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Abstract 

Children who experience failure on a repetitive basis may 

be susceptible to the development of a learned helplessness 

response style (Licht & Kistner, 1986). Given that children 

with Attention-Deficit/HyperactivityDisorder (ADHD) typically 

experience a great deal of failure in their everyday lives, 

the present study was designed to investigate whether or not 

children who exhibit ADHD symptomatology are more susceptible 

to the development of learned helplessness than other 

children. The effects of failure on task persistence in 

children who exhibit attentional deficits (with and without 

oppositional disorder) and controls were assessed for two sets 

of find-a-word puzzles (one solvable and one insolvable). The 

subjects' causal attributions for success and failure were 

also assessed. It was found that, although the children who 

exhibited attentional deficits abandoned the find-a-word 

puzzles before finding the target word more frequently than 

the control group, their attributions for task successes 

and/or failures did not differ from the comparative group. 

Interestingly, the ability of subjects to correctly read the 

puzzle target words was the main predictor of task success and 

task abandonment. The findings are discussed both witb 

respect to the development of learned helpless response styles 

in children who exhibit ADHD symptomatology and with respect 

to reading ability on task performance. 
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Learned Helplessness and Attribution 

in Children with Attentional Deficits 

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is the 

diagnosis which is most frequently made when children are 

referred for psychiatric assessment in the United States 

(Barkley, 1990 ) . Despite the frequency with which children 

are referred to mental health practitioners for assessment of 

suspected ADHD, the establishment of a fundamental definition 

of this disorder has remained çomewhat elusive (Barkley, 

1989 ) . In fact, the symptomatology of ADHD has undergone 

several different labels since first being identified early 

this century, including such labels as "minimal brain 

dysfunction", "hyperkinesis", "hyperactive child syndrome", 

and "attention deficit disorder (with or without 

hyperactivity)" (Barkley, 1990). It has been suggested that 

this relabelling is a reflection not only of the tremendous 

amount of research which has been carried out on ADHD in the 

past several decades, but also of the inability of researchers 

to identify the primary characteristics of the disorder 

(Barkley, 1990). The term ADHD is merely the most recent 

label as applied in the fourth edition of the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV); American 

Psychiatric Association, 1994). 

According to the DSM-IV, a child with ADHD can fa11 into 

one of three subtypes, the first involving inattention as the 

primary criterion, the second involving hyperactivity- 
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impulsivity, and the third consisting of a combination of both 

sets of criterion, A child with ADHD of the inattentive type 

must exhibit six of nine symptoms which Vary from 

distractibility to difficulty completing assignments which 

require sustained mental effort, Children with ADHD of the 

predominantly hyperactive-impulsive type, on the other hand, 

must exhibit six symptoms ranging from fidgetiness and 

excessive talkativeness, to an inability to remain still to 

perform tasks. The third subtype requires that the criterion 

for both the inattentive and hyperactive-impulsive categories 

are met. For al1 subtypes, the onset of symptoms must have 

occurred prior to age seven, be present for at least six 

months, and must occur across at least two settings. For 

those children who exhibit any or al1 of the primary 

components in combination with behavioral defiance, the 

likelihood that they will experience social failure on a 

regular basis is substantially increased (Henker, 1987). 

Barkley (1989) states that the primary symptoms of ADHD 

vary across situations. He stresses that although the 

component of inattention is common to ADHD children, the 

nature of that inattention has been extremely difficult to 

isolate. ADHD children have been reported to show great 

difficulties in sustained attention (Douglas, 1983). 

Sustained attention, as opposed to selective attention, "is 

involved when an individual must maintain sensitivity to the 

requirements of a task and stay engaged in it over a period of 
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time" (Kirby & Grimley, 1986, p.12). Barkley (1990) suggests 

that the difficulty which the ADHD child displays in 

sustaining attention is less likely to be related tu increased 

distractibility than to an inability or unwillingness to 

perform tasks which are unappealing or offer little in the way 

of consequences. Despite the questions which remain with 

regard to why ADHD children demonstrate deficits in sustained 

attention, Barkley (1990) concludes that these problems with 

inattention "are most dramatically seen in situations 

requiring the child to sustain attention to dull, boring, 

repetitive tasks such as independent schoolwork, homework, or 

chore performance" (p.40).  Given these problems, the ADHD 

child will undoubtedly be susceptible to problems in 

completing school assignments and will, therefore, be 

subjected to an inordinate amount of failure in learning 

situations. 

Closely linked to the problerns of inattention (and just 

as difficult to explain), is the apparent impulsivity of the 

ADHD child. Barkley (1990) points out that these children act 

without regard to consequences, frequently at high risk to the 

safety of both themselves and others. They display impatience 

when required to wait in line, have a tendency to answer 

questions in the classroom before complete instructions are 

provided, and generally find it difficult to delay 

gratification. Consequently, when fased with the common 

experiences of childhood such as playing games, they are less 



L e a r n e d  Helplessness / Attentional Deficits 4 

likely to share and cooperate with other children, thereby 

setting themselves up for rejection by both peers and adults. 

Both Barkley (1990) and Douglas (1983) suggest that this 

impulsivity may be an extension of the ADHD child's inability 

to sustain attention. Whatever the cause, it certainly serves 

to create many difficulties for the ADHD child in a l 1  spheres 

of his or her life. 

The third primary characteristic of this disorder, that 

of hyperactivity, is yet another source of social disruption 

in the life of the ADHD child. Relative to other children of 

their own developmental age, teachers and parents report that 

these children are significantly more restless and fidgety 

(Barkley & Cunningham, 1979). It has been suggested that it 

is the consistently hyperactive behaviour of the ADHD child 

across both home and school settings that most clearly 

differentiates these children from peers with other 

psychiatric illnesses (Taylor, 1986). 

Given the central components of ADHD ( inattention, 

impulsivity, and hyperactivity), itbecomes increasingly clear 

that these behavioral deficits do not occur in isolation of 

the child's social environment. Researchers also report that, 

as the intensity of these behavioral problems increases, so 

then does the likelihood that these children will incur 

negative social interactions. Henker and Whalen ( 1989 ) state 

that "the hallmark of childhood hyperactivity is trouble - 
trouble getting things done, both at home and at school, and 
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trouble getting along bath with adults and with other 

children" (p-216)- Reseafch has consistently shown that these 

children are repeatedly rejected by their peers, who not only 

resent the social disruption which the ADHD child creates, but 

who also fear they will get into trouble as a result of the 

ADKD childrs behaviour (Henker & Whalen, 1989)- The 

elementary school experience of the ADHD child is most 

frequently associated with "poor school performance, usually 

related to failure to finish assigned tasks in school or as 

homework, disruptive behaviour during class activities, and 

poor peer relations with schoolmates" (Barkley, 1989, p - 4 4 ) .  

Although it is difficult to disentangle cause and effect, 

research also shows that the families of ADtfD children report 

more interpersonal problems, more depression in parents, and 

more marital disruption than families of other clinically 

disabled children or controls (Brown & Pacini, 1989 ) Barkley 

(1990) reports that the social interactions of ADHD children 

w i t h  their parents are more negative and stressful than those 

in families without the presence of an ADHD child. 

When conceptualized across settings, the social 

environment of the ADHD disordered individual serves as 

fertile ground for the development of a repetitive pattern of 

failure for that child. Failure in the home, failure at 

school, and failure in successfully maintaining peer relations 

leaves the ADHD child with f e w  possible opportunities for 

success. I t  is this repeated inability to escape failure that 
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may serve as the precursor for the development of a learned 

helplessness response style in these children. 

The roots to the learned helplessness model lie in the 

works of Thorndike, who founded, and Skinner, who developed, 

operant conditioning (Seligman, 1975). Their research, in 

which rats, pigeons, and dogs were subjected to inescapable 

shock, laid the groundwork through which Seligman developed 

the model of learned helplessness. In his research design, 

Seligman (1975) first subjected dogs to inescapable shock and 

then provided an opportunity for the dogs to learn an escape 

response. Surprisingly, the majority of dogs made little 

attempt to escape and, instead, stopped moving, lay down, and 

whined. On subsequent trials, most of the dogs continued to 

passively accept the shocks and made little attempt to escape. 

Seligman (1975) concluded that when an organism learns that it 

is helpless in one situation, it usually generalizes that 

experience to certain other aspects of its life, 

Seligman revised his theory of learned helplessness in 

1978 in order to take into account human cognitive abilities 

(Abramson, Seligman, 6. Teasdale, 1978). The revised theory 

incorporated causal attribution as a signif icant predictor of 

whether or not learned helplessness would occur in an 

individual when he or she experienced uncontrollable events 

(Abramson et al., 1978). The theory is based on the premise 

that when an individual is unable to influence outcome, that 

individual will search for reasons to explain both the event 
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and the ensuing results, Three dimensions of attribution are 

proposed: internal-external, global-specific, and stable- 

unstable. If the individual attributes failure to interna1 

causes rather than external causes; globalizes these events 

rather than keeping them event-specific; and believes the 

event is stable and unchanging, a helpless response pattern 

will pervade. 

Seligman (1993) stresses not only that the attributional 

reformulation serves to allow researchers and clinicians to 

identify individuals who are at risk for learned helpless 

response styles, but also that three components are essential 

in pure cases of learned helplessness. The first component, 

contingency, "ref ers to the objective relationship between the 

person's action and the outcomes that he then experiences" 

(Seligman, 1993, p . 8 ) .  The contingencies of controllability 

and uncontrollability are the two most important factors here, 

because they will determine precisely how the person perceives 

his or her situation. The second component, cognition, is 

influenced greatly by the individual's perception of the 

contingency. Cognition involves the person's perception and 

explanation of an event. Once the event is processed, an 

expectation of future related events will occur, If the 

individual processes the event as being uncontrollable, he or 

she is likely to believe that failure will occur across al1 

similar situations. The final component, behaviour, refers to 

the "observable consequences of (non)contingency and the 
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person's cognitions about it" (Seligman, 1993, p.8). If an 

individual perceives uncontrollability in a certain situation, 

expects uncontrollability of similar events in the future, and 

behaves passively when confronted in that situation when it 

occurs, a helpless response pattern is said to have developed. 

Research has shown that when children are repeatedly 

subjected to failure, they w i l l  be more susceptible to the 

development of a learned helplessness response style than 

children who do not experience frequent failure (Licht & 

Dweck, 1984; Licht & Kistner, 1986). These children tend to 

attribute their failure to lack of ability (an internal, 

global, stable attribution), which subsequently results in 

lack of persistence to engage in a task until it has been 

successfully mastered. The cycle continues as the child 

experiences further failure due to lack of effort, with an 

eventual reinforcement of the maladaptive attribution style. 

Seligman (1993) recently reviewed the available research on 

academic achievement and learned helplessness and concluded 

that the majority of studies addressed at least two of the 

three criterion needed to satisiy the requirements of learned 

helplessness. While these studies demonstrated both negative 

cognitions and passive behaviour, the issue of controllable 

vs. uncontrollable contingency was not clearly isolated. Only 

one study by Johnson ( 1981 ) , measured on-task persistence, 

self-concept, and attribution for success of failure, thereby 

meeting the full criterion for learned helplessness. 
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Given the frequency with which ADHD children are 

reportedly exposed to failure at home and in the school 

setting, the possibility exists that these children might be 

particularly susceptible to the development of a learned 

helplessness response style. A recent study directly examined 

learned helplessness in ADHD children. Milich and Okazaki 

( 19 9 1 ) employed a learned helplessness paradigm to examine 

whether or not ADHD boys would solve fewer find-a-word puzzles 

than non-ADHD boys. The results of that study revealed that 

the ADHD boys not only solved £ e w e r  puzzles, but were less 

persistent with the task than the non-ADHD boys. In terms of 

attribution, however, the ADHD boys did not express negative 

self-cognitions. The authors concluded that it was not 

possible to determine if the ADHD children simply did not 

attribute failure to their own ability, or if the research 

design was not sensitive enough to answer this question. 

Overall, they stated that the "ADHD boys may exhibit 

behaviours consistent with a helpless response style when 

confronted with failure experiences" (Milich & Okazaki, 1991, 

p.622). These findings are consistent with two other studies 

which indirectly examined a helpless response style in ADHD 

boys (Reid & Borkowski, 1987; Milich, Carlson, Pelham, & 

Licht, 1991 ) . 
Given that there has been little research conducted to 

investigate the possibility that children with attentional 

deficits might be at risk for developing a learned helpless 



L e a r n e d  Helplessness / Attentionaï D e f i c i t s  10 

response style, the present study represented an attempt to 

both extend the literature and provide support for the 

research findings of Milich and Okazaki (1991). The primary 

purpose of this research project was to establish that 

children who exhibit ADHD symptomatology are more likely to 

exhibit behaviours consistent with learned helplessness than 

children who do not display such symptomatology. 

Specifically, it was predicted that children wbo had been 

identified as expressing ADHD symptomatology in the classroom 

would experience more failures in task performance, would give 

up on task performance more quickly, and would attribute their 

failures to interna1 attributions significantly more than 

children who did not demonstrate ADHD symptomatology. 

The Add-H Comprehensive Teacher's Rating Scale (ACTeRS; 

Ullmann, Sleator, & Sprague, 1986 ) was used to screen children 

for ADHD symptomatology. The Add-H Comprehensive Teacher's 

Rating Scale (ACTeRS; Ullmann et al., 1986) is a twenty-four 

item questiomaire which assesses children's behaviour in 

terms of attention, hyperactivity, social skills, and 

oppositional problems. In using this scale, teachers are 

asked to compare and rate children on each criterion on a five 

point, Likert- type scale ranging f rom " almost never" to 

"almost always". Reports on the reliability and validity of 

the ACTeRS are somewhat contradictory, possibly due to the 

fact that it is a relatively new screening tool. While Bacon 

(1992) suggests that the scale has not demonstrated adequate 
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reliability and validity, D'Costa (1992) recommends the use of 

the ACTeRS as a behavioral assessment device. Barkley (1990) 

concurs with Bacon (1992) that additional research is 

warranted with regard to the validity of the instrument, but 

states that the ACTeRS is particularly useful in 

differentiating hyperactive from non-hyperactive ADD children, 

Two subgroups of children with ADHD symptomatology 

participated in this study, based on suggestions that 

hyperactivity/attention deficits and conduct problems or 

aggression are separate, but correlated, behavioral domains 

(Hinshaw, 1987). While it is clear that there is often 

overlap of ADHD symptomatology and oppositional tendencies, 

researchers report that several differences have been observed 

in children with ADHD symptomatology only and those with ADHD 

and oppositional tendencies (Hinshaw, 1987; Werry & Reeves, 

1987). Specifically, the ADHD type children frequently 

exhibit more cognitive and achievement deficits and are more 

frequently off task in both classroom and play situations. 

Defiant children, on the other hand, tend to remain on task in 

structured settings and appear to have better social skills, 

as evidenced by their popularity with peer groups. Those 

children who exhibit ADHD symptomatology in combination with 

problems of non-compliance "tend to have the worst features of 

both domains, particularly regarding observed behaviour, peer 

status, and outcome" (Hinshaw, 1987, p.458). The DSM-IV 

clearly states that the refusal to conform to requests "must 
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be differentiated from the avoidance of school tasks seen in 

individuals with ADHD" (American Psychiatric Association, 

1994, p.83 ) . In other words, children with both ADHD and 

oppositional behaviour tend to develop defiant attitudes in 

order to rationalize their failures, while children with ADHD 

alone tend to avoid school tasks simply due to difficulties 

invoked by their inattention or hyperactivity (American 

Psychiatric Association, 1994). The ACTeRS allows for the 

screening of ADHD symptomatology with and without the presence 

of oppositional behaviour. Given these considerations, the 

present study was designed to allow for comparison of three 

groups of sub jects: those with attentional def icits only, 

those with attentional deficits and oppositional behaviour, 

and a control group. 

The subjects were required to engage in two sets of 

experimental, find-a-word puzzles; complete two attribution 

questionnaires which focused on successes and failures; and 

work on a final, concluding puzzle to assess for 

generalization effects from the primary experimental task (see 

Appendix A). At the conclusion of the experimental session, 

the children were asked to read a list of al1 those words 

utilized in the find-a-word puzzles in order to assess whether 

or not the ability to read those words played a role in task 

success and/or failure. 
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Method 

Partzcmants: . . 

The sample was drawn £rom the Grades 4 and 5 classrooms 

of two rural elementary schools within the Colchester East- 

Hants School Board District of Nova Scotia. Thirty-three 

children participated in the study, with an age range of 9-12 

years . Fourteen children who were identified as having 

attentional deficits, five children identified as having 

attentional deficits and oppositional behaviour, and fourteen 

controls participated in the study. More specifically, those 

children who fell below the 10th percentile on the attention 

subscale and who did not fa11 below the 25th percentile for 

oppositional behaviour were assigned to the attentional 

deficit (ADD) group. Those children who £el1 below the 10th 

percentile for attentional problerns and who also fell below 

the 10th percentile for oppositional behaviour were assigned 

to the attentional deficit with oppositional behaviour (ADD- 

OP) group. The control group was comprised of those children 

who did not fa11 below the 50th percentile for either 

attention or oppositional behaviour. A breakdown of the 

components of the sample is outlined in Table 1. 

Procedure : 

Having received the approval of the Colchester East-Hants 

School Board and the principals of two elernentary schools 

within that district, the Grades 4 and 5 teachers of those two 
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Total n = 33 

Group 

Atten, Oppo. 
Male Female Age Grade 4 Grade 5 Score Score 
(n) (n) ( 2 )  (n) (n) (3 (3 

ADD 

ADD-OP 

Control 

. . 

11 3 10.7 9 5 10.2 8.4 

3 2 11.2 O 5 9.0 21.4 

10 4 10.1 8 6 27.7 6.0 
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schools were asked to rate children on the ACTeRS rating 

scale, The parents of those children who had been identified 

as exhibiting attentional and/or oppositional problems and a 

comparative group of children without such symptomatology were 

subsequently approached with regard to allowing their children 

to participate in the research project. The parents were 

informed about the general purpose and methodology which would 

be employed in the experimental design and were asked to sign 

and return a consent form if they agreed to permit their 

child to participate in the study. In order to ensure that 

the children were not made aware that four of the thirty-two 

puzzles which they would be asked to solve would be 

insolvable, the parents were not advised of this particular 

detail of the experimental design. The parents were advised 

that although a final group report would be made available to 

them upon request, individual test results would not be 

analyzed. Following the completion of the study, al1 parents 

of the participating subjects received a written summary of 

the research findings. 

The research project was conducted in the school setting. 

Each child was administered the complete battery of the 

experimental tasks on an individual basis. As previously 

outlined, the experimental task was designed such that a set 

of experimental find-a-word puzzles was administered, followed 

by the completion of the attribution questionnaire for that 

set of puzzles. This process was then repeated for a second 
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set of puzzles. Finally, the generalization task and a word 

recognition task was administered (see Appendix A). 

For the prirnary experimental task, each child was given 

two minutes to solve each find-a-word puzzle. The task was 

comprised of two sets of sixteen £ind-a-word puzzles (see 

Appendix B). Each puzzle consisted of a 15 x 15 matrix of 

randomly generated letters, with one word being embedded 

within each puzzle. The target words for the puzzles were 

chosen from lists which fell below that which would be 

expected for grade 4 and 5 children. As such, these words 

were selected £rom the grades 1 and 2 beginning levels of the 

word idantification test found in the Woodcock Reading Mastery 

Test (Woodcock, 1973). The two sets of puzzles differed only 

in that one set contained four insolvable puzzles (puzzles 3- 

6), while the other was completely comprised of solvable 

puzzles. Each set contained the same number of horizontal or 

vertical targets and similar placements for the target words 

within the two sets of puzzles. 

The maximum estimated time for completion for the 

experimental design was 2 minutes x 16 puzzles x 2 sets (64 

minutes), plus time to complete the attribution 

questionnaires, the generalization puzzle, and the reading 

task. The actual mean time for completion of the entire 

experimental session for al1 children was 39.84 minutes. The 

two sets of puzzles were presented in counterbalanced order 

(solvable/insolvable vs. insolvable/solvable conditions) in 
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order to balance any order effects, For each set of puzzles, 

the first two represented practice puzzles, the next four 

represented either solvable or insolvable (depending on the 

set), and the final ten represented the actual test puzzles- 

The practice puzzles were easy to solve, with the target word 

being embedded in the upper left-hand quadrant. Although most 

children found the test puzzles easy to solve, those few who 

experienced difficulty on these puzzles were assisted and 

given ample opportunity to learn the task. The solvable 

condition was, likewise, easy to solve in that the target word 

was embedded in one of the four quadrants of the puzzle. For 

the insolvable condition, however, the target word was not 

embedded in the puzzle. The final test puzzles. which 

measured persistence following success or failure, were 

solvable and considered to be no more difficult than the 

previous puzzles, in that the target words were al1 embedded 

within one of the four puzzle quadrants- 

For the first six puzzles, each child was asked to find 

the target word as quickly as possible and was told to work 

until he or she found the word or was told that the time limit 

of two minutes had expired. The purpose of this process was 

to ensure that each child "experience(d) the same degree of 

failure" (Milich & Okazaki, 1991, p.611). For the last ten 

puzzles. each child was told that he or she could stop before 

the two-minute time limit was up. The researcher recorded 

either (a) the time to successEul completion of the task; (b ) 
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the length of time the child persisted on the task: or (c) 

120 seconds, which indicated that the child had persisted to 

the end of the time limit but had not successfully identified 

the target word. 

Following each of the solvable and insolvable sets, the 

attribution questionnaire was used to assess the child's 

causal attributions for successes or iailures (see Appendix 

C). For the solvable condition, each child was told how many 

words he or she found in that particular set and was asked to 

make attributional assessments for his or her successes. The 

attributional responses consisted of (a) because 1 tried hard 

( effort ) ; (b ) because 1 ' m good at f inding words ( ability ) , or 

(c) because the words were easy to find (task). For the 

insolvable condition, the child was told the number of words 

which he or she did not find and was then asked to make an 

attributional response similar to that following the solvable 

condition (e.g. 1 did not try hard enough, etc.). The nature 

of the question allowed the child to choose yes, no, or 

sometimes as their attributional response. In other words, 

each child was able to choose effort, ability, task, or any 

combination of factors as attributional responses for each of 

the six questions. The results of the attribution discussion 

was recorded on audiotape in order to provide the researcher 

with an opportunity to analyze both quantitative and 

qualitative comments made during the attribution segment of 

the session. 
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Following the completion of the puzzle sets and the 

attribution questionnaires, each child was asked to complete 

the generalization task (see Appendix D). Each child was 

given three minutes to find up to thirteen words in a 15 x 15 

letter matrix puzzle. Al1 of the words were familiar, in that 

they were chosen from those words which had been embedded in 

puzzles from the solvable experimental task. Generalization 

effects from the experimental task (in which the child 

experienced both successes and failures) were measured on this 

task, in that the task provided a measure of the child's 

persistence (time of effort). 

Each child was also asked to read aloud the entire list 

of target words presented in the thirty-two puzzles and the 

researcher recorded whether or not the words were correctly 

read . In order to ensure that each child left the test 

session with as little anxiety as possible, he or she was 

advised that the results of the experiment would in no way 

influence their school achievement. The children were also 

given repeated reassurance that they had performed well on the 

task and w e r e  thanked for their assistance. 

Results 

The primary dependent variables for this study included: 

(a) the number of test puzzles which the child correctly 

solved; (b) the number of test puzzles on which the child 

gave up (before the allotted time expired) without finding the 

target word; (c) the number of puzzles which the child 
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failed to solve before the end of the two minute time period; 

(d) the number of words which the child found on the 

generalization puzzle; (e) the responses to the attribution 

questionnaire; ( f ) the time to solution for correct f ind-a- 

word puzzles; and (g) time to task abandonment. Since al1 

of the children persisted on the generalization puzzle £or a 

full three minutes, the length of time the child spent on the 

generalization task was not included as a dependent variable 

in the analysis of the data. 

The initial examination of the data involved a series O£ 

stepwise regression analyses which were conducted to isolate 

the variables which best predicted the dependent measures. 

Multiple regression procedures appeared to be an appropriate 

choice for the analysis of several of the dependent variables, 

given the non-experimental nature of the research. 

Furthemore, stepwise regression analysis was chosen due to 

the likelihood of correlation between the independent 

variables. 

For the first £ive dependent variables (the number of 

test puzzles which the child correctly solved, the number of 

test puzzles which the child abandoned before finding the 

word, the number of puzzles which the child failed to solve, 

and the number of words which the child found on the 

generalization puzzle), al1 plausible predictor (independent) 

variables were determined conceptually, These included: age, 

sex, order (solvable before insolvable vs. insolvable before 
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solvable), grade, group, the attention and oppositional scores 

£rom the ACTeRS questiomaire, and the number of words 

correctly pronounced in the reading task. 

Task Success: 

The purpose of the first analysis was to identify the 

predictor variables for task success, or the number of test 

puzzles which the child correctly solved. The results of this 

analysis indicate that the number of target words which the 

child was able to correctly read in the reading task accounted 

for approximately 54% of the variance in success on the find- 

a-word puzzles (see Table 2). No other variable met the .O5 

significance level for entry into the model. 

Predictina Task Abandonment: 

A second regression analysis was conducted to isolate the 

predictor variables for task abandonment, or the number of 

test puzzles the child gave up on before the end of the two 

minute time limit. A s  in the first regression analysis, the 

only variable which met the .O5 significance level for entry 

into the model was the number of words correctly read on the 

reading task. This variable accounted for approximately 73% 

of the variance in task abandonment (see Table 2). 

Predictina Success on the Generalization Puzzle: 

A third regression analysis was conducted in order to 

determine whether or not any generalization effects might have 

occurred as a result of successes and failures encountered in 

the primary find-a-word puzzles. The results of this analysis 
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T a b l e  2 

Ste~wise Multiple Reuression for Dependent Variables 

- -. - - -- 

No. of Puzzles 
Successfully 
Completed 

No, of Puzzles 
Child Gave Up 
On 

No. of Words 
found in the 
Generalization 
Puzzle 

No, of Puzzles 
Not Solved 

Reading 
Task 
Score 

--- - 

Predictor 

Reading Task Score 

Reading Task Score 

Reading Task Score 
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indicated that, once again, the child's ability to correctly 

identify the words on the word reading task was the only 

significant predictor variable isolated from the model, This 

variable accounted for approximately 39% of the variance in 

success on the generalization puzzle (see Table 2). 

Predictina Task Failure: 

An analysis to identify the predictor variables for task 

failure (i.e. the number of puzzles which the child failed to 

solve before the end of the two minute time period) failed to 

isolate any variables from the model which met the .OS level 

of significance, 

Ptedictinu Success on the Word Readina Task: 

The results of the first three regression analyses were 

not expected, in that the research hypotheses had predicted 

that attentional deficits and/or oppositional behaviours would 

be significant factors on both task successes and task 

abandonment. Given these unexpected findings, a fourth 

regression analysis was conducted in an attempt to identify 

which of several independent variables might be contributing 

to the variance on the woxd reading task. The important 

predictor variables for this analysis were conceptualized as: 

age, sex, order ( solvable bef ore insolvable vs . insolvable 
before solvable), grade, group, and the attention and 

oppositional scores from the ACTeRS questionnaire, Table 2 

demonstrates the results of this analysis. The overall 

regression equation was successful in predicting a total of 
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55% of the variance in reading success on the word reading 

task. Group assignment (i.e. ADD, ADD-OP, or controls) 

accounted for approximately 31% of the variance in success on 

the word reading task. The two other independent variables 

which were significant predictors of the dependent variable 

were grade and age. These t w o  variables shared an additional 

24% of the variance on the word reading task. 

Relationshi~ between the Independent and De~endent Variables: 

Spearman rho correlation coefficients were employed to 

examine the degree of relationship between the primary 

independent and dependent variables. The correlation 

coefficients w e r e  tested at a - 0 5  level of probability. Table 

3 provides a summary of the correlations for al1 of the 

variables of concern. As expected, there was a degree of 

intercorrelation between some of the independent variables. 

Given that the correlations between age, sex, order, and group 

were weak ( ~ 5 0 )  or inslgnificant, it is unlikely that these 

regression coefficients affected the regression equation to 

any great degree (Cody & Smith, 1991 ) , On the other hand, the 

moderate correlation between the attentional and oppositional 

scores of the ACTeRS questionnaire and group assignment 

suggests that these variables did not contribute uniquely to 

the overall variance of the scores on the word reading task. 

This is not surprising given the nature of these variables. 

Note is also made that there were moderate correlations 

between the ability to read the words on the reading task, 
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attentional scores, oppositional scores, and group assigment. 

Again, these intercorrelations suggest that "dropping or 

adding (any of these) variables may strongly affect the 

regression estimates" (Cody & Smith, 1991, p. 212). The use of 

the s t e ~ w i e  regression should have provided an optimal subset 

of predictor variables to correct for this possibility (Cody 

& Smith, 1991 ) . 
Task Successes. Failures. and Abandonment across Grouasr 

In addition to the regression analyses, a series of t- 

tests were conducted in order to determine whether or not 

there were any group effects (ADD, ADD-OP, or controls) for 

task successes, task f ailures, and task abandonment In order 

to reduce the likelihood of making a Type 1 error, an alpha 

level of p <.O2 was selected. 

The results of these analyses indicate that children in 

the control group successfully completed more puzzles than 

those children in the ADD group (t = -2.68, df=26, p <-02). 

In addition, the children in the control group abandoned fewer 

puzzles before the end of the two-minute time limit than those 

children in the ADD group (t = 2.87, d£=26, p <.01). There 

were no significant differences across groups for the number 

of puzzles on which the children failed to find the target 

word prior to the end of the two-minute time limit. 

G ~ O U D  Attributions for Task Successes and Failures: 

The final phase of the analysis of the data involved 

cornparisons of the groups in terms of attributional responses. 
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In order to determine whether or not a significant difference 

existed between the attributional responses for task successes 

and failures across groups, Chi-Square analysis was used to 

evaluate these data. For the purpose of this analysis only, 

the frequency counts from the ADD group were collapsed with 

the attentional and oppositional group and compared to the 

control group. This step was necessary due to the small size 

of the ADD-OP group and was an attempt to ensure that none of 

the cells contained expected counts of less than five (Cody & 

Smith, 1991). A two-tailed Fisher's exact test of probability 

was used to assess whether or not the attributional responses 

for successes and failures were significantly different across 

these two groups. 

Contrary to what was predicted, the results of this 

analysis indicate that the ADD and ADD-OP group combined did 

not attribute successes or failures to ability more frequently 

than the controls (see Table 4). In fact, the frequency 

counts suggest that there were no significant group 

differences in attributional responses to successes or 

failures in terms of either ability, task, or effort. 

Discussion 

The primary purpose of this study was to determine 

whether or not children who exhibit ADHD symptomatology would 

exhibit a learned helplessness response style when confronted 

with failure on school-like tasks. To examine whether or not 

the results of this study support this hypothesis, the three 
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Table 4 

2 x 2 Chi-Square Table for Attributional R ~ S D O ~ S ~ S  bv gr ou^ 

Group Yes No 

Attributions for Successes 

Effort 

Ability 

Task 

ADD & ADD-OP 
Controls 

ADD & ADD-OP 
Controls 

ADD & M D - O P  
Controls 

Attributions for Failures 

Effort 

Ability 

Task 

ADD & ADD-OP 
Controls 

ADD & ADD-OP 
Controls 

ADD & ADD-OP 
Controls 

Fisher's Exact 

ADD and ADD-OP = Attentional PLUS Attentional/Oppositional 
Groups Collapsed (n = 19) 

Controls = Control Group (n = 14) 
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components of the theory of learned helplessness must be re- 

examined . 
It would appear that at least two of the components of 

learned helplessness were demonstrated by the children who 

exhibited attentional deficits, both those with and without 

oppositional behaviour. Firstly, Seligman (1993) States that 

if an individual exhibits passivity of action in that he or 

she gives up or fails to undertake some action which would 

serve to control a situation, then the behaviour component of 

learned helplessness has been demonstrated. The results of 

this study clearly show that the children who had been 

identified as exhibiting attentional deficits, gave up on the 

find-a-word puzzles (when given the option to do so) more 

frequently than the control group. This would suggest that 

the behaviour component of the theory of learned helplessness 

is apparent in these subjects. 

With regard to the second component, that of contingency, 

the research design appears to have provided an "objective 

relationship between the person's action and the outcomes that 

he then experiences" (Seligman, 1993, p . 8 ) .  As previously 

stated, the contingencies of controllability and 

uncontrollability are the primary factors of concern here. In 

terms of uncontrollability, the research design was such that 

nothing the research subjects could do would alter the rate O £  

success on the insolvable puzzles. The subjects were also 

told to continue working on these puzzles for a full-two 



Learned Helplessness / Attentional D e f i c i t s  30 

minutes, which implied further uncontrollability over the 

situation, Following the insolvable puzzles, however, the 

subjects were told that they could stop before the end of the 

two-minute time limit if they so wished. Thus, the subjects 

were also provided with a contingency of controllability 

whereby their actions, in terms of task persistence, were left 

to their discretion. In effect, they were told that how much 

effort they put into the task was up to them. Clearly, the 

contingencies of controllability and uncontrollability were 

manipulated in the research design such that the subjects 

experienced both task successes and failures. The manner in 

which the subjects interpreted and explained the relationship 

between their actions and the subsequent outcomes is addressed 

in the third component of the learned helplessness theory, 

that being cognition, 

According to Seligman ( 1993 ) , the component of cognition 

requires that an individual must perceive that a relationship 

exists between actions and outcomes ( the contingency ) , explain 

that perception, and use that perception to conceptualize a 

future expectation, Seligman (1993) suggests that when the 

individual attributes failure to ability, he or she will 

usually form an expectation that failure will occur again 

under similar circumstances in the future. In other words, 

task failure will result in a belief that outcome will not be 

controllable in the future. 
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For the purpose of this research project, cognition was 

measured through the use of the attribution questionnaire. 

The findings of that process suggest that those children who 

exhibited ADHD symptomatology did not attribute failure to 

ability more frequently than the control group. In fact, the 

children with attentional deficits and/or oppositional 

behaviours were just as likely to attribute their successes to 

effort and ability as the control group. In addition, they 

were just as likely to attribute their failures to the task as 

the control group. In other words, al1 subjects made internal 

attributions for successes and external attributions to 

f ailures . 
While the results of this study do not demonstrate that 

the children with attentional deficits meet al1 three criteria 

for the development of a learned helpless response style, the 

pattern of responding of these children is consistent with the 

behaviours of children who exhibit helplessness. These 

findings are not inconsistent with the results of the study 

conducted by Milich and Okazaki ( 1991 ) . Those researchers 

reported that, while ADHD boys tended to abandon school-like 

tasks when given the option to do so, they did not attribute 

task failure to ability i . .  they did not make internal 

attributions for failures). Milich and Okazaki (1993) raised 

the question of whether or not the attribution questionnaire 

was sufficiently sensitive to capture the true attribution 

style of the children. An attempt was made in the present 
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study to compensate for this possibility through the 

utilization of an audiotape to record the verbalizations of 

the subjects during the administration of the attribution 

questionnaire. In addition, the children were not forced to 

choose between ability, effort, and task attributions but, 

rather, were allowed to choose any combination of these 

factors as contributors to their successes and failures. 

Unfortunately, essentially no additional information was 

provided through the use of these tapes over and above the 

in£ormation provided on the questiomaires. The children 

consistently responded in a 'yes or no' fashion when asked 

whether or not a particular element played a role in their 

task successes or failures, despite the fact that they were 

told they could do otherwise. In addition, they provided 

little in the way of verbalizations which would lead the 

researcher to believe that they may have been less than 

certain of their answers. It is possible that the audiotape 

was a source of intimidation to these children and thereby 

inhibited verbal discourse. 

The results of the present study are also partially 

consistent with a study conducted by Hoza, Pelham, Milich, 

Pillow, and McBride (19931, who conducted research into the 

self-perceptions and attributions of ADHD boys. In that study, 

the ADHD boys had a tendency to attribute positive social 

outcomes to interna1 attributions, but negative social 

outcomes to external attributions. In other words, the ADHD 
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boys accepted responsibility for social outcomes &SS 

-uentlv than the non-ADHD boys. The authors suggested that 

this may be an attempt on the part of the ADHD boys to bolster 

their egos and may reflect an unhealthy attitude whereby they 

refuse to accept responsibility for negative social 

interactions. The findings of the present study may, in fact 

support this hypothesis, in that the children who exhibited 

attentional deficits may be over-compensating for their 

tendencies to give up on the solvable puzzles by attributing 

those failures to task rather than ability or effort, Mullen 

and Riordan (1988) refer to this phenomenon as the self- 

enhancing attribution and define it as the tendency for people 

to attribute successes to ability and failures to external 

causes, In effect, the children who participated in the 

present study may have made attribution errors which mask the 

cognitive component of learned helplessness as defined by 

Seligman (1993). 

Regardless of the attributional outcome, the finding that 

those children with ADHD symptomatology tended to abandon 

school-like tasks when given the option to do so to a greater 

extent than the control group is significant. These findings 

support the suggestion of Douglas (1983) that one of the 

primary characteristics of ADHD children is that they fail to 

invest effort in the tasks presented to them in class, 

preferring instead to abandon these tasks. The fact that 

Seligman ( 1993) States that individuals who exhibit passivity 
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of action and who £ail to persist on tasks demonstrate one of 

the key components to learned helplessness suggests that the 

potential for children with attentional deficits to develop 

learned helpless response styles may be great. 

Moving beyond the primary research hypothesis for the 

present study, the f inding that the ability of the subjects to 

read the words on the word-reading task accounted for such a 

significant percentage of the variance in both task success 

and task abandonment was totally unexpected. Despite the fact 

that past research has provided well-documented evidence that 

there is a significant correlation between ADHD and learning 

disabilities (DuPaul & Stoner, 1994 ) , the present research 

pro ject was designed to control for reading impairment. Given 

that the subjects were chosen from grades 4 and 5 classrooms 

and the words which they were asked to isolate in the puzzles 

w e r e  selected from the beginning levels of the grades 1 and 2 

Woodcock Reading Mastery Test (Woodcock, 1973), the assumption 

was made that task successes and failures would only be 

minimally contingent upon the ability to read the words in the 

word recognition task. In order to allow for the possibility 

that correct recognition of the target words would play a 

significant role in task successes and/or failures, the 

results of the word reading task were included in the 

regression equations. 

While one may have anticipated that reading ability on 

the word reading task would be a weak predictor in task 
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success and/or failure, the finding that 73% of the variance 

in task abandonment was attributed to the numbex of words 

correctly pronounced in the reading task is both surprising 

and extremely significant. Given that group assignment (based 

on the attentional and oppositional scores from the ACTeRS) 

was, in turn, a significant predictor of how well the children 

performed on the reading task, it would appear that 

inattentiveness played an indirect role in overall task 

performance. As such, many questions remain unanswered with 

regard to the inter-relationship of reading disabilities and 

attentional deficits. For example, do attentional deficits 

precipitate problems in reading achievement, are reading 

achievement def icits manifested in symptoms which appear to be 

consistent with attentional deficits, or do these features co- 

exist? 

While there have been many studies which have evaluated 

the CO-occurrence of learning disabilities with ADHD (DuPaul, 

1994), studies which address causality between these domains 

have been limited to date. Two recent studies, however, 

suggest that attentional deficits bear a greater effect on 

academic achievement than the reverse. Fergusson and Horwood 

(1992) conducted a longitudinal study into the questionably 

reciprocal relationship between ADHD and reading achievement. 

The authors reported that, by the age of 12 years, the degree 

of attentional deficit exhibited plays a significantly greater 

negative effect on reading achievement than the reverse. 
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A related study conducted by Rowe and Rowe (1992) 

proposed two possible models for the relationship between ADHD 

and reading achievement, one which proposed that 

inattentiveness has a direct impact on reading achievement and 

the other which proposed that these two disorders are bi- 

directional in their effects upon one another. The results of 

this study suggest that although classroom inattentiveness 

accounted for 13 to 23% of the variance in reading 

achievement, both models were supported. DuPaul (1994) also 

suggests that "the relationship between achievement and ADHD 

is most likely bi-directional" (p.76). 

With respect to the findings in the present study that 

the ability of the subjects to read the words in the reading 

task accounted for such a high percentage of the variance in 

task abandonment, it is extremely important to stress that the 

words on this task were three to four grade levels below that 

expected for students £rom grades 4 and 5. A major 

implication with this finding is that children who are 

experiencing difficulty with reading in the classroom may give 

up on tasks which are less contingent on reading skills than 

other abilities. For example, a child who must complete a 

science experiment may abandon the project because he or she 

cannot read the instructions for the experimental design, 

thereby giving the appearance that he or she is having 

dif f iculty with science, rather than reading . This 

possibility clearly underscores the need for teachers and 
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parents to carefully observe and isolate the source of the 

achievement decrements in children as soon as difficulties in 

school curriculum subject areas present themselves. 

Two outstanding issues remain to be addressed with regard 

to the present study. F i r s t l y ,  the subjects assigned to the 

attentional and/or the attentional plus oppositionally 

disordered group were shown to exhibit symptomatology 

consistent with ADHD based on scores from the ACTeRS 

questionnaire. Despite this, no suggestion is made that the 

findings of this study are inter-changeable with studies which 

utilize subjects who have been diaanosed with ADHD. In 

addition, the nature of the present study failed to allow the 

researcher to determine whether or not the subjects were 

currently taking medication (e-g. Ritalin) for ADHD disorder. 

To try to elicit this information from teachers, parents, or 

the children was considered to be an invasion of privacy which 

was unwarranted. Consequently, some of the children may have 

been tested under conditions which altered their behaviours 

such that the symptoms commonly associated with ADHD were 

masked. 

Secondly, the circumstances surrounding the recruitment 

of subjects from the school system did not allow for the 

control of intelligence, or 19, in the experimental design. 

Given that some of the children who participated in the study 

had recently been tested or might soon be tested, any re- 

testing or screening for IQ would have been inappropriate. 
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As with the information regarding medication, concerns with 

respect to the privacy of the participants precluded the 

researcher £rom obtaining this information from school 

records. Given that the DSM-IV states that "intellectual 

development, as assessed by individual IQ tests appears to be 

somewhat lower in children with this (ADHD) disorder" 

( American Psychiatric Association, 1994, p. 81 ) , the 

possibility exists that intelligence may have played a role in 

the findings of the present study, particularly with respect 

to the results of the word reading task. 

In summary, the results of this study suggest that 

children who demonstrate attentional deficits may also exhibit 

behaviours consistent with a learned helplessness response 

pattern when they experience failure on school-like tasks. In 

addition, the findings of this research project provide 

support for previous research which suggests that reading 

achievement may be closely linked with task performance, 

especially when reading plays a role in that experience. One 

of the primary implications of these f indings, overall, is the 

need for teachers, parents, and caregivers to provide positive 

feedback to children £or academic and social skills 

accomplishments in order to ensure that the development of 

learned helplessness response styles is minirnized. 
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APPENDIX 'A' 

E E R M E N  DESIGN 

Two sets of Sixteen Puzzles: One Solvable and One Insolvable 
- Presented in Counterbalanced Order - 

1. SOLVABLE CONDITION: 

Puzzles : 1 2  

Practice 
Puzzles 

Solvable 
Puzzles 

Test 
Puzzles 

2 ,  Attribution Questionnaire 

3 ,  INSOLVABLE CONDITION: 

Puzzles : 1 2  

Practice 
Puzzles 

Insolvable 
mizzles 

Test 
mizzles 

4. Attribution Questionnaire 

5 ,  Generalization Puzzle 

6 .  W o r d  Recognition Test 



SAMPLE FlNJ3-A-WORD PUZZLE 

K G F  

O F  

P R L 

B : P T  

M S  

S U E  

M P W  

A = Q 

E D  

D L  

Q W P  

K X M  

O R U  

v F O 



APPENDIX 'C' 

ATTRIBUTION QUESTIONNAIRE 

Trial #l 

"You found words. Was that because: 

a. yau tried hard 

b. youmre good at finding words 

c. the w o r d s  were easy to find 

Trial #2 

"Yeu couldnlt find ,-- words. Was that 
because : 

a. you did not try hard 

b. youlre not good at finding words 

c. the w o r d s  werenlt easy to find 



LOO+C D O W  

WORK F3OOEC FOOD 

W S K  LE2xP - 
B O 0  

E L D  

E U R  

X E 0  

C! O M 

W I E  

M D  

E C A H  

U R  

C a D  

H I E '  

H D  

U R 0  

D a  



WORD LIST 

MAN THE 

JUMP BOOK 

DWCK NAME 

W A L K  PONY 

W I F E  CITY 

B I G  OUT 

Read these words: 

COKE LOOK 

WORK WHAT 

BEAR FARM 

LOVE S H I P  

ONCE LEAP 

DOWN THAT 

AWAY CAKE 

FOOD HIGH 

TOLD MUCH 

S IT HIM 



Mount Saint Vincent University 
Halifax, Nova Scotia. Canada 03M 2J6 

Phone 902 443-4450 FAX 902 445-3960 

December 1994 

Mr. William Whalen 
Superintendent of Schools 
Colchester East-Hants School Board 
North Street 
Truro, Nova Scotia 

Dear Mr . Wbalen: 
1 am requesting permission to conduct research within your 
school district. The proposed study ia a Masters of School 
Psychology Thesis, supervised by Dr. Jemifer McLaren and is 
designed to look at the development of learned helpless 
response patterns in children who experience failure in 
academic-like tasks. The proposa1 has been approved by the 
appropriate university ethics review conunittee. 

As detailed in the enclosed documentation, the first stage of 
my research involves a behaviour rating scale to be completed 
by Grades 4 and 5 teachers. The rating scales will be 
delivered to the school(s) as soon as permission is granted. 
Data collection would commence as soon as possible thereaf ter, 
at the convenience of the schools. 

If you would like me to meet with you, or require additional 
infonnation, please contact any of the persons identified in 
the proposal documentation. As 1 am currently fulfilling the 
requirements of my internship program with your school board, 
it may be most convenient for y@u to contact me through 
Special Services in your Truro office. 

Yours sincerely, 

Lauraine Logan-Smith 

Enc . 



THE COLCHESTER-EAST HANTS DISTRICT SCHOOL BOARD 
P. O. BOX 975 

TRURO. NOVA SCOTIA 
B2N 5G8 

(902) 895-1 51 1 

December 15,1994 

Lauraine Logan-Smi th 
Mount Saint Vincent University 
Halifax, Nova Scotia 
B3M 2J6 

Dear Lauraine Logan-Smith: 

This writing adcnowledges receipt of your request to conduct research within 
O u r  school district to look at the development of learned helpless response 
patterns in children who experience faüure in acadernic-like tasks. 

Permission is hereby granted for you to approach the elementary school 
Principals in our district, however, participation is by choice of the individual 
school. 

Sincerely yours, 

William F. Whelan 
Superintendent of Schools 

pc Elementary Schools 



APPENDIX 'H' 

Mount Saint Vincent University 
Department of Education - Graduate Studies 

Lauraine Logan-Smith 
Student Investigator 

Dr. Semifer McLaren 
Faculty Investigator 

DEPARTMENT 

Educat ion 

Psychology 

Thesis Research 
Mastex of Arts (School Psychology) 

Dr, Jermif er McLaren (Supervisor) 
Dr. Stephen Perrott 
Dr. Cynthia Mathieson 
Prof. Rilda Van Feggelen 

TITLE OF RgSEARCB PROJECT: Learned Helplessness and Attribution 
in Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity 
Disorder Children 

DBSCRIPTION OF PROJBCX': 

Research has shown that when children are repeatedly subjected 
to failure, they may attribute this failure to lack of ability 
which subsequently results in a lack of persistence to engage in 
certain tasks, Given the frequency with which children who exhibit 
attentional deficits are exposed to failure at home and in the 
school setting, the possibility exists that these children might be 
particularly susceptible to the development of a learned 
helplessness response style. In the present study, 1 propose to 
use a short teachervs behaviour rating scale (sample included) to 
screen children in Grades 4 and 5 for attentional difficulties and 
hyperactivity. A comparison will then be made between 25 children 
who exhibit these problems and 25 children who do not. This is to 
determine their susceptibility to learned helplessness following 
simple find-a-word puzzles (see attached). 

SUBJECï'S INVOLVED ïN THE RESEARCE: 

A teacherls behaviour rating scale will be used to screen 
classes in Grades 4 and 5 for an expected total of approximately 
250 children. The students selected to participate in the study 
will be those with variable ranges of scores on the behaviour 
scale. The preferred total number of subjects in the study will be 
approximately fifty. 



Page 2 
TIME REQUI- FOR CLASSROOM TEACBERS: 

Approximately 1-2 minutes for each student in the class. 

Approximately one hour. 

PLAN POR OBTAINING INPORMED CONSENT: 

A letter (sample included) will be sent to the parents of al1 
students selected to participate explaining the study and 
requesting written permission for their children to participate. 

When the teacher completes the behaviour rating scale, the 
nPost-Itll note bearing the name of the student will be removed. 
Thereafter, the scales will be identified by code numbers only. 
One master list (destroyed on total completion of the study) will 
be maintained in a secure place by the researchers. Experimental 
results will be identified by codes and examined in groups. 

To commence as soon as possible. Completion of the rating 
scales by classroom teachers will be at the teacherls convenience. 

FACILITIES RBQUIRED: 

A room in each respective child's school where the child and 
researcher can perform the experimental task. Two chairs and an 
appropriate-height table upon which to complete the find-a-word 
puzzles. 

ESTIMATE OF BKNBFITS OF PROPOSED RESEARCE: 

This findings of the proposed project will be discussed with 
respect ta the probability that children who demonstrate 
attentional problems exhibit behaviours which are consistent with 
a learned helplessness response style to a greater degree than 
those children who do not have such problems. The primary 
discussion will focus on the need for teachers, parents, and 
caregivers to provide positive feedback to children for academic 
and social skills accomplishments in order to ensure that the 
development of learned helpless response styles is minimized. 

Lauraine Logan-Smith 
Student Researcher 

Dr. Jennifer McLaren 
Thesis Advisor 



Mount Saint Vincent University 
Halifax. Nova Scotia, Canada 83M 2J6 

Phone 902 443-4450 FAX 902 445-3960 

Dear Parent: 

We are requesting permission for your child to take part in a study 
which is part of ongoing research into the relationship between 
behaviour in the classroom and persistence on school-like tasks. 
The study will be conducted at your childls school. 

The children will be asked to find simple words in a number of 
find-a-word puzzles. Following thia task, the children will be 
asked why they think they found the words or why they didnlt find 
the words. For example: Did you find the words because 

(a) you tried hard 
(b) you are good at finding words, or 
( c )  because the words were easy to find. 

Children will be given ample opportunity to decline or withdraw 
from the study at any point. Please be assured that individual 
performance data will be coded by number to maintain 
confidentiality and will not be analyzed individually or revealed 
to anyone. Al1 data will be reported in groups. 

If you have any questions or concerns, please contact either Dr. 
Jennifer McLaren at 443-6374 (W) ; Lauraine Logan-Smith at 895-1154 
(Hl - 
Sincerely , 

Lauraine Logan- Smith 
Graduate Student 

Jemifer McLaren 
Thesis Advisor 

Please complete th i s  form and return it to your childls homeroom 
teacher . (Please tick appropriate responae) : 

1 am the parent/guardian of and 1 hereby grant permission for 

(name of child) to participate in 

research carried out by Lauraine Logan-Smith and Jemifer McLaren. 

1 would like to receive a sunanary of the results of the study 
Yes NO . 

Signature : Date: 



Mount Saint Vincent University 
Halifax. Nova Scotia. Canada B3M 2J6 

Phone 902 443-4450 FAX 902 445-3960 

February 6 ,  1995 

Letter to Principals 
Colchester East-Kant8 School District 

Dear 

I am requesting permission to conduct research within your 
school. The proposed study ia a Masters of School Psychology 
Thesis, supervised by Dr. Jennif er McLaren and is designed to 
look at the relationship of response patterns to degree of 
success on academic-like tasks. The proposal has been 
approved by the appropriate university ethics review 
conmittee. In addition, 1 have received permission to 
approach principals in the Colchester East-)faats School 
District fram Mr. Bill Whalen, Superintendent of Schools. 

The first stage of my research involves a behaviour rating 
scale to be comtpleted by your grades four and five teachers 
(see enclosure) . The estimated time to complete each rating 
scale is approximately two minutes per student. Bach form 
will have a rernovable label with the student ' 8  name on it . 
Upon corripletion of the form, the teacher will be asked to 
remove and dispose of the label imediately, leaving only a 
coded identification number on the form. This approach will 
ensure confidentiality for the student. The rating scales 
will be delivered to your school as soon as 1 have received 
your permission to do 80. Data collection will commence as 
soon as possible thereafter. 

Children selected for participation will be asked to find 
simple words in a number of find-a-word puzzles (see 
enclosure). Following this task, the children will be asked 
why they think they f o u  the words or why they think they did 
not find the words. Bor example: Did you find the words 
because 

(1) you tried hard 
(2) you are g o d  at f inding words , or 
(3 )  because the words were easy to find. 



Parental permission will be obtained for each child selected 
for participation before testing begins . Furthemore, al1 
childxen will be given ample opportunity to decline or 
withdraw from the study at any point. A i l  data collected will 
be reported in groups and not on an individual basis, in order 
to ensure further confidentiality. 1 will be pleased to 
provide the school with a summary of my findings. 

If you have any questions regarding this study, please feel 
free to contact myself (895-11541, Dr. Jen McLaren (457-6374) 
or, if you prefer, Rilda van Feggelen (457-6329) who is 
involved in this research project. 

Thank you for your time and consideration in this matter. 

Yours truly, 

Lauraine Logan-Smith, B.A. (Honouxs) 
Graduate Student, School Psychology 

Dr. Jemif er McLaren 
Chair, Psychology Department 



Mount Saint Vincent University 
Halifax, Nova Sco:ia. Canada B3M 2J6 

Phone 902 443-4450 FAX 902 445-3960 

Dear Parent or Guardian: 

Several months ago you kinàly granted permission for your 
child to participate in a study being conducted through Mount 
Saint Vincent University. As you will recall, the focus of 
the study was to examine the relationship between behaviour in 
the classroom and persistence on school-like tasks. The study 
has now been conrpleted and we are pleased to be able to advise 
you of the findings. 

Analysis of the information collected during this study 
suggests that the ease with which the children were able to 
read the words hidden in the puzzles was predictive of the 
success they experienced on the find-a-word puzzles. What is 
probably more interesting is the fact that the ability of the 
children to read the words hidden in the puzzles also played 
a meaningful role in whether or not the children would "give 
upn on the puzzles before completing the task. Thie would 
suggest that children who find it difficult to read may have 
a tendency to abandon school-like tasks before they conrplete 
their assignments. If this is the case, some children may be 
ngiving upn on tasks which involve reading due to frustration 
rather than an actual inability to perform. 

We would like to take this opportunity to thank you and your 
child for participating in this study. It is only through the 
support of parents and children such as yourselves that w e ,  as 
researchers, are able to explore issues which might lead to 
improved understanding of classroom behaviour. If you wish to 
discuss the results of this study in more detail, please do 
not hesitate to contact us through Mount Saint Vincent 
University . 
Sincerely , 

Lauraine Logan-Smith 
Graduate Student 

JemiferMcLaren 
Thesis Advisor 



Mount Saint Vincent University 
Halifax. Nova Scotia. Canada B3M 2J6 
Phone 902 457-6341 FAX 902 445-3960 

Department of Education 
Graduate Studies 

June 22, 1995 

Principals 
Colchester East-Hants School District 

Dear 

APPENDIX 'L' 

Enclosed you will find a copy of a letter which we are 
providing to al1 parents who granted permission for their 
children O participate in the study which we recently 
conducted at your school. You may wish to distribute a copy 
of this letter to the teachers who consented to help us with 
this study, 

We would like to take this opportunity to thank you, 
personally, for allowing us to conduct research within your 
school. In addition, a sincere thank you is extended to the 
Grades 4 and 5 teachers at District Elementary 
School for so graciously welcoming us into their classrooms. 

If you would like to discuss the results of this study in more 
depth, please do not hesitate to contact Lauraine Logan-Smith 
(895-1154) . Once again, thank you. 

Sincerely, 

Lauraine Logan-Smith 
Graduate Student 

Jemi fer McLaren 
Thesis Advisor 




