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Learned Helplessness Experiment: Lesson Plan
Topic
Learned helplessness is a phenomenon in which after experiencing pain or
discomfort in an inescapable situation, an animal or human will cease trying to
avoid the suﬀering. They believe they have no control over their situation, even if
there is an opportunity to escape. This kind of conditioning was famously studied
in Martin Seligman’s Learned Helplessness Experiment, which was conducted in
1967 at the University of Pennsylvania. Dogs that were previously conditioned to
associate the sound of a bell with pain from a shock would later lay down on an
electriﬁed ﬂoor panel rather than jump over to the visible unelectriﬁed panel.
Possible subjects/classes
● Psychology
● Sociology

Time needed
30-45 minutes

Video link:
https://academy4sc.org/topic/learned-helplessness-experiment-doggone-attitude
s/
Objective: What will students know/be able to do at the end of class?
Students will be able to...
● Deﬁne learned helplessness.
● Explain the details and importance of Seligman’s Learned Helplessness
Experiment.
● Identify how explanatory styles play a large role in how people react to
suﬀering.
Key Concepts & Vocabulary
Classical conditioning, optimism/optimist, pessimism/pessimist
Materials Needed
Worksheet
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Before you watch
Present students with the following query (or a similar one):
You’re trapped in a locked room whose ﬂoor gives moderately painful but
not permanently harmful electric shocks periodically. What do you do?
No matter what escape attempts the students describe, tell them that it doesn’t
work. After a few minutes, students will stop giving answers. Attempt to
encourage them with such responses such as “Good idea, but no” or “ Huh, that’s
a very interesting answer, but incorrect.” Such encouragement will likely have no
eﬀect on them. Once the class falls silent, ask students, “are you going to wait it
out then?” You will likely get frustrated responses that boil down to “yes.”
Explain to students that in situations where we feel powerless - such as when
every proposed solution is immediately discarded - we stop trying to avoid
suﬀering or ﬁnd an escape route. You can debrief this activity with the following
questions:
1. Why do you give up instead of trying again? What discourages you?
2. What motivates you to try again? Are words of encouragement or threats
of punishment always eﬀective in getting people to behave in a certain
manner?
3. What is the key diﬀerence between situations where you try your best and
situations where you give up trying at all?
While you watch
Answer questions 1-3 on the Worksheet
After you watch/discussion questions
1. Why do you think Seligman’s ﬁndings were so ground-breaking?
2. Who would you expect to have more success, better health, and lower
rates of depression—those with optimistic or pessimistic explanatory
styles? Explain your answer.
3. Taking from Seligman’s experiments, what are some ways you can help
someone realize they have control over a bad situation?
Activity Ideas
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● Worksheet: Complete the Worksheet and discuss answers in groups or as
a class.
● Journal entry: Write a short reﬂection on a time you’ve been either
optimistic or pessimistic about a situation. Try to identify why you were
feeling that way.
● Role-play: Students practice optimistic responses to various disappointing
scenarios (i.e. getting a bad grade on a test, not getting a part in the school
play, not making a sports team, losing a school election, not getting a job
you wanted). Students can work in pairs or small groups.
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