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The Phenomenon of “"Learned Helplessness” in College Students’ Physics
Learning: Causes and Intervention Strategies
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Abstract : College physics courses are characterized by abstract concepts, long knowledge chains, and complex
problem—solving processes. Under the combined influence of continuous setbacks, a low sense of
control, and negative attribution, students are susceptible to developing learned helplessness. This
paper begins with a comprehensive review of learned helplessness theory, self-efficacy theory, and
relevant research on academic helplessness among university students. Building upon this theoretical
foundation, it analyzes the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral manifestations of learned helplessness
in the specific context of university physics education. Furthermore, the paper systematically explores
the underlying causes of this phenomenon from four interconnected perspectives: the inherent
characteristics of physics as a discipline, pedagogical approaches employed in teaching, individual
students' attribution patterns, and the broader environment of academic transition. Building on these
findings, the paper proposes intervention strategies, including hierarchical progressive teaching,
scaffolding support, formative assessment, attribution training, and the creation of a supportive
classroom atmosphere. The study suggests that learned helplessness in college physics learning is
not merely the result of insufficient student ability, but rather the outcome of the repeated accumulation
of failure experiences, coupled with the mutual reinforcement of low self-efficacy and a sense of
uncontrollability. Systematic interventions focused on enhancing a sense of control, accumulating
successful experiences, and rebuilding positive attributions can help improve students' engagement in
physics learning, classroom participation, and confidence in ongoing learning.

Keywords : college physics; learned helplessness; self-efficacy; attribution patterns; instructional
intervention; formative assessment
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