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Rationale  
The ability of pupils to successfully complete tasks within my classroom, varies greatly, 
depending on the task and the pupil themselves. In many instances, pupils require instructions 
to be repeated more than once and then, individual support, before they feel confident enough 
to attempt the task. These students often end up being capable of working through the tasks 
themselves, meaning that my time is being used ineffectively, helping walk them through 
their insecurities, whereas it would have been better employed supporting students that truly 
are struggling. 
This “learned helplessness”, as identified by multiple academics (Dweck et al, 1978; 
Peterson, Maier & Seligman, 1993), hinders pupil performance through their motivation and 
reaction to failure. However, this helplessness also extends beyond classroom activities into 
questions regarding how they set out their jotters, and with what utensil they write with. 
Answering these questions, and reissuing instructions, take up class time and serve only to 
reinforce this helplessness. 
 
 
Aims 
The aim of this enquiry is to see if introducing specific segments of self-reliance time (SRT) 
in the course of a lesson – for example, during the starter activity or during the first part of a 
main activity – would allow more time to be devoted elsewhere. This should also build the 
confidence and resilience of pupils who repeatedly feel unable to attempt this, without what 
is effectively individual supervision. 
As aforementioned, this “learned helplessness” is almost a self-fulfilling prophecy and 
confronting it head on is the only way of breaking the cycle (Peterson, Maier & Seligman, 
1993). As mentioned by Berger (1983), there may also be further, knock-on, effects relating 
to this sort of intervention, such as greater contribution to all aspects of the class, as well as 
greater motivation to apply themselves to the work. 
 
 
Methodology 
The study took place of the course of four weeks, using a reflective diary and the pupils’ 
jotters as the sources of evidence for the enquiry. As the diary is a personal effect and the 



marking of pupil jotters is within the remit of a class teacher, there were no ethical concerns 
to consider before undertaking the enquiry. 
Due to its nature, it would be best to use a reflective diary as the basis of the research. The 
reflective diary consists of notes taken on the conduct of the classes being taught, detailing 
any changes to ensure that as much information as possible is available, with which to amend 
and better future practice. This is something that is encouraged by the General Teaching 
Council for Scotland (GTCS) in their Standards for Registration under section 3.4.2 (GTCS, 
n.d.). 
Using jotters as another evidence source, with the work completed during SR time clearly 
marked by the pupil, allows the quality and quantity of the work completed during this time 
to be evaluated. 
 
Findings 
For the enquiry, two first year classes were selected as the subjects, as they had displayed the 
most instances of learned helplessness in lessons, 1.1 and 1.10. Both in terms of their 
approach to class activities and to their self-organisation.  
Week 1 – To begin the study, the starter activity of lessons was chosen as the initial SRT 
target, allowing time for the class to settle to the activity, whilst providing time for any other 
issues to be resolved as soon as possible. As one would expect, the first week did not yield 
much in the way of improvements from pupils, both classes found it tough approaching the 
activities without constant assurances that they were completing the task correctly. A similar 
amount of time was spent reissuing instructions to the same pupils. 
Week 2 – It was hoped that SRT would also be expanded to main activities by this stage, 
however, the poor uptake the week before meant that a slow transition had to be implemented 
to allow the classes to acclimatise. Instructions were clearly given twice before the activity, 
as well as action points being given on the board to provide reference points for the pupils. 
This seemed to have a positive effect on some of the pupils in both classes. 
Week 3 – The study was expanded to the first 5 minutes of main activities after both classes 
successfully undertook SRT for the starters. By this time, most pupils in 1.10 could work 
without extra support, although, in 1.1, progress was not as defined and the pupils were still 
more reliant on teacher support. 
Week 4 – The boundaries of the enquiry were expanded again in the final week, to half of the 
main activity, providing as much evidence as possible. By this time, progress was evident in 
both classes, although not as pronounced in 1.1 as in 1.10. This meant that there was a 
significant amount of time available to support high tariff pupils. During this week, voluntary 
pupil participation also increased, most noticeably from those who did not attempt this much 
before the beginning of the study. 
 
Conclusions 
In the four weeks of the study, some progress had been made by pupils, who proved that, 
when pushed, they were capable of relying on themselves to overcome difficulties in their 
work, allowing slightly more time to be dedicated to helping high tariff pupils. 



Despite this, the results were not as conclusive as one would have hoped, the learned 
helplessness that the pupils have adopted over the years (Dweck et al, 1978) will require a 
longer intervention to truly see lasting results. In the short term, however, SRT has proven 
that it has a positive part to play in the classroom. 
 
Implications for Future Practice 
The study has made slight improvements to the running of the classroom and the main 
principles will continue to be implemented. Further research, in response to questions arising 
as to how else SRT could be used, have revealed that it can play a role in peer assessment as 
well as building comprehension of subject matter – improving the quality of teaching and 
learning. Whether it improves motivation, as speculated earlier, is also open to further 
exploration. 
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