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The First Level of Resistance
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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 ‘resistance’ to learning has typically been address by behaviorists or
cognitive behaviorist as “learned avoidance” or “learned helplessness”. In a general sense, learning resistance is a phenomenon in which the
learner” seeks to avoid or escape from a given experience which has somehow threatened them.

We will examine the individual learner’s level of resistance from the social - cognitive perspective based on Feuestein’s theories of structural
cognitive modifiability (SCM) and mediated learning experience (MLE). The essential question is asked “How can an adult - teacher, psy-
chologist, or parent systematically intervene with a resistant learner so as to enable positive outcomes in thinking and learning?”

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 “danger” 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 learner’s 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 failure—both 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
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respond by releasing the child from the stress. This response
can be viewed as a positive expression of caring and concern
for the child, a desire to protect the child from discomfort.
“Oh, I see you are tired, frustrated, hungry, anxious, thirsty,
or hot, so let’s stop this activity and do something else.”

Learned avoidance, in many instances, is a reaction that is
reasonable and protective. It represents “short-term” ways to
compensate for presumed disappointment and the potential for
failure. For these reasons it is a major feature of those indi-
viduals who have experienced learning failure, adjustment
difficulties, and environmental stresses.

There are many variations on this response that teachers and
parents will readily recognize. However, there is a dilemma
here. The child is released from the situation, stress is re-
duced, and a response of avoidance is thus learned and rein-
forced. Yet it is also generally accepted that learning and de-
velopment requires some degree of stress and conflict as an
“energizer.” Thus the pattern of avoidance is produced and
habitual.

Resistance is not limited to the learner—both the child and
adult have expectations regarding performance. Adults can
project their expectations regarding performance—both in
themselves and for their children and students—as part of
their own personal belief systems or by past experiences.
Adults may believe that the child cannot succeed or may have
too much stress attempting to comply. Anger and annoyance
may be mixed with disappointment. The mother who says of
her son: “He can’t read. He never will be able to read. His
father never learned to read, so why should I expect him to?”

In this way, the reciprocal nature of the reaction to resistance
is revealed from the adult to the learner. The adult sees the
mounting stress, anticipates the upcoming disruption of per-
formance, and the signs of stress and conflict lead to a reac-
tion to reduce conflict—both for the child and the adult. Go-
ing back to the example above, the mother sees that the child
is having difficulties with reading. She then relates this back
to his father’s difficulties, thus giving the easy way out—
limited expectations of her son. By doing this, equilibrium is
maintained for both the child and adult. This unwittingly rein-
forces the child’s (and the adult’s) limited view of himself and
the adult’s limited, pessimistic, reduced expectations—all in
the service of restoring or maintaining comfort levels.

First Resistance and Mediated Learning Experi-
ence (MLE)

Given the phenomenon described above, what is the reason to
term this reaction a “first level of resistance?” Certainly, it is
the child’s initial reaction to perceived difficulty, or a re-
minder of past failures or experiences with inadequacies.
However, from the perspective of MLE (which we will de-
scribe briefly below), it can be seen as an “opportunity” to
respond in a different way, leading to a different outcome.

Strategically, it can be framed as a “first resistance” that does
not have to be accepted as deeply embedded in the child’s
behavioral repertoire but is amenable to mediational interven-
tions. This is illustrated by a young child who was assessed in
a training workshop for professionals who were learning to
apply MLE:

Five-year-old Enrico’s grandfather brought him to an LPAD-
Basic workshop to be assessed by a training team. He was
described as mildly developmentally delayed and slow to
learn or adjust to new situations. Indeed, during the first
morning of assessment, comprising of approximately three
hours of activity, he was difficult to control, often expressing
dislike of the activities, a short attention span, manipulative
behavior, and in great need of focusing mediation and re-
peated efforts to keep him on task or to bring him back to task
focus. The team had to work very hard and at the end of the
session was frustrated and concerned that they (and he) had
not had a positive experience.

At the end of the session, we spoke to his grandfather about
our desire to have him return the next morning and that he
might not want to come back given his difficult experience.
We spoke of strategies to encourage him. When he and his
grandfather returned the next morning, we asked how Enrico
had been persuaded to continue to participate. “No problem,”
said the grandfather. That evening, as he was getting ready for
bed, he inquired of his mother whether he was going back to
the workshop. He said he wanted to go and that he “had fun
there, and learned a lot!” Moreover, his behavior was quite
changed on the second day . . . he was cooperative, stayed on
task, and was open to trying new and unfamiliar tasks. It was
then possible to assess his cognitive functions and mediate
many new skills and strategies. And then, when he asked
whether he was going to come back for a third session and
was told, “No, the program is finished,” he expressed great
disappointment. Quite a contrast to his initial reactions and
quite a change in response to the mediations which were of-
fered in that first session, many of the outcomes of which
were not immediately observable by the mediators.

Imagine if they had stopped after the first encounter and for-
mulated their assessment conclusions on the basis of it. Often
in response to an unfamiliar or challenging experience—with
or without prior experiences with failure—the initial reaction
is of frustration or blocking. A persistent but gentle encour-
agement to stay with the task, to remain in the situation, use
already accomplished skills, or be open to some assistance
past the blocking will result in an overcoming of the resis-
tance and lead to major and powerful changes in attitude, ap-
proach, and self-concept.

The provision of MLE (Feuerstein, Feuerstein, Falik, & Rand,
2006), offered in a systematic and organized way, works to
overcome the resistance and move the learner forward or
around the resistance by capitalizing on skills and readiness
and making adjustments that are not compensations to deficits
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but adaptations to newly acquired, strengthened, and utilized
cognitive functions. For this to occur, the mediator must be
familiar with the nature of the tasks that the learner is required
to respond to (the Cognitive Map) and the nature of the
learner’s functional skills and deficiencies (the Deficient Cog-
nitive Functions) (Feuerstein, et al., 2006). These operational
conceptual formulations guide and target the MLE interven-
tions.

The Role of Expectations in the First Resistance

Both the child and the adult (mediator) have expectations re-
garding performance. It is important to point out the first re-
sistance is not limited to the learner. Adults have them, as a
projection of their expectations for the learner, or as a part of
their own personal belief systems. We may genuinely believe
that the child cannot succeed or may have too much stress
attempting to comply. We may or may not have anger or an-
noyance mixed in with our disappointment like the mother
who says of her son: “He can’t read. He never will be able to
read. His father never learned to read, so what should I ex-
pect of him?” Or less overtly, parents who have internalized
disappointment over their child’s limitations, and thus reduce
expectations, accept limitations or express negative attitudes
that generalize to other areas of the child’s performance.

Another aspect of this part of the phenomenon is the recipro-
cality of the reaction. The parent or teacher sees the mounting
stress, anticipates the upcoming disruption if the child’s per-
formance is insisted upon, and detects and reacts to the early
signs by reducing conflict, both for the child and adult. By
responding by reducing demands or allowing the child to stop
or leave the scene of the conflict, equilibrium is maintained
for both the child and adult but the child’s (and the parent’s or
teacher’s) limited, pessimistic, low expectations and escape
mechanisms are unwittingly reinforced.
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The Parameters of MLE

Twelve parameters for providing MLE have been identified
and described (Feuerstein, et al., 2002, 2006). They are organ-
ized into three universal criteria that are present in all media-
tional interactions: intentionality and reciprocity (insuring that
the learner knows what will occur and arranging conditions so
that they do), transcendence (conveying to the learner why the
experience is occurring and where it is going), and the media-
tion of meaning (why it is important and what its value is both
for the learner and the mediator). There are other parameters
that are engaged according to specific, situational circum-
stances that are encountered such as the regulation and control
of behavior; the mediation of feelings of competence; the me-
diation of sharing behavior; mediating a sense of individua-
tion; mediating goal seeking, goal setting, and goal achieving;
the mediation of challenge; the mediation of a sense of be-
longing; the capacity to change, and the searching for positive
alternatives. These are called “parameters” because they are
not specific behaviors or suggestions for action but rather,
general dimensions of action that guide a wide and innovative
spectrum of potential mediator responses and actions.

In this way, the parameters of MLE are designed to guide the
mediator’s interaction with the learner to achieve modifiabil-
ity through focused, persistent, and systematic activity. The
ability of MLE to enable functionally disabled individuals
from a wide spectrum of disabilities and to overcome limita-
tions in their behavioral functioning is testament to this poten-
tial for modifiability. For this reason, the readiness on the part
of the mediator to understand and engage in efforts to direct
mediation toward and beyond the manifest resistance becomes
absolutely critical, and requires developing and moving ac-
tively toward higher expectations—both on the part of the
mediatee (the learner) and the mediator (the parent, teacher,
etc.).

So, we identify another “partner” in the process of acting on
expectations that will create the conditions of modifiability.
To the learner and the parent or teacher, we add the mediator,
acting as a direct provider of MLE, or as a consultant helping
the other two partners to bring MLE to their interactions.

MLE is thus addressed, and continually adjusted and modified
with regard to what is being observed, both in the content
(specific skills and problem-solving strategies) and the proc-
ess of responding. In the latter area, the mediator observes and
adjusts to the affective level of the learner (feelings and reac-
tions), provides structure and encouragement to stay with the
tasks, and provides positive feedback for already accom-
plished levels of performance.

Observing the First Level of Resistance

A central tenant of Feuerstein’s structural cognitive modifi-
ability theory (SCM) is that the human being is modifiable,
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not only at the level of behavior but also in the very mental
(neurophysiological) structures of the brain. However, modifiability
does not come easily or without stress.

The key to identifying and accurately observing the first level of re-
sistance is a good knowledge of the nature of the tasks to which the
learner is responding or needs to respond (an analysis of the task ac-
cording to the Cognitive Map), and an equally clear understanding of
the skills and levels of functioning in the learner (using the dimen-
sions of the Deficient Cognitive Functions) (cf. Feuerstein, Feuer-
stein, Falik, & Rand, 2006). With these perspectives and a sense of
the context of the learning situations—that can vary significantly and
influence learner responses—the mediator initiates activities and both
observes behavioral responses and constructs interventions in a dy-
namically interactive way.

If, and when, the learner begins to express distress, one can assume
that the first level of resistance is being approached and reasons for
its appearance must be discerned. This is especially important for
those learners who do not have a history of successful performance.
They often do not recognize their positive achievement, they do not
internalize an image or expectation of success, and they do not trust
their immediate reactions. The mediation of a feeling of competence,
along with support for their uniquely successful responses, pointing
out and enthusiastically valuing their ability to solve new and diffi-
cult tasks, and a high degree of sharing behavior must be invoked
here.

But it may not be enough. The urge to escape may be overwhelming!
It is at this point that specific strategies of MLE must be provided to
address the level of experienced resistance. A mediational strategy
requires a structural plan and attention to critical variables.

4 P’s to overcome

resistance

Pursuit

Persistence

Performance

Penetration

Strategies to Overcome Resistance

In the development of MLE strategies, two organizing sche-
mas have been developed. The first reflects the process of
engagement as identified in the Prerequisites of Effective
Mediation:

e  Pursuit: in the face of distraction, habits, and learned
avoidance

e Persistence: in the face of resistance, to build crystalliza-
tion and transformation

e Performance: being active and engaging the learner with
experiences

e  Penetration: of the learner’s cognitive, behavioral, and
affective system

These provide a general “systematic” attitude toward the ne-
cessity to provide MLE by indicating a basic “posture” of the
mediator in response to the manifestation of resistance. When
understood, they guide the mediator in orienting responses
and in activating the second set of operational parameters for
the provision of MLE, focusing on its organized and system-
atic qualities. To be effective, mediation must be:

e Planful: having an objective, something that the mediator
wants to occur, in a specific time/place/sequence

e Systematic: applying interactions in a thoughtful, organ-
ized, and articulated manner, in relation to well thought
out goals

o Consistent: using the same techniques in the same ways,
for the same behaviors and settings

e Directional: focusing interactions toward goals, orienting
responses in light of them, clearly articulating to the
learner and “significant others”

Applying MLE to Resistance

Central to both of these conceptualizations is the need to be
overt and explicit in responding—Ilabeling the resistance, be-
ing clear and optimistic about overcoming it. “/ know you are
tired, bored, hungry, or frustrated, so we will take a short
break, and come back, and I will show you how to succeed,
and you will be successful,” and so on. The mediator is both
optimistic (“you will succeed”) and persistent (“we will keep
working on it, we will not give up”).

The mediator observes responses to tasks and other dimen-
sions of performance while anticipating initial resistances as a
function of dimensions of the task or the learner’s “past his-
tory” of responding. This observation must be calibrated
(adjusted) in light of previous observations and other informa-
tion that comes from the referral or other descriptions of be-
havior. It is important to understand the influence of situa-
tions . . . where and when the behavior is generated, past ex-
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periences and reactions, and the like. With this perspective,
diversions can be anticipated, and tactically responded to.

The mediator must be willing to create or maintain some dis-
equilibrium in the learner, being both reassuring and demand-
ing at the same time. This is why the need to be open and
clear about what is (or will) happen is so important . . . the
learner must know why the reaction is being generated, what
will happen, and why it is happening (the mediation of inten-
tionality and transcendence). Initial inefficient or incorrect
reactions are gently and repeatedly blocked (somewhat like
the effort of “keeping a litter of kittens in their box when they
are struggling to get out”), but are substituted for alternative,
effective responses and encouragement to imitate and share.
Initial, small indications of ability to focus and maintain con-
tact with the feared or avoided stimuli are noticed, positively
commented upon, and reinforced.

As the learner is being “expected” to perform, in spite of the
expressions of resistance, the tasks must be structured to indi-
cate competence and overcome resistance. That is, if some-
thing is difficult, solutions and skills are taught in such a way
to clearly show to the learner that it has been solved and that
he or she has the skills to do it. Activities of both the Feuer-
stein Instrumental Enrichment (FIE) program and the Learn-
ing Propensity Assessment Device (LPAD) instruments are
organized to present a sequence of cognitive tasks that show
variations of repetitions and experiences that address the pa-
rameters of MLE. Each task increases in its level of difficulty
and novelty, while maintaining a similarity. The successful,
mediated experience with such a structure conveys to the
learner a sense of competence and accomplishment.

We cannot predict the time or nature of task exposure neces-
sary to overcome resistance. It may come rapidly or require
considerable time, patience, and employment of innovative
MLE strategies. The persistence needed to penetrate the
learner’s system of defenses and avoidance is a natural phe-
nomenon of the process. However, when the learner is
“penetrated” many options for mediation and accelerated
learning emerge. Working with Damon illustrated this well:

Damon came to the Institute as a 16 year old with undifferen-
tiated learning and behavior difficulties, largely of a psychiat-
ric nature. As he was generally unknown to us, we began an
LPAD assessment. One of the first instruments used was the
Raven Progressive Matrices and Set Variations. He was as-
sessed by a team of examiners and the goals were as much
research oriented (what does it take to overcome resistance,
what are the ranges of possible and effective mediational
strategies) as clinical (how to help him modify his behavior).
Over the course of 15 hours, spread among a number of ses-
sions, Damon was mediated to stay on task and to respond in
spite of his avoidance maneuvers, which revealed excellent
social awareness on his part, and good interactive skills in
several languages. It was clear that many cognitive functions
were fragile or deficient, and that he could learn to acquire
skills or overcome deficit, but that he was very difficult to
penetrate. To some degree, his social encounter needs pre-
cluded some of the cognitive gains, and it became evident that
he was prolonging the encounter because he enjoyed the so-

cial encounter. However, after more than 15 hours, he mas-
tered many complex problems in Set Variation, and began to
see himself as able to learn, and, most importantly, able to
stay focused on task.

Damon has remained in the Institute. Many years later he still
recalls that early experience with pleasure. He talks about
how hard it was for him to do the early work, how he learned,
and how he can now do such tasks easily and with confidence.
It is clear that the early experience and the overcoming of his
resistances have stayed with him as an important part of his
sense of himself and his capacity to change.

The Immediate and Longer Term Consequences

Learners who have been successfully mediated past the first
level of their resistance experience major changes in both per-
formance and attitude. They manifest major changes in moti-
vation, often demanding that they be given more and increas-
ingly difficult tasks in areas that they have just been signifi-
cantly resisting. They experience a new sense of power, ac-
complishment, and a great source of pleasure. They are ame-
nable to further mediation, increased demands and expecta-
tions. And most importantly, they are aware of these changes
and mediation of higher level understandings is possible
(mediating a sense of their capacity to change and the optimis-
tic choices which were not previous within their self-
perspective). Mira’s experience points out these changes and
potentials well:

Fourteen-year-old Mira had been hospitalized in a neuropsy-
chiatric ward of a hospital, evidencing severe symptoms of
anxiety and panic such as stomach aches, obsessive worrying,
lack of focusing ability, and the like. She had a history of seri-
ous learning disabilities as a younger child, and her failure to
respond to a variety of special educational interventions and
the escalation of her “neurotic” symptoms had led to her hos-
pitalization.

She was scheduled for a three-day evaluation of her cognitive
functions using the LPAD. On the first morning of her assess-
ment, starting with the Raven Progressive Matrices, all of her
symptoms were in evidence in full force. Her complaints about
being hungry, tired, needing the restroom, and the like came
fast and furious and were either responded to with short
breaks (and rapid return to task) or explicitly ignored (saying
“you can continue with the task, you can wait awhile, " etc.),
with both explanations and encouragement. Nonetheless,
completing the 12 problems of Level A took the entire morn-
ing, a period of approximately three hours.

Upon returning from lunch and seeing the Raven booklet on
the table, she exclaimed, with energy and frustration, “Oh no,
not more of that red book!!”” Without much notice of her com-
plaints, the examiner showed her the first problem in the next
series and she quickly pointed to the correct answer. This was
repeated for 4 more problems, to which she responded rapidly
and accurately. At this point the examiner pointed out the
change: “Mira, before lunch it took you 3 hours to work on
12 problems. Here, in a few minutes, you have done 5 prob-
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lems, and you are accurate, and you are not complaining. You
must have learned some important things this morning. Can
you show me how you are solving the problems?” She began,
with some mild mediational questioning, to explain her solu-
tions, what information she was using, how she was choosing
and differentiating, and the like. She was asked whether she
could go on and do more problems, and she agreed. The next
45 minutes were spent finishing Level Ab and B.

Toward the end of the 45 minutes, Mira asked “When we are
finished here, can I take the book home with me?” When
asked why she wanted the book, she replied “Well, these
problems are hard to solve and I don’t think my brother could
do them. I want to see if he can.” Upon hearing this, Mira’s
mother who had been observing from a corner of the room
literally fell off her chair, then whispered “I want to buy the
book. I don’t care what it costs.” When asked what had just
occurred, the mother responded, “Mira has been angry and
jealous of her brother for many years. He is several years
younger, is a good learner, and Mira has felt inadequate and
non-functioning compared to him. If she wants to show him
something that she has learned, and see his struggle with it, it
would be so good for her.”

The examiner developed an “on-the-spot” mediational inter-
vention. He said to her “I cannot sell you this book, but I have
another one with problems just like it (Set Variations). I will
give you that book to take home. But you must agree to a plan
with me. I want you to show these problems to your brother,
and keep a journal of which problems he has difficulty with,
what was the reason for his difficulty, and how you showed
him how to solve the problems. If you keep a good record of
this, I will take your journal to Israel, and show it to our
teachers and use what you have learned to help other teachers
help students in learning to solve these problems.” When
Mira agreed, with evident pleasure and enthusiasm, the me-
diator said “I will be visiting in your city in a few months and
1 would like to visit you to see how you have done with this
plan.” Mira was pleased, and when the visit occurred a few
months later, she had followed through well, and most impor-
tantly, had changed in her confidence about herself, her atti-
tudes toward learning, and had been able to leave the hospital
and return to school, with continued assistance to overcome
many long-held blockages to learning.

While Mira’s long history of learning and behavioral diffi-
culty did not qualify her reaction to the testing situation as a
true “first level” of resistance, the fact that it was treated that
way, from a MLE perspective, enabled the mediator to over-
come what had been deeply integrated avoidance mecha-
nisms. Mira’s experience demonstrates a significant overcom-
ing of long-held resistances. She was able to complete the
assessment and was open to many new and previously inac-
cessible performance demands. The experience did not imme-
diately overcome her cognitive deficiencies and wipe away
her years of negative experience, but she was opened to me-

diation. She could be mediated, and she was on her way to
acceptance of the need (and positive outcomes) to struggle.

Work with other individuals who have had similar experi-
ences confirms not only the potential for change but also the
amenability to do the hard work of cognitive modifiability.
Such individuals may temporarily “relapse” into old patterns
but respond to reminders and encouragement to orient them-
selves toward their “new” perspectives. It is a source of great
satisfaction for the mediator and for those around the individ-
ual so changed. This mutually experienced satisfaction be-
comes a source of further mediational interactions.

Some Final Conclusions. ..

The first level of resistance is an unfortunately typical reaction
for many individuals. It is central to the application of medi-
ated learning experience that we understand this phenomenon
and direct MLE toward overcoming it. It is the highest level
manifestation of the goals and philosophy of the provision of
MLE. And its power and importance in the process of dy-
namic teaching and assessment is reflected in the response of
those individuals who have been successfully mediated past
their initial resistance.
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