of this it 
can be argued that learned helplessness cannot be officially considered a mental disorder. 
There is no classification for it, no “mental disorder code”. 
 
It follows, then, that no official diagnostic for learned helplessness can be issued by a clinical 
psychologist or by a psychiatrist. 
 
However, we have to remember that both ICD-10 and DSM-5 are taxonomies of symptoms. For 
example: depression, phobia, anxiety and many others. 
 
Learned helplessness is a psychological phenomenon which has been scientifically proven and 
described in many scientific papers since 1972 (Muñoz, 2009). The key is to understand that 
sometimes learned helplessness will generate deficits which can be considered a mental 
disorder and sometimes this will not be the case. Sometimes the deficits will lead to anxiety, 
phobia, fear, apathy, depression, and sometimes it will not. 
 
Because of this we must conclude that we have no official tool for the diagnosis of learned 
helplessness which will classify it as a mental disorder, and we cannot have one. 
 
Health professionals can, however, go beyond an official mental disorder they are faced with, 
like a depression and, in trying to determine its origins, establish that its roots may lie in a 
learned helplessness phenomenon. 
 
Education systems professionals, teachers and Psychopedagogy professionals, can also 
analyze a specific student and understand that the source of his or her difficulties may lie in a 
learned helplessness phenomenon. 
 

2.6.2 General diagnostic and possibilities in education systems 
 
As a general rule we can determine the presence of a learned helplessness phenomenon in a 
student if the following three criteria are met (Peterson et al., 1993, cited in Muñoz, 2009). 
These can be used by education systems professionals, teachers, as the basis for identification 
of the phenomenon. Afterwards a Psychopedagogy professional, a clinical psychologist or a 
psychiatrist can be requested for more in-depth evaluations: 
 

 Inappropriate passivity. The student with exhibit a passive behavior towards a problem 
which could be solved if an active approach was used. 

 
 Passivity has appeared as a consequence of exposure to uncontrollable events. 

 
 Motivational, cognitive or emotional deficits developed in original exposure are 

erroneously associated to new situations. 
 

2.6.3 Treatment in education systems 
 
Emotional deficits caused by learned helplessness such as anxiety, fear, apathy, phobia and 
depression can only be treated by a qualified mental health professional: a clinical psychologist 
or a psychiatrist. 
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There are actions, however, that teachers and psychopedagogy professionals can take in 
school environments. This list is based on the revised learned helplessness theory by 
Abramson, Seligman and Teasdale (1978): 
 

 Modification of the student’s environment so that there is a lower chance for aversive 
stimulus to appear. 

 
For example, the teaching methodology can be changed. If the student displayed 
learned helplessness when faced with an exam or other behavioral techniques, one 
option is to use constructivist methodologies like cooperative learning. 

 
 Change the student’s expectations towards stimuli so that unavoidable events elicit less 

aversion and reduce the expectations towards unrealistic goals. 
 

For example, we can tell the student that the exam weight on the final grade will be 
diminished. This way the exam will elicit less aversion and stress. 
 
We can also tell the student that not getting a perfect grade in an exam is not the end of 
the world. Try to emphasize the learning process as a whole and act on it by modifying 
the learning methodologies and grade distribution. 

 
 Modification of the student’s attributional style. 

 
As we have seen in Chapter 2.5, the student’s own attribution of causality is essential to 
determine the severity of the effects of learned helplessness. 

 
Because of this, attempts could be made by teachers so that aversive stimuli perceived 
by the student have External, Unstable and Specific attributions. 
 
The ultimate goal for teachers is for the student to acquire an optimistic attributional 
style. 

 
 Modification of the perception of uncontrollability. 

 
As we have seen in Chapter 2.4, the student’s perception of uncontrollability is essential 
in the appearance of the learned helplessness phenomenon. 
 
Teachers can try to change the student’s perception of controllability on the aversive 
stimuli. They could train students with study techniques so that they can perceive a new 
degree of control over the stimuli. 

 

2.6.4 Can learned helplessness be cured? 
 
Learned helplessness is a psychological and physiological phenomenon present in many 
animal families and humans. 
 
It is a cognitive and physical reaction when confronted to uncontrollable aversive stimuli. 
 
Because of this, the phenomenon cannot be cured. 
 
Learned helplessness is a mechanism which is present in our species and others as a result of 
evolution. We will not analyze in this thesis, however, the evolutionary origins of the 
phenomenon. 
 
As we have seen, the best preventive approach is to develop an optimistic attributional style. 
This will minimize the effects of the deficits associated with learned helplessness and could 
prevent them altogether in certain situations. 
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2.7 Legal status of learned helplessness in Spain 
 

2.7.1 Classification under Spanish law 
 
As we have seen in Chapter 2.6.1, learned helplessness is not classified as a mental disorder in 
either the ICD-10 or the DMS-5. 
 
Because of this, it is our understanding that learned helplessness cannot be classified as a 
mental disorder under Spanish Law. 
 

2.7.2 Mental health professionals and education systems professionals 
 
Mental disorders 
 
Emotional deficits officially classified as mental disorders caused by learned helplessness such 
as anxiety, fear, apathy, phobia and depression can only be treated by qualified mental health 
professionals. 
 
Under Spanish law the official degrees required would be: 
 

 Clinical psychologist (Psicólogo Especialista en Psicología Clínica): Requires a Degree 
in Psychology (Grado en Psicología) and a Master’s Degree in Clinical Psychology with 
residency (Psicólogo Especialista en Psicología Clínica con P.I.R. Psicólogo Interno 
Residente). 

 
 Psychiatrist (Médico Psiquiatra): Requires a Degree in Medicine (Grado en Medicina) 

and a Master’s Degree in Psychiatry with residency (Especialidad M.I.R. en psiquiatría). 
 
Other actions not associated with mental disorders 
 
As we have seen in Chapter 2.6.3 there are actions, however, that teachers and 
psychopedagogy professionals can take in school environments. This can be done as long as it 
does not involve treatment of an officially classified mental disorder. 
 
Under Spanish law the official degrees required would be: 
 

 Teacher (Profesor de Instituto): Requires a Degree (Grado) and a Master’s Degree in 
Teaching (Máster en Formación de Profesorado). 

 
 Psychopedagogy professional (Psicopedagogo de Instituto): Requires a Degree in 

Psychopedagogy (Grado en Psicopedagogía). 
 

 Psychologist (Psicólogo): Requires a Degree in Psychology (Grado en Psicología). 
 

 General Health Psychologist (Psicólogo General Sanitario): Requires a Degree in 
Psychology (Grado en Psicología) and a Master’s Degree in General Health 
Psychology (Máster en Psicología General Sanitaria). 
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3. Literature review on learned helplessness in school 
environments 

 

3.1 Search engines used 
 
The following search engines have been used in the initial search for publications: 
 

 PsycINFO – American Psychological Association (APA) 
https://www.apa.org/pubs/databases/psycinfo 

 
 Web of Science – Thomson Reuters 

http://clarivate.com/scientific-and-academic-research/research-discovery/web-of-science/ 
 

 PubMED – U.S. National Library of Medicine 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/ 

 
 ERIC - Educational Research Information Center, U.S. Department of Education, U.S.A. 

https://eric.ed.gov/ 
 

 Google Scholar 
https://scholar.google.es/ 

 
 

3.2 Number of papers identified 
 

3.2.1 PsycINFO 
 
Query: “learned helplessness” [Blue line]   From 1961 to present 
Result: 2.914 
 
Query: “learned helplessness” AND education [Red line] From 1974 to present 
Result: 373 
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3.2.2 Web of Science 
 
Query: “learned helplessness” [Blue line]   From 1968 to present 
Result: 2.932 
 
Query: “learned helplessness” AND education [Red line] From 1974 to present 
Result: 87 
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3.2.3 PubMED 
 
Query: “learned helplessness” [Blue line]   From 1967 to present 
Result: 1.935 
 
Query: “learned helplessness” AND education [Red line] From 1982 to present 
Result: 119 
 
 

PubMed - Publications - 2008 to 2016
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Learned Helplessness 68 41 67 7 5 51 52 45 63
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3.2.4 ERIC 
 
Query: “learned helplessness” [Blue line]   From 1969 to present 
Result: 341 
 
Query: “learned helplessness” AND education [Red line] From 1969 to present 
Result: 170 
 

ERIC - Publications - 2008 to 2016
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Learned Helplessness 4 4 4 1 3 4 3 3 2

LH in education 1 2 2 1 1 1 2 3 2

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

 
 

3.2.5 Google Scholar 
 
Query: “learned helplessness”   Query: “learned helplessness” +education 
Result: 88.900     Result: 48.600 
 
This returns too many results. Also, Google Scholar’s interface is very limited as you can only 
choose to search either in the title or in the full body of the publication. The optimal would be to 
allow searching also in keywords. We restrict by searching in title only. 
 
Query: allintitle: "learned helplessness" [Blue line]  From 1968 to present 
Result: 1.230 
 
Query: allintitle: education "learned helplessness" [Red line] From 1992 to present 
Result: 13 
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3.3 Analysis of search engines results 
 
From the search engines results we can reach the following conclusions: 
 

 Learned helplessness is an active area of research. 
 
 Learned helplessness in education is an active area of research. It accounts for about a 

1/5 of all papers produced in the area of learned helplessness. 
 

 PsycINFO is the best database to research this topic. 
 

It returns close to 3.000 results for learned helplessness in general and 373 results for 
learned helplessness in education. This is probably because PsycINFO is administered 
by the American Psychological Association and is more influenced by psychology and 
social sciences, as is the case with education. 

 
 Web of Science and PubMED are the next best databases and should be taken into 

account. They return close to 3.000 results (Web of Science) and close to 2.000 results 
(PubMED) for learned helplessness in general and close to 100 results (both search 
engines) for learned helplessness in education. The difference with PsycINFO may be 
explained by the fact that Web of Science and PubMED are more influenced by the 
medical sciences, which do not include education. 

 
 ERIC is not a good search engine to research this topic, as it returns very few 

publications. 
 

 Google Scholar is not a good search engine to research this topic. Google Scholar’s 
interface is very limited as you can only choose to search either in the title or in the full 
body of the publication. Because of this you cannot search by keywords, which would 
be very helpful. 

 
Google Scholar does not restrict its searches to peer-review publications. This can also 
explain the large number of records returned. In contrast, peer-review publications 
account for 78% of the PsycINFO database. 

 
 

3.4 State-of-the-art publications year range definition 
 
Originally it was planned that state-of-the-art publications would mean that they would be 
selected within the previous 5 years, in the range from 2013 to 2017. 
 
However, fewer publications than expected have been returned from the search engines. 
 
Because of this, state-of-the-art publications are redefined, for the purposes of this thesis, to 
encompass the last 10 years, in the range from 2008 to 2017. 
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3.5 Data cleanup 
 
The three most relevant search engines have been selected for data extraction: PsycINFO, 
Web of Science and PubMED. 
 
The query has been: “learned helplessness” AND education 
 
The year range for search queries has been from 2008 to 2017 (10 years). 
 
The results have been: 
 

 PsycINFO:  68 publications. 
 Web of Science: 42 publications. 
 PubMED:  28 publications. 

 
After a review of the results, it has become necessary to perform data cleanup. 
 
The reason is that many articles are on the pharmacology or neuroscience fields. For example, 
the papers “Ginsenoside Rb3 exerts antidepressant-like effects in several animal models.” or 
“Valproic acid improves the tolerance for the stress in learned helplessness rats.” have been 
returned by the query but cannot be part of the present study in education. 
 
After data cleanup, the following list of publications is obtained: 
 

 PsycINFO:  28 publications. 
 Web of Science: 19 publications. 
 PubMED:  5 publications. 

 
Some publications have appeared on one search engine, some in two and some in all three 
search engines results. 
 

 Publications returned only in PsycINFO: 24 publications. 
 Publications returned only in Web of Science: 15 publications. 
 Publications returned only in PubMED:  2 publications. 
 
 Publications returned by PsycINFO and Web of Science: 2 publications. 
 Publications returned by PsycINFO and PubMED:  1 publication. 
 Publications returned by Web of Science and PubMED:  1 publication. 

 
 Publications returned by the three search engines:  1 publication. 

 
 Total number of publications, consolidated:   46 publications. 

 
From the above list, one conclusion is that the search engine PubMED can be ignored, as only 
2 publications can only be found exclusively in this search engine. This accounts for only 4% of 
the total number of publications returned and consolidated. 
 
It follows, then, that the search engines PsycINFO and Web of Science are sufficient to perform 
research in the topic of this thesis, learned helplessness in education. 
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3.6 Identification of relevant research groups on the topic 
 
One of the goals of this thesis was to identify the relevant research groups and institutions on 
this topic. To accomplish this, the 46 publications obtained in the preceding section have been 
analyzed. The author affiliation has been collected and is presented in the following table.  
 
 

Institutions – Higher Education Number of 
publications 

National Institutes of Health (NIH), USA 1 

West Chester University of Pennsylvania, USA 
Department of Psychology 1 

Old Dominion University, USA 
Department of Psychology 1 

University of Richmond, USA 
Department of Psychology 1 

The Chicago School Of Professional Psychology, USA 1 

University of California, Santa Barbara, USA 
UCSB Koegel Autism Center, Graduate School of Education 1 

Marquette University, USA 
Department of Clinical Psychology 1 

University of Wisconsin - La Crosse, USA 
Department of Psychology 1 

The University of Texas at El Paso, USA 1 

Emory University, USA 1 

DePaul University, USA 1 

Virginia State University, USA 1 

University of Nebraska – Lincoln, USA 
Department of Educational Psychology 1 

University of Southern California, USA 1 

California State University Chico, USA 1 

University of Minnesota, USA 
Department of Educational Policy and Administration 1 

University of Pennsylvania, USA 1 

University of Geneva, Switzerland 1 

Zurich University of Arts, Switzerland 1 

Mount Saint Vincent University, Canada 1 

Concordia University, Canada 1 

Aksaray University, Turkey 
Department of Primary Education 1 

Cukurova University, Turkey 
Department of Elementary Education 1 
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Inonu University, Turkey 
Department of Counseling and Guidance 1 

Istanbul University, Turkey 
 1 

Al Qasmi College, Israel 1 

Tel-Aviv University, Israel 1 

Tel Hai Academy College, Israel 1 

Islamic Azad University, Iran 
Department of Psychology 1 

University of Queensland, Australia 1 

University of Tasmania, Australia 1 

University of Wollongong, Australia 1 

University of Exeter, England 1 

University of Warwick, England 1 

Hong Kong Baptist University, P.R. China 
Department of Education Studies 1 

University of Hong Kong, P.R. China 
Faculty of Education 1 

Tohoku University, Japan 
Graduate School of Education 1 

University of Murcia, Spain 
Department of Personality, Psychological Assessment and 
Treatment 

1 

SWPS University of Social Sciences and Humanities, Poland 1 

University of Leuven, Belgium 1 

University of Botswana, Botswana 
Department of Educational Foundations 1 

University of Messina, Italy 
Department of Human and Social Sciences 1 

Moscow State University of Psychology and Education, Russia 
Department of Counseling and Clinical Psychology 1 

Universidad Pontificia Bolivariana, Colombia 
Escuela Ciencias Sociales 1 

 
 

Institutions – Private company Number of 
publications 

Golf Scientifica Pty Ltd, Australia 1 
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Consolidating the results by country, we obtain the following table: 
 

Country Number of 
publications 

USA 17 

Switzerland 2 

Canada 2 

Turkey 4 

Israel 3 

Iran 1 

Australia 3 

England 2 

Hong Kong, P.R. China 2 

Japan 1 

Spain 1 

Poland 1 

Belgium 1 

Botswana 1 

Italy 1 

Russia 1 

Colombia 1 
 
 
From the information presented, the following conclusions can be obtained: 
 

 There seems to be no stable research group on the subject. All academic institutions 
identified have produced only 1 publication over a 10-year period. This might indicate 
publications are the result of individual investigator’s interest, rather than departmental 
or university-level interest. 

 
 Learned helplessness in education is a topic only of interest to academia. Higher 

education institutions have produced 44 publications, whereas private companies have 
only produced 1 publication. 

 
 This research topic seems to spark interest mainly in the U.S.A., as this country has 

produced 17 of the 46 publications, which is 37% of the total production. 
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3.7 Identification of relevant journals on the topic 
 
One of the goals of this thesis was to identify the relevant journals on this topic. To accomplish 
this, the 46 publications obtained in the preceding section have been analyzed. The journals 
have been collected and are presented in the following table.  
 

Journal Number of 
publications 

Books and book chapters 4 

Dissertations 4 

Conference Proceedings 3 

Kuram ve Uygulamada Eğitim Bilimleri (in Turkish) 2 

Activitas Nervosa Superior 1 

Anales de Psicología (in Spanish) 1 

Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice 1 

Canadian Journal of Community Mental Health 1 

Computers in Human Behavior 1 

Cultural-Historical Psychology 1 

Dyslexia 1 

Educational Psychology 1 

Electronic Journal of Research in Educational Psychology 1 

European Journal of Psychology of Education 1 

Frontiers in Psychology 1 

Gender & Behaviour 1 

International Journal of Inclusive Education 1 

International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching 1 

International Review of Sport and Exercise Psychology 1 

Japanese Journal of Educational Psychology 1 

Journal of Educational Psychology 1 

Journal of Family Psychology, 
American Psychological Association (APA) 1 

Journal of Learning Disabilities 1 

Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development 1 

Journal of School Health 1 

Journal of Social Psychology 1 

Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology 1 

Journal of Teaching in Physical Education 1 

Life Science Journal-Acta 
Zhengzhou University Overseas Edition 1 
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Medical Problems of Performing Artists 1 

Music Education Research 1 

Psychological Bulletin 1 

Psychology in the School 1 

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Psychology 1 

Sage Open 1 

Sex Roles 1 

Social Behavior and Personality 1 
 
 
 
From the information presented, the following conclusions can be obtained: 
 

 There seems to be no relevant journals specific to this research area. Almost all 
journals have published only 1 publication over a 10-year period. This indicates that the 
journals identified have other or more general interests and learned helplessness in 
education is just one of the topics that might be included for publication. 

 
 The only exception is the Turkish journal “Kuram ve Uygulamada Eğitim Bilimleri”, 

which has published 2 papers over a 10-year period. This journal, however, is written in 
Turkish and thus has targeted a regional audience. 

 
 This topic has produced 4 books (or book chapters), 4 dissertations and 3 conference 

proceedings. 
 

 This topic sparks some interest, as demonstrated by the amount of publications 
analyzed, although there seems to be no critical mass for a specific journal to be 
created. 
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4. Results of the literature review 
 
After the review of the 46 publications, we can classify them in the following way. Only the most 
significant publications are presented. 
 

4.1 Studies with learned helplessness 
 

 In Akca (2011) a study is presented. It took place in Turkey with 708 students. They 
wanted to investigate the relationship between test anxiety and learned helplessness 
levels of students. The conclusion of the study is that there are no significant 
differences between the two variables. 

 
 In Au et al (2010) a study is presented that analyzes the relationship between learned 

helplessness, its risk factors and hopelessness. A causal model is presented and tested 
on 741 Hong Kong secondary students over a year. Students with pessimistic 
attributional style tend to take on most of the responsibility for their failing. Teachers can 
try to reduce these beliefs to stop students from going into learned helplessness. 

 
 Berg et al (2009) present a study on 86 elementary boys and girls in Canada. Gender 

differences, self-perception and its relation with learned helplessness (depressed mood) 
is explored. Results show gender stereotypical self-perceptions and the importance of 
addressing these issues. 

 
 Brown et al (2008) present a study with 96 economically disadvantaged children. The 

variables analyzed are chaotic conditions, sleep problems and responses to academic 
challenge. Chaotic living conditions have statistically predicted helplessness to 
academic challenges. Sleep problems mediate in this relationship. 

 
 Brusso et al (2013) present a study with 387 participants. They were trainees 

completing a videogame-based training program. The paper analyzes the impact of 
unrealistic difficult goal-setting and how this is mediated by self-regulation. 

 
 Ullusoy et al (2013) present a study with 27 eight-grade elementary students. The goal 

was to analyze the effect of a program designed to reduce learned helplessness and 
irrational beliefs. Results prove that the program is effective in reducing irrational 
beliefs, but not learned helplessness. 

 
 Hen et al (2014) present a study with 287 students with and without learning disabilities. 

Academic procrastination is associated with learned helplessness, which can lead to 
high levels of anxiety, stress and illness. The results show that students with learning 
disabilities scored lower in emotional intelligence and academic self-efficacy and higher 
on academic procrastination. 

 
 Mouratidis et al (2008) present a study based on self-determination theory with middle 

school students. The task assigned was a physical education task. The motivating role 
of positive competence feedback was analyzed in two studies. Results show that 
motivation did not have effects on performance, but it did have an effect on competence 
satisfaction and well-being. 

 
 Qutaiba (2010) presents a study on special-education teachers in the Israeli Arab 

sector. Variables are analyzed which have an effect on stress and burnout. A relation is 
made between negative school involvement and learned helplessness suggesting more 
involvement in school can improve their well-being and work efficiency. 
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 Nenty et al (2009) present a study on gender, mathematics and learned helplessness in 

secondary school students in Lesotho. 310 students from 12 senior secondary schools 
completed a series of questionnaires. Results show that gender is not a significant 
influence on learned helplessness. 

 
 

4.2 Learned helplessness as a variable 
 

 In Affonso et al (2010) the concept of learned helplessness is used to describe the 
situation of youth in the context of violence in a school environment. It is only a 
description; no experimentation has taken place using learned helplessness. 

 
 

4.3 New or evolved theoretical models 
 
 

 Burnette et al (2013) present an evolution of self-control theory by Carver and Scheier. 
The idea is to associate implicit theories with self-regulation by means of three 
processes: goal setting, goal operating, and goal monitoring. 

 
 Conway et al (2011) present a conference paper that develops on empowerment 

theory. The goal is to develop a ecological model (a systemic model), that allows to 
understand the ‘fit’ of the individual with the environment (school, family, neighborhood), 
so that optimal development can occur. 

 
 Zaretskii (2016) presents a multidimensional model based in Lev Vygotsky’s work on 

the zone of proximal development. The work is based on the experience of running 
summer schools for children with disabilities. The key issue is Vygotsky’s idea of the 
relationship between learning and development. 

 
 Kim (2008), in his dissertation, proposes a way to neutralize learned helplessness. This 

can be called also rebounding performance. The method uses anagrams and success 
exposure. Other variables that can act as mediators are ability and effort attribution. 

 
 Reyna (2008) discussed the notion of the attributional style and its importance. He does 

so by means of attributional stereotypes in the classroom. The stereotypes derive from 
ethnic origins of students, which are internalized by the teachers. Because of this, they 
will look for internal causes for student achievement. 

 
 

4.4 Learned helplessness instruments 
 
 

 Biber et al (2014) present this study at a conference. It comprises 305 university 
students who are receiving education in the Programs of Primary Mathematics 
Teaching and Classroom Teaching. The idea is to find out the learned helplessness 
levels of these students in relation to other variables such gender, program of study and 
grade levels. An instrument was used "Learned Helplessness in Mathematics Scale", 
which was developed by Biber and Baser. 
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 Sorrenti et al (2015) present a study which validates the “learned helplessness 

questionnaire” (LHQ). It is an instrument that provides a measure of learned 
helplessness (LH) and mastery orientation (MO) in school environments. It can be used 
by school psychologists and teachers. 

 
 Koegel et al (2016) present, in this book chapter, the “Pivotal Response Treatment” 

(PRT). It is in a book that develops intervention models on young children with autism. 
Pivotal Response Treatment is based on learned helplessness, and it is designed to 
improve motivation. This has proved to reduce the levels of learned helplessness and 
increase responsiveness and engagement. 

 
 

4.5 Examples of learned helplessness 
 
 

 Lindstedt et al (2008) present a case report of a young man that began to develop 
learned helplessness. Reading disability had developed but, as he grew older, he would 
start to give up on assignments. He would not attempt them. This book chapter 
highlights the problems associated with learned helplessness such as anxiety, and 
symptoms of depression. 

 
 
 



Alberto Manuel Cabeza Loriente  
 
 
 

A literature review on learned helplessness in school environments 27 

 

5. Conclusions and future work 
 
Learned helplessness is a psychological phenomenon. Because of this it has received interest 
mainly from the psychological and medical sciences. 
 
In this thesis the main objective was to ascertain whether learned helplessness was also 
actively researched in relation to school environments and education. 
 
After reviewing the literature we have to conclude that yes, this is an active field of research. 
 
A second objective has also been achieved. With this thesis we have raised the level of 
awareness on this topic. This type of learning was not well-known among education 
professionals but now this thesis can change this and encourage more research in this area. 
 
We saw in Chapter 2.6.2 a simple general diagnostic tool that teachers can use to detect signs 
of learned helplessness in their students. 
 
In Chapter 2.6.3 we saw simple treatment strategies to try to alleviate or minimize the effects of 
learned helplessness on students. These strategies do not treat mental disorders and, because 
of this, they can be used by any education professional: teachers and Psychopedagogy 
professionals. 
 
After reviewing the literature we have identified three instruments: 
 

 In Biber et al (2014), the "Learned Helplessness in Mathematics Scale". 
 
 In Sorrenti et al (2015), the “learned helplessness questionnaire” (LHQ). 
 
 In Koegel et al (2016), the “Pivotal Response Treatment” (PRT).  

 
We have not analyzed in detail these instruments, which have been designed by their authors 
for specific purposes. Their in-depth analysis can be carried out in future work. 
 
Also in future work other ideas can be explored. One such idea, related to school environments, 
is the relationship between learned helplessness and bullying. This seems only natural to 
explore, since bullying has a strong component of helplessness. 
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