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Abstract: Positive education is seen as a transformative methodological approach capable of 

improving the act of teaching and learning and, above all, essential for the development of stu-

dents' personal skills and competences. However, few studies have been carried out on this subject 

in the field of lifelong and adult education. This study works with a sample of 399 people over 16 

years of age and students of the Universidad Popular de Dos Hermanas in order to show the rela-

tionship between the Pygmalion effect and learned helplessness in the process of acquiring 

knowledge in adulthood. In this way, three tools were used: a questionnaire that showed teachers' 

perceptions of students' qualities and behaviour and two that provided information on 

self-concept, self-esteem, personal and social skills and other variables directly related to emotional 

intelligence and positive education. 

It shows how exposure to negative operational conditioning factors influences the psychosocial 

and socio-educational development of students in every possible way, while on the other hand, it 

indicates the importance of positive education to compensate for this phenomenology by improv-

ing the development and growth of those who study and participate in non-formal education. 

Likewise, the factorial interrelation of both positive and negative conditioning factors and their 

incidence on learning is shown; the importance of neutralising the negative components and 

strengthening the positive reinforcement and the role played by the community and education 

professionals as catalysts and behavioural modulators at any stage of learning and age group for 

the achievement of the objectives of the student and of education itself in a broad sense. 

Keywords: Positive education, Pygmalion effect, learned helplessness, lifelong education, adult 

education. 

 

1. Introduction 

The aim of this study is to provide keys for the improvement of the teach-

ing-learning process based on two basic ideas: Learned Helplessness and the Pygmalion 

Effect. Both are juxtaposed situations that interfere in the results of the learner and from 

which education professionals can establish mechanisms for educational improvement in 

a holistic sense for the learner, for themselves and for the community. 

With this, the aim is to show the value of positive education as a guiding and 

transforming element, not only in the teaching-learning process, but also in the quality of 

personal and community life, as well as in social cohesion. That is, taking into account the 

evidence of how emotional intelligence and personal and social skills training in turn 

have a positive impact on the social climate, the classroom, interpersonal relationships, 

inclusion, motivation, prevention of disruptive behaviour and attitudes, etc. [1,2,3,4,5]. 

And, following the postulates of operant conditioning which holds that behaviour can be 
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modified by reinforcement determining their effects on learning and response behaviour 

[6; we find the basis for a methodological model that allows the modulation of those 

elements involved in the cognitive and academic processes that are affected by internal 

[7] and external variables [8,9] favouring or neutralising personal growth. This shows the 

symbiotic relationship between emotions and the teaching-learning process [10]. 

In the 1960s, [11] Seligman coined the term learned helplessness to show how the 

use of negative reinforcement was key to overriding the capacity for reaction and be-

havioural shaping in animals, which was later tested in humans [12, 13]. In this way, it 

was observed that those who had been exposed to aversive situations tended to avoid-

ance and ultimately to the belief that no matter how they operated, no positive outcome 

would be obtained. Thus, it is a model of uncontrollable stress that produces emotional 

distress [14, 15], and as a coping deficit with characteristics of depression [16, 14] in the 

face of aversive but avoidable situations [17]. 

Its conceptualisation has evolved over the years, resulting in several theses over 

time. In its beginnings, this theory was used to expose both animal behaviour 

[18,19,20,21,22,23,24,25] and human behaviour in learning and coping processes, being 

part of an experiment in behavioural situations, passing to the present day as a model 

that generates many other theories in areas such as education or health and related to 

psychological problems in human beings. 

For [26] Peterson, Maier and Seligman, the theory of learned helplessness constitutes 

three essential elements: contingency, cognition and behaviour. 

- Contingency: is the objective correspondence between an individual's action 

and the outcomes derived from experience. Contingency can be described in 

two constructs: controllability and lack of control.  

- Cognition: is understood as the way in which a person perceives, explains and 

extrapolates contingency [27]. The process of cognition is composed of several 

stages in which the person first understands the contingency.  

- Behaviour: the observable consequences of non-contingency and the individu-

al's cognitions about it [27].  

Considering this, by definition, learned helplessness studies measure the passivity 

of an individual's activity in a situation different from the one in which uncontrollability 

was first encountered. 

On the other hand, this model argues that there are other consequences of a person's 

expectations of future helplessness: cognitive retardation, low self-esteem, loss of ag-

gression, immunological changes and physical illness [26].  

Its opposite is the Pygmalion Effect, based on the Pygmalion or Fulfilled Prophecy 

Myth, taken by cognitivism to explore how positive reinforcement and realistically dis-

played expectations of success influence the learner to achieve success, thereby improv-

ing outcomes. From the above, we can see the importance of any type of conditioning and 

emotional learning for the development of the person, taking into account the transversal 

axis: motivation-cognition-emotion, which in turn connects with brain dysfunctions 

caused by the stimulus. 

This approach received impetus from the experiment conducted by [28] Robert 

Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson, where the expectation of an experimenter strongly in-

fluenced the way subjects behaved in different situations.  

For [29] Rosenthal, there are three factors that influence the Pygmalion effect: 

- Climate: a warmer climate is created for those students from whom more is 

expected. 

- Input: teachers teach more things to students than they expect more. 

- Feed-back: the more is expected from students, the more praise and positive 

reinforcement there is a direct relationship between the more praise and posi-

tive reinforcement. 

Sánchez Hernández and López Fernández [30] define it as follows: The Pygmalion 

effect requires three aspects: firmly believing in a fact, having the expectation that it will 

be fulfilled and accompanying it with messages that encourage its achievement.  
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We know the Pygmalion effect as the prophecy of self-realisation, which can have 

both an external and an internal origin. Success, with respect to this subject, lies in the 

capacity that both subjects, as well as the people around them, have to be able to create 

positive expectations, firmly believing in them and transmitting them with the same in-

tensity, turning them into a powerful stimulus.  

Therefore, and on the basis of positive education in which the present analysis is 

embedded, we show how to approach the teaching-learning act with adults, taking into 

account the different conditioning models that the learner brings internalised, as well as 

the elements contemplated in the model of Goleman, Mayer et al. [31] such as: emotional 

intelligence, self-esteem, resilience, self-efficacy and empathic attitudes; and on the other 

hand, symptoms such as anxiety and stress [32,33,34,35,36]. At the same time, it is evident 

how the power of contextual elements [37,38], reinforcement [39], motivation and ex-

pectations about reinforcement [40,41,42,43,44] will significantly influence meaningful 

learning [45], especially positive feedback [46]. 

Education based on emotional intelligence is necessary for students to be able to 

positively use and control their emotions, with a positive coping and stressful situations 

[47] and triggers [48], improving their psychological well-being [49]; which in turn pro-

motes a feeling of belonging to a group [50,51,52], greater personal, organisational and 

social success [53,54], with a strong positive impact on the community [55]. 

 

2. Materials and Methods 

This research provides clues for the improvement of the teaching-learning process 

based on two basic ideas: learned helplessness and the Pygmalion effect, with two spe-

cific objectives: 

- To expose whether there are deficiencies related to social skills and self-esteem 

and, therefore, learned helplessness. 

- To show whether behaviour correlates with learned helplessness or whether it 

can be modified to improve learning and reduce psychosocial risks. 

- To show the keys of the Pygmalion effect to compensate the negative effects of 

learned helplessness as a scaffolding for the improvement and development of 

personal and social skills and empowerment. 

With regard to the methodology established to carry out the research, in order to 

extract all the necessary information related to such broad study questions, we agreed on 

a paradigmatic combination. Thus, the methodology is mixed qualitative and quantita-

tive [56]. 

The research is made up of three compilations, on the one hand, a specific ques-

tionnaire for teachers (28 persons), where the behaviour of students is collected, with a 

total of 15 items, gathering the information related to the 399 persons that make up the 

sample. This was completed by all the teaching staff at the centre, in order to ascertain the 

influence of these variables in an objective and triangulated manner.  

On the other hand, a questionnaire on self-esteem and social skills, consisting of 15 

items each, was reformulated for the students of the Universidad Popular de Dos Her-

manas. This institution was set up in the city in 1992 and its area of work is the education 

of adults on the basis of "Education for all" and "throughout life"; working in turn on 

different areas in non-formal education: socio-cultural animation and personal and 

community development. It should be noted that among its general objectives are, 

among others: to facilitate access to education for those who for various reasons have 

been left out of the education system; to improve the socio-labour profile of those who 

attend; to promote education in democratic values; to develop transversal strategies for 

inclusive education, taking into account diversity and from a gender perspective; to en-

hance personal and social skills through learning; and to promote the empowerment and 

awareness of the individual to improve the quality of life at all stages of adulthood and 

old age. [56] 
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The questionnaire explained the purpose of the research, specifying that responses 

would be anonymous.  Of the 1356 people enrolled in the 2020-2021 academic year, a 

total of 399 successfully completed the questionnaire, with the sample having a confi-

dence level of 95%. Thus, the sample was made up of 399 people over 16 years of age, 

proportionally representing the institution's target public, following quotas of gender, 

age, experience at the university, areas of knowledge and origin of the students, in order 

to maintain coherence with the reality of the centre itself. 

The questionnaire is a reformulation and adaptation of the questionnaire for women 

by Castillo, S., et al [59], with the addition of other questions divided into appendices. It 

has tried to combine personal skills and experiences, while questionnaires on self-esteem, 

social skills, social participation and interests and habits have been introduced. In this 

way, the same tool can be used to assess their concerns, well-being and health, aptitudes, 

shortcomings and opportunities. 

For data processing and analysis, all the information in the database was entered 

into the statistical programme SPSS, version 24 [60]. 

The validity of the questionnaires is supported by previous research by their crea-

tors; likewise, as it is a reformulation, we evaluated the coherence and internal con-

sistency of the tool. On the other hand, Cronbach's alpha coefficient [61] was used to 

study the reliability of the tool, with a value of 0.941, 0.831 and 0.805 respectively. Fol-

lowing the general recommendation of George and Mallery [62], it can be concluded that 

the tool used is very suitable for the study, as the items measure the same construct and 

are highly correlated. 

In this process of data collection, triangulation has been fundamental in carrying out 

the research. Firstly, the data provided by the Universidad Popular itself in terms of sta-

tistics and reports were taken into account. Based on this, the identification and analysis 

of triggering situations was carried out, as well as the selection and adaptation of tech-

niques, tools and instruments for the collection and elucidation of data. 

The unstructured interviews with teachers have been key throughout the analysis. 

With these, it has been possible to glimpse, assert and sometimes refute ideas that had 

been brought to light through the rest of the techniques. The first technique guided action 

with teachers and the development team, as well as with pupils. 

3. Results 

We are now in the central phase of the process, where, after using the tools men-

tioned above, the necessary information is compiled. In order to elucidate the data in line 

with the proposed objectives, descriptive analyses were carried out to find out the so-

cio-demographic characteristics, social skills, self-esteem and behaviour in the teach-

ing-learning scenario. Within these descriptive analyses, the frequency and cumulative 

percentages were verified, as well as cross-checking tables with the chi-square test to 

clarify possible relationships between variables. The reliability of the internal consistency 

of the study factors was calculated by means of Cronbach's alpha coefficient. 

The sample consisted of 28% men and 72% women, with the widest age range being 

45 to 54 years for women and 55 to 64 years for men. Of these, 36.1% are currently 

working and only 13.2% are retired or pensioners; 50.7% are unemployed. With regard to 

the level of studies, 20.1% have no qualifications, 19.5% have primary education, 28% 

have secondary education or BUP, 23% have studied vocational training and 10% have 

higher education. 

The first set of data, relating to social skills, shows significant and revealing fre-

quencies regarding pupils' self-perception, as shown below:  

- 65.4% say they do not recognise their chances of success, compared to 100% 

who claim to recognise their limitations. 

- 80.2% do not have a positive self-concept and say that they do not know 

how to identify their abilities and aptitudes. At the same time, 91.2% say 

they do not know how other people perceive them.  

Preprints (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 29 November 2021                   doi:10.20944/preprints202111.0515.v1

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202111.0515.v1


 

 

- 100% show willingness to make an effort to train their social skills, respect 

their rights and the rights of others, know that they should behave differ-

ently depending on the situation and are able to put themselves in other 

people's shoes. 

- 75% do not clearly communicate their wishes, opinions, feelings and goals. 

94.1% say that they achieve their goals to the extent that they depend on 

them. 98% say that they try to maintain or improve their relationship with 

others in extreme situations. 64% are not able to refuse requests and 91% do 

not express their feelings without difficulty. 

 

Table 1. Percentage of social skills 

A: Possibilities of success. B: Personal limitations. C: Self-concept. D: Heteroconcept. E: Skills. F: Interests. G: Social 

skills. H: Rights. I: Communication. J: Objectives. K. Extreme situations. L: Behavior. M: Empathy. N: Reject requests. O: 

Express feelings 

 

With regard to the self-esteem questionnaire, high frequencies showing weakness 

and learned helplessness, as well as those that become basic pillars for positive rein-

forcement are noteworthy, as shown in table 2.  

Table 2. Percentage of self-esteem. 

PERCENTAGE 

 A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O 

Strongly agree                

In disagreement   2,2 29,0 7,1 26,3 60,5   3,4 7,1 5,6 75,4 26,1 7,1 

Agree 12,0 93,7 94,1 40,5 46,6 49,0 35,4 12,4 84,9 81,5 46,6 46,6 16,8 57,8 53,2 

Strongly agree 88,0 6,3 3,7 30,5 46,3 24,6 4,1 87,6 15,1 15,1 46,3 47,8 7,8 16,1 39,8 

A: Appreciation. B: Failure. C: Qualities. D: Dignity. E: Pride. F: Positive attitude. G: Satisfaction. H: Value. I: Under-

value. J: Inequality. K: Change of attitude. L: Hides feelings. M: Discomfort. N: Fear of losing sympathy. O: Fear of re-

jection 

Taking into account the nature and impact of the variables, we segregated between 

risk factors and safety factors to summarize the influence of both groups in the teach-

ing-learning process, as indicated in Table 3. 

Table 3. Percentage safety factors. 

Safety Factors Percentage 

Person to be appreciated 88% 

No thoughts of failure 93,7% 

Believes he has good qualities 97,8% 

Proud of oneself 92,9% 

No discomfort with compliments 75,4% 

 

In relation to risk factors, 30% do not feel that they are treated with the same dignity 

as the rest, 26.3% of the participants state that they do not maintain a positive attitude 

towards themselves, while 60.5% do not she feels satisfied with herself. 87.6% strongly 

PERCENTAGE 

 A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O 

YES 34,6 100 19,8 8,8 19,8 100 100 100 25,0 94,1 98,0 98,0 100 36,0 9,0 

NO 65,4  80,2 91,2 80,2    75,0 5,9 2,0 2,0  64,0 91,0 
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agree that it should be valued in addition to the 12.4% who claim to agree. On the other 

hand, 84.9% agree that sometimes they feel that it is worthless and the remaining 15.1% 

strongly agree. 

Regarding the perception of their rights, 96.6 agree and strongly agree that they feel 

that they have fewer rights than other people. 

Attending to assertiveness we find that the: 

-92.9% find it difficult to ask another person to change her behavior if it bothers 

them. 

- 94.4% hide their feelings for fear of rejection. 

- 83.9% hide ideas and opinions for fear of losing the sympathy of other people. 

- 92.9% fear rejection reactions from people. 

- 24.6% believe they receive praise for pity or disability. 

 

On the other hand, we show the data related to the behavior of the students pro-

vided by the teaching staff. In the items "disposition", "desire", "attitude", "intention", 

"interest" and "motivation" we find the same frequencies obtaining 80% values of almost 

always and always. Regarding "understanding" and "expression" we observed a cumu-

lative frequency between almost never and regular of 34.6%; as well as 49% participation 

in the same scores. Regarding "aptitude" we find 34.45% with almost always and 65.6% 

always; and "behavior" obtained 43.4% almost always and 45.9% always; showing the 

item "learning" more frequently, obtaining 33.7% almost always and 66.3% always. 

Table 4. Percentage Perception of Teachers 

Percentage 

 A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P 

Rarely 6,3 6,3 6,3 6,3 6,3 6,3 15,1 15,1  3,7 8,5 8,5 15,1 32,9 21,2  

Regular 13,7 13,7 13,7 13,7 13,7 13,7 19,5 19,5  7,1 22,7 30,2 22,0 23,7 6,6  

Usually 39,3 39,3 39,3 39,3 39,3 39,3 27,6 27,6 34,4 43,4 39,5 46,1 40,7 20,2 46,8 33,7 

Always 40,7 40,7 40,7 40,7 40,7 40,7 37,8 37,8 65,6 45,9 29,3 15,1 22,2 10,7 25,4 66,3 

A: Available. B: You win. C: Attitude. D: Intent. E: Interest. F: Motivation. G: Compression. H: Expression. I: Apti-

tude. J: Behaviour. K: Inventia. L: Restlessness. M: Communication. N: Over traction. O: Participation. P: Learning 

 

4. Discussion 

Taking into account the data presented in the results, we postulate as main problems 

and/or needs, factors that were shown as variables of learned helplessness (unknown 

personal and social skills, lack of self-regulation, self-esteem and self-concept, inequality 

and lack of empowerment) to which we add proposals of attention for their resolution 

such as training in personal and social skills, training and coaching for the promotion of 

empowerment, recognition of capacities and aptitudes, learning in equal opportunities.  

These problems are the key elements in order of impact in the frequency tables after 

data processing. Factors that correlate by their nature and that are framed within the 

same phenomenon with different stages or branches. Therefore, and taking into account 

the amount of data processed (both qualitative and quantitative), for the general over-

view it should be noted that the lack of formal training, role appropriation, diminished 

personal and social skills, low self-concept, self-esteem and self-regulation and low level 

of assertiveness for change are factors to be improved in order to achieve optimal levels 

of health and growth. In this way it is shown that, despite high levels of learned help-

lessness, the teacher's assessment of the items "willingness", "desire", "attitude", "inten-

tion", "interest", "motivation", "attitude" and "aptitude" are crucial, based on those factors 

of counter security, to ensure that 100% of the students achieve a positive value in 

learning.  
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We show in our research the importance of motivation and the elements that com-

pose it that have been reflected previously: both personal and environmental, expecta-

tions, self-efficacy, results, environment and social relations [63,64,65,66].  

We also found that refocusing based on interests and external reinforcement im-

proves student motivation in all facets of their lives [65]. With regard to conditioning 

factors [67], we should focus on those that will promote extrinsic motivation in accord-

ance with positive education.  Thus, we find that motivational, emotional and social 

elements are directly related to academic performance [68,69]. 

On the one hand, it is shown that the maintenance of a positive self-concept [70, 

71,72] and self-esteem [73,74,75] are vital because of their direct impact on motivation.  

In other words, the positive relationship between self-concept [76,77,78], and aca-

demic performance, as well as between self-esteem and performance [79, 74,80], is rati-

fied. 

On the other hand, with regard to emotional factors [81,82,83], understood as: emo-

tional intelligence, emotional competence and emotional well-being; added to the social 

characteristic of the human being and the act of teaching-learning itself, it highlights the 

need to maintain a trained personal and social interaction where the control of the in-

ternal locus allows the self-control of emotions and feelings [84,85,86]. Training and im-

provement of social intelligence, social competence and social skills is also necessary 

[87,88,89,90]. Similarly, there is a directly proportional relationship between academic 

performance and emotional intelligence [91, 92, 93]. 

As for the limitations of the research, on the one hand, the size of the sample, despite 

being representative and reliable, cannot be transferred to the bulk of the population as it 

represents the universe of students at the Universidad Popular. On the other hand, we 

cannot know the aetiology of the factors triggering learned helplessness in each of the 

cases in detail, but only verify that such dysfunction exists. Similarly, the longitudinal 

effect has to be taken into account, i.e. given the time of the research and the specificity of 

the analysis, we cannot show in this article the comparative pretest and posttest or con-

trol groups showing how the Pygmalion effect affects from baseline to completion. 

However, these difficulties and limitations encountered are the threshold for future 

research. In such a way, research is intended to know in depth what the triggers of 

learned helplessness in adults are and to know systematically how positive education 

affects behavioural modification taking into account other variables. 

 

5. Conclusions 

Both the literature and the data extracted through the present research assert the 

importance of the impact of continued exposure to factors that inhibit intrinsic motiva-

tion. In the same way, we show how learned helplessness can be acquired independently 

of the personal and psychosocial profile, so that life history and the situational elements 

that affect personality development are key to growth and development in any envi-

ronment. Therefore, it is shown that in the same way that external motivation influences 

internal motivation in a negative way, hindering and/or limiting development, the 

Pygmalion effect, i.e. positive support becomes an engine of change for restructuring and 

cognitive refocusing for the optimal acquisition of tools and skills for life. 

It is noteworthy that a large number of people are able to recognise their limitations 

and not their possibilities for success claim not to have a positive self-concept and show 

low levels of assertiveness. On the other hand, they claim not to value themselves 

enough, which shows a diminished self-esteem and reveal in their answers how some 

social skills corresponding to participation and personal empowerment are dysfunction-

al. However, it is shown that the teachers' perception of the students does not correspond 

to the initial idea that the students themselves have about themselves, and that through 

positive reinforcement, participation in educational actions and their learning achieve-

ments are fruitful. In other words, we find that it is common to show such learned help-
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lessness in adulthood as a framework learned throughout life through conditioning and 

reinforcement. 

Therefore, taking into account the association between emotions and attention, 

willingness to learn or behavioural self-regulation [94; the relationship between personal 

well-being and emotional intelligence and academic performance [95], as well as the 

importance of satisfactory social relationships and social skills and performance [96,97], it 

is necessary to join efforts towards a new methodological approach based on positive 

education from childhood to neutralise these factors, thus achieving that in the evolu-

tionary cycle, the adult person not only has access to new knowledge and learning, but 

that it is configured as a continuum of constant improvement and growth in all spheres 

of life, thus achieving a society whose emotional health is optimal and where the role of 

education is, in a broad sense, the perfectibility of the human being.   
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