BOREDOM IN SCHOOL

INTRODUCTION

Violence, drug use, and other unhealthy behaviors are more likely to occur among students who are bored, according to a recent survey of 90,000 students conducted by the federal Add Health agency.  Shepherd Smith, founder and president of The Institute for Youth Development, adds that a record “40 percent of this year’s college freshmen report that they were “frequently bored” with school when they were high school seniors” (Smith).

Background 

Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary online calls boredom, “the state of being weary and restless through lack of interest (Merriam-Webster).  Boredom is also defined by Francoise Wemelsfelder in the report Animal Boredom—A Model of Chronic Suffering in Captive Animals and Its Consequences for Environmental Enrichment as “the impaired ability to actively focus attention upon, and interact with, the environment” (Wemelsfelder).  In other words, boredom is when students are disinterested in or unresponsive to their environment.  

Problem 

Students are bored in school.  Boredom in school causes low test scores, poor retention of material, and even dropouts.  Students who do not do well in school because of boredom do not acquire the skills they need to succeed in the work place and contribute to a decline in productivity throughout the country.  

Scope
 

The causes of, effects of, and solutions to boredom in school will be addressed.

Purpose 


Reduction and elimination of boredom in school among students is the goal.

BODY

Causes of Boredom

Causes of boredom in school range from the biological to the psychological.  Biological causes include Nonverbal Learning Disorders (NLD), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), and Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), temperament, and gender; psychological causes include lack of challenge, lack of application of knowledge, and watching television.  A person may be bored for more than one reason.  

Biological

According to Levine, learning disorders are responsible for 15% to 30% of school failures.  NLD impairs a person’s ability to solve problems, think critically or creatively, form concepts, and reason (Levine).  ADHD and ADD are similar diseases that rob students of the ability to pay attention in class and complete assignments.  Three out of four of people who have ADD are male and approximately three to ten percent of us have it (Myers).

Temperament of students also plays a role in how bored they are in school.  Sarantos notes that some “students find that school doesn’t fit their temperament, learning style, or personal rhythm.  These students usually want to be active when required to sit at desks” (Sarantos).

Gender is an often overlooked cause of boredom.  Kerry reports that male students in particular require activity, motion, and satisfaction with their work or they become bored (Kerry).  Traditional schooling requires students to sit at desks and perform predetermined routines most of the day, which does not appeal to male students.  

Psychological

Lack of challenge is the most frequently cited cause of boredom.  Simple availability of information can lead to boredom.  Smith says, “When youthful curiosity and educational inquiries are made too easy through “answers.com,” the challenge and joy of learning can easily turn to boredom” (Smith).  And Dartmouth and Hitchcock note that students “may also become bored in school if they are too smart for the material being covered” (Dartmouth-Hitchcock).  In other words, students may be bored if they already know the material because a previous instructor taught it or because they simply learn fast.  Gifted students, for example, grasp concepts easily and quickly and exhibit skill proficiencies beyond their grade level.  Such students find lessons too easy and school, therefore, boring (Vail).

Omdal and Plucker note in _____ that boredom is also caused by lack of application of knowledge.  They state “students typically believe that the material they are learning is not relevant to their lives and future careers” (Omdal and Plucker).  For example the student may have been forced to take a course to fill a requirement of a diploma but feels the material in the course will be of no use to them.

Television can also be considered a major contributor to boredom.  It is boring and predictable.  It started in the late 50’s and its mind-numbing appeal has been contributing to boredom ever since.  Television contributed to the loss of many daily newspapers over the years and is the source of news for most people.  Television may affect schoolwork and attention spans while attending school.

Over 14,000 sexual references, not counting commercials, are viewed every year.  That certainly must contribute to the attention of adolescents to be focused on sex appeal and appearance more so than anything else and can distract kids in school.  Beer and wine commercials and violent content can also be alarming negative influences.  Television contributes to parents’ lack of control of what their children are being exposed to.  “You’d be [mistaken] to think that watching television requires the same power of attention as reading a book or that the television is not distracting you” (Boring Institute).  Reading is a much better source of mental stimulation and consequences occur when you substitute it with television.  The strong possibility exists that television doesn’t relieve boredom, it contributes to it and it causes it.

Effects of Boredom


“Boredom is almost always felt as a lack of outside stimulus,” notes Sam Keen in the book What to Do When You’re Bored and Blue, published in 1980 (Keen 76).  This lack of outside stimulus leads to many behaviors unrelated to the lesson being taught. While some students excel despite their boredom, others fail and even drop out of school altogether.

Students who Excel


Students who excel despite boredom either plow through agonizingly boring lessons or learn the system (Sarantos).  Students who actually learn the lesson either already know the material or learn it very easily and spend class patiently doing what is for them busywork.  Learning the system involves finding out what questions will be on the exams and learning the answers to those questions, memorizing facts by rote, and parroting back answers during discussions.  

Students Who Fail


Students who fail in school because of boredom fail for two reasons; they fail to apply themselves in class, or they become management problems.  Students who could learn but do not apply themselves enough to get by are said to underachieve (Sarantos).  They do not do enough to pass the class and may even stop working altogether. They may read books unrelated to class, do homework for other classes, or chat with their peers in order to relieve boredom. On the other hand, students who become management problems may be perfectly capable of succeeding in school, but are so bored they wander around the room, harass other students, or antagonize the instructor. These students fail not because they don’t know the material, but because they disrupt the lesson and must be removed from the class.

Students Who Drop Out


Boredom is cited as a major reason for dropping out of school in an analysis of the results of the 1995 survey of school dropouts. Dissatisfaction with the variety of classes offered, lack of application of knowledge, and disinterest in classes were more common among dropouts than graduates (Human Resources Development—Canada).

Figure 1:  Survey of Students


Source: Canada

SOLUTIONS

Even though boredom has many causes and can be quite a setback in our culture, there is hope, and that hope lies in understanding boredom and what we can do about it.  Boredom appears to be a characteristic of adolescence, but that does not mean we are powerless to eradicate school-related boredom. There is much that can be done by the community to eradicate boredom including changing the school system and changing students’ attitudes and behaviors.

Changing the school system

Changing schooling begins with instructors.  “We need to overhaul how we recruit, prepare, license, induct, and choose instructors” (Vail).  Ability-grouping and higher standards are two ways instructors themselves can alleviate boredom. Instructors may also pretest students, assess student interests, and recognize that memorization of basic facts needs to lead to the application of those facts.  Providing students with options regarding assignments, assessment, and projects will also help eliminate boredom.  Also, “we need to reintroduce liberal arts such as literature, history, poetry, philosophy, and art” (Vail).
Students must be allowed to take classes that they are interested in.  The grading system cannot be substituted for true motivation and the desire to learn.  To completely forget about what accounts for a credit and how many the student have would solve this.  They could be given a roster sheet of all classes, then, told to fill up their schedule with what appeals to them.  Even the most unmotivated students will find themselves picking classes that are interesting to them and in line with their educational goals.  High school would be more of an opportunity rather than a requirement.



Montessori represents an entirely different approach to education. Founded in 1907 by the first Italian woman physician, Montessori schools are based on the concept that children teach themselves when given a prepared environment.  “Learning is an exciting process of discovery, leading to concentration, motivation, self-discipline, and a love of learning” (Montesori.edu).  Sending students to Montessori schools is one way parents can help eradicate boredom among students.

Changing students’ attitudes and behaviors

“To beat boredom you have to make the effort, get organized and be determined to make every day a positive experience.  Try your hardest to do your best.  Look forward to anything out of the ordinary.  Hang out with positive people and be positive yourself.  Everything you learn comes in useful at some time in your life so learn all you can.  Get into whatever you are doing at the time and you won’t have time to be bored” (Child and Youth Health).  “The way out of boredom is by marching through it.  The skills gained from transforming boredom into motivation at school prepare students for their adult lives” (The School Bull).  Education should be thought of as a gift, not an ordeal.

Providing opportunities for independence is the surest way to build your child’s self-esteem and eradicate boredom.  Home-schooling is an option, possibly even using Montessori philosophy of following the child’s interest and not interrupting concentration to educate their children.  Talk to your child’s prospective instructor about their philosophy of child development and education to see if it’s compatible with your own. 

Finding activities other than television is a great way to relieve boredom.  Minds will be stimulated

CONCLUSIONS

Boredom in school is a problem that can be eliminated with a few changes to the way students are taught.

1. The causes of boredom are biological as well as physical.

2. The effects of boredom are students learning despite boredom and students failing and dropping out.

3. The solutions to boredom are to change the school system and to change students’ attitudes and behaviors.

RECCOMENDATIONS

It is recommended that boredom be eliminated for the good of the community in these ways:

1. Overhaul the school system instating the right kinds of instructors who will encourage and inspire students.
2. Allow students to take any classes they wish.

3. End public education at grade 10.
4. Organize a Montessori style education system.

5. Teach students the discipline they need to succeed in school despite boredom.
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