Early leaver analysis and the effects of learned helplessness
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The government white paper Raising skills improving chances laid out a new benchmark for further education. In 2006 the government stated it wanted 50% of people under thirty in higher education by 2010. This will undoubtedly, if it has not already put significant pressure on colleges in terms of retention and achievement. A bulk of the research that exists around investigations into retention mainly focuses on situational factors and largely rely on College statistics and self reported reasons. A brief consideration of some typical research into early leaver analysis will be considered followed by an alternative, arguably essential consideration of psychological factors involved in learners decisions to terminate studies before completion. Some consideration will also be given to psychological factors impacting on success although the main focus of this pilot study will be on a learners decision to terminate studies early. 

A government study in 2002 identified 3 main reasons for discontinuing study in further education. The reasons identified were: Mistaken choice of course 24%, financial problems directly related to participation in higher education 18% and personal problems at 14% (Davis and Davis 2002). Another government sponsored study identified were a poor perception of quality of the teaching/training 32%, circumstantial reasons 28% and time/workload issues 20% (Simm, Page & Miller 2007). Bennett (2003) also identified the strongest influence in deciding to terminate studies early was in fact financial in nature although other factors were considered which will be explored. Social class also seems to be a popular conclusion drawn although this view has been challenged (Quinn et al 2005). 
While the focus on early leaver analysis is an essential one, the fact remains that despite the minority deciding to leave early the author speculates that there will be many who do stay and achieve who are or at least have been in similar positions to those that decide to leave. While this will remain speculation at present this pilot will explore possibilities of forming future research in light of the findings and arguments presented.

The reformulated theory of learned helplessness states that individuals with a “pessimistic” explanatory style (PES) are more likely to attribute the causes of bad events as internal, stable and global (“I’m not clever”, “I will always fail” and “It will affect everything I do”). In contrast individuals with an “optimistic” explanatory style (OES) are more likely to attribute bad events as external, unstable and specific (“The test was unusually difficult”, “This happens sometimes” and “The next test will be different”). The main focus of learned helplessness has been as a predictor of depression (Seligman et al 1986) although the theory is a good predictor of achievement and perseverance in general (Seligman et al 1986). If a person with a pessimistic explanatory style is subjected to an uncontrollable event whether it is real or perceived they are more likely to attribute the event to themselves, are more likely to perceive lack of control every time after the event and are more likely to generalise lack of control to other dissimilar events leading to a feeling of helplessness. In a success/failure situation a pessimistic explanatory style will impact significantly on an individual’s future performance in similar and dissimilar situations. Explanatory style will be the central focus of this pilot in terms of recognising the debilitating effects of pessimism in learning and the adaptational effects of optimism in learning.

The experience of attending college or a higher education University can be a daunting and uncertain experience for many individuals. For an individual with a pessimistic explanatory style the threats to achievement, well being and completing a course can come from many angles of the experience. While the effects of a pessimistic explanatory style have been shown in clinically depressed individuals (Gotlib and Beatty 1985), College swimmers (Helton et al 2000) and individuals undergoing stressful events in daily life (Manly, McMahon, Bradley & Davidson, 1982) there is only one known study where the attributional style questionnaire ASQ has been used to predict early leavers in Academia (Seligman 1990) although this, to the authors knowledge remains unpublished. There are three studies that are directly relevant to this pilot in terms of success/failure and perseverance following perceived failure. After reviewing the proposed effects of a PES in these studies, there is  a wider discussion of the effects.

Perhaps the most poignant study of performance in general came from an investigation of productivity and quitting among life insurance sales men (Seligman & Schulman 1986). The selling of life insurance carries frequent rejection, indifference and subsequently failure. The investigation demonstrated that salesmen with an OES were significantly more likely to be in the trade after one year and also had a significantly higher production rate in terms of sales compared to salesmen with a PES. A more directly comparable study comes from a longitudinal study into depression and achievement in children (Seligman, Nole – Hoeksema & Girgus 1986). A PES again predicted with confidence that it is these children who were significantly more prone to depression and suffered achievement problems. 

An experiment into inducing helplessness in test-taking demonstrated the ease at which it can occur (Firmin et al 2000). While the inclusion of these studies are not intended to be exhaustive they are representative of the common psychological issues that arise when someone learns to be helpless. Firmin et al (2000) propose that learned helplessness can lead to low motivation, higher levels of anxiety and distress when faced with a difficult task and a lower threshold for anxiety meaning it can occur quicker and easier. Seligman (1986) proposes that learned helplessness can lead to passivity, cognitive deficits, lower self – esteem, lower competitiveness and assertiveness. The whole experience of learning at college or a higher education institution presents many opportunities for an individual with a PES to learn helplessness. The amount of coursework, a test on the first day, making friends, finding information, revising and many other external influences not directly related to learning itself all present themselves as threats to either induce helplessness or reinforce it. Once a behaviour is learnt subsequent interaction with the environment can create a perpetual self – reinforcing loop that serves to reinforce the behaviour. While this paints a depressing picture for people with a PES, the reader is invited to consider that what can be learnt can just as easily be unlearnt and replaced with a more adaptational response which will form the same self serving reinforcement but in increasingly adaptive ways. This will be given particular attention in the discussion.
Methodology
Participants
Twenty participants were invited to join the pilot on a self - selection basis. 18 participants actually participated in the study. Age, gender, ethnicity and social class were not considered in this instance. The research took place at Grimsby Institute for Further and Higher Education (GIFHE).

Materials

The Attributional style questionnaire (ASQ) was utilised for the pilot study. The ASQ consists of twelve scenario’s describing six good events and six bad events. Each scenario had a set of four questions attached to them. The first question asked for the learner’s perception of the cause of the event although this question is only used as an aid to assist the questions which follow and is not subject to analysis. The second question following each event assesses whether the learner perceives the event attributed to themselves (internal) or attributed to the environment (external). The third question following each event assesses whether the learners perception happens all the time (stable) or only some of the time (unstable). The fourth question following each event assesses whether the learners perception generalises to dissimilar events (global) or whether the perception is tied to that particular event (specific).


A second set of open ended questions accompanied the ASQ. These questions were designed to give a qualitative indication of perceived control or perceived lack of control. The theory of learned helplessness rests on an individuals perceived level of control in a situation. The four questions used related to stress, coping strategies, anxiety due to an exam coming up and feelings occurring when a learner does not get an expected grade:

Question 1) In a couple of sentences how stressful do you find learning? Stress here is taken by the author to indicate control or lack of control

Question 2) What coping strategies do you use when you are learning? Coping here is taken to be indicative of control or lack of control

Question 3) How anxious do you feel when an exam is coming up? Anxiety here is taken to be indicative of a lack of control within ones self

Question 4) How do you feel when you do not get the grade you would have liked? Feelings here are taken to be indicative of the control or lack of control a learner feels after attaining an un-welcomed grade

The reasons behind the questions will follow within the discussion.

Results
Out of the 18 questionnaires completed 3 had to be discarded. 2 were discarded for missing out an item on a question. 1 was discarded due to a duplicate question sheet. For each learner response 3 composite scores were compiled: 

The Composite Negative Attributional Style (CoNeg) is the sum total of all bad events scores divided by the total of bad events, 6. The best score is 3, the worst score is 21. 

The Composite Positive Attributional Style (CoPos) is the sum total of all good event scores divided by the total of all good events, 6. The best score is 21, the worst score is 3

The Composite Positive minus Composite Negative (CPCN) calculates the final overall score. The best score is +18, the worst score is -18.
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics. No learner displayed a severe PES or OES and the results exist with relatively little variation. Table 2 presents descriptive statistics of learners displaying forms of control and forms indicating lack of control within ones self. Given the approximate nature in which this initial set of data was collated it is not justifiable to subject the data to any form of statistical manipulation

Table 1. Learners CoPos, CoNeg and CPCN
	Learner No.
	CoPos
	CoNeg
	CPCN

	1
	12
	11.66
	-0.34

	2
	17
	10.66
	6.34

	3
	13
	12.8
	0.2

	4
	13.5
	10
	3.5

	5
	18.5
	14.16
	4.34

	6
	17.66
	11.5
	6.16

	7
	16.16
	7.5
	9.1

	8
	15.5
	13.17
	2.33

	9
	15.83
	14.83
	1

	10
	14.33
	10.83
	3.5

	11
	14.5
	11.83
	2.67

	12
	13.5
	10.66
	2.84

	13
	16
	12.66
	3.34

	14
	12.5
	13
	0.5

	15
	15.5
	12.5
	3

	Mean
	15.032
	11.85
	3.23

	Standard deviation
	1.914
	1.806
	2.532


Accompanying open ended questionnaire
The following results were collected to allow a rough indication of control or lack of control of state while learning.

Table 2
Results indicating a lack of control and control while learning 

	Learner
	Indicators of control
	Indicators of lack of control of state

	1
	7
	3

	2
	4
	5

	3
	5
	3

	4
	1
	3

	5
	4
	2

	6
	3
	2

	7
	4
	0

	8
	2
	1

	9
	4
	1

	10
	2
	2

	11
	3
	2

	12
	4
	3

	13
	4
	5

	14
	3
	2

	15
	3
	3


Methodological limitations
· The ASQ is an extremely crude measuring device. While it retains validity and reliability, at best it can only give a very general indication of a learner’s behaviour. In the discussion it will be hypothesised that learned helplessness can operate in a more subtle manner outside of a learners awareness. This will be discussed in a more explicit way than what has been shown in previous research

· The crude coding of the second accompanying questionnaire has meant that it is unable to be manipulated by statistical analysis although it served the authors intention of demonstrating an area of research interest

· A possible, initial false assumption is that learners already in formal education only are of research interest. It may be the case that learners with a more severe PES have difficulty in perceiving formal learning as an option in the first instance

· Only 15 learners were sampled therefore it is difficult to draw conclusions beyond what is hypothesised and proposed in this particular pilot

· The sample was self – selected which may bias the results in some manner.
Discussion


The results showed that no one learner was particularly optimistic or pessimistic. One of the original aims of the pilot was to explore whether pessimistic individuals were more vulnerable in learning than optimistic individuals. It was hypothesised that a person with a PES would be more likely to discontinue studies early and that the ASQ could be used to identify which individuals needed extra support. What appears to be shown in a general manner is that every learner has experienced a degree of helplessness regardless of the score of the ASQ. There may be another dimension to helplessness that has not been discussed explicitly in any research that the author has seen.


The second accompanying questionnaire highlighted a finer distinction of helplessness. What appears to be the case is that learners show helplessness with regards to stress. The comments highlight a helpless belief that stress is something that happens to them of which they appear to have little control over. Any learner engaging in formal education will experience events outside their control, such as exams, assignments and material that they need to study. In this case the learner is faced with two options: to learn the material in preparation or discontinue studies prematurely. What appears to be overlooked by the ASQ is the importance of maintaining a resourceful state. While the beliefs about events are a predictor of performance it doesn’t take into account beliefs about being able to maintain a resourceful state. State is used as a term preferable to emotion and any other label that can be attached to the word emotion for example depression, anxiety, worry, frustration, happiness, excitement etc. An unresourceful state is used to describe a state that takes away ability to learn. There exists a large body of research that documents the detrimental effects of unresourceful states in learning (e.g Manly et al 1986, Smith et al 1982, McDonald 2001, Capell et al 2005, Beidal 1988, Raikkonen & Matthews 1999, Soloman & Rothblum 1984). What appears to happen in these instances is that the limited amount of resources of cognition starts being taken away by trying to keep unpleasant states under control (Hadwin et al 2005,). This can result in a reduced ability to concentrate on the task in front of them for example sitting an exam. 


What may be of further interest is the fact that the most pessimistic learners might not even be able to perceive formal learning as an option. In this respect using the ASQ to identify support for learners already in formal education might not be a useful avenue to identify early leavers although evidence does exist that demonstrates helplessness of managing state which could be affecting a learners full potential to achieve. Once a learner has learnt to start stressing this response then becomes habitual. Gregory Bateson saw learning and learning about learning as two distinct separate sets of learning (in Tosey & Mathison 2003a). In the respect of this pilot while no one learner was severely pessimistic it appears they show some deficit in learning about learning. Learning to achieve an optimal learning state is the key to achieve maximum learning potential. It is physically and theoretically impossible not to learn from an experience. Even if a learner did not get an expected result they wanted the experience is still a rich source of information to be learnt from. 

The ASQ does not account for learning about learning only the beliefs about an event that occurred. The ASQ assumes that beliefs lead to state for example on the extreme end depression. Once a learner experiences an uncontrollable event they then seek to attach a number of beliefs to the event for example I’m not clever enough. The ASQ then takes it as red that the beliefs then affect the state afterwards. Beliefs do not have to affect state if a learner learns how to achieve optimal learning states for learning. If this can be achieved then the learner does not have to rely on any beliefs about learning other than they can learn and it is impossible not to learn. If this important aspect of learning about learning can be learned then the notion of measuring a person’s beliefs becomes redundant. The belief that beliefs are the only cause of state is erroneous. This is where cognitive behavioural therapy reaches its limitations as an intervention and for this reason why Seligmans CBT approach to helping learners is limited (Seligman & Gillham 2007).

When a person reaches the limit of their current capability it can lead to a degree of discomfort if a learner has not learned comfort in pushing limitations. The nature of learning itself dictates that these limits will be constantly reached and pushed past. This event is uncontrollable in formal learning. If a learner habitually learns unresourceful states such as stress when reaching these limitations while it may not lead to a learner discontinuing studies it can affect achievement. The only aspect a learner has complete control over is their response to learning. The pilot has highlighted helplessness to their response. It appears that states such as stress are accepted without question by the learners. This appears to be reflected in the Western world as a whole. Situations that push a learners current capability do not necessarily have to lead to stress if a learner has learnt how to manage their state. On an extreme end some learners find learning so stressful they commit suicide. On a lesser extent they can leave formal education. On an even lesser extent they may not be achieving their full potential.

This pilot was initially conducted to explore utilising the ASQ as a tool for identifying additional support for pessimistic learners. Following the discussion however the ASQ has been recognised to have significant limitations. All learners demonstrated a degree of helplessness regarding the stress response itself. Not all learners find formal learning stressful. These learners seem to be able to achieve optimal states while learning which allows them to reach a fuller capability. Research into early leaver analysis should be looking at which learners are doing it the right way not studying the learners that do it the wrong way and leave. What are learners that stay on and achieve doing that can be learnt and taught to less resourceful learners? Part of the answer may come from the taming of an unwieldy beast: Neuro – linguistic – programming.
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