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The First Level of Resistance  

Educators and clinicians alike are sometimes faced with students who are resistant to a new learning experience. The resistors can appear either 

(a) in the academic setting or (b) in the behavioral setting. The concept of óresistanceô to learning has typically been address by behaviorists or 

cognitive behaviorist as ñlearned avoidanceò or ñlearned helplessnessò. In a general sense, learning resistance is a phenomenon in which the 

learnerò seeks to avoid or escape from a given experience which has somehow threatened them. 

 

We will examine the individual learnerôs level of  resistance from the social - cognitive perspective based on Feuesteinôs theories of structural 

cognitive modifiability (SCM) and   mediated learning experience (MLE). The essential question is asked ñHow can an adult - teacher, psy-

chologist, or parent systematically intervene with a resistant learner so as to enable positive outcomes in thinking and learning?ò 

Louis H. Falik , International Center for the Enhancement of Learning Potential 

Kathleen J. Bellanca, international Renewal institute, Inc. 

Introduction to the Concept of Resistance 
 

When an individual is faced with difficult demands under conditions of performance expecta-

tion, and certainly when the demand requires the use of skills at which the person has been 

unsuccessful, a typical response is an attempt to escape or withdraw from the learning experi-

ence. For many individuals, this strategy has been successful at finding ways to escape or 

avoid, and becomes an internalized response to the ñdangerò or threat of frustration. Moreover, 

as will be discussed below, many adults in the life of the child (parents, teachers, etc.) are ei-

ther covertly or overtly complicit in the learnerôs maneuvers. This has been well described in 

the child development literature as learned avoidance (i.e., learned helplessness).  

 

Learned avoidance, in many instances, is reasonable and protective. In general, individuals 

will not do what they think they will fail at, and find ways to compensate for presumed disap-

pointment and the potential for failureðboth with regard to self-perceptions and the expecta-

tions and reactions of others. Indeed, parents and teachers, in a sincere desire to protect their 

children and/or students from stress and discomfort, and to save themselves from tension or 

anticipated behavioral disruptions, are very likely to detect the early signs of avoidance and 


