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STUDENT WELLBEING

Gaslighting 2: Victimhood and learned helplessness

In schools, the periods after recess and lunch are often utilised by administration sta6 to help sort out problems
that arose during these break times. These playground issues present valuable opportunities to teach students
important lessons about relationships and social skills such as con<ict resolution. The challenge is to support the
students to work out the problems, and then develop a restorative justice solution, as quickly as possible. Move
over Judge Judy!
DR MELINDA HARRIS AND DR NEIL MACNEILL (EDUCATIONAL LEADERS)
OCT 29, 2021

Bullying comes in many forms, gaslighting is a more recent version.

In our paper on gaslighting (Harris & MacNeill, 2021) we pointed out that gaslighting was relationship and power
driven, and would not occur between two strangers passing in the street. Gaslighting occurs over time and in a
close but unequal relationship, where the actors are well known to each other, and in which the gaslighter often
uses sequenced, psychological strategies to confuse and break-down the gaslightee's (victim's) sense of reality.
B
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Students and parents will often use the term “bullying” when there is a problem, or a relationship breakdown has
occurred in schools. The National Centre Against Bullying (n.d.) identi[es four types of bullying:
1 Physical bullying that includes, pushing, punching, bumping, tripping, and damage to property.
2 Verbal bullying, which includes teasing, abuse, name calling, and racial or sexual orientation abuse.
3 Social bullying including lying, spreading rumours, and damaging reputations.
4 Cyber bullying, which has increased in potency because social media impacts on most people's lives. While this is
a means for transmitting social and verbal bullying, it also includes the transmission of photographs.
While there is a degree of overlap between the four types of bullying, we would add psychological bullying to this
list. Gaslighting [ts the psychological bullying classi[cation, while borrowing strategies from the other categories.
These four (or [ve) types of bullying describe the "how" and "what" of bullying, but they don't examine the "why"
questions, which from a school's viewpoint is more important.
Anyone can be a victim of a clever, targeted gaslighting attack but some individuals may be more vulnerable than
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others. Bradley Campbell and Jason Manning (2015) examined what they called the victimhood culture, which they
linked more to the rise of awareness of microaggressions in universities. In the day-to-day experiences of students
who are habitually bullied and victimised at school, their teachers can see key markers of school-based, unstated
victimhood cultures. Interestingly, those students falling into the victimhood groupings recognise other students in
the same grouping because students who are learning their places in life are acutely aware of social rankings.
LLeeaarrn
needd h
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The concept of learned helplessness was identi[ed in animal studies by Maier and Seligman (1976), and it has
primarily been applied in relation to adult behaviour. Conoscenti and Fanselow (2019) have observed that while
learned helplessness has been used to model depression, in recent years, it has transitioned to model Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), which now can be recognised in young children. However, there is a realisation
that learned helplessness may be learned in childhood, and in students' school years. Learned helplessness [ts
neatly into gaslighting strategies as a coping mechanism when the victims' senses of reality become so damaged
that they cannot formulate escape strategies. In the original play Gaslight, by Patrick Hamilton, the victim, Mrs
Manningham, demonstrates a classic example of learned helplessness and she would not have been saved except
for a fortuitous external intervention.
Jayne Leonard (2019) attributed learned helplessness to a "history of prolonged abuse and neglect" and she
reported that the characteristics of the children's behaviour included:
Low self-esteem
Low motivation
Low expectations of success
Less persistence
Not asking for help
Ascribing a lack of success to a lack of ability
Ascribing success to factors beyond their control, such as luck.
Closely associated with the condition of learned helplessness is conditioned defeat, and Hammack, Cooper and
Lezak (2012) observed: "The LH and conditioned defeat paradigms produce behavioral changes that may be
associated with the symptomology of trauma-related depression." In the case of Mrs Manningham, we can see a
learned helplessness, which was supported by conditioned defeat.
SSppeeccii[[cc lleeaarrn
needd h
heellpplleessssn
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While learned helplessness is a concept that is broadly applied to a child's observed behaviour, we also
acknowledge that learned helplessness can be quite speci[c for students: "I hate maths, and I can't do it"; "You
know I am hopeless at public speaking, so I am
not even going to try." Apart from some work on maths phobia, speci[c learned helplessness will need to be
monitored in the classroom to check if this speci[c conditioned defeat spreads.
Figure 1: A Possible Link
Between Learned
Helplessness and
Gaslighting Situations
SSoo,, w
wh
haatt ddoo w
wee n
neeeedd ttoo
ddoo iin
n sscch
hoooollss??
As indicated above, while
bullying includes a whole
range of physical, and
psychological strategies, in
the case of classical
gaslighting the main thrust
is a psychological attack
on the victim's sense of
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reality. One of the outcomes of this type of attack can be seen in the victim's coping strategy, which has been called

learned helplessness.
Suicidal iterations can originate from a range of causes, not just gaslighting.
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In their work around a social-cognitive approach to motivation and personality, Dweck & Leggett (1988) asserted a
“Mindset refers to children’s beliefs about their intelligence and helps children develop resilience for learning.”
Dweck’s original work on the theory of a growth mindset has found great favour with teachers and schools. Dweck,
C. (2007) examined the self-conceptions or mindsets that individuals build about themselves and the impact of
these mindsets on their sense of self and their behaviours. Of great utility in relation to interpersonal behaviours
and gaslighting, is the potential to modify these self-conceptions or mindsets from a [xed mindset towards a
growth mindset. Helping students to develop a growth mindset is likely a powerful defence against falling prey to
gaslighting strategies in the school yard and into adulthood.
Yeager and Dweck (2012) suggested that “… teaching students about a growth mindset may increase their
resilience, especially in the face of social adversity.” So, what could this pedagogy mean for educators? Teaching
students about metacognition and a growth mindset could start at an early age to support students to take control
over their own social, emotional and physical learning. A growth mindset pedagogy must teach key skills that
“underpin the development of growth mindsets and foster an understanding of metacognition.”
The Life Skills Group (2019) detailed practical core elements of a growth mindset pedagogy that educators should
foster in children to create resilience in education settings, speci[cally:
Self-awareness: to acknowledge and recognise one’s own emotions, thoughts, and values and how they
in<uence behaviour. To assess one’s strengths and limitations, with a well-grounded sense of con[dence and
optimism.
Self-management: to regulate one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviours in di6erent situations – managing
stress, controlling impulses, and motivating oneself. To set and work toward personal and academic goals.
Resilience: to cope with tough times by applying inner strength and engaging support networks. Resilience
must enable you to face diqcult situations, but provide an opportunity to further develop your coping skills.
Teachers are in the driving seat to foster these mindsets and create resilience in educational settings.
bb)) TTaarrggeetteedd rreessiilliieen
nccee bbu
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As noted by Jensen and Fraser (2005) "Resilience is characterized by successful adaptation in the presence of risk or
adversity". Resilience building is an important, but almost incidental, part of the social-emotional learning that
schools do to prepare their students for independent, adult lives in communities.
In adult life there are hundreds of self-help type programs that speci[cally train and empower people in a range of
skills such as public speaking, decision making, dealing with anger, and relationships. We assert that it would be far
better to provide these social-emotional skills to students in primary school rather than leave adolescents to their
own devices and allow them to fumble through pre-adult development. In an excellent book, Building resilience in

students impacted by adverse childhood experiences: A whole-sta6 approach, (2018) Victoria Romero and her coauthors warn of the need to prepare school sta6 for what is required. Using the aircraft safety drill as a metaphor,
these authors remind sta6 to put on their own oxygen masks before they can help others. Romero et al. note: "selfcare is an ethical imperative". The psychological impact on sta6 is another dimension that sta6 try to avoid by
concentrating on the teaching aspect of the job, but school leaders need to recognise the possibility of blowback.
R
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Using overt gaslighting as an example we have trialled this lesson sequence to develop resilience.
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Ask: Who has been bullied?

1. Introduction to types of
bullying

10

How is this done? Why is it
done? Record responses.
Generate types of bullying.
Describe GL. Q&A

2. Gaslighting – intro

5

2a. GL role play

10 + 10 Partner work using script

2b. Re[ne characteristics of
GL
2c. Report back to group
3. As a victim what would
you do (address stages)

10

scenarios (1 page) and share

Think-Pair-share. Use our
developed characteristics.

10

Open forum

10

Pair-share

4. Groups of students write
their own Gaslighting

characteristics.

This exercise exposes class
60

these with other groups.

members to Gaslighting
variations that students
have experienced.

Table 1: Lesson Plan to Expose Students to Gaslighting Behaviour
We have placed the role play written by a Year 6 student, with help from her team, in the Appendix.
C
Coon
nccllu
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As practitioners, this is exciting work in progress, and we think that the discussion, writing and role play engages all
of our students in a way that is better able to make them aware of gaslighting and other subtle, psychological
bullying behaviours that are being developed in school-aged students. We are grateful for our students' feedback,
and we intend to develop this process to address many of the mental health issues that arise in students' daily
lives. And, we acknowledge the great work being done in Australian schools on Mindset. Hopefully, we can improve
students' social-emotional skills, and make their lives happier.
R
Reeffeerreen
ncceess
Campbell, B., & Manning, J. (2015). The rise of victimhood culture: Microaggressions, safe places and the New
Culture Wars. Palgrave Macmillan.
Conoscenti, M.A., & Fanselow, M.S. (2019). Dissociation in e6ective treatment and behavioral phenotype between
stress enhances fear learning and learned helplessness. Frontiers in Behavioral Neuroscience.
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fnbeh.2019.00104/full
Dweck, C. S. (1999). Self-theories: Their role in motivation, personality, and development. Philadelphia, PA:
Psychology Press.
Dweck, C. S. (2006). Mindset: The new psychology of success. New York, NY: Random House.
Dweck, C. S. & Leggett, E.L. (1988). A Social-Cognitive Approach to Motivation and Personality. Psychological Review,
95(2), 256-273.
Dweck, C. S. & Master, A. (2009). Self-theories and motivation: Students’ beliefs about intelligence. In K. Wentzel & A.
Wig[eld (Eds.), Handbook of Motivation at School, 171-195. New York, NY: Taylor Francis.
Dweck, C. S. & Yeager, D. S. (2012). Mindsets That Promote Resilience: When Students Believe That Personal
Characteristics Can Be Developed. Educational Psychologist, 47(4), 302- 314. https://doi.org/10.1080
/00461520.2012.722805
Gabay, R., Hameiri, B., Rubel-Lifschit, T., & Nadler, A., (2020). The tendency for interpersonal victimhood: The
personality construct and its consequences. Personality and Individual Di6erences. Elsevier.
Hammack, S.E., Cooper, M.A., & Lezak, K.R. (2012, February). Overlapping neurobiology of learned helplessness and

4 of 6

22/10/21, 11:02 am

Education Today

https://www.educationtoday.com.au/news-detail/Gaslighting--5449

conditioned defeat: Implications for PTSD and mood disorders. Neuropharmacology, 62(2), 565–575.
Harris, M., & MacNeill, N. (2021, June). Controlling behaviours: Gaslighting strategies that are developed at a school
age. Education Today. https://www.educationtoday.com.au/news-detail/Controlling-behaviours-5313
Jensen, J.M., & Fraser, M.W. (2005). A Risk and Resilience Framework for Child, Youth, and Family Policy. In J.M.
Jensen & M.W. Fraser (Eds.), Social Policy for Children and Families: A Risk and Resilience Perspective (pp. 1-24).
Sage.
Leonard, J. (2019, May 31). What is learned helplessness? Medical News Today. https://www.medicalnewstoday.com
/articles/325355#in-children
Maier, S.F. & Seligman, M.E.P. (1976). Learned helplessness: Theory and Evidence. Journal of Experimental
Psychology: General, 105(1), 3-46.
The National Centre Against Bullying (n.d.). Types of bullying. https://www.ncab.org.au/), observer. bullyingadvice/bullying-for-parents/types-of-bullying/
Romero, V.E., Robertson, R., & Warner, A. (2018). Building resilience in students impacted by adverse childhood
experiences: A whole-sta6 approach. Corwin.
A
Appppeen
nddiixx 11..
R
RO
OLLEE PPLLA
AYY (written by Aceline Villazor, with Year 6 students)
C
Ch
haarraacctteerrss ((44)):: Queen-bee (Gaslighter), Wannabee (Gaslightee-victim), Kimmy (Bystander/secondary victim),
narrator/observer.
N
Naarrrraattoorr:: It is the start of a school day and Queen-bee stomps to school with her phone in her hand. She has been
texting Wannabee all night and she is becoming cranky.
Q
Qu
ueeeen
n--bbeeee:: Ugh. Where is Wannabee? She hasn’t replied to any of my texts. I am going to give her a piece of my
mind!
N
Naarrrraattoorr:: Wannabee is introducing her old friend, Kimmy, to the school. She is walking with Kimmy. Wannabee
sees Queen-bee.
W
Waan
nn
naabbeeee:: Oh! What’s up QB? This is Kimmy, my long-time bestie! She is a new student. She moved here
yesterday. I am just showing her around. Want to come talk with us?
Q
QB
B:: There you are! Where were you, stupid? I have been texting you all night. You are making me upset, and I don’t
like it. Don’t leave me hanging next time. And no. I don’t want to walk with you and your Kimmy friend. I am very
disappointed with you, WB.
N
Naarrrraattoorr:: At the end of the school day, Queen-Bee thinks about what happened in the morning. She is jealous of
Wannabee being best friends with Kimmy. She decides to split their friendship by developing an evil scheme. Later
QB contacts WB.
W
WB
B:: Oh... hey QB. What is it?
Q
QB
B:: Did you hear what Kimmy said about you the other day? She is such a terrible friend!
W
WB
B:: What did she say?
Q
QB
B:: She told me not to tell you this, and that I should keep it to myself, or else. She then said that you are you are
very unpopular. She stated that she is only friends with you because she feels bad for you, WB.
W
WB
B:: I don’t believe you… Did Kimmy really say that about me?
Q
QB
B:: Of course, why would I be lying, you dummy? Stay with me. She isn’t worth hanging out with.
N
Naarrrraattoorr:: In the afternoon, Wannabee approaches Kimmy hesitantly.
W
WB
B:: Hey Kimmy, can I talk to you?
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KKiim
mm
myy:: Sure! What is it?
W
WB
B:: I don’t want to hang out with you anymore. I realised that you are just faking our friendship and that you are
just being a complete meanie! We are totally not friends anymore. QB is the only one that genuinely cares about
me and trusts me. Good-bye.
D
Diissccu
ussssiioon
n qqu
ueessttiioon
nss
1 Did WB feel strong enough to break away from the in<uence of QB? Is this Learned Helplessness?
2 How did QB attack WB's self-con[dence? (Actions and words).
3What should WB have done?
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