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Maladaptive Learning (THE NOUN)



In school



Goal setting 

theory

Contemporary goal setting theory suggests that 

the development of adaptive or maladaptive 

learning patterns, vis-à-vis the adoption of 

different academic goal orientations, may be 

mediated by a student’s perception and beliefs 

about their personal skills and abilities (Kaplan 

& Midgley)



…we showed that children construct theories 

that foster the acquisition and use of 

maladaptive learning strategies and 

inappropriate goals… the strategic and 

regulated features of what children do, 

especially in school, is largely a function of 

what they understand about themselves and 

school related tasks.

theories



Unfavorable comparison of ability elicits

maladaptive learning strategies like 

avoidance of risk taking, superficial 

learning strategies, and negative affect 

toward self and learning.

Self-

negative



In the domain of achievement motivation, two 

different learning responses, adaptive

(positive) and maladaptive (negative), have 

long been identified (Battle, Tyler)

… These findings suggest that regular 

classroom conditions potentially influence 

maladaptive learning responses.

motivation



Socially negative behavior in the classroom 

predicted emotional lability, maladaptive 

learning behaviors, and disruptive social play 

in  the home at the end of the year.

Negative behaviors



autonomy

Findings from both studies indicated that 

autonomous study motivation positively 

predicts adaptive learning attitudes, and 

personal well-being, whereas controlled 

motivation was associated with higher 

drop-out rates, maladaptive learning 

attitudes, and ill-being.



Ego orientation

Students who endorsed ego orientation goals have been found to be more likely 

to exhibit maladaptive learning behaviors including low task engagement, less 

persistence, and the adoption of some helpless responses.



Math content

Historically, mathematics teachers have focused on 

teaching academic content. However, students continue 

to use maladaptive learning methods because their 

effects are not understood or are hard to discern.



addictions



There is an emerging consensus that drug 

addiction is a form of maladaptive learning.

Drug 

addiction



Drug addiction 2

A common cause for addiction may be the need to 

‘feel better’ and addiction is then a maladaptive 

learning of how to do this.



This approach views any type of psychopathology; 

including alcohol dependence, as a maladaptive 

learning process.

Alcohol



cocaine

These long-lasting brain changes may underlie the 

maladaptive learning that contributes to addiction 

and to the propensity for  relapse, even after years 

of abstinence from the drug.



Therapies will have to take into account the cascade of 

biochemical events within integrated networks in the 

brain which are set in train by this maladaptive learning.

Drug 

addiction 3



disorders



Most patients need about three to four weeks of 

treatment to undo the maladaptive learning of 

conditioned insomnia.
Insomnia



Biological and developmental vulnerabilities, maladaptive 

learning experiences, and pathological family patterns 

may all contribute to the appearance and persistence of 

eating disorders.

Eating 

disorders



depression

Recent studies combining behavioral, molecular and 

electrophysiological techniques reveal that certain aspects of 

depressions result from maladaptive stress induced neuroplastic 

changes (learning) in specific neural circuits.



…each of the OC symptom dimensions is based on overlapping brain-

based alarm systems that have the potential to become dysregulated 

due to genetic variability, adverse environmental change during the 

course of development (maladaptive learning leading to brain 

changes), or brain injury.

OCD



This process involves the interaction of an ancient 

alarm system, crucial for survival, with inappropriate 

and maladaptive learning and subsequent cognitive 

and affective complications.

anxiety



Maladaptive learning is particularly implicated in the 

development and perpetuation of psychopathologic 

syndromes associated with extreme stress.

PTSD



Corresponding to each of the three basic adaptive systems are three 

basic types of disorder, namely maladaptive learning, which is by far 

the most common source of behavioral problems;

Mental health



…inappropriate sexual behavior is the result of maladaptive 

learning and conditioning from early childhood experience.

Sex 

offenders



Maladaptive learning, on the contrary, is inferred and may be 

need-based, or copied from a role model without direct 

encouragement or instruction.

Self injury



The success of behavior therapy in the 

treatment of these disorders also suggests that 

maladaptive learning may have an important 

role to play in their etiology.

hysteri

a


