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A few years ago I was reading an article in The New York Times concerning the plan to stop doing any “social” promotions in the NYC School District.  One of the top administrators was interviewed and said something like, ‘This will send a strong message to those lazy students that we’re not going to pass them along just because of their age.’ (I may not have the quote exactly right, but I definitely remember that he specifically said LAZY students.) What struck me was not his view about social promotion, but rather his belief system that the children who are failing were just not trying.  Although some students may fail due to lack of effort, others may fail due to poor teaching methodology, lack of ability, and a host of other reasons.  Furthermore, even if they were being “lazy”, what caused them to behave that way and how can we change that? 

LEARNED HELPLESSNESS

So many times I hear staff members lament that their students are apathetic and have just stopped trying.  Skipping class, not completing homework, inattention in class, not even attempting assignments, putting forth a half-hearted effort are given as evidence of this lack of motivation. What happens to individuals who, at one time, sincerely tried and repeatedly failed?  Martin Seligman, author of Learned Optimism discusses the phenomenon of learned helplessness.  In experiments with both animals and humans, Dr. Seligman scientifically proved that when an individual’s best efforts in a situation are met with repeated failure, the individual just stops trying. He learns that his efforts do not produce results and he comes to believe that he is unable to exert any control over his own destiny.  This belief is then overgeneralized to any future situation which is reminiscent of the past failure experience.  It is the self-fulfilling prophecy at its worst. Is it possible that these apathetic students are in a state of learned helplessness?  I believe so.  

PREVENTION

We have the best chance at preventing “learned helplessness” by making certain that students are taught at their correct instructional levels.  Here is an analogy.  When a child first attempts to play basketball, he is short and the regulation net is way above his head.  Yet he is motivated to try to play.  He believes that it is possible to make a basket because he has seen other people do it.  He throws the ball and it only makes it halfway there.  He tries again.  This time he throws it a little harder and again it falls way short.  With some verbal encouragement, he may even try a few more times, but if nothing else changes and he continues to fail, he’ll declare that basketball is a stupid game and he’ll quit.   Years later, even after he’s grown a little and things might be different, that initial failure experience may have left such a strong impression that he won’t even try.

If, however, there is a wise adult watching the child’s struggles, the grown-up can change the scenario.  He can either lift the child up closer to the rim or he can lower the net so the child can be successful.  One successful experience can positively reinforce a child’s efforts and motivate him to persist.  The child has to believe that success is possible. 

B.F. Skinner found that to start a new behavior, positive reinforcement should occur immediately. In the beginning, success should be guaranteed.  This can be likened to the student’s independent level.  Watch young students read and reread books they have read a hundred times.  However, 100% reinforcement eventually loses its appeal and becomes detrimental to motivation.  An individual has to have some challenge or why bother? He again begins to feel that he has no impact on his own destiny if things are just handed to him.  Skinner proved that the most powerful motivating factor is not continuous reinforcement but rather intermittent reinforcement.  The individual must be successful sometimes. The proverbial net should be raised slowly as the student’s skill level increases. This is why we should be teaching at the students’ instructional levels.  Goals should be attainable, but not too easily attained.

You might ask, how does this relate to students who are capable of meeting the standard, yet are in a state of learned helplessness because of past failure experiences? The material is at their correct instructional level but they won’t even pick up a pencil? How do you get a boy, who failed miserably at basketball as a child yet is now tall enough to make a basket in a regulation net, to even pick up the ball and try to play? How do you get someone who was unsuccessful learning to read in the primary grades to participate in English class in middle school? 

FIND THE RIGHT “BAIT”

In the movie “Dangerous Minds” (based on LouAnn Johnson’s true life story documented in her book, My Posse Don’t Do No Homework), Ms. Johnson, a former Marine, returns to education to do her student teaching.  She is hired as a teacher on temporary license to teach a group of “academy students” who were described to her as bright, energetic and challenging.  She enters into the classroom enthusiastic and hopeful.  She finds an entire class of confrontational, verbally abusive, noisy and disrespectful students.  Within five minutes she leaves the classroom, slams the door and confronts one of her colleagues.  “Who are these kids….rejects from HELL?”  Her colleague says, “LouAnn, you said you wanted to teach.”  She replies, “I can’t teach THEM!”  He responds, “Yes you can.  All you have to do is get their attention.  Or quit.”  

Mr. Holland, in the movie “Mr. Holland’s Opus” is confronted with the same problem in different form.  He has a group of polite, quiet, respectful students whom are neither participating nor learning in his class.  He asks them a question about the class content and is met with blank stares.  In frustration he says, “I just wanted to confirm the fact that I’ve made no impact on you the last five months.”   

Interestingly enough, both Ms. Johnson and Mr. Holland discover the same solution to the problem of reconnecting with their disconnected kids.  They get their attention by making a connection between what they want to teach and what the students are interested in.  Ms. Johnson’s students are into power and music.  She uses karate and song lyrics to get their attention and eventually gets them involved in poetry.  Mr. Holland’s students are into Rock and Roll.  He makes the connection between a popular song “Lover’s Concerto” and Johann Sebastian Bach’s “Minuet In G.” Within minutes both teachers have the students engaged.  If you want to catch a fish, you have to use the right bait.

A few months ago I was speaking with an inner-city high school history teacher who was frustrated because he didn’t seem to be reaching his kids.  I suggested that he make connections between what he was teaching with his students’ lives.  I stayed and watched his next class.  He began by teaching about World War II and how groups within the same country frequently dehumanized those who were different from them through both words and actions.  As he was talking, students were slumped in their seats.  Some of them were sleeping, one girl was putting on make-up, and others were talking among themselves.  He then interjected something like, ‘We have the same problem here in our town.  There is a new group of immigrants in our city and people dehumanize them with a nickname.’  Immediately, heads came up, the girl stopped putting on her make-up and several students yelled out the derogatory ethnic label he was referring to.  It was like he flipped a switch from off to ON!  The rest of the class period the kids spent actively discussing how derogatory nicknames serve to separate and dehumanize people.  

The trick with disconnected kids is to reconnect them.  All of us are more motivated to learn information that is personally relevant to our lives and our interests.  That does not mean, however, that the students’ interests dictate the curriculum.  Appealing to their interests is the “bait”.  Once they are hooked, we can get them interested in what we are teaching by continuing to make connections.

SET SHORT TERM GOALS

Have you ever looked at a task that is so daunting that you were immobilized to even begin? If you had a wise advisor, he might help you make a list of what you need to do, work with you on prioritizing it, and then encourage you to do one or two things each day.  He would check your progress and congratulate your success as you accomplished your short-term goals.  Before you knew it, you would have finished the task that looked so overwhelming to you in the beginning.  This is another way to assist individuals who are mired in the state of learned helplessness.  Help them set short term goals.  Many students get so overwhelmed that they lose (or never had) the ability to break tasks down into manageable units.  I remember working in a resource room years ago and one of my students came into the room on Monday screaming, “Look at all these vocabulary words she wants us to learn.  She’s nuts.  I’ll never learn all of these!”  She threw a pack of 50 cards on the table.  Calmly, I took the cards and asked her how many she thought would be reasonable for her to learn today.  She said that she thought she could handle learning ten.  As we worked on those cards, she realized that she already knew half of them. This boosted her confidence and since we had time left, she even tried a few more.  By the end of week, she had learned all 50.

Sometimes I suggest that teachers modify the quantity of work they give a student at any one time or set a time limit for how long to work on a difficult task.  Students who are prone to learned helplessness tend to look at the whole and get so overwhelmed they decide, “Why bother.” Presenting information or tasks in “chunks” (by this I mean only a few problems or tasks) makes the assignment look manageable.  Occasionally, people will argue that if they modify quantity then the student will get behind in his work.  They ask me, ‘What would have happened if the girl I described above had only learned 25 of the 50 words by the end of the week?’  My response…That is 25 words more then she was going to learn if I hadn’t helped her set short-term goals.  

VALIDATING PARTICIPATION  

Perhaps one of the most difficult tasks is to reinforce a student who is trying, but gives the wrong answer.  If they get the answer wrong, it kicks in their “why bother” mentality. Think about it.  Most of us give what we think is the right answer.  Very few of us want to be wrong on purpose. If I tried and I failed, why would I want to try again?   A “trick” I learned is to use their incorrect answer in a correct statement.  This illustrates that they do know something about the general topic you’re discussing and encourages them to persist or at least be amenable to being told the right answer. 

Example 1:  

Teacher:
“Who was the 1st president of the United States?”

Student:
“Abraham Lincoln”

Teacher:
“Abraham Lincoln was the 16th president of the United States.  It’s good you know about that president. George Washington was the first president.”

Example 2:

Teacher:
The vocabulary word that means “an opposite” is what?

Student:
“Homonym”

Teacher:
“Homonym means the same in spelling and sound but different in meaning.  Wow, that is another one of your vocabulary words.  Do you remember the one that means the opposite….it starts with ant…?”

Student:
Oh, I remember now.  Antonym!

RECOGNIZE PROGRESS NOT PERFECTION

Unfortunately, our current grading system frequently discourages students from persisting on tasks that are difficult (or they believe to be difficult) if they do not think they can achieve a passing grade.  Although I think that a student who has learned 25 new vocabulary words is successful, she won’t believe it if she gets a 50% (F) on her test.  One of the falsehoods that we tell students is,  “If you work hard you will get good grades.”  The truth is that if you work hard, it will increase the likelihood that you will get better grades, but it does not guarantee good ones.  Have you ever worked very hard at a subject or a sport and not received good grades? 

Most schools use public recognition such as honor rolls, perfect scores, varsity letters, awards, class rankings and grade point averages as motivational tools. What happens, however, when the rewards appear unattainable?  Some students decide that they shouldn’t even bother to work for them while others find another way to achieve public recognition, in a negative sense.  

One of my graduate students told me that her high school math teacher arranged seats by grade point average.  The number one chair was reserved for the student with the highest average and all the top students sat in the front rows.  The last chair and the back rows were reserved for the students with the lowest averages.  Among the lower achieving students the goal became who could get the lowest average.  Why not?  That’s what they felt they could achieve.   A number of years ago, many schools began recognizing students who reached a level of academic excellence with bumper stickers “My child is an honor roll student at XYZ school.”  Shortly thereafter, I started seeing bumper stickers that read, “My child beat up your honor roll student.”  I suspect that sticker was developed by a parent who felt that their child was just as special as a “smart” kid and wanted recognition.  Recognition is the reinforcer—not positive recognition or negative recognition—just recognition.  

If progress is only recognized once someone reaches a certain level—the reward point….then what motivates students to persevere?  This is a really important consideration, because at some point you are going to be faced with students who might be motivated to keep trying if their efforts toward making progress were recognized.  

Looking at the following chart.  Which students deserve recognition?
Point Improvement Over a Semester
	Student A
	
	

	
	50 point improvement

	Student B
	
	
	

	
	20 point improvement

	Student C
	
	
	

	
	2 point improvement


Now, look at the same chart with the students’ averages next to the point increase.

Grade 

0  10  20  30  40  50  60  70  80  90  100
	
	
	
	
	

	Student A 
	Grade 60 F
	
	

	Student B
	
	Grade 80 B

	Student C
	Grade 92 A
	


A staff developer I know recently shared a very interesting and exciting plan with me.  Following a party held for students who had made the merit, honor and high honor roll, she began thinking about those students who had raised their class averages by 10, 20 even 30 points, but still fell below the reward level.  In fact, some of them still fell below the passing mark. She proposed that students who had increased their grade point averages also be recognized.

When you think about it, a student who raises his average from a 60 (F) to an 80 (B), a 20 point increase, gets recognized.  However, a student who raises his average from a 10 (F) to a 60 (F), a 50 point increase, gets no recognition.  It’s a long way between a 0 and a 65.  An F is still an F.  I am not proposing that we stop rewarding good marks.  My 

point is that the very students who may need recognition the most to help keep them motivated to continue trying are the ones who receive it the least. We need to acknowledge progress and improvement, not just excellence.  

KEEP CONCRETE EVIDENCE OF PROGRESS

Remember the SRA reading program?  You started at your personal instructional level and made progress through the cards at your pace. The goal was to improve your own personal performance. Success was defined as making progress. You did not compete against others. You could see your progress through the color-coded card system and your own personal checklist. 

For students who have spent years in a state of learned helplessness, evidence of progress must be concrete and visual.  They have been sitting in the bottom of a deep dark hole of despair, focusing on what they can’t do.  They need help shifting the focus to what they can do. Although verbal recognition of progress is important, it is fleeting. Linda Albert, author of Cooperative Discipline suggests that in the elementary grades each student have an “I Can.”  This is a coffee can that students can fill up with strips of paper documenting their accomplishments (i.e., I can read all my color words.  I can tell time on the hour.)  With my older students, we developed “Accomplishment Albums.”  Students wrote about or included tangible evidence (pictures, papers, checklists) of their accomplishments.  These were reviewed frequently.  By involving students in keeping track of their own progress, keeping the focus always on what they did accomplish, they can SEE forward movement.  What may be even as important, so can we.  It is very difficult to persist in trying to help a student who seems to have just given up.  By shifting our focus from what he can’t or isn’t doing to what he can or is doing, we can rekindle the spirit of hope in ourselves. This is what will give us both the belief that they can succeed!

SUMMARY

It is fairly easy to teach the bright, willing, interested children.  It takes a real teacher to reach and teach the disengaged, recalcitrant, disinterested students.  It is possible, if we remember to:

· teach to each student’s instructional level

· find the right “bait”  (relate information to the students’ interests)

· set short-term goals.

· validate participation

· recognize progress not perfection

· keep concrete evidence of progress
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