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There were a lot of changes that were made throughout my attempts at setting up this study on learned helplessness and the effect it has on test-taking.  These changes I feel have bettered my focus and made my study relevant to not just myself but others in the field of education.  At the beginning of CEP 822, my topic was very broad and not focused but with assistance from my peers and instructors, I have set a goal with my research and put all of the pieces of the puzzle together to create a legitimate, sound study that I hope will benefit others.


Going into my research I knew that learned helplessness has a negative effect on test-taking and that poor performance is part of how learned helplessness is identified.  I still needed to go a step further and spell out my question and find solid data on this topic, which I was able to begin to do in my Literature Review.  During this process in my research I found a large amount of information and different points of view from many great studies, I just needed to add how my understanding of this data and information can be transformed into my own study.  I also found out during this stage how important the teacher’s skills, classroom management, and the test structure are to student achievement and eliminating learned helplessness.  Many studies were done on these areas, especially test structure and question ordering so I took this information into account when putting together my study.  


I am hoping that through this study I can yield some fascinating results.  I hope to develop some questions that my students can answer after the test to see if they faced learned helplessness.  Through research, I will develop these questions by the end of the summer so I can complete this study in the upcoming school year.  From there I will try to see if it was the test structure or partially my fault if they struggled and faced this dilemma.  This in my opinion is the most important part of my study, seeing what the students (subjects) thought and how the test layout and my teaching style impacted their scores on this particular Economics test.    In my classroom in 2010 I hope to find out if my students are facing learned helplessness and why this is occurring and after completing this research and putting together this study I am well on my way to figuring finding a solution to a major problem in education.     
Focus & Rationale

What are the effects of learned helplessness on test-taking?  Test-taking is an issue in education which is constantly being addressed and manipulated by legislators, experts, school boards, principals, and teachers.  When people experience learned helplessness, they tend to give up or fail more often at easier tasks.  This is seen specifically in the event of test-taking.  When students face a challenging question they tend to give up because they have learned to behave helplessly, waiting for someone to assist them, which does not come in most testing situations.  This then frustrates them and leads them to struggle for the remainder of the test. 

I feel that learned helplessness has a negative effect on test-taking, causing test scores to drop at every level because we are seeing more students giving up earlier when they face challenging/difficult questions.  Personally I have seen this take place in my American History classroom with freshmen, especially with my learning disabled students.  They reach a question on the test where they are unsure of the answer and either give up on the question (possibly guess), or even give up on the entire test way too often.  This phenomenon is causing test scores to drop and making schools look bad because students are failing standardized state tests.  They are being spoon-fed too often throughout elementary and middle school, which I feel is leading to this learned helplessness.  They are not thinking for themselves and trying to reason their way through the question on their own.  I became aware of this problem when some of my students were taking a 60 question multiple choice test and had it completed in just 15 minutes.  Most of the students who turned in the test this quickly said they just guessed because the questions were too difficult and when grading the tests, it was obvious they had guessed.  

This impacts children at every age.  Students today K-12 are taking classroom tests, standardized tests, and facing learned helplessness at an early age.  This is a significant problem because these students are reaching questions they do not understand and just giving up on those questions and sometimes on the entire test because of learned helplessness.  This impacts not just students but the school district as a whole when students start to give up and act helpless during test-taking.  

Teaching & Research Proposal Project

Literature Review

Introduction

Being an educator and having a large amount of testing taking over our schools today, I am interested in whether or not test building influences or changes learned helplessness.  Learned helplessness is a condition where an individual learns to behave helplessly (Wikipedia, 2010).  From my experiences, I have seen students simply give up on tests when faced with challenging questions.  Though every student is different when faced with a challenge (Grimes, 1981), I think I can try to avoid some of this helplessness seen during testing.  I am trying to find out if possibly question order impacts this helplessness seen by many students, from kindergarten through high school.  I would like to determine if placing easier questions first then building to more difficult questions helps, or if mixing the difficult and easy questions to form the test will help students avoid failure and the idea of giving up or behaving helplessly.

Perspective
There are many ways to look into this problem of learned helplessness in the educational community.  Many of the articles I have found deal strictly with learned helplessness, but a few deal with question order and test building, some factors that play a role in learned helplessness on tests.  I would like to take as many angles as possible to find answers about how test structure affects learned helplessness.  Not only does this affect high school students, who I primarily work with, but also elementary and I am assuming undergraduate and graduate students also.  While researching, there have been articles that look at different subject matters, one in particular on math.  With math, students give up easily, are turned off immediately, or are discouraged because of previous experience (Yates, 2009).  I think this is a major problem in math classes but also happens to students in other classes so I will be testing to see if this giving up is taking place.  There are also articles about disabilities and their effect on learned helplessness.  According to Luper (2008), individuals with disabilities can avoid learned helplessness with more rules and guidance in their life and I would assume this would apply to testing also.  I do not feel like this is an issue for my study because my room is very well organized with a lot of guidance for all students, so hopefully my special education students have already been avoiding learned helplessness for the most part.  Another way to look at this topic are ways to overcome learned helplessness; is it something the student has grown up with and can be changed at an earlier age by parents and/or teachers, or is it something that the teacher at the time can instantly change?  Also, another way to think about learned helplessness and testing is looking at test anxiety and whether that plays a role in students simply giving up on tests because they are nervous or uncertain at the time of the test.    Lavelle (1979) found that those who were helpless, or had no control of their surroundings, lost their focus and faced immediate anxiety.  I want to avoid all test anxiety for my students and make them as relaxed and calm as possible throughout this study.  These are some various ways of looking at and thinking about how test building and structure influence learned helplessness.  It could be more than just the test; there could be other factors involved that impact the learned helplessness, not just the test layout we always seem to blame.

Pedagogy

In the study completed by Firmin (2004), test ordering was looked to see if that led to learned helplessness.  The children in this study took two different tests (one with extremely difficult questions at the beginning, one with easy questions at the beginning) to see if students would become frustrated and possibly down their intellectual ability.  This study showed how students experienced test failure, and learned helplessness was triggered.  I think by putting the easier questions at the beginning will benefit the students when taking the test.  Though Tal (2008) concluded that question ordering played no role in exam performance.  Molina (2009) wrote a paper discussing different testing methods when dealing with vocabulary.  She says that test design and construction play a vital role in a students’ learning process and their linguistic needs.  So though order plays no true role, I think from this paper that different methods really dictate how our students learn.

Also, a few different studies showed how important the teacher/lecturer is in helping the students avoid learned helplessness.  In Dickens (1981), it was discussed how students who had a highly expressive lecturer did better on an achievement test than those with a low expressive lecture.  This tells me that as an educator, I need to be expressive with the content to avoid boring my students and creating learned helplessness when test time comes.  According to Perry (1978) showed that students who had an expressive teacher produced greater achievement on the multiple-choice examination given.  When looking at all of the research, it is easy to see that the teacher does play a role in learned helplessness and it is not only the test which is causing them to give up so easily.

Assessment


In Perry (1978), they had 75 subjects being tested and after the lecture they used a testing method (multiple choice).  This is very similar to Dickens (1981), which tested the teacher/professor and their role in test-taking and learned helplessness.  Luper (2008) used journaling in her study to help to obtain information in relation to the behaviors as to whether or not learned helplessness was a component.  This is an option that shows immediately if a particular student did not understand a particular question and just quit and expected future questions to be difficult and they would not know or understand them.  In general I have found that a lot of different studies were done to determine test question order, test-building, and teacher ability and their impact on the student or test.  In Yates’(2009), she used a “Student Behaviour Scale,” which consisted of ten items and was used to provide teachers with an efficient measure of student learned helplessness in mathematics.  This is a great guide to studying student behavior and whether or not they are helpless with testing.  Some of the questions would have to reformatted to fit testing only, but this would be useful in a test setting to see if students are truly helpless or are mastering the material.

Conclusion


I have see from many of these articles, blogs, and studies what I must do to predict learned helplessness and its relationship to test design.  There are a lot of other variables that play a role in this, including teacher style and “pizzazz,” test anxiety, student disabilities, and when learned helplessness was learned at some point in a students life according to Pagliarini (2010).  One question I need to address is when was learned helplessness learned?  Fincham (1989) showed learned helplessness exists at the fifth grade level so it could be developed even earlier in an elementary school setting or through parents.  These many roles will really throw a loop into any research I may do and are measures I must account for.  Disabilities can be identified with assistance from the special education teachers and those students could be either taken out of the study or their level of learned helplessness on testing can be determined in a different way possibly.  Test anxiety is something that is hard to avoid but I think by taking certain steps laid out in Ganz (1988) steps will help.  Things such as reducing emotional arousal, changing the learning environment, and involving more staff in creating success will reduce test anxiety.  I will also try to use similar teaching habits in each and every class that will be studied; this will even out how the material is given to the students and put them all on the same page when it comes to that aspect.  Being a quality teacher is a key to success in the classroom and creating discipline while staying on task.  According to Green (2010), curriculum, technology, or anything dealing with the students do not influence test scores, only the teacher’s actions.


Test-building will take a lot of time in a study like this because I have realized I would like to try three totally different tests.  The first test (given to one-third of the participants) will have easy questions building to more difficult questions.  The second test (given to one-third of the participants) will have the difficult questions first and progressively get easier.  The third will be made up of a mix of easy and hard questions.  I will try to avoid any open-ended questions because those are very difficult to evaluate, according to Sawchuck (2010).  He stated that it is far more complicated than doing multiple choice, which will give a definite answer to see if the student comprehended the material or not.  Building these tests will take time, but I will hopefully be able to see how test building impacts learned helplessness in my particular classroom.  Will my test truly meet my goal?  That is something discussed in Kucuk (2009).  It is difficult to see if your test reliable and valid.  Who can truly tell this?  I will trust my colleagues and multiple edits to hope for a reliable and valid test that measures the material.  


Learned helplessness is not something that is easy to measure, but using a tool such as what was used in Yates (2009), I can come up with something to see if students are truly facing learned helplessness or are mastering the material.  Though this is an extremely difficult thing to measure, I would use test scores (multiple choice), student evaluations by the students, student evaluations by myself, and a special education teacher to see where each and every student in my classroom stands on learned helplessness during testing.  I will also create questions which are task-orientated, because according to Stipek (1989), students with low effort did not give up as easily on these types of questions and experience learned helplessness.  I want to eliminate any anxiety and be highly interactive in my teaching for this study to be successful.  All things aside, I have found this research to be extremely beneficial to me and it has truly helped me find the best way to measure and study my students’ levels of learned helplessness.  
Research Design

Research Questions
Does test question layout lead to learned helplessness for high school students?
Procedures
In order to complete this research I need data which pertains to the topic at hand, test taking and question layout.  I will give three different tests to three different classes.  This quasi-experiment will not be random because the classes will be predetermined by the hours they have my Economics class.  I will give a pretest, which will be the same for all three classes to see what each student knows at the beginning of the unit about the fundamentals of economics.  The three classes will all be taught the unit exactly the same, or as close to exactly the same.  Things such as hours of the day, questions asked in each class, and setting will all be different, but these are things I can not do anything about.  Each class will then take a posttest, Class #1 will take the test that starts with easy question and progressively gets more difficult.  Class #2 will take a mix of easy and difficult questions throughout the test and Class #3 will take the test that starts with difficult questions and progressively gets easier.  I have learned that every student is different and this may not truly show learned helplessness but I can easily complete a student evaluation, which will help me realize whether students taking Test #3 just gave up and acted helpless.  My study is similar to what Firmin did in his study, where he gave two tests one like my Class #1’s test and one like my Class #3’s test.  His study showed that those who started with the more difficult questions first became easily frustrated and gave up.  I am hoping to get rid of any test anxiety by creating a relaxed classroom, interacting with my students to make them comfortable and staying on task when covering the fundamentals of economics.  

In the end, I will look at their test scores and the student evaluations to see how they feel about the test and whether or not they gave up or not.  I still have to put together an evaluation for them to complete to see how they felt about their particular test, this will help me dictate whether or not learned helplessness was seen for Class #3 or any of the other classes.  
Assessments
I will be giving the three tests as I discussed earlier and by having my three Economics classes take these three tests I will have test scores that give me raw data.  I will then use student evaluations to help dictate whether Class #3 faced learned helplessness by having the more difficult questions early in the test.  I will also give the evaluations to Class #2 and Class #1 but I am really concerned with the outcome of Class #3 and their opinions on the test.  The quantitative data, or numbers I gather from the three different tests, can be broken up in many ways such as mean, median, mode, or range.  I will definitely use the assessments and this data to see where each class stands.  Throughout my literature review I have found that testing in a specific setting is the best way to judge learned helplessness along with giving each student an evaluation after the test.  Though other factors will play a role in the assessments and data I gather, I feel that by having each student complete an evaluation I can dictate what led to their particular scores on the tests.
Design Rationale
By giving three different tests to three different classes (not randomized) I can by grading these tests which one each class struggles with.  Also, the student evaluation of the testing will tell me a lot about how they felt about their particular test and whether or not they just gave up because of question difficulty.  I will also have to determine if other factors are contributing to test scores.  There are a lot of things out of my control such as typical high school drama which may be occurring in their lives, other tests they are taking, or stress in their particular life.  I can not think of another approach to see if learned helplessness is taking place in testing other than doing it this way in my particular situation.  My three classes are all 10th and 11th graders, taking the same class, from the same instructor, on the same days.  Things will be very similar in each and every class other than the tests they will take and with the student evaluation I will be able to see if learned helplessness is impacting my students and discuss some possibilities (test setup, setting, preparation, teaching methods, etc.) that would change this in the future.  

Annotated Bibliography

Dickens, W., P. Raymond. Learned Helplessness in the Classroom: Some Good News and Some Bad [PDF Document]. Retrieved from Presentation Website: http://eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED202424.pdf

This was a studying learned helplessness in the college classroom.  Students saw a lecture, completed a teacher evaluation, an achievement test, and an attribution questionnaire.  The study showed that students who had the high expressive lecture performed better than students in the low expressive lecture.  This was valuable to me because it showed that teaching styles truly do affect impact student test scores.  If the teacher is expressive, cares about the topic, and can reach the students they will achieve more in that particular class.

Fincham, F., Others. (1989). Learned Helplessness, Test Anxiety, and Academic Achievement: A Longitudinal Analysis.  Child Development. Vol. 60, No. 1: pg. 138-145.

This article discussed a study of 82 third and later fifth graders.  This study examined individual differences in test anxiety and learned helplessness.  The results of this study showed that helplessness had the strongest and best relationship to achievement and achievement test scores when the students were in fifth grade.  This immediately tells me that helplessness is seen even at the lower levels of third and fifth grade and this must be something learned either earlier in life from their parents or from K-2 education.

Firmin, M., C. Hwang, M. Copella, S. Clark. (2004). Learned Helplessness: The Effect of Failure on Test-Taking. Education. Vol. 124, Iss. 4: pg. 688-693.

This study looked at learned helplessness and its effect on test taking, a topic that interested me immediately.  In this study they gave two tests, one with more difficult questions at the beginning and the other started with easy questions.  The study showed that those who started with the more difficult questions first became easily frustrated and gave up.  This learned helplessness negatively affects test scores and is seen on classroom tests at every level and also standardized tests. This is something similar to what I would like to do in my own classroom so I was able to take some ideas immediately from this article.  

Ganz, B., M. Ganz. (1988). Overcoming the Problem of Learned Helplessness.  College Teaching. Vol. 36, No. 2: pg. 82-84.

Here we have another study done on community college students.  This article reported the results of the study on test anxiety.  They discuss certain changes that can be made to reduce anxiety before a test throughout the article.  Reduced emotional arousal, changing the learning environment, and involve staff in creating student success really reduce test anxiety.  I think staff interaction is extremely vital, especially after all of the research I have now completed.  To change the learning environment may relieve test anxiety for some but in my opinion, others will not like being taken out of their “comfort zone” and taking a test in a new location.  While viewing the article I feel I can interact more with my students and also change the environment once and a while to see if that impacts my students.  This could be something I could build into my study.
Green, E. (2010, March 2). Building a Better Teacher. New York Times Magazine. Retrieved from: www.nytimes.com

Green uses a former teacher and principal who traveled through New York looking at different schools and what was causing them to fail.  He said it was not the curriculum, technology, or student change, instead he found it was the teachers lack of discipline with the students and the fact that they veered away from their lesson plans very easily which led to struggling schools.  He used multiple studies and examples to show his points. One that struck me immediately was study in Tennessee which found that students with a weak teacher for three straight years would score, on average 50 percentile points behind a similar student who had a strong teacher for those same years.  This tells me immediately, it is strictly the teaching that is impacting our students test scores, we must continue to change our styles, improve our methods, and work to prevent learned helplessness and constant giving up.  

Grimes, L. (1981).  Learned Helplessness and Attribution Theory: Redefining Children’s Learning Problems.  Learning Disability Quarterly. Vol. 4, No. 1: pg. 91-100.

Grimes discusses how every student is different and reacts differently when being faced with a challenge.  Students can change their attitude and effort but can not change their IQ, ability level, or luck.  These are unpredictable and children cannot control these areas so it is difficult to study learned helplessness.  Grimes also talks about how children make an evaluation of their performance before or during the test in many cases, not waiting until after the test.  They generalize their performance before the test and that leads to low results.  
Kucuk, F., J. Walters. (2009-10). How Good is Your Test [Abstract]. ELT Journal. Vol. 63, No. 4: pg. 332-341.

This article discusses a study done at an English Foreign Languages University to see if tests were reliable and valid.  The article describes several ways to evaluate tests while comparing their results to see what measures can be taken to make sure achievement tests meet their goal.  Evaluating tests is a key in research, this can throw off the entire study so after reading the abstract, I need to come up with a way to make sure my test is valid to the subject area and reliable.  With peer assistance and editing I think I can do this in my current setting.

Lavelle, T., G. Metalsky, J. Coyne. (1979). Learned Helplessness, Test Anxiety, and Acknowledgement of Contingencies. Journal of Abnormal Psychology. Vol. 88, No. 4: pg. 381-387.


Two groups were studied, those thought to be high-test-anxious and low-test-anxious.  While completing an anagram task both groups received some type of noise (either controllable or uncontrollable).  Those who were helpless, or could not control the noise, lost their train of thought and faced anxiety over the task at hand.  This tells me immediately that things that are uncontrollable (test wording, setup, etc.) cause stress and anxiety and may lead to learned helplessness and result in failure for many.  Things the students can control (such as the noise in this study), will help alleviate test anxiety, regardless if the student was high-test-anxious or low-test-anxious.  

Learned Helplessness. (2010-06-10). In Wikipedia.org. Retrieved from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Learned_helplessness#Health_implications
This just gives3 a basic understanding of what learned helplessness is.  This is time when a person has learned to behave helplessly, even when they have the opportunity to help themselves by avoiding the circumstance at hand.  People, especially students in my opinion, learn to be helpless by observing another person encountering uncontrollable events.  Students who act helpless have that feeling and continue to feel that they are incapable of improving performance, especially if they’ve struggled with tests in the past.

Luper, E., J. Lockley. (2008). An Action Research Study of Intellectual Disabilities, Inappropriate Behaviors and Learned Helplessness. Retrieved from: http://eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED503551.pdf 

This was a study focused on 26 females, aged 25 to 65 who were diagnosed with different disabilities, each of whom featured patterns of inappropriate behaviors.  By establishing rules and standards for these women, this study hoped to show an increase in appropriate behaviors by these women.  The positive reinforcement approach showed more appropriate behaviors by the women.  The study wanted to create an appropriate citizen and bring them out of their learned helpless state.  Though this did not deal with education and testing, the fact that women were able to get away from learned helplessness and change their behaviors with more rules and guidance really made me thing about how to change my classroom to improve student accountability and results.
Molina, Maria Teresa Lopez-Mezquita.  (2009). A Computer-Adaptive Vocabulary Test [Abstract]. Indian Journal of Applied Linguistics. Vol. 35, No. 1: pg. 121-138.

Molina, in the abstract of her article discusses how students’ linguistic ability and learning process can be discovered through test design and construction.  Though I could not read the entire article, the abstract opened my eyes to that idea.  I never thought a test could dictate how my students learn and would like to learn more about this process.  
Pagliarini, R. (2010, May 15). Learned Helplessness: The Secret to Being Poor [Blog]. Retrieved from www.pickthebrain.com. 

Pagliarini is saying that we have learned to be poor in our country.  We are in a society that once you fail you are stuck there and can not get out of it, regardless of how hard you work.  This applies immediately to education because there are many students who say they studied and worked hard but still do not improve so they are helpless and can not improve.  He states that people feel that success is beyond their control.  Though you truly do have control, people and students alike, have learned to become helpless.  They do not try any longer and just give up instead of focusing on “can” doing it.  This phenomenon is true at every age level and after reading this blog I agree that life is that way also.  This was an excellent and insightful blog which really opened my eyes up to learned helplessness.  

Perry, R., Others. (1978-08). Learned Helplessness in the College Classroom: Are Teacher Characteristics Involved? [Abstract]. www.eric.ed.gov.

In a college classroom they did a study about instructor expressiveness and their role in achievement.  In the study they have found that the high expressive instructor produced greater achievement than the low expressive instructor in all cases.  By reviewing this study it is obvious that the teacher plays a large role in student achievement and is extremely vital to student success.  To be expressive and care about the material at hand makes a large difference to the students and can help avoid helplessness, not just test format as I have thought.

Sawchuck, S. (2010-1-27). Open-Ended Test Items Pose Challenges [Abstract]. Education Week. Vol. 29, No. 19: pg. 1-2.

This article by Stephen Sawchuck discussed the use of common assessments and having open-ended questions on the test and how difficult they are to score and truly measure student achievement.  He discusses how it is difficult to find people to accurately score these questions and whether or not open-ended questions are reliable enough for high-stakes decisions, such as the Promise Scholarship here in Michigan.  This is an expensive and non-efficient use of our resources according to Sawchuck and I agree that there are better options than open-ended test questioning.  These questions are generally all or nothing for the students, if they do not know they tend to give up easily or else they know and can do fairly well answering it. 

Stipek, D., P. Kowalski. (1989). Learned Helplessness in Task-Orienting versus Performance-Orienting Testing Conditions [Abstract]. Journal of Educational Psychology. Vol. 81, No. 3: pg. 384-391.

This study involved 110 fifth graders, both male and female.  These students were split into two groups, low or high effort.  Half of the students were given directions to reduce concerns about performance, instead focusing on the task at hand.  The other half were given performance-orienting instructions.  The results showed that fewer low-effort students used effective strategies in the performance, than in the task-orientating condition.  The high-effort students used effective strategies in both situations.  This tells me after reading this abstract that task-orientating strategies are better for students and lead to less failure in the classroom.  This may bump up the lower-motivated students who act helpless, without impacting the high-effort students.   

Tal, I., K. Akers, G. Hodge. (2008). Effect of Paper Color and Question Order on Exam Performance [Abstract]. Teaching of Psychology. Vol. 35, No. 1: pg. 26-28.

This study discussed previous studies and how question ordering truly does affect exam performance.  The study they did showed that the color of paper did play a role in exam performance but question ordering played no role.  They did sequential ordering on some tests and random ordering on the others.  This information is helpful to me but does not truly answer my question about putting more difficult questions first or easier questions first on a test and their results.  There was no mention of learned helplessness, something that is a large part of test-taking in K-12 education.  

Yates, S., (2009). Teacher Identification of Student Learned Helplessness in Mathematics. Mathematics Education Research Journal. Vol. 21, No. 3: pg. 86-106.

Yates discusses the phenomenon of learned helplessness in mathematics.  Many of these students are turned off, discouraged, or have basically given up trying at mathematics.  She used a “Student Behaviour Scale” to provide teachers with a measure of student learned helplessness in the mathematics classroom.  After reading the article and viewing the Behaviour Scale I think I can use this and reformat it to fit my Social Studies testing situation.  I think this will raise the quality of learning for all of my students by seeing where they stand on this scale.
PAGE  
20

