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Chapter 1
The Academic Emotion of Boredom:
The Elephant in the Classroom

The academic emotion of boredom, interestingly, is one of the most commonly
experienced emotions of students in schools (Pekrun, Goetz, Daniels, Stupnisky, &
Perry, 2010). It is not an emotion to which teachers have paid much attention.
Certainly teachers have had students tell them that they are bored in class but teach-
ers may attribute this emotion to laziness, student anxiety or depression, or to per-
sonality variables. School psychologists and other mental health personnel in
schools do not have a history of either assessing or providing interventions for bore-
dom in schools. Researchers, particularly in Germany and in Canada, have been
interested in boredom for a number of years, but it is time for school professionals
and particularly for school-based mental health professionals in the U.S. and other
countries to become more interested in boredom as an important emotion experi-
enced by students in our schools. Recent studies have provided school personnel a
better understanding of boredom. The emotion of boredom is multidimensional and
situation dependent (Acee et al., 2010). Researchers have differentiated between
classroom emotions, and homework emotions, because data indicates that while
emotions in both school and home settings are linked with achievement outcomes,
they need to be assessed separately (Goetz et al., 2012).

The Experience of Boredom

No single variable describes boredom (Gordon, Wilkinson, McGown, & Jovanoska,
1997). Boredom has been variously described as a feeling, an emotion, an affect, a
state, a drive, or a negative psychological experience (Fahlman, 2009). Boredom is
experienced as a lack of activity or being disengaged from a satisfying activity.
Boredom can occur during an activity and also when there is no activity in which to
engage. Boredom is a negative experience rather than simply a relaxed experience. It
can be mild, or unpleasant, to actually painful. The individual who is bored has
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difficulty paying attention, difficulty concentrating, and effort is required to maintain
focus on (and not become distracted from) what is going on in the environment.
Perception of time passing is also related to the experience of boredom. Fahlman
describes the boredom experience as involving some combination of disengagement,
dissatisfaction, inattention, altered time perception, and impaired vitality (p. 49).

Boredom has also been described as a ‘silent’ emotion as compared to anger for
example (Fahlman, 2009), because it does not always disrupt the classroom.
Boredom has been described as: ‘neglected’ (Fritea & Fritea, 2013; Pekrun, 2007;
Pekrun et al., 2010); as ‘inconsequential’ (Bench & Lench, 2013); as ‘poorly under-
stood’ (Malkovsky, Merrifield, Goldberg, & Danckert, 2012); as ‘inconspicuous’
(Goetz et al., 2014; Preckel, Gotz, & Frenzel, 2010); as ‘trivial’ (Mercer-Lynn,
Flora, Fahlman, & Eastwood, 2011); as a ‘trivial annoyance’ (Eastwood, Cavaliere,
Fahlman, & Eastwood, 2007); ‘underexplored’ (Daschmann, Goetz, & Stupnisky,
2011); inconspicuous (Pekrun et al., 2010); and as receiving ‘little empirical atten-
tion’ (Goldberg, Eastwood, LaGuardia, & Danckert, 2011). Merrifield and Danckert
(2014) label research associated with boredom as ‘underdeveloped, while
Daschmann et al. writes that “much is unknown” about boredom (p. 422). Weir
(2013) suggests that boredom is an ‘underappreciated’ emotion. Goetz et al. (2014)
adds that boredom is not considered to be relevant to psychopathological diagnosis
and it has no prototypical facial expression. This makes boredom the ‘elephant in
the classroom’ (Sudrez-Orozco, 2013). However, it is most certainly time for educa-
tors to pay attention to student boredom, its relevance is made very clear when the
prevalence of boredom is considered.

The Prevalence of Boredom

When considering why a student may not be doing well in school, teachers, school
psychologists, and counselors typically investigate a variety of variables, but it is
not standard procedure to look closely at academic emotions other than test anxiety.
Larson and Richards (1991) found that fifth and ninth grade students experienced
boredom during 32 % of class time. Daschmann et al. (2011) determined that 44.3
% of students in grades 5—10 reported being frequently bored in math class. Nett,
Goetz, and Hall (2011) reported that students in the 11th grade said they experi-
enced boredom during 58 % of instruction time. Pekrun et al. (2010) found 42 % of
undergraduate students reporting boredom in class. Daniels et al. (2009) found that
students in their first year of college reported that they experienced boredom in 40
% of all academic situations.

Studies of high school students in the United States indicate that the experience
of boredom is not at all unusual in school. Indiana University’s 2010 High School
Survey of Student Engagement (HSSSE), involving 81,000 high school students
across 27 states in 2009, found that as many as 49 % of students are bored in school
daily. Yazzie-Mintz (2010) used the High School Survey of Student Engagement
(HSSSE) to examine student beliefs. This study involved 103 schools from 27 states,
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representing urban, suburban, and rural areas. The HSSSE measures cognitive
engagement, social/behavioral engagement, and emotional engagement. Sixty-six
percent of high school students reported that they were bored in class every day.
One out of six students said they were bored in every class. Only 2 % said they were
never bored. Eighty-one percent of students who reported boredom, felt that the
class material wasn’t interesting, 42 % reported the work wasn’t relevant, 33 % felt
work wasn’t challenging, and 26 % found work too difficult. More than a third of
students reported they were bored because they had no interaction with their
teacher(s). This indicates that although boredom is a problem for students who may
drop out of school, it is also a problem for students who stay in school. A few stud-
ies exploring boredom in specific content areas found similar results. Nett et al.
(2011) found students experiencing boredom to some degree in 58 % of time spent
in 11th grade math classes.

Boredom is certainly seen earlier than the high school level. A study of student
emotions in seventh grade math, over a full years’ time period, found whereas
enjoyment and pride in mathematics declined, boredom increased over the study
period (Ahmed, van der Werf, Kuyper, & Minnaert, 2013). When boredom was
studied in eighth grade students as compared to 11th grade students, academic emo-
tions were more domain specific among 11th grade students (Goetz, Frenzel,
Pekrun, Hall, & Liidtke, 2007). Older students are more likely to associate boredom
in school with specific subject areas. As researchers work on developing measures
of academic emotions, they are also looking at elementary aged students.

Academic Emotions

Emotion has been neglected to some extent in behavioral science and in other areas
that are relevant to student performance (Seo, Barrett, & Bartunek, 2004). Emotions
have affective, cognitive, physiological, and behavioral components (Daniels et al.,
2009). The function of emotions is to provide information for the individual experi-
encing the emotion (Sansone & Thoman, 2005). A student experiences various
emotions when learning, stimulated by what the students thinks about and how the
student judges the situation, him/herself, the teacher, the subject, and other aspects
of the learning situation (Efklides & Volet, 2005). Emotions are present before
learning begins and emotions determine engagement with the task. Emotions are
present at each stage of the learning process, and are present after the task has been
completed and the outcome is evaluated. It is important to know what can be done
to change negative effects of emotions as they relate to learning.

Until recently, academic emotions specifically have not received sufficient atten-
tion in school psychology or in education in general for that matter (Pekrun, Goetz,
Titz, & Perry, 2002). In fact, academic emotions are considered relatively ‘unexplored’
(Goetz, Pekrun, Hall, & Haag, 2006, p. 289). In the past few years, the emotions
experienced by students and teachers in their classrooms have drawn the attention
of researchers (Pekrun & Stephens, 2009). Even with this increased interest, there
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have not been many research studies making strong connections to academic com-
petence (Valiente, Swanson, & Eisenberg, 2012).

Academic emotions are those emotions that are associated with learning, class-
room instruction and school achievement. They relate to activities or outcomes that
relate to competence (Pekrun, Elliot, & Maier, 2009). Yet, because academic emo-
tions affect students’ quality and outcomes of learning, as well as achievement and
social interactions in a school environment, exploration of academic emotions is
extremely important. Academic emotions predict students’ self-regulation and how
they perform in the classroom (Ahmed et al., 2013). Researchers are interested in
academic emotions today because academic emotions and the emotional experi-
ences of students in learning situations are connected to their feelings of wellbeing
and directly affect learning and achievement. The emotions of students in the class-
room effect communication and this, in turn, affects student-teacher relationships
and whether or not instruction is effective. Importantly, study of academic emotions
may drive more effective interventions in that if educators can ascertain what fosters
students’ emotions, they may be able to develop appropriate and effective educa-
tional practices to influence outcomes.

Academic emotions include positive emotions such as enjoyment, hope, and
pride; they also involve negative emotions including anger, anxiety, hopelessness,
shame, and boredom (Pekrun et al., 2009). Educators do not pay very much atten-
tion to negative emotions, but academic emotions are actually quite important.
Academic emotions are strongly related to students’ motivation, learning strategies,
self-regulation, and school achievement. Academic emotions are sometimes called
‘achievement emotions’ (Pekrun, Goetz, Frenzel, Barchfeld, & Perry, 2011).
Achievement emotions range from enjoying learning to becoming angry when pre-
sented with challenging task demands, to experiencing boredom in class.
Achievement emotions occur in class during instruction, when studying, when tak-
ing tests, and additionally during homework. Academic emotions have to do with
students’ success and failure, reactions to instruction, and also to the process of
studying (Yan & Guoliang, 2007). Emotions stimulate action. They contribute to
memory and learning (Valiente et al., 2012).

Positive and Negative Emotions

Emotions can be positive or negative. Positive emotions are difficult to observe and
have not been studied to the same extent that negative emotions are studied.
However, some researchers have explored the role of positive emotions in school.
When students in grades 7-10 experience frequent positive emotions, they have
been found to be more engaged and cope with stress more adaptively (Reschly,
Huebner, Appleton, & Antaramian, 2008). Positive emotions such as enjoying
learning, hopefulness, and pride support success and increase resiliency (Mega,
Ronconi, & DeBeni, 2013; Shernoff, 2013). When students experience positive
emotions they organize their study time, and they use summarizing skills when
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studying relating what they are working on to their own interests. They evaluate
learning and achievement more positively and prepare for tests more strategically.
They reflect on what they are learning and are more likely to believe that they can
enhance their intelligence through effort. They have more confidence, believing that
they are capable of achieving. Positive emotions influence self-regulated learning
and mental effort (Um, Plass, Hayward, & Homer, 2012). Positive emotions increase
satisfaction as well as motivation. They foster motivation to learn and use learning
strategies and cognitive resources (Pekrun et al., 2002).

Recent research suggests even more specific connections between positive emo-
tions and academic achievement. Behnardo (2013) found that enjoyment and pride
predicted grades. Among students who reported lower levels of enjoyment, self-
regulation was related negatively to course grades. Among students who reported
higher levels of enjoyment and pride, self-regulation was positively associated with
grades (Villavicencio & Bernardo, 2013). Academic emotions are related to school
success and to motivation, which in turn fosters achievement. Positive emotions
encourage positive appraisals of the value of doing well in courses. These relation-
ships are understood early in development. A widely reported study of children
showed that by 7 years of age children understood that positive feelings could affect
cognitive performance in the classroom (Amsterlaw, Lagattuta, & Meltzoff, 2009).
Joy, hope, and pride are related to academic interest and effort, and thereby affect
achievement (Valiente et al., 2012). Pride in specific content areas predicts perfor-
mance in those areas. A student’s interest in specific content may help focus and
maintain attention on schoolwork. However it should be noted that when positive
emotions are of very high intensity, they interfere with achievement and even result
in behavior problems.

Negative emotions have attracted more attention from researchers than positive
academic emotions because they appear to have a greater effect on school outcomes.
Early work suggested that negative emotions were ‘bad’ (Sansone & Thoman,
2005). Negative emotions can interfere with learning or it can assist and support
learning. Negative emotions can improve attention and encoding (Forgas, 2013).
Negative emotions can increase attention to detail, and can increase perseverance
under certain circumstances.

Negative emotion in general interferes with students’ grade point averages, and
achievement scores (Gumora & Arsenio, 2002; Valiente et al., 2012). Even emo-
tions connected to every-day tasks in the classroom can be problematic. However, if
students also have high self-regulation, the effects of negative emotion on achieve-
ment can be ameliorated (Arsenio & Loria, 2014). A recent study of high school
students showed that when students experienced higher levels of negative academic
emotions and also did not cope well, their grade point averages were lower. High
stress contributed to student negative academic feelings and also ineffective coping.
For some learners, negative emotions can push them to work harder to avoid failure
(Tulis & Fulmer, 2013).

A number of different negative emotions have been proposed to affect achieve-
ment but the academic emotion that has been studied most often is anxiety, and in
particular, test anxiety (Pekrun et al., 2002). Recent research indicates that emotions
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affect academic performance more than ability or motivation (Pekrun et al., 2009).
High anxiety can negatively affect attention to the task at hand (Tulis & Fulmer,
2013). It can also decrease engagement and performance when the learner is
engaged in a different task.

Anxiety, in general, is associated with lower academic performance (Owens,
Stevenson, Hadwin, & Norgate, 2012). Anxiety associated with learning in mathe-
matics has drawn particular attention from researchers (Ashcraft, 2002; Faust,
Ashcraft, & Fleck, 1996; Maloney, Risko, Ansari, & Fugelsang, 2010). Mazzone
et al. (2007) found a statistically significant association between high levels of self-
reported anxiety symptoms and poor academic performance among students 8—16
years of age; and, Wood (2006) found that changes in anxiety influenced academic
and social functioning. High-stakes testing may contribute to school boredom.
Studies of the impact of high-stakes testing indicate when schools focus on the high
stakes test, the curricula narrows, teacher-centered approaches are more frequent,
and learning activities are less varied (Mora, 2011). A small study of 30 urban,
Latina/o, middle school students from grades 6 to 8 showed that students com-
plained of boredom associated with test preparation for the test they were expected
to pass. They complained their classes weren’t interesting. They wanted interactive
hands-on activities instead of lectures covering content that would be on the state
exam.

More recently, students have been found to alternate between positive and nega-
tive motions and to experience both positive and negative emotions at the same time
(Sansone & Thoman, 2005). Given this complex interplay of negative and positive
emotions, patterns of emotional experiences as students engage in tasks can result
in different learning outcomes. Students’ emotions affect their thinking and behav-
ior when they are trying to regulate their reactions to their environments. In addi-
tion, some of what students are trying to regulate in school is their emotions. At
times, students can experience conflicts between their academic goals and their
emotional goals.

The Negative Emotion of Boredom

Compared to anxiety, boredom does not initially appear to be psychologically rele-
vant. However, boredom has been shown to interfere with school performance and
achievement as much as anxiety (Daniels & Tze, 2014). Boredom has been described
as a feeling that one has no purpose in life or meaning, and it has been explained as
aresult of a dull or impoverished environment (Goldberg et al., 2011). Boredom has
been attributed to a student’s inability to generate interest and this would make it a
cognitive problem. Boredom has also been described as a motivational problem, an
engagement problem, or an attentional problem. Boredom has been determined to
be a distinct emotion, similar in some ways to apathy and anhedonia. It is highly
correlated with depression. Boredom and depression are alike in that both are related
to decreased arousal. A lack of life meaning is another way in which these negative
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emotions are alike. Attentional differences and memory differences are related to
both depression and boredom and may be causal agents. Goldberg and colleagues
were able to demonstrate that boredom and depression are indeed distinct.

Recent studies have gone beyond the effect of boredom on achievement. These
studies indicate that boredom is related to: student stress, impulsivity, and risk tak-
ing; drug and alcohol use; nicotine use; depression and dissatisfaction with life;
excessive gambling; impulsivity and increased risk taking; juvenile delinquency
and deviant behaviors; depression; stress and distress; health problems; procrastina-
tion; increased aggression and/or anger; procrastination; and it has significant con-
sequences leading to truancy and school dropout (Daschmann et al., 2011; LePera,
2011; Nett, Goetz, & Daniels, 2010; Orcutt, 1984; Pekrun et al., 2010; Preckel
et al., 2010; Todman, 2003; Vodanovich et al., 2011; Watt & Vodanovich, 1992;
Weir, 2013). In school, boredom is related to decreased motivation to perform,
decreased likelihood of making an effort cognitively, reduced self-regulated learn-
ing, and decreased achievement (Preckel et al., 2010). Boredom is additionally a
result of traumatic brain injury (Goldberg & Danckert, 2013). Those individuals
with moderate to severe brain injury experience boredom and the need for external
stimulation. Boredom is related to psychotic disorders (Todman, 2003). Among
inpatients in a psychiatric hospital, those with depression experienced the highest
incidence of boredom proneness (Newell, Harries, & Ayers, 2012). Boredom is
related to attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) (McKinney, Canu, &
Schneider, 2013). Some individuals with ADHD experience low tolerance for bore-
dom. Students with the inattentive type of ADHD in particular may be easily bored
(Diamond, 2005; Torrente et al., 2011).

The Function of Boredom

Boredom appears to be a discrete emotion that serves a function. Boredom along
with all emotions has functions. Emotions prioritize and organize our behavior in
order to optimize how well we can fit with the demands of the environment (Keltner
& Gross, 1999). Fredrickson (2001) suggested that positive emotions have the func-
tion of driving approach behavior; i.e., pushing an individual to engage with the
environment. This is a motivational effect. In addition, positive emotions function
as signals, which tell the individual to persist. Functions are the consequence of
activity that is goal directed. Functional accounts of emotions treat them as complex
systems of responses. Different emotions have different functions at different times.
Pfister and Bohm (2008) suggest that emotions in general have four functions. The
first function is to provide information, the second has to do with speed which helps
individuals make rapid decisions, the third function is to direct attention to what is
important at the moment, and the fourth function is commitment to action. Farb,
Chapman, and Anderson (2013) identify three functions of emotions: sensory gat-
ing to filter out competing input, embodying affect, and integrating knowledge
toward goal resolution.
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Izard and Ackerman (2000) and Fredrickson (2001) describe the functions of the
various negative emotions. Sadness allows us to slow down so that we can reflect on
disappointment or failure. It lets us know that there is problem or trouble. Anger
mobilizes us and helps up maintain a high degree of energy compelled by the urge
to attack. Shame allows us to become aware of failures or weaknesses. Fear moti-
vates us to escape or avoid a dangerous situation. Fear may strongly focus attention
on a specific situation and give us a chance to protect ourselves. Dysfunctional
negative emotions lead to discomfort or pain, motivate the person to do something
that does not match his or her goals, and prevent the person from doing what is
needed to reach goals (Opris & Macavei, 2005). Functional negative emotions help
us pay attention to what may be blocking our goals while helping us maintain atten-
tion to these same goals. Functional negative emotions motivate us to act and
encourage behaviors that are needed to reach our goals. Functional negative emo-
tions are motivating.

Bench and Lench (2013) suggest that ‘state’ or temporary boredom has a func-
tion, and this function helps us establish new goals and spurs us on to explore alter-
natives. State boredom motivates us to seek a change. It increases arousal and
motivates a desire for change thereby increasing opportunities for new stimulation.
When the current situation is no longer energizing, the individual experiences
decreasing emotional intensity, which also drives the individual to look for alterna-
tive experiences—even if those experiences might be negative, risky, or result in
negative emotions. Any other goal at all would provide reward when the individual
is experiencing boredom. Boredom therefore can encourage pursuit of new goals in
a similar way that anger or frustration function to implement change. An angry
individual continues to strive for a desired goal, but the bored individual only seeks
change in general. The motivation that boredom provides is to drive an individual to
look for alternatives.

Boredom also functions as a signal (Bench & Lench, 2013). As emotional inten-
sity fades, boredom is introduced and signals that it is time to move to new activi-
ties. An individual’s attention shifts as emotional intensity fades and boredom
triggers the motivation to switch goals. When bored, the new goal simply has to be
different. In this way, boredom functions as a motivator that encourages or signals
action toward a new goal. Keep in mind that this function may be in relation to
‘state’ boredom, or boredom that is a result of external variables. Internally trig-
gered boredom may serve different functions.

Boredom in Situations Other than at School

Boredom occurs in many situations and settings. It is experienced in leisure or free
time (Barnett & Klitzing, 2006). Individuals, who are susceptible to experiencing
boredom, may be as likely to experience boredom during leisure time as in learning
environments. This group of individuals has difficulty becoming involved in activi-
ties especially when activities require effort. They tend to distrust others and may
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avoid social interaction. Introverted students and students with decreased sociability
have been shown to be more likely to report boredom associated with their free or
leisure time. Students who are more disorganized and those high in negative affect
in general have difficulty during their free time and are more likely to report being
bored. Boredom is connected to a pervasive negative affective style. Students who
have difficulty finding interesting activities for themselves are more likely to experi-
ence boredom during free time as well. This is more the case among males than
females in the United States. However, introversion, difficulty entertaining oneself,
and emotional instability are connected to higher levels of boredom for both males
and females, and for most racial and ethnic groups. This was found most strongly
for Asian American, African American and Hispanic American students.

In a study of leisure boredom in South Africa, researchers followed eighth grade
students for several years (Wegner, Flisher, Chikobvu, Lombard, & King, 2008).
Leisure boredom predicted school dropout in students 14 year of age and older. This
relationship was not found for students younger than 14. Leisure boredom is related
to seeking friends in social media (Poon & Leung, 2011). An Australian study of
adolescents 12—17 year of age identified less boredom in a group with structured
leisure time (Fawcett, 2007). A survey of tenth grade Canadian students determined
that many students, and girls in particular, experienced high levels of stress and
boredom not only in school but also in leisure activities (Shaw, Caldwell, & Kleiber,
1996). Students associated boredom to a lack of options in leisure time and also to
participation in activities that adults structured and led. Students shared that they
participated in some leisure time activities because they wanted to please others,
rather than because they were interested in the activities.

Boredom is also experienced in work situations (Fisherl, 1993). Boredom has
been related to dissatisfaction with work, pay, promotion, one’s work supervisor,
and coworkers as well as increased absenteeism and lack of tenure (Kass, Wallace,
& Vodanovich, 2003). Among adults, those high in several different types of bore-
dom are absent more often, and are more dissatisfied with their work (Kass,
Vodanovich, & Callender, 2001). Fisher (1998) found frequent disruptions increas-
ing work-related boredom. Boredom can also occur during interpersonal situations
(Orcutt, 1984). In fact Orcutt, using a scale measuring interpersonal boredom, found
a relationship between this type of boredom and alcohol consumption.

Boredom in Three Academic Situations

Boredom is experienced in three academic settings to include class time, while
studying, or when completing homework. Student’s academic emotions associated
with study and homework have had even less attention than boredom in the class-
room (Goetz et al., 2012). Academic emotions experienced by students as they
complete homework have not been compared to academic emotions experienced
during classwork to any degree. Investigation of emotions during homework is
important because the quality of students’ homework has been shown to impact
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achievement (Dettmers, Trautwein, Liidtke, Kunter, & Baumert, 2010). Students,
who believe that their homework assignments are relevant, are more motivated.
Their achievement is affected positively. When students are completing homework,
their time is typically less structured and regulated by adults. At the same time,
student performance remains influenced by the expectations of parents and teachers
and there is a risk of critical feedback and/or negative consequences. A further dif-
ference between homework and classwork is that during homework there is no
immediate social comparison as compared to the classroom situation where compe-
tition may influence performance and motivation. Some researchers have found that
effort on homework was decreased among students in grade 9 as compared to earlier
grades (Trautwein, Liidtke, Kastens, & Koller, 2006). Students in grades 5-9 in
general did not put as much effort into their homework as they did for their class-
work, and they did not consider it as important as classwork. Among student in
grades 9 and 10 who experienced negative emotions while completing their home-
work, effort and achievement in mathematics was decreased (Dettmers et al., 2011).

In a study of high achieving German high school students (Goetz et al., 2012),
found that they could identify discrete academic emotions of students more clearly
during homework as compared to identifying students discrete emotions in the class-
room. Students’ emotions associated with homework were less tied to work on spe-
cific subject areas, such as mathematics or English Language Arts. Self-concept/self
efficacy appeared to be less important during homework than in the classroom.
Researchers were able to identify differences between students’ experiences during
homework situations as compared to emotions experienced the classroom even
though they were correlated. Older students who experienced boredom when com-
pleting homework are likely to associate this emotion with specific subject content.

Although the emotions that students experience while completing homework is
of interest and is certainly relevant, this brief will specifically address the classroom
situation as there is more currently known about the academic emotions in the class-
room setting. In addition, educators have some direct control in regard to students’
emotions in class and may be best able to address negative emotions in this environ-
ment. There is a good deal to explore in regard to boredom and subsequent chapters
will address the many aspects of this common emotion gaining it’s place in the
study of emotions as well as in it’s relation to learning, as boredom can interfere
with school success and learning. A closer look at boredom is necessary given how
common it is educational settings and the extent to which it affects motivation, regu-
lated learning, and student engagement.



Chapter 2

Unmasking Boredom: 1I’s Not So Simple

or Uninteresting—Boredom Is Both Interesting
and Complex

In order to better understand boredom, it may be helpful to determine which stu-
dents may be experiencing boredom. It may also prove useful to determine in which
subject areas; i.e., math, reading, etc., boredom is being experienced by students.
Finally, if educators want to unmask and address boredom, those who evaluate stu-
dents need to know how to measure boredom.

Ability Differences in Tendencies to Be Bored

In general, researchers who have extensively studied the experience of boredom
claim that low ability and lack of achievement values relate to experiencing bore-
dom in school (Pekrun et al., 2010). Some studies indicate that more often it is the
low-ability students who report being bored, particularly at the middle school level.
Bored students stop trying, withdraw effort, and may also experience high fear of
failure. Their parents report that their children put little effort into homework com-
pletion. Students who describe being bored also report high fear of failure.
Experiencing boredom does not appear to be restricted to students with low abil-
ity. A study of German of sixth grade students determined that boredom was highest
in students who fell in the intermediate abstract reasoning ability range (Goetz,
Preckel, Pekrun, & Hall, 2007). High rates of reported boredom are also associated
with high ability (Larson & Richards, 1991). In fact, in the past school psycholo-
gists and school educators suggested that boredom was due to lack of challenge in
the classroom. Because academically gifted students are not a subgroup whose
progress is measured by the No Child Left Behind’s focus on proficiency, their
needs may not be met when teachers teach to the test and they too may be bored in
class (Siemer, 2009). The literature on gifted students often addresses boredom and
associates this emotion with lack of challenge (Plucker et al., 2004). A small study
of gifted middle school students indicated that those who did not feel challenged
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attended selectively and decreased effort. However in general, the question of
whether or not gifted students experience boredom more frequently than their aver-
age performing, or poor performing, peers is not yet clear (Preckel et al., 2010).

In a study of ninth grade students in Austrian high school math classes, self-reports
of gifted students were evaluated in regard to experiences of boredom on three occa-
sions after being moved from mixed-ability to high-ability classrooms (Preckel et al.,
2010). Once in the high ability classrooms, gifted students’ self-concepts dropped
significantly as might be expected due to increased competition and challenge.
Researchers found differences in students’ reasons for experiencing boredom in class.
The group of gifted students reported that they experienced boredom due to being
under challenged more often than others. Regular achieving students reported bore-
dom due to being over-challenged more often. Once in the high ability classrooms
gifted students reported boredom due to being over-challenged more often. Overall,
the data suggests boredom can affect students at all levels of ability.

Gender Differences

Gender differences in tendencies to be bored have been investigated. Among col-
lege students, several studies report that men are more likely to experience boredom
in academic situations than women although findings are generally mixed (Gibson
& Morales, 1995; Mclntosh, 2006; Sundberg, Latkin, Farmer, & Saoud, 1991).
Vodanovich et al. (2011) found that men reported more boredom related to class-
room instruction, environmental variables, or when perception of time and con-
straint was being measured as compared to women. Researchers hypothesized that
males would report more boredom than females across cultures and found that this
was the case only when external precursors of boredom were involved.

Yamac (2014) using a newly developed scale found that boys in fourth and fifth
grades reported more boredom. A study by Lichtenfeld, Pekrun, Stupnisky, Reiss,
and Murayama (2012) using a different scale with elementary school students, spe-
cifically in regard to emotions in mathematics, determined that boys in second grade
reported less learning-related boredom as compared to girls. Again in relation to
mathematics, third grade girls reported less enjoyment and more anxiety in all of the
settings studied. Fifth grade students reported more boredom associated with class
than fourth grade students.

Daschmann (2013) conducted a large study of German school students, at an
average age of 12 years, in math classes. Girls reported that they were more likely
to experience boredom when over challenged, when they felt that their experiences
lacked meaning, and when they wished that they could be doing something else.
Boys reported boredom when under challenged. In Germany as in the United States
both girls and boys had similar levels of achievement in math classes, although
there were self-concept and interest differences between the genders. Girls in this
study did not appreciate the usefulness of mathematics and this may affect
motivation to achieve, choosing to study math, and long term career choices.
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Cultural and Racial Differences

Differences in boredom are typically measured by considering the tendency to
experience boredom or boredom proneness, which can be thought of as a “propen-
sity to be bored across time and situations” (Vodanovich, Verner, & Gilbride, 1991,
p- 1139). In regard to cultural differences, again the studies have primarily been
conducted among college age students. Boredom in learning situations has been
demonstrated in both western and non-western classroom settings.

Barnett and Klitzing (2006) found that Hispanic American males tended to find
their free time boring and experienced more negative than positive emotion in gen-
eral. These authors found race and/or ethnicity playing somewhat more of a role
than gender in regard to boredom during leisure time. Female Hispanic American
university students did not experience as many positive emotions when they
reported boredom proneness.

Asian American students can evidence lower self-efficacy beliefs with more fear
of failure than peers (Zusho, Pintrich, & Cortina, 2005). However this does not
seem to have the negative results in regard to motivation, or performance, that it
does for mainstream students.

There has been very little attention given to the relationship of race and boredom.
Watt and Vodanovich (1992) found that African American college students scored
higher on a scale measuring boredom proneness. Gibson and Morales (1995)
reported that African-American students report higher boredom proneness than
other university students, with females scoring higher in likelihood to experience
boredom.

African American middle school students can be more likely to devalue achieve-
ment as compared to other groups of students (Taylor & Graham, 2007). Among
elementary level African American students, avoidance correlated with reading
achievement (Guthrie, Coddington, & Wigfield, 2009). African American students
who evidenced little avoidance, and again did not avoid reading tasks, achieved at
high levels in reading. One reason for the connection between achievement and
avoidance for African American elementary level students may be related to values.
In some subgroups of African American and Hispanic boys, low-achieving boys
who invest very little effort in school are admired. African American students who
believed in their own ability, and could identify their own strengths, experienced
higher achievement. Some African American students need assistance in self-
direction and self-discipline in order to improve their motivation.

Boredom was studied among Native American adolescents from a reservation
(Jervis, Spicer, & Manson, 2003). Adolescents in this study attributed boredom to
social justice issues around a lack of employment or recreation. These young people
coped with boredom by risk-taking and drug use. Willging, Quintero, and Lilliott
(2014) were interested in the relationship of boredom to sensation seeking among
Latino and White adolescents in southwestern New Mexico, where the economy
was in trouble. Students associated troublemaking, particularly that of using drugs,
as a coping strategy for boredom. Because some Latino youth were labeled as
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troublemakers, they felt demoralized. They shared that teachers, coaches, and
parents told the other students to stay away from them. Boredom for alienated ado-
lescents must be addressed to address troublemaking.

School Subject Area Differences in Triggering Boredom

Young children tend to have universal interests. They like every aspect of school-
ing. As children go though the grades, they develop more specific interests in vari-
ous subjects that they study (Goetz, Frenzel, et al., 2007). In the case of boredom,
Larson and Richards (1991) found that boredom was higher in social studies, sci-
ence, and foreign language learning, as opposed to courses and subject areas such
as shop, music, and gym.

Goetz, Frenzel, et al. (2007) looked at distinct academic emotions in four content
areas. The emotions that they assessed were enjoyment, pride, anxiety, anger, and
boredom. The content areas were mathematics, physics, German, and English. The
study involved classroom emotions versus emotions during test taking or emotions
during homework for eighth and eleventh grade students. Although there was a
marked relation between emotions in mathematics and physics, and even stronger
relations between pride in English and German, academic emotions were generally
weekly connected between the subject areas. Researchers found that anger was
more strongly connected to boredom as opposed to anxiety. It may be that teaching
styles that do not fit students’ abilities can generate both anger and boredom.
Findings indicated that emotions were organized according to specific content
areas, so it makes sense to talk about boredom in one content area rather than bore-
dom in school in general.

The role of academic emotions in specific content areas or academic subject
areas is important because of the relationship between academic emotions and self-
regulated learning, motivation, students’ interests, and choices students make that
relate to making decisions toward careers (Goetz, Cronjaeger, Frenzel, Liidtke, &
Hall, 2010). In studies with German high school students, Goetz et al. (2010) found
strong relationships between students’ self-concept/self efficacy in mathematics,
physics, English, and German. The relationship between self-concept/self efficacy
and anxiety, anger, and boredom was negative, with the weakest relationship that of
boredom and self-concept/self efficacy. Trait academic relations had stronger rela-
tions with self-concept/self efficacy in subject areas that were more consistent in
topic and format, and were more narrowly defined or more homogenous as in math-
ematics and the sciences. Martin, Anderson, Bobis, Way, and Vellar (2012) were
interested in student engagement and disengagement in mathematics classes, which
they described as “switching on and off” (p. 1). They found mathematics anxiety in
middle school students was one of the predictors of disengagement. Students who
cared strongly about being successful in mathematics but who also felt that they
would not be successful experienced the most anxiety.



Time Perception in Students When Bored 15

Ahmed et al. (2013) studied changes in motivation, emotions, and self-regulated
learning of seventh graders at three points of time in the school year in the
Netherlands. Boredom increased over the time period of the study with individual
differences in the rate of growth. Students who began the year with higher rates of
boredom experienced faster growth of feelings of boredom as compared to their
peers. Researchers were able to predict early achievement levels by measuring the
four emotions of anxiety, pride, enjoyment, and boredom. The higher student anxi-
ety and boredom initially, the lower the students’ initial achievement. Over time, as
the level of boredom and anxiety changed, there was a corresponding decreasing
effect on achievement. Academic emotions influence a student’s ability to sustain
self-regulated learning. During early adolescence positive emotions decreased
along with interest, liking school, in learning, and in self-esteem. As anxiety and
boredom increased, achievement in mathematics decreased.

In general, students have the most negative feelings toward mathematics as com-
pared to other subject areas in American schools (Tulis & Fulmer, 2013). Dislike of
mathematics is associated with frustration while learning and with failure. When
students believe that they aren’t competent in a given subject areas, they experience
and report more anxiety, anger, or boredom, when facing a challenging task in that
subject. Tulis and Fulmer (2013) presented challenging tasks in both mathematics
and in reading to middle school students. Students experienced boredom in both
subjects when given challenging tasks. Boredom was related to lack of persistence
in the math challenge. Students in the reading challenge who were not persistent
also reported higher levels of boredom.

Goetz et al. (2006) chose to examine high performing seventh through tenth
graders. They identified considerable differences in the intensity of emotions across
six subject areas: i.e., Latin, English, German, mathematics, music, and sports.
Students reported more enjoyment, less anxiety, and less boredom in music classes
and sports, than in core subject areas. Anxiety was less specific to one subject area
than enjoyment or boredom. Again these researchers provided more evidence that
students’ emotions were specific to each subject area, with anxiety less specific than
enjoyment or boredom. Academic self-concept/self efficacy in regard to competen-
cies in various subject areas in schools, is independent.

Time Perception in Students When Bored

Danckert and Allman (2005) hypothesized that an individual’s perception of the
passage of time may be a component of boredom. A class that is experienced as bor-
ing may feel as if it lasts longer than an interesting class. When a student exerts
more effort over a longer time than he or she expected, the student is more likely to
determine that the task is boring. The perception of time can serve as a ‘“sensitive
index of the basic function of emotion” (Droit-Volet & Meck, 2007, p. 507). When
an individual’s level of arousal is low, emotions push processing resources away
from the student’s concentration on time. The perception of time could also play a
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role in whether or not a student can maintain motivation when working on school
tasks. If the student feels that the task has taken less time than was estimated, the
student may be more motivated to continue working, and may even experience the
task as enjoyable. Individuals who are high in boredom proneness make more errors
when estimating time.

The perception of the passage of time was considered to be key to the experience
of boredom by writers in the 1970s and students who had difficulty organizing their
time were more likely to be bored (Vodanovoch et al., 2011). An earlier study of
graduate students by Watt (1991) determined when presented with a boring task,
students who were highly prone to boredom, experienced time passing more slowly
than their peers. Wittmann and Paulis (2008) found that impulsive individuals over-
estimate time duration. Children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder may
have particular difficulty processing time, tied to executive deficits (Smith, Taylor,
Rogers, Newman, & Rubia, 2002). When hyperactive children were asked to deal
with time reproduction tasks they appeared to have a deficit in time discrimination.
The perceived slow passage of time when students are bored appears to come from
the difficulty that the student has to engage in the activity at hand with full attention
(Eastwood et al., 2007). Instead the student uses his attentional capacity to pay
attention to time passing rather than the task. The passage of time becomes salient
and the student feels as if time passes very slowly.

Time perception involves both duration and speed of passage (Sucala, Scheckner,
& David, 2010). The difficulty of the task is also related to a student’s perception of
time. When students pay attention to the time passing, they perceive the time elon-
gated, and passing slowly, when watching the clock while taking a test. Simpler
tasks are perceived to take longer than more difficult tasks that require more atten-
tion. The more attentional resources that a given task demands, the greater the like-
lihood the student will estimate the time to pass more quickly. Having a deadline to
finish a test makes the student pay attention to time. If the task is easy and there is a
deadline, time passing will be overestimated. The slowest passage of time occurs
when the student is aware of a time limit, and the task is easy.

Measuring Boredom

Pekrun et al. (2010) reported that as of 2010 there had been more than 1,000 studies
of test anxiety in learning environments as compared to only a few studies of bore-
dom. A serious issue for educators at the K-12 level is that the majority of research
to date on boredom involves college and university-aged students. In addition, there
have been concerns in the literature around the use of self-reports in studies in bore-
dom (Bieg, Goetz, & Lipnevich, 2014; Kunter & Baumert, 2006). Some of the
individuals, who report boredom using self-report measures, are the same people
who have difficulty identifying their own feelings (Vogel-Walcutt, Fiorella, Carper,
& Schatz, 2012). Individuals may reports boredom when they are experiencing
other negative emotions. Boredom can be confused with feelings of tiredness or with
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inattentiveness. One way researchers try to decrease the likelihood of misattributing
boredom to other emotions is to use tools with multiple questions.

In spite of their weaknesses, some researchers argue that self-reports are practi-
cal for assessing state boredom in school situations (Vogel-Walcutt et al., 2012). In
fact, student self-perceptions may be valid. Pekrun et al. (2010) suggest that the
self-report “seems to be the best method available for assessing achievement emo-
tion” (p. 546). Daschmann (2013) argues that student perceptions of feelings (emo-
tions perceived subjectively) can be assumed to have high validity when they are
compared to parents’, teachers’, or others’ observations. Kunter and Baumert (2006)
used questionnaires to examine aspects of instruction in German classrooms and
determined that student ratings could indeed tap different aspects of the learning
environment. Subjective measures of boredom may actually help teachers identify
learning material and instruction strategies that contribute to boredom in the class-
room (Vogel-Walcutt et al., 2012).

Academic Emotions Questionnaires

A relatively new scale to measure academic emotions has been developed by Pekrun
et al. (2011). This scale has been described as the first scale to measure academic or
achievement emotions. The Achievement Emotions Questionnaire (AEQ) is based
on a more complex definition of achievement emotions than previous measurement
attempts. This scale includes 24 scales measuring nine different emotions in three
academic settings. The nine different emotions include: Enjoyment, hope, pride,
relief, anger, anxiety, hopelessness, shame, and boredom (p. 38). The emotions cho-
sen for this scale are common and are frequently reported by students. The situa-
tions included are class-related, learning-related, and test-related. The scale is
intended to measure trait or habitual versus state emotions. The authors indicate that
changing the instructions for the questionnaire would allow the scale to measure
either state emotions or course-specific emotions. The tool was evaluated in a sam-
ple of university students. Item reliabilities were deemed good to excellent. Internal
structural validity was determined to be adequate. The emotions measured in this
very comprehensive scale were distinct individually and across the three settings.
Hopelessness and boredom had negative correlations with intrinsic motivation,
effort, self-regulation and academic performance (p. 45). The scale, at this point, is
too long for practical application.

An important development for those working with children is the development
of an elementary-school version of the Achievement Emotions Questionnaire
(Lichtenfeld et al., 2012). This tool measures only three emotions and three types of
academic settings. The three emotions are enjoyment, anxiety, and boredom, all
very important at the elementary-school level. The three settings include attending
class, completing homework, and test taking. The tool has been tested on both
American and German school students. A study involving German students demon-
strated the reliability and structural validity of the tool. A second study involving
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American students was able to demonstrate cross-cultural validity. This tool may be
very useful for school psychologists and others working in public schools in at least
the two countries already involved in research studies. Yamac (2014) reported infor-
mation about a different tool designed to measure enjoyment, anxiety, and boredom
in students in the classroom at the elementary level. This 34-item tool was studied
in a Turkish elementary school in the fourth and fifth grades. The current version of
the tool was demonstrated to be composed of three factors with satisfactory reli-
ability and high internal consistency. Boredom using this scale correlated positively
with anxiety.

More Specific Measures of Boredom

The first measure of ‘state’ boredom was developed by Fahlman, Mercer-Lynn,
Flora, and Eastwood (2013). The Multidimensional State Boredom Scale (MSBS)
has five factors to include disengagement, high arousal, low arousal, inattention,
and time perception. Scores on this scale were correlated with trait boredom. Scores
were also correlated with depression, anxiety, anger, inattention, impulsivity, neu-
roticism, life satisfaction, and purpose in life. A second-order factor was identified
as ‘general boredom’ (Fahlman, 2009). The 29-item MSBS was found to signifi-
cantly correlate with the Boredom Proneness Scale.

Acee et al. (2010) administered the Academic Emotions Questionnaire and an
Academic Boredom Scale consisting of 36 items. From these, they derived a 10-item
Academic Boredom Scale with strong reliability and validity coefficients. They also
found a single general boredom factor in situations in which students reported being
under-challenged; but for students who said they were over-challenged, a two bore-
dom factor model fit better. Task-related boredom was perceived as tedious and
meaningless. Self-focused boredom was described as baffling, frustrating, and
dissatisfying.

There have been a number of attempts to measure boredom as it relates to learn-
ing situations. Of these, there are two popular measures (Goldberg et al., 2011;
Mercer-Lynn et al., 2011). One is the Boredom Proneness Scale (BPS) by Farmer
and Sundberg (1986), and the other is the Boredom Susceptibility Scale (ZBS) by
Zuckerman (1979). These two scales have received considerable attention in the
literature.

The Boredom Susceptibility Scale (ZBS) was first published as a subscale of
Zuckerman’s Sensation Seeking Scale (Zuckerman, 1979, 2007; Zuckerman,
Eysenck, & Eysenck, 1978; Zuckerman, Kolin, Price, & Zoob, 1964). The ZBS mea-
sures “the inability to tolerate monotonous environmental stimulation...an aversion
to repetition, routine....” (Zuckerman et al., 1978, p. 140). This 18-item scale consid-
ers boredom a trait, in spite of criticism that the majority of items reflect boredom
related to the environment. The subscale has ten pairs of forced-choice items and
correlates with extraversion, risky behaviors, drug use, and risky driving. A recent
study of the Sensation-Seeking Scale in Italian high school and college age students
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suggested some issues with the factorial structure of the scale. Of relevance here, the
Boredom Susceptibility subscale had low reliability in this particular sample (Manna,
Faraci, & Como, 2013). However, samples of American college students have dem-
onstrated adequate reliability and strong validity (Vodanovich, 2003).

Goldberg et al. (2011) consider the Boredom Proneness Scale, the “only empiri-
cally validated, comprehensive tool for measuring boredom” (p. 649). The Boredom
Proneness Scale consists of 28 items with responses arranged in a 7-point Likert
scale ranging from ‘1’ (highly disagree) to ‘7’ (highly agree) (Sommers &
Vodanovich, 2000). A high score is interpreted as high boredom proneness. Test-
retest reliability and internal consistency along with construct validity have been
determined to be adequate. The scale is a self-report questionnaire. The scale has
two factors, lack of external stimulation and lack of internal stimulation (Farmer &
Sundberg, 1986; Goldberg et al., 2011; Vodanovich & Kass, 1990; Vodanovich,
Wallace, & Kass, 2005). The External Stimulation subscale deals with a need for
variety and change. The Internal Stimulation subscale explores perceived inability
to produce stimulation for one’s self. Others have identified up to five factors
(Vodanovich, 2003), although there is more agreement in the research for two fac-
tors. Correlates of the Boredom Proneness Scale include negative affect and differ-
ences in cognition and attention. The BPS is considered useful in separating
boredom from other negative feelings. The wide-ranging research on boredom
proneness shows a relationship with a variety of behaviors, dispositions, and per-
sonality variables.

The Same or Different Constructs?

Apparently both the Boredom Proneness Scale and the Boredom Susceptibility Scale
were thought to measure trait boredom originally, but they do not seem to measure
the same construct (Mercer-Lynn et al., 2011). The two scales have been found to be
associated with different outcomes. The Boredom Proneness Scale appears to mea-
sure more internalizing issues. The Boredom Susceptibility Scale measures external-
izing problems for the most part. The scales may both be measuring difference types
or aspects of trait boredom. Mercer (2008) pointed out that although there is some
overlap between the scales, there are significant differences between the scales. The
Boredom Proneness Scale appears to address negative affect, attentional difficulties,
and lack of connection with the environment or others. The Boredom Susceptibility
Scale appears to measure a need for excitement, motor or behavioral impulsivity, and
a need for stimulation. The Boredom Proneness Scale predicts sensitivity to punish-
ment and lowered sensation seeking. The Boredom Susceptibility Scale predicts
increased reward sensitivity and sensation seeking.

Research has identified a difference between the scales in regard to behavioral
activation and behavioral inhibition (Mercer-Lynn, Bar, & Eastwood, 2014; Mercer-
Lynn et al., 2011; Mercer-Lynn, Hunter, & Eastwood, 2013). The behavioral inhibi-
tion system correlates with Boredom Proneness Scale. This system regulates
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avoidance behavior in the individual. Behaviorally inhibited students are more
likely to experience boredom when the situation is in fact boring. This suggests that
the setting and the person interact to cause the experience of boredom. The behav-
ioral inhibition system predicts ‘state’ boredom in boring situations. Students more
sensitive to punishment are more likely to experience boredom in monotonous or
low stimulation settings. The behavioral activation system is correlated with the
Boredom Susceptibility Scale. The behavioral activation system regulates approach
behaviors. Given these differences, the two scales may interact with settings induc-
ing boredom differently. Boredom may involve a conflict between “an aversive
state of being unable to attentionally engage and an approach motivation of want-
ing/needing to engage” (Mercer-Lynn et al., 2014, p. 125).

It also appears that the Boredom Proneness Scale measures two distinct forms of
boredom tendencies (Dahlen, Martin, Ragan, & Kuhlman, 2005). One form is
related to lack of internal stimulation and the other lack of external stimulation
(Vodanovich et al., 2005). The items on the External Stimulation subscale have to
do with a need for variety and change. The items on the Internal Stimulation sub-
scale measures perceived inability to internally create sufficient stimulation.
Vodanovich et al. attempted to revise the Boredom Proneness Scale by performing
a confirmatory factor analysis. This resulted in a short-form, 12-item version, of the
Boredom Proneness Scale with increased reliability. The authors expect that if edu-
cators can identify more distinct reasons for student boredom, they can design more
appropriate interventions. Given no gender differences were identified, the scale
(BPS-SF; i.e. short form) may be quite useful. Boredom proneness is related more
closely to attentional impulsivity, avoidance, and other negative emotions (Mercer-
Lynn et al.,, 2013). Boredom susceptibility appears to be related to motor
impulsivity.



Chapter 3

The Many Faces of Boredom: A Negative
Emotion That Is So Common, It Is Simply
Accepted, or Brushed Off

Researchers have attempted to dissect the complex concept of boredom in a number
of different ways. One way to understand the complexity of the emotion of boredom
is to look at task-focused boredom as compared to self-focused boredom (Acee
et al., 2010). Task-focused boredom occurs when students are faced with a mean-
ingless task. Self-focused boredom occurs when the student feels frustrated. Neu
(1998) described endogenous versus reactive boredom. Endogenous boredom
would be boredom generated from within the individual. Reactive boredom would
be boredom in reaction to what was going on in the environment. Weir (2013) wrote
that boredom can generate lethargy or it can generate agitation. In a classroom some
students may look as if they are dozing while others maybe wiggling in their seats.
Researchers have described these manifestations of boredom as ‘apathetic’ and
‘agitated’ (Malkovsky et al., 2012). Clearly boredom has different faces and these
had been addressed in the literature on boredom.

State Boredom

Researchers propose that boredom can be considered a ‘trait,” or boredom can be
experienced as a ‘state’ (Vogel-Walcutt et al., 2012). It is common to find the terms
boredom proneness and boredom when a writer refers to two different types of
boredom in the same article (Todman, 2013).

There has been quite a bit of study considering boredom a ‘state.” This may be
the most studied way in which researchers have addressed the many faces of bore-
dom. When considering boredom as a state, the student’s perception of the immedi-
ate environment is key (Bench & Lench, 2013). State boredom occurs when the
student perceives that the classroom, homework, or free-time activity, is not suffi-
ciently stimulating. Experiencing boredom signals the student that he or she should
look for a different goal or experience. This could have negative results in a
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Table 3.1 Antecedents of state boredom

» Students’ perceptions that a given task or piece of work is meaningless

e Students’ reacting to tasks in which there is insufficient direction

» Tasks for which resources are inadequate

¢ Restrictive situations (students cannot leave class)

* Learning situations during which students have very little control

¢ Tasks that are disliked and students would rather be doing something else
» Teaching approaches that are not exciting or stimulating

* Teaching that does not match students’ skill or ability levels

* When goals are not clear or focused

Source: Vogel-Walcutt et al. (2012, p. 103)

classroom should a student decide to become disruptive to increase stimulation.
However, the fact that boredom can signal behavior suggests that boredom may
have a function. State boredom may be a temporary experience that occurs in reac-
tion to what is, or is not, going on around the individual (Fahlman, 2009). This
implies that boredom could be experienced by anyone as a reaction to a setting that
is not stimulating. State boredom fluctuates over time, or over a school day. State
boredom is a result of the neurological state of low arousal. It is a negative psycho-
logical state in reaction to low arousal such as dissatisfaction, frustration, or disin-
terest (Vogel-Walcutt et al., 2012). In this sense, boredom consists of both arousal
and disinterest.

Blunt and Pychyl (1998) examined the relationship between state boredom and
procrastination in an undergraduate population. They found that avoidance and pro-
crastination in making decisions related to both state orientation and proneness to
boredom. Vogel-Walcutt et al. (2012, p. 103) have identified a variety of antecedents
of state boredom (Table 3.1).

Vogel-Walcutt et al. (2012) reviewed the extant literature on ‘state’ boredom in
order to derive a definition that would move the research forward. They examined
the literature that considered boredom an unpleasant feeling stimulated by the envi-
ronment, and also the works that described boredom as temporary feelings of low
energy and disinterest. They also examined the literature that addressed both
aspects. It seems that feelings of boredom are triggered when a learner believes that
the task at hand has no meaning for him or her. Feelings of boredom many be gener-
ated when a task is monotonous, repetitive, and/or unexciting. These feelings may
arise when the learner is faced with work that is too easy, or too difficult, and when
the learner has no control of over the process of learning. The learner may feel unin-
terested and tired. This feeling is best described as ‘low arousal.” Vogel-Walcutt and
colleagues determined that boredom is the interaction of low levels of arousal along
with emotions that are experienced as unpleasant. State boredom strongly impacts
learning in a negative manner as might be expected.
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Recently, Fahlman et al. (2013) published the first measure of ‘state’ boredom.
This scale measures five factors: i.e., disengagement, high arousal, low arousal,
inattention, and time perception. No differences between males and females have
been found using this scale, and scores correlated with a variety of variables to
include: trait boredom, other negative emotions, inattention, impulsivity, neuroti-
cism, life satisfaction, and purpose in life.

Trait Boredom

Trait boredom is typically described as boredom proneness or increased susceptibil-
ity to boredom. This is a characteristic of some individuals. An individual, who is
prone to boredom, is more likely to experience negative affect than positive affect
(Barnett & Klitzing, 2006). Boredom proneness has additionally been associated
with a wide range of problems. Individuals high in boredom proneness also experi-
ence more anger and aggression, along with difficulty controlling their anger
(Dahlen, Martin, Ragan, & Kuhlman, 2004; Rupp & Vodanovich, 1997). High bore-
dom proneness is closely tied to difficulty holding anger in when it has been trig-
gered. When boredom prone individuals were exposed to an environment with low
stimulation, anger was a likely outcome. External boredom proneness, but not inter-
nal boredom proneness, triggers anger when an individual is bored. Those individu-
als, who experienced boredom as a result of an environment with little stimulation,
were more impulsive than their peers. They sought more novelty and excitement.
Researchers suggested that internal boredom proneness appears to be a different
construct than external boredom proneness.

Boredom proneness is associated with extraversion (Gordon et al., 1997). It has
been shown to be associated with decreased achievement, truancy, abuse of drugs
and alcohol, and eating disorders (Sommers & Vodanovich, 2000). Individuals who
are particularly susceptible to boredom tend to report more health symptoms and
somatization. Their feelings are more easily hurt, they tend to be shy, and feel that
others don’t like them. Boredom proneness is associated with impulsiveness (Watt
& Vodanovich, 1992); with mood monitoring (Harris, 2000); with introspectiveness
(Gana, Deletang, & Metais, 2000); with several subtypes of pathological gambling
(Blaszczynski, McConaghy, & Frankova, 1990); and with anxiety, hopelessness,
loneliness, and depression (LePera, 2011; Sommers & Vodanovich, 2000). Those
individuals high in boredom proneness tend to report greater frequency of psycho-
logical symptoms. Trait boredom uniquely predicts depression (Carriere, Cheyne,
& Smilek, 2008; Mercer-Lynn et al., 2014). Clinicians believe that attentional prob-
lems are a result of depression and have developed coping treatments for depression
that address attention training (Abramson, Metalsky, & Alloy, 1989; Hollon,
Haman, & Brown, 2002; Papageorgiou & Wells, 2000).
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In adults, boredom proneness is related to perceptions of being underemployed
(Watt & Hargis, 2010). These adults did not feel that they were supported by their
organizations. They felt that their supervisors evaluated them less positively than
others. Individuals high in boredom proneness tend to hold external work values,
which relate to careers (Vodanovich, Weddle, & Piotrowski, 1997). This is impor-
tant information for those involved in adolescent guidance. Boredom is clearly a
problem in the workplace as well as in the schools. Also among adults, boredom
proneness predicted hyperactivity, feelings that time passes slowly, and sleep prob-
lems (Kass, Wallace, & Vodanovich, 2003). Wallace, Vodanovich, and Restino
(2003) identified a connection between sleepiness during the day and boredom
proneness in undergraduate and military groups. Together, these behaviors in turn
predicted cognitive failure and attention deficit disorder.

An earlier study by Leong and Schneller (1993) investigated risks related to
boredom proneness. Highly dogmatic individuals with low persistence were more
susceptible to boredom. These individuals were also less social and had difficulty
inhibiting impulsivity. Although the study involved college-aged students, a ten-
dency toward boredom (boredom proneness), was related to risky and aggressive
driving, expressing anger while driving, and taking risks while driving, along with
impulsiveness and sensation seeking (Dahlen et al., 2005).

Combined State and Trait Boredom

Although some researchers consider trait and state boredom as different (Bench &
Lench, 2013), state and trait differences appear to be confounded. Fahlman (2009)
argues that every experience of boredom is always a combination of internal and
external variables. Boredom occurs in the relationship between the person and their
interpretation of their experience. Both the internal experience and the external
environment is important. Both contribute to both state and trait boredom.

State and trait boredom have not been assessed in the same study very often.
Todman (2013) designed a self-report measure designed to inventory feelings and
thoughts about boredom experiences during the past 14 days. The tool assessed
boredom experiences using eight questions about different aspects of the experi-
ence. Students responded using a 7-point Likert scale. A summary score was out of
the question in that questions involved different judgments. All items had signifi-
cant positive correlations with the Boredom Proneness Scale (BPS; Farmer &
Sundberg, 1986) and a less strong association with the Boredom Susceptibility
Scale. The student’s relationship with the learning environment that generates feel-
ings of boredom can be externally or internally triggered. The degree of mismatch
varies greatly among individual students. Because tolerance for boredom in an unre-
warding environment differs among students, and because there are differences in
students’ perceptions of whether or not the environment is in fact unrewarding, trait
boredom measures alone cannot predict boredom.



Subtypes of Boredom 25
Subtypes of Boredom

Goetz et al. (2014) consider boredom the most intense and most often perceived
academic emotion. In a seminal study of 11th grade high school students and college
students, researchers identified five types of boredom described below.

* [Indifferent boredom (possibly pleasant feeling).

Students experiencing indifferent boredom have been described as cheerfully
fatigued, relaxed, or even withdrawn. In the high school sample, only 11 % of
students indicated that they experienced this type of boredom and it was the least
commonly experienced subtype overall.

* Calibrating boredom (daydreaming without any motivation to change).
Students experiencing the calibrating type of boredom report wandering
thoughts. They do not appear to know what to do, are uncertain, and are eager to
change the situation or setting. They are apt to begin thinking about things that
are off-target, or off-topic. This subtype of boredom is somewhat unpleasant but
not excessively so. A student experiencing this subtype would go along with an
alternative activity although may not actively look for something different.

» Searching boredom (effortful to change the situation).

Students experiencing the searching subtype are restless and actively look for
something different. They are aware that they need activity and may begin to
think about other interests. This type of boredom is unpleasant.

* Reactant boredom (trapped, angry feelings).

Students experiencing the reactant subtype are strongly motivated to escape
boredom. They are restless, may be angry or aggressive, and are very uncomfort-
able. This type is particularly unpleasant and aversive. Clearly arousal for this
subtype is high. These students may blame the setting, the teacher, the subject, or
the materials, all of which are perceived to be inducing the feelings of boredom.

e Apathetic boredom (unmotivated).

Students experiencing apathetic boredom had low levels of both positive and
negative emotions. They were dissatisfied and helpless. The feelings associated
with apathetic boredom were extremely unpleasant. In this study, high school
students reported more boredom than the college students. In fact apathetic bore-
dom was especially high in the high school sample where it encompassed 36 %
of reported boredom experiences.

The different subtypes are characterized by different intensities of boredom, with
indifferent boredom milder, and less intense, as compared to the others. Goetz et al.
(2014) argue that reactant boredom is most associated with schooling; whereas,
indifferent boredom may be more closely related to leisure or free time. Researchers
have been able to provide some support for the external validity of the several sub-
types. In a study with both high school and university students in Germany, Goetz
and colleagues determined that students experiencing indifferent boredom were the
least impacted; whereas, those experiencing reactive boredom had the most nega-
tive profiles. The latter experienced high negative emotions with elevated anger. An



26 3 The Many Faces of Boredom...

unexpected finding was the latest subtype, which researchers labeled apathetic.
Goetz and Frenzel (2006), who first proposed different subtypes, had not identified
this subtype. Reactant and apathetic boredom subtypes were reported most often in
school environments. Apathetic boredom was similar to learned helplessness and/or
depression.

Goetz et al. (2014) concluded that students experience specific types of boredom
and therefore boredom could be best described as ‘multiple boredoms.” However,
whether the different subtypes are related to dispositions or the environment had not
been determined as of 2013-2014, although researchers suggest that extroverts may
be more likely to fit in the reactant boredom subtype when they find themselves in
situations from which they cannot escape or change.

Several researchers have examined several of these different types of boredom
further. Searching boredom seems to be related to creativity although this is not
likely to be observed in the school context (Nett et al., 2011). A student experienc-
ing apathetic boredom may gives the impression that he or she simply doesn’t care
about the content being presented (Malkovsky et al., 2012). Apathetic boredom is
connected to lapses in attention in class, even to difficulty keeping one’s eyes open
(Weir, 2013). Bored students have difficulty mustering up the effort needed to con-
centrate. Boredom can also cause restlessness as a result of efforts to sustain atten-
tion. ‘Agitated boredom’ (Goetz et al.’s (2014) reactant boredom) is associated with
symptoms of attention deficit disorder (tapping one’s feet) and is related to difficul-
ties with sustained attention. Boredom can undoubtedly lead to agitation and anger
if a student cannot escape a situation he/she considers boring.

An interesting study conducted by Baker, D’Mello, Rodrigo, and Graesser
(2010) involving three different computer-based learning situations with high
school and college students may contribute to the understanding of how agitated
boredom might affect learning. These researchers found that in three different learn-
ing situations, with different populations of students, and using different methods,
the most persistent emotion was boredom. Bored students tended to ‘game the sys-
tem,” which involved ‘guessing’ in order to perform well without learning the mate-
rial. This study, using situations which might be expected to hold students interest,
found that once a student felt bored, this emotional state was very difficult to change
and resulted in significantly less learning and mastery. The researchers recommend
that boredom be detected early in learning situations and that adults respond quickly
to change students’ emotions. They strongly argue that educators try to prevent
boredom before it occurs.



Chapter 4
Theory: What Is Causing Our Students
to Tune Out and Turn Off?

Boredom is quickly becoming, or more likely has already become, a serious subject
of study. All serious subjects of study need to rely on theories. Theory explains why
students act. Theory provides a way to think about the topic of interest (Macklem,
2014). Theory helps us understand what should be researched and helps us design
and interpret research studies (Kelly, 2010). Theory contributes to what is already
known about a topic. Theory helps us ask important questions.

Earlier Theories

Larson and Richards (1991) provided several interesting models of boredom.
Research on boredom has attributed the feeling of boredom to under-stimulation. It
could occur in any situation characterized by repetition and lack of challenge, in
which case the student or worker would experience under-arousal. Subsequent stud-
ies showed individuals also become bored when engaged in complex tasks or when
students were anxious. This led to a model of boredom which was designated the
forced-effort model (Hill & Perkins, 1985).

The forced-effort model conceptualized boredom as a result of being forced to
invest mental effort on a task that the person felt was monotonous and became frus-
trated (Hill & Perkins, 1985). The idea here was that boredom would be experi-
enced in teacher-directed activities where students have little control of their own
learning. Students prone to boredom would need to work harder than their class-
mates on everyday schoolwork. This group of students would be more likely experi-
ence depression, and would be less well adjusted than their peers.

A second model conceived of boredom as a social construction (Larson &
Richards, 1991). Frequent boredom in high school was hypothesized to be associ-
ated with resistance to school authority. If a student claimed that he or she were
bored the situation could be blamed on the teacher, in that the teacher had not
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provided work that had a purpose or meaning. A third model, the resistance model,
suggested that boredom was related to the presence of adult control.

The three models described by Larson and Richards (1991); i.e., under-
stimulation, forced effort, and resistance, were studied in a sample of fifth to ninth
grade students. Researchers found that boredom occurred frequently in all activities
for this age group, although boredom was at its highest during schoolwork—and
particularly during those situations in which teachers directed the activities. During
classwork, students reported that their boredom was related to the fact that they
didn’t like their classes. Both the forced-effort and resistance models would account
for this situation. Outside of school, during leisure, students explained boredom as a
result of having nothing to do. The under-stimulation model would account for this
experience. In the Larson and Richards study, boredom did not increase in the junior
high years and was not characterized by any one group of students, such as those
who were underachieving or highly competent students. Both high ability students
and oppositional students reported boredom as they completed their schoolwork.

Dimensional Models

More recently, researchers have differentiated and categorized emotions according
to two or three dimensions. One model differentiates academic emotions along two
dimensions (Tulis & Fulmer, 2013). One dimension is that of valence; i.e., positive
emotions versus negative emotions. The other is activation, i.e., activating as com-
pared to deactivating. Boredom is a deactivating emotion (Pekrun et al., 2010). It is
also negative. Boredom is associated with disengagement and lower performance in
a school situation.

However if a student is bored long enough, the student’s activity level may
increase as a result of trying to sustain attention or dealing with anger generated
when a situation cannot be changed (Pekrun et al., 2010). In this case, boredom can
activate arousal and behavior.

Activating emotions, whether they are positive or negative, have been demon-
strated to help students persist on tasks under certain circumstances (Tulis & Fulmer,
2013). Negative emotions tend to effect students by signaling that the task at hand
is a problem and action is necessary. This suggests that both positive and negative
emotions serve motivating functions, anxiety in particular. Boredom may not have
the same effect, which suggests that teachers need to distinguish between boredom
and anxiety in their students.

The Control-Value Theory of Achievement Emotions

Pekrun (2006) developed a control-value theory of achievement emotions to explain
the effects of boredom on academics. Pekrun et al. (2010) describe boredom in the
same manner as other achievement emotions, according to valence and activation.
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Valence refers to whether or not the emotion is positive and pleasant or negative and
unpleasant to painful. In addition, they describe emotions as activating and driving
action or deactivating, which might result in emotional withdrawal. Studies indicate
that fifth and sixth graders do withdraw effort when they experience boredom, feel
helpless, or are angry with the teacher (Jarvis & Seifert, 2002).

According to the control-value theory, students’ appraisals of both control and
value predict their emotional experiences (Pekrun, 2006; Tulis & Fulmer, 2013).
Students experience academic emotions when they feel that they are in control, or
are out of control, of their schoolwork and when they care about doing well. Caring
about the work is also important. If students don’t find the work interesting, and also
feel that the work is of little value to them, they experience boredom. Because bore-
dom causes a student to reduce attention to the work that the student feels is of little
value, the student will become distracted and will think of something other than the
task at hand. The academic task is experienced as aversive and the goal of the stu-
dent becomes avoidance. Boredom instigates a desire to escape from the situation
(Pekrun et al., 2010). In school settings this could be manifested as daydreaming or
disruption. The function of boredom then is to pull one’s attention from the activity
that is perceived as unrewarding, and lacks value. This reduces cognitive focus by
directing attention to something more rewarding through distraction, or daydream-
ing, or misbehavior. The students’ motivation is avoidance or passivity. Effort is
reduced, and investment in more complex thinking is negatively affected.

In a series of studies, Pekrun et al. (2010) demonstrated that boredom had a sig-
nificant negative effect on performance and grades, even when controlling for prior
achievement. Students experience distinct emotions when they subjectively feel that
they are in control or when they feel out of control of the activity, task, or setting.
Pekrun et al. (2010) described subjective control as “the perceived causal influence
on an agent over actions and outcomes” (p. 534). A student may also feel the course
material isn’t stimulating and therefore won’t care very much about whether he/she
will master the content; i.e. the student may not subjectively value the course con-
tent. Pekrun et al. describe subjective value as “the perceived valences of actions
and outcomes” (p. 534). A student experiences negative emotions when he/she
believes that an examination is very important, and in addition, the student does not
feel that he or she can control the outcome of the exam. Both subjective feels are
involved. This student will experience boredom.

Boredom acts to withdraw attention from the task at hand (Pekrun et al., 2010).
It causes a student to work to distract herself and the result is paying attention to
something other than what is going on in the classroom, or other than what the
teacher may be presenting. Talking with a classmate may be more stimulating and
carry a higher value. Boredom reduces academic motivation. It affects achievement
by causing a student to process information in a cursory manner (shallow). It dimin-
ishes the chance that the student will use flexible problem-solving strategies and
fosters a passive approach to studying or classroom learning. Boredom is therefore
deactivating in that it decreases concentration and decreases effort. It additionally
increases distractibility and causes attention problems.

The control-value theory suggests that students’ emotions can be effected by
whether or not the student feels competent and in control over his or her achievement
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(Pekrun et al., 2009). This theory also suggests that students’ emotions can be
effected by whether or not the student feels that he or she can control the outcome
of efforts in the classroom. Emotions can also be influenced, by changing whether
or not the student values activities of the classroom. The control-value theory there-
fore suggests a number of ways that educators may influence whether or not the
students perceive classes as interesting or boring.

The Attentional Theory of Boredom Proneness

The attentional theory of boredom proneness proposes that boredom results from a
deficit in attention (Harris, 2000; LePera, 2011). Cognitive theorists have suggested
for some time that individuals who are prone to be bored have an individual differ-
ence in their ability to self-regulate attention. According to this theory boredom is
caused by a failure of attentional processes (Eastwood et al., 2007). Attention can
be part of the definition of boredom and also be a cause of boredom. Fisher (1993)
argues that the amount of stimulation, that various individuals feel they need, varies
considerably. It varies between various individuals, it varies over time, it varies
according to the person’s age, and it varies according to a person’s personality.
Stimulation depends on a person’s perception rather than on the situation at hand.
What may be considered boring by the individual depends on that person’s interests,
concerns, and values. Individual differences in ability to attend interacts with cogni-
tive demands of the task at hand resulting in boredom. The individual, who is not
able to self-regulate attention, will experience boredom (Mercer-Lynn et al., 2014).

Inattention is thought to be one of a number of components of boredom. Self-
awareness of attention may be particularly important (Damrad-Frye & Laird, 1989).
Students who attend less well as compared to peers, and who have poor attentional
control, tend to be the students who report boredom in the classroom (Barnett &
Klitzing, 2006). Studies show that boredom decreases attention to schoolwork
(Larson & Richards, 1991). A study of German college-aged students demonstrated
that boredom actually causes attention problems (Pekrun et al., 2010).

Tasks that a student could finish without focused attention can be easily affected
by distraction (Eastwood et al., 2007). If the task itself doesn’t encourage sustained
attention, the student must generate self-sustained attention and this could be expe-
rienced as boring. Boredom, according to attention theories, considered an inability
to engage and sustain attention (Carriere et al., 2008). People who are highly prone
to experiencing boredom perform poorly on measures of sustained attention
(Malkovsky et al., 2012). There are wide differences in individuals’ boredom prone-
ness as a consequence of their ability to be attentive when working on tasks in
school or at work. When an individual experiences a chronic inability to engage and
sustain attention; interest decreases, there is loss of meaning in the tasks, motivation
decreases, and negative emotions become persistent (Cheyne, Carriere, & Smilek,
2006). This is experienced as boredom.
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Eastwood, Frischen, Fenske, and Smilek (2012) have defined boredom in terms
of attention in that it is experienced when a person is unable, yet aware, of his or her
inability to activate the degree of attention needed to successfully engage in an
activity that has the potential to be rewarding. The individual blames the perceived
cause of boredom rather than any internal disability. This theory suggests that stu-
dents experience boredom: when they have difficulty paying attention to their own
thoughts or feelings; when they have difficulty attending to the environments; when
they are aware that they are having difficulty paying attention; and when they
believe that the environment is causing them to feel bad or dissatisfied.

Most studies that examine the connection between boredom and attention are
correlational studies (Eastwood et al., 2007). In a study of boredom and sustained
attention, researchers described two of the ways that boredom can be experienced
(Malkovsky et al., 2012): agitated and apathetic. Individuals who experience apa-
thetic boredom, are not interested in activities but at the same time are not motivated
to do anything about this, such as trying to change either their feelings or the situa-
tion. Individuals who experience agitated boredom try to find an activity that is more
interesting, although they are not likely to find something that is satisfying. These
two groups of individuals appear to be distinctly different in regard to personality,
novelty or sensation seeking, and sustained attention. This suggests that there may
be two types of boredom proneness. The apathetic boredom-prone individual is not
motivated to engage in what maybe going on; and the agitated boredom-prone indi-
vidual, who is motivated albeit unsuccessfully. The apathetic boredom-prone indi-
vidual experiences lapses in attention whereas the agitated boredom-prone individual
does not. The attentional characteristics of the agitated boredom-prone individual
are similar to individuals with ADHD. They are more attentive than those with apa-
thetic boredom-proneness, but their attentional difficulties include: errors of sus-
tained attention, increased activity levels, impulsivity, and negative affect. This
research further delineates subtypes of boredom described in the previous chapter.

Researchers interested in attention have further explored attention lapses and
mind wandering. Using a brief self-report scale to assess classroom performance
difficulties connected with problems sustaining attention, these researchers found
that boredom proneness was a consequence of attention lapses (Cheyne et al., 2006).
Attention lapses cause errors as a separate consequence. Researchers felt that even
brief lapses in attention could have consequences involving a student’s ability to
remain motivated and persist in completing school tasks. And, a student’s ability to
enjoy tasks would be affected as well. Mind-wandering thoughts may be triggered
by boredom (Kane & McVay, 2012). In a study of college students, Carriere et al.
(2008) found that memory deficits along with attentional deficits contribute to
feelings of boredom. When tasks are undemanding, students with stronger working
memory abilities actually experience more mind wandering than students with less
working memory capacity. Working memory acts to suppress unrelated mind wan-
dering thoughts when tasks demand attention. When tasks do not demand attention,
students may be more susceptible to mind wandering. An individual’s attention-
control capability accounts for mind-wandering and working memory. Interestingly,
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when the student in a classroom is engaged in satisfying mind-wandering, the
student may not feel bored, although he is likely to say later that the task was boring
(Malkovsky et al., 2012).

Emotion Theory and Boredom

Eastwood et al. (2012) have determined that the bored individual is unaware of his
or her own emotions and is externally oriented. They proposed that the underlying
problem in boredom might be related to an individual’s inability fo access and
understand his or her own emotions (Eastwood et al., 2007). Boredom is associated
with limited ability to identify and communicate one’s feelings, which also offers
suggestions for interventions. Students who have more serious difficulty identifying
and describing their own feelings and those of others, may be showing symptoms of
alexithymia, and these symptoms are connected to differences in processing nega-
tive emotion (Parker, Prkachin, & Prkachin, 2005). When a student is found to have
difficulty recognizing and expressing his or her feelings, this is described as alexi-
thymia (Way et al., 2010). Individuals with alexithymia are prone to experience
boredom as compare to their peers (Weir, 2013).

Alexithymia is associated with symptom complaints, negative moods, and physi-
cal health concerns (Rieffe, Oosterveld, & Terwogt, 2006). Individuals experiencing
alexithymia do not analyze situations in a way that helps them identify the causes of
their emotions, or helps them deal with their emotions effectively. Alexithymia is a
risk factor for a range of problems. The more current understanding of alexithymia
is that it relates to a deficit in the processing of emotion (Eastwood et al., 2007).

Alexithymia has been identified in school-aged children as well as in adults.
Rieffe et al. (2006) developed an alexithymia questionnaire for children with 20
items representing three factors. The factors include difficulty identifying feelings,
difficulty describing feelings, and externally oriented thinking. Children indicate
whether or not the item ‘is not true,’ is ‘true,” or is ‘a bit true’ of them. Difficulty
describing and identifying feelings predicts somatic complaints in children. Somatic
complaints are more useful for identifying alexithymia in children at the elementary
school level as compared to students at the secondary school level. Using the
Emotion Awareness Questionnaire, Rieffe and De Rooij (2012) found that the sub-
scale involved with differentiating emotions was a strong predictor of internalizing.
The ability to identify emotions and understand what causes them is a feature of
alexithymia. Children who do not pay attention to their own emotions and those of
others experience depressive feelings and low mood. These children need to under-
stand that emotions give important information that can help them in social situa-
tions. The relationship between alexithymia and boredom is clear in that the student
who is bored may be unable to access and understand his or her own emotions
(Eastwood et al., 2007). This approach to understanding boredom suggests that
teaching students to better understand and cope with emotions may be an important
component of interventions to increase engagement.
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Less Well-Known Theories of Boredom

Several theories involve mental energy: the Menton theory of boredom (Davies &
Fortney, 2012) and theories of self-control. Whereas there has been considerable
research on the Control-Value Theory of Achievement Emotions, and on attentional
and emotion-based theories, the Menton Theory of boredom is purely hypothetical
but could have value in deciphering the function of boredom. The theory seems to
be somewhat related to the work of Baumeister and colleagues, which does have
some support (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998; Baumeister &
Vohs, 2007). The Menton theory is based on units of mental energy (that these theo-
rists call ‘mentons’), which are used as an individual engages in various activities.
This energy may be attentional, consist of an individual’s willpower, or even have to
do with glucose, but whatever is eventually determined to be the source of this men
tal energy, it is allocated to action tasks based on the individual’s goals.

In regard to boredom, Davies and Forney’s (2012) Menton theory suggests that
boredom occurs when there is unused mental energy, or, when there is not enough
mental energy. The use of (units of) mental energy can result in feelings of bore-
dom; or, on the other hand, engagement. When the individual does not have suffi-
cient mental energy to engage in a task, such as when the task is too challenging, the
individual will experience boredom. Cognitive processing requires mental energy
or units of mental energy according to this theory. Tasks that require less cognitive
processing require less energy. However, when a task is not challenging enough, the
individual will also experience boredom. In this case, the individual has an excess
of resources; i.e., more than may be needed for the tasks at hand, so the individual
is motivated to find something more interesting. Boredom in this case could have a
positive function, supplying motivation for new action to use the surplus energy.

Baumeister et al. (1998) posits that making choices, taking action, and self-
regulation draw on this idea of mental energy. Baumeister, Vohs, and Tice (2007)
describe a strength model of self-control, which suggests that a wide variety of
behaviors requiring self-control are driven by a single energy resource. This energy
is used for self-control, effortful decision-making, and active responding. Self-
control is complex and “biologically expensive” (p. 354). These researchers add
that the energy can be depleted. After action is taken using self-control for example,
there is a subsequent decrease of energy available for another act of self-control.
Baumeister et al. (1998) conducted four students in which the researchers were able
to demonstrate depletion of energy following an effort involving self-control.

Inzlicht and Schmeichel (2012) describe what they consider a resource model of
self-control by describing situations in which there is a temporary depletion of
resources in individuals who have utilized self-control to override their response
tendencies. A relevant example might be when a student working on a monotonous
task is experiencing boredom and yet continues to try to remain on task without
success. It could be said that in this example, the student’s ability to stay on task will
gradually fail as the energy used to stay on task decreases. Inzlicht and Schmeichel
indicate that over 100 experiments have been conducted to support the idea of ego
depletion.
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Self-regulation, effortful choice making, coping with motivation, managing
motivational conflict, changing one’s behavior to follow rules or match goals, or
taking the initiative are volitional acts that use mental energy (Baumeister & Vohs,
2007; Inzlicht & Schmeichel, 2012). After engaging in these activities the individ-
ual is temporarily less able and perhaps less willing to engage in another activity,
which would require a high degree of self-control. Inzlicht and Schmeichel (2012)
recently suggested that exerting self-control could result in motivational and atten-
tional shifts that explain why subsequent self-control would be challenging. Meta-
analysis has provided support for the effect of ego depletion on self-control task
performance (Hagger, Wood, Stiff, & Chatzisarantis, 2010). Significant effect sizes
were found for negatively effecting student effort, perceived challenge or difficulty
of tasks, increased negative emotions, tiredness, and decreased blood glucose lev-
els. Dweck and Walton (2010) found that individuals, who believed that their ability
to control their emotions and behavior was not limited, did not experience decreased
self-control after a laboratory exercise that was designed to deplete their self-
control. This suggested that depletion of energy to exert self-control might have to
do with beliefs rather than true depletion. All of this research provides additional
ideas for intervention. Mental health workers and educators could focus on increas-
ing student motivation (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007), practice self-regulation exer-
cises with students (Gailliot, Plant, Butz, & Baumeister, 2007), provide incentives
(Boucher & Kofos, 2012), and/or train self-control.

The Value of Theory

One critical value of the various theories outlined is that they provide ideas for inter-
vention. The ideas for intervention with sufficient support need to be implemented
when students are identified as experiencing boredom in school. A group of
researchers followed seventh grade students over an entire school year (Ahmed
et al., 2013). They found that boredom increased steadily while enjoyment, pride,
and math achievement decreased. Researchers suggested that in order to achieve in
school, students need the ‘skill’ to achieve and the ‘will’ to achieve. These research-
ers suggested that students also appear to need what they described as the ‘thrill” to
achieve. The study of boredom in educational settings is new enough, and important
enough, to encourage continued and expanding research, and to encourage the inter-
est of educators in recognizing the problem of boredom in the classroom.



Chapter 5

Boredom and Its Relation to Non-cognitive
Factors: Student Motivation, Self-Regulation,
Engagement in Learning, and Related Concepts

Since schools were first established, educators from the inside and reformers from
the outside, have tried to change schools for the better. Questions are frequently
asked why some students are successful in school while others are not. Why do
some students do not complete schooling? Why do some students like school when
others do not like school? Why do some students come to school regularly while
others stop attending? The popular press may blame the teachers or schools for poor
results. Parents may be blamed or accused of not caring. Even students themselves
have been blamed for not trying.

Jennings (2012) of the Center on Education Policy describes the major reform
movements during the past 50 years and the fact that they have not been entirely
successful in improving students’ chances to be successful. Add-on services with
inadequate funding, school choice, and the test-driven standards movement have all
failed to raise the quality of schools according to Jennings. The accountability
demands gaining impetus in the 1990s as a critical component of the standards-
based reform movement resulted in high-stakes testing. High-stakes testing has
been called the “evil twin” (Thompson, 2001, p. 1).

Although there have been some positive effects as a result of reform efforts, they
have also been considered stress provoking on students and teachers (Berryhill,
Linney, & Fromewick, 2009; Feng, Figlio, & Sass, 2010; Koretz, Barron, Mitchell,
& Stecher, 1996; Smith & Rottenberg, 1991; Triplett, Barksdale, & Leftwich, 2003).
When the effects of state-mandated testing were compared between several states,
at-risk students, students who performed poorly, students at the elementary levels,
and students in urban school systems, were impacted more negatively (Clarke et al.,
2003). In some cases classes became less responsive to the needs of the students in
those classes due to the need to prepare for the important tests.
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Non-cognitive Factors Influencing Student Achievement

Educators have attempted explanations including academic skill deficits and cogni-
tive reasons for lack of student achievement. However, the general public, and even
educators themselves have not been keenly aware of the work of scientific research-
ers and the work that is being done in regard to non-cognitive factors as they influ-
ence achievement (Lipnevich & Roberts, 2012; Mega et al., 2013; Shernoff, 2013).
Although both Dr. David Wechsler and Dr. Richard Woodcock (McGrew, 2013)
recognized the importance of nonintellectual factors in school functioning, aca-
demic emotions have received little attention in education or in school psychology
practice (Valiente et al., 2012). There are a number of non-cognitive factors, which
can affect achievement (see Table 5.1).

To complicate matters, the literature surrounding non-cognitive factors in school
achievement encompasses research threads from several different areas, resulting in
conflicting terms, theories, hypotheses, and conflicting research studies. This makes
the body of literature confusing and difficult to organize. In fact, it is challenging to
separate academic achievement from motivation, self-regulation, identity, beliefs,
goals, and cognition (Berg, 2007).

Table 5.1 Non-cognitive factors influencing academic achievement include

» Attitudes toward school and learning

* Beliefs about the value of education

¢ Emotions and emotion regulation

* Student goals, student engagement

* Socio-affective skills

* Learning processes

* Dispositions

* Organizational skills

* Academic motivation

¢ Self-regulation

» Test-taking strategies

* Educational readiness

* Psychosocial characteristics (self-efficacy, self-concept, confidence)
* Conscientiousness

¢ Metacognitive skills

* Goal orientation

* Time management skills

* Study habits

* Coping strategies

e Attitudes toward different content and subject areas
* Personality factors such as openness and emotional stability

Source: Berg (2007), Goetz et al. (2010), and Lipnevich and Roberts (2012)
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Student Engagement

Shernoff (2013) defines student engagement as “the heightened simultaneous expe-
rience of concentration, interest, and enjoyment in the task at hand” (p. 12).
Engagement is highest during middle childhood while student are still at the ele-
mentary level (Mahatmya, Lohman, Matjasko, & Farb, 2012). Engagement drops as
students transition from elementary to middle school. A study of high school stu-
dents found that they were less engaged in school than they were in settings other
than public school. They were less interested in what was going in class than in
other parts of their lives. Even when concentrating in class, students reported they
did not experience enjoyment. They indicated that they thought about the topic of
the class only about 60 % of the time. One of the only activities that students felt
more negatively about than classwork was homework. Ethnic minority students
with strong ethnic identities generally are engaged in school (Bingham & Okagaki,
2012). Low-income Black students report higher levels of engagement and motiva-
tion than their peers (Shernoff, 2013). However, having a weak racial identity has
been associated with weak engagement in some studies. Students who believe that
achievement is appropriate for their group are protected to some degree from the
negative influence of discrimination on school achievement. This is especially true
for girls. Supportive teachers, sensitive to the challenges of minority students, and
acknowledging their strengths, help minority students value schooling.

Engagement is multidimensional and involves emotions, behaviors, and cogni-
tions (Shernoff, 2013). Positive emotions support engagement and coping in the
school setting. Emotions influence engagement, which then impacts learning and
achievement (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2012). Most important, emotions have
strong effects on attentional engagement with academic tasks. Engagement results
in positive outcomes and decreases negative emotions. Conceptually, engagement
and self-regulated learning overlap. Engagement predicts learning, grades, and
behavior in the short-term (Lam, Wong, Yang, & Lui, 2012). Persistence in adoles-
cence is related to engagement in the school setting (Padilla-Walker, Day, Dyer, &
Black, 2013). In the long-term, engagement affects self-esteem. Engagement can be
a protective factor against many different negative outcomes.

Many decades of studies have shown that students experience low engagement in
the classroom (Marks, 2000). Student engagement decreases as students transition
from middle to high school and the gap between engaged and disengaged students
continues to increase from eighth to tenth grades (Shernoff, 2013). There is a mod-
est relationship between engagement and achievement. High achieving students
with low engagement may achieve in school partly because they find school easy.

There are three dimensions of engagement: behavioral, cognitive, and emotional
(Mahatmya et al., 2012). Emotional and cognitive engagement are related to the
degree to which students value and connect with classroom activities, and whether
or not they believe that the activities are relevant. Motivation is a precursor to each
of these. Researchers exploring student engagement use the term emotional engage-
ment when studying the feelings and emotions that students experience in learning
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situations (Shernoff, 2013). Emotional engagement is associated with motivation
over time. It provides the incentive to participate behaviorally and to persist (Finn &
Zimmer, 2012). Emotional engagement may act indirectly on achievement and
effects are inconsistent, although generally positive. Emotional engagement, liking
learning, and liking school, has the highest connection with instructional contexts
(Lam et al., 2012). When interventions are directed toward emotional engagement
they can affect all three types of engagement.

Skinner, Furrer, Marchand, and Kindermann (2008) looked at the emotional
engagement of seventh grade students. These researchers determined that emotional
engagement was a significant factor in achievement when teacher support was pro-
vided to students. Emotional engagement may provide the energy needed for behav-
ioral and cognitive engagement. When students like learning, and like school, Lam
et al. (2012) would describe this as being affectively engaged. Students in grades
7-10, who experience positive emotions, cope well with academic challenges.
Adaptive coping mediates the connection between positive emotions and engage-
ment but only in part. Students, who experience few positive emotions and higher
levels of negative emotions, have lower engagement with school and learning. A
survey of students who left high school indicated that no single reason was identi-
fied to explain dropping out, although 47 % said that a major reason was being
bored and disengaged (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006).

Motivation

Motivation has recently been included in discussions of student engagement
(Wolters & Taylor, 2012). Motivation is part of what it is to be a self-regulated
learner. Students’ beliefs about whether or not they can be successful in school, or
self-efficacy, is considered a motivational construct within models of self-regulated
learning. Motivation underpins engagement (Martin, 2012). Motivation occurs
before the student engages in a task and is part of a task. Motivation and goals occur
before cognitive, emotional, and behavioral engagement. Engagement mediates
motivation, emotion, and achievement. Motivation that has to do with task involve-
ment is a form of engagement (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2012). Boredom
relates negatively to motivational variables, in the same way as other negative emo-
tions. Boredom undermines motivational engagement. Boredom can result in shal-
low information processing. Boredom depletes cognitive resources and is generally
bad for achievement. Motivation is goal directed (Seo et al., 2004). A major compo-
nent of motivational theory is goal-setting theory. The idea is that how a person feels
when goals are set affects information processing.

Several motivation theories may be relevant to a discussion of boredom in learn-
ing environments: these include attribution theory, self-regulated learning, and
goals theory. Motivational theories help educators understand emotions in the class-
room (Meyer & Turner, 2006). In order to engage students, students need to experi-
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ence positive emotional experiences. These experiences build a positive classroom
climate, which is the basis of student-teacher relationships and interactions. Studies
show that students’ intrinsic motivation decreases as student go through school and
particularly during junior high (Ahmed et al., 2013). Intrinsic motivation can be
thought of as a student’s enjoyment of learning.

Motivation for success in school can conflict with leisure time activities. School-
leisure conflict is associated with decreased concentration in class; hopelessness
associated with academics; and, decreased intention to stay in school (Ratelle,
Senécal, Vallerand, & Provencher, 2005). Grund, Brassier, and Fries (2014) exam-
ined the conflict between a desire to study and desire to engage in leisure activities.
Even when students decided to study, simply knowing that there are alternatives can
affect their work, and negatively affect the students’ self-regulation. The more
intense their interest in the conflicting leisure activity, the less persistent students
may be, and the more difficult it may be to concentrate when studying. There is
apparently a motivational interference effect that affects self-regulation. Grund and
colleagues were able to demonstrate this interference effect on enjoyment and suc-
cess both academically and socially.

Interests

Interest is component of motivation. Interests are affective states that involve feel-
ings of arousal, alertness, attention, and concentration (Ainley, 2006; Berg, 2007).
Interests are preceded by dispositions, and are affected by consequences. Interests
are a key variable in motivation and may connect achievement goals to engagement.
Ainley (2006) thinks of interest as an emotional state representing the subjective
experience of learning. Interest may represent the integration of emotion, motiva-
tion, and cognition. Prior interests and goals are focused on the task at hand as inter-
est and motivation come together. The concept of interest is considered a subset of
emotional engagement, with motivation a subset of cognitive engagement (Ainley,
2012). This is a good example of the complexity and intertwining nature of the vari-
ous concepts.

Research on student interests indicates that students who start a semester with
moderate or high interest in a class or subject area maintain that level of interest.
Students, who initially react to course content with low interest, stay at that low
level of interest (Ainley, 2010). Students who begin a course in school with little
interest in the subject, and who do not have their interest improved by the teacher,
or materials, or content, are not likely to become engaged.

Lack of interest can cause boredom but interest and boredom are not the same
(Pekrun et al., 2010). Boredom is more painful than interest, and boredom triggers
a desire to escape from the situation. Boredom, but not interest, results in avoidance
motivation.
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Beliefs, Attributions, and Appraisals

Weiner (1985) proposed that one’s beliefs about whether or not she/he will succeed
or fail, along with the individual’s emotions, guide motivated behavior. This attribu-
tional theory addresses both motivation and emotion. Students’ perceived reasons
for success and failure influence achievement. When these perceptions are stable,
the students’ expectations to be successful are influenced positively or negatively.
Expectancy and emotions in turn influence behavior and motivation.

Blackwell, Trzesniewski, and Dweck (2007) conducted two studies with seventh
grade students to investigate students’ theories of intelligence. Students who
believed that intelligence was malleable also had stronger learning goals, believed
that effort would make a difference, and exhibited fewer ‘helpless’ attributions.
When faced with possible failure, these students chose effort-based approaches and
as a result they achieved at a higher rate over the middle school transition. In addi-
tion they increased math grades over the next several years.

Appraisal theories of emotion indicate that hopelessness and helplessness have
both affective and cognitive components (Daniels et al., 2009). Hopelessness and
helplessness occur as a reaction of student appraisals of control and stability. When
students feel that they are in control in regard to their goals, they feel hopeful.
Hopefulness has been shown to predict positive outcomes including graduation
from high school. When students feel that their goals cannot be reached and they are
therefore no longer in control, they may feel helpless. Students who feel helpless
find it difficult to act. They react passively and may experience symptoms of
depression.

Boredom reduces motivation, attention, and processing of information because it
is a deactivating emotion. It has this effect by influencing underlying appraisals
(Daniels et al., 2009). In this way it lowers achievement. Interestingly, Daniels et al.
speculate that the emotional consequences of boring experiences may continue on
after the present activity has been completed. This is important information for
educators and emphasizes the importance of recognizing and dealing with boredom
to the extent possible, as soon as it is recognized.

Goals

Theorists and researchers who focus on motivation have suggested that the class-
room environment is key to goal formation (Seifert, 1997). Seifert argued that emo-
tions are critical for goal formation as well. In a study involving tenth grade students
in Newfoundland and Labrador, groups of students, with different profiles of emo-
tions, set different goals for themselves. This demonstrates that emotions are tied to
goal orientation. Success and failure can impact goal adoption as well.
Achievement goals include mastery goals, performance approach goals, and per-
formance avoidance goals (Pekrun et al., 2009). Mastery goals predict the positive
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emotions of enjoyment, hope, and pride. Performance-approach goals predict pride.
Performance-avoidance goals predict anxiety, hopelessness, and shame. Students
who embrace mastery goals consider the feedback they receive related to the effort
that they put into the task (Daniels et al., 2009). Achievement goals effect emotions
by influencing underlying control and value appraisals. Students who have perfor-
mance goals tend to interpret the feedback that they receive as an attack on their
ability, triggering anxiety. Anxiety, unlike boredom, is predicted by performance
goals. Mastery goals have been determined to predict activity emotions (Pekrun
etal., 2011).

Mastery goals relate to interest in learning new skills. Performance goals are
associated with avoiding negative feedback about one’s ability (Furner & Gonzalez-
DeHass, 2011). Mastery goals influence student persistence and motivation.
Performance goals may push a student toward avoiding challenging tasks.
Additionally, there appear to be two types of performance goals. One type involves
approach, which may stimulate students to compete and do better than their peers.
The other approach involves avoidance of failure. Performance-avoidance goals
interfere with learning and are connected with anxiety. In like manner, there appear
to be two types of mastery goals. Mastery approach goals are aimed at increasing
learning. Mastery avoidance goals are found in students who feel they are not com-
petent and fear that they may fail when attempting a task.

In a study with college-age students, Daniels et al. (2009) found hopefulness
predicted both mastery and performance goals. Helplessness on the other hand
interfered with the development of mastery goals. Mastery goals led to enjoyment.
Boredom and anxiety interfered with the development of mastery goals across cul-
tures. Task goals are mastery-approach goals (Mouratidis, Vansteenkiste, & Lens,
2009). Relationships between boredom and task goals have been found in for high
school students who participated in physical education classes. Students who lack
goals and perceive a particular subject as useless are more likely to experience bore-
dom (Daschmann et al., 2011).

Self-Concept

Self-concept is usually considered to be a trait (Goetz et al., 2010). The strength of a
student’s self-concept and emotion relations seems to be influenced by the subject
area, grade level, and emotion type. Self-concept and self-efficacy are overlapping
constructs. Academic emotions are expected to have the same relationship with self-
concept as with self-efficacy. Academic self-concepts have to do with beliefs in regard
to the students’ perceptions of control over their learning. Academic self-concept has
to do with knowledge and perceptions of oneself in various subjects. Academic self-
efficacy has to do with the belief that one can be successful in a given subject area.
Self-efficacy beliefs effect thinking, actions, and emotions in a direct manner.
Studies show a strong relationship between academic self-concepts and emo-
tions in students (Goetz et al., 2010). The age of the student, the subject area and the
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specific emotion in question all make a difference and contribute to variability.
Relations between interest, positive emotions, and self-concept grow stronger from
grades 1 to 5. Boredom has a somewhat weak relationship with a student’s academic
self-concept, while enjoyment, anxiety, and anger have stronger relationships. Pride
has the strongest relationship with a student’s academic self-concept.

Self-Regulated Learning

Self-regulated learning is a key feature of engagement (Wolters & Taylor, 2012).
Self-regulated learning has to do with management of motivation, behavior, and
cognition in the school setting. Self-regulated learning has four phases: planning,
monitoring, control or management, and reflection/reaction. Students set goals and
then monitor, regulate, and control their learning to reach the goals. Self-regulation
has to do with planning, persistence, and thinking about one’s actions (Grund et al.,
2014). Self-regulated students work hard in class and work hard when studying or
doing homework. They choose learning strategies that work, and continue to use
them even when the situation is challenging. They are able to adapt or change strate-
gies when they aren’t working. The negative aspects of self-regulated learning
involve defensive pessimism and self-handicapping, which are considered lapses in
self-regulation (Wolters & Taylor, 2012, p. 643).

Emotional processing is a major form of engagement (Wolters & Taylor, 2012).
Emotions demand regulation (Ahmed et al., 2013). Emotions drive students to use
information-processing strategies. Boredom, as an emotion that decreases arousal,
would decrease the likelihood that the student would use learning strategies, par-
ticularly meta-cognitive strategies or strategies requiring effort, such as elaboration
or critical thinking. Negative emotions can interfere with self-regulation of cogni-
tion and also with processing capacity. Effortful processing is decreased in the pres-
ence of negative emotions. Ahmed and colleagues demonstrated that initial levels of
boredom in a seventh grade student population predicted lower use of meta-cognitive
strategies in the classroom. The strategies considered in this study, included
rehearsal, elaboration, planning, evaluation, and organizational strategies. Emotions
in the classroom are critical for sustaining self-regulated learning. As positive emo-
tions decreased in students, motivation decreased. Boredom showed a steady
increase over the school year for these seventh graders.

The Ahmed et al. (2013) study determined that positive emotions among stu-
dents at this age had greater effects on information-processing strategies than the
negative effects of negative emotions. They hypothesized that positive emotions
could possibly override the effects of negative emotions on self-regulated learning.
This finding is important for practitioners designing interventions to be used by
classroom teachers or for assisting small groups of students.

Emotions, self-regulated learning, and motivation are linked (Mega et al., 2013).
Mega and colleagues combined three questionnaires, one dealing with self-
regulation, one dealing with motivation, and one dealing with emotions, into a
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single tool. This tool, the Self-Regulated Learning, Emotions, and Motivation
Computerized Battery (LEM-B), was studied in an undergraduate student popula-
tion. Researchers concluded that self-regulation and motivation mediate how emo-
tions effect achievement. Positive emotions allowed students to organize their
academic study time and to summarize material making it personally meaningful.
Positive emotions effect students’ perception of themselves as competent and able
to achieve and be successful. Positive emotions alone are not enough however, they
must be accompanied by motivation and self-regulated learning.



Chapter 6
Interventions for Externally Triggered

Boredom: So What Can Teachers Do
to Add a Bit of Excitement to Learning
in the Classroom?

School professionals are beginning to learn that boredom is related to a wide variety
of negative outcomes. Although changing internal causes of boredom may be
extremely difficult, identifying the external antecedents of boredom may be man-
ageable. In fact, identifying students who experience boredom proneness may be
preventive and reduce school dropout (Dahlen et al., 2005). We need to proactively
address boredom that is being experienced in the K-12 student population, as well
as boredom in the university and college-aged populations.

Preventing School Dropout by Addressing Boredom

Engagement is a complex construct (Wu, Anderson, Nguyen-Johiel, & Miller,
2013). Behavioral engagement has to do with participation in tasks. Emotional
engagement has to do with the various emotions experienced while participating in
classwork. Cognitive engagement is related to investment in thinking and learning.
The three types are most likely interrelated. Student engagement can be measured
using atool such as the Student Engagement Instrument (SEI; Appleton, Christenson,
Kim, & Reschly, 2006). The self-report tool measures cognitive and psychological
engagement. A longitudinal study of ninth grade students using a brief form of the
instrument determined that this shorter form could be successfully used to monitor
at-risk students in danger of dropping out of school (Pinzone, Appleton, & Reschly,
2014). An understanding of student engagement and disengagement is considered to
be critical for understanding school dropout (Christenson, Reschly, & Wylie, 2012).

Educators in K-12 public schools are acutely aware of problems in regard to
school dropout. Educational reformers have collected considerable data. In a series
of three reports, researchers pointed out that there is no single reason that students
drop out of high school (Bridgeland et al., 2006). The process takes place gradually
over time rather than being a single event. High school dropout has been labeled an
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epidemic (Bridgeland et al., 2006, p. i). Almost one third of students in public
schools drop out in the U.S. Almost half of all black, Hispanic, and Native American
students drop out. Of those who dropped out, 47 % of students reported that their
classes were not interesting. They shared that they were bored and disengaged when
in school. Sixty-nine percent said they were not at all motivated. Student boredom
appears to be a major variable in school drop out and there is some concern that
boredom is increasing among student populations (Belton & Priyadharshini, 2007).
Boredom is sometimes blamed on the school. At other times it is blamed on students
(Larson & Richards, 1991), or on parents (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Balfanz, 2009).
Blaming does not solve problems and may even prevent some problems from being
addressed.

Educators seem to blame parents for the high school dropout problem as research-
ers discovered in the second of the three reports (Bridgeland et al., 2009). Sixty-one
percent of teachers and 45 % of principals cited a lack of support at home as a factor
in most incidences of school dropout. Twenty percent of teachers, and 21 % of prin-
cipals, felt that boredom was involved. This conflicts with survey reports in which
students who dropped out of high school reported that they found classes boring and
not relevant. The educators who felt that boredom was involved, also felt if students
complained of boredom, they were just making excuses.

In the third report, researchers repeated their findings about the conflicting views
of educators and students about the reasons for school drop out (Bridgeland,
Balfanz, Moore, & Friant, 2010). According to the third report, the number one
reason for dropping out of school, as reported by students, was their inability to see
connections between schooling and their own lives. Students considered the skills
taught in school unusable and they felt disengaged. For this third report researchers
brought students, parents, and teachers together from cities in Maryland, Texas,
Indiana, and Tennessee to participate in focus groups. The report serves as a model
for bringing people together and moving beyond the ‘blame game,” with the goal of
making courses more interesting and relevant. They also demonstrated the need to
involve parents, and the need to provide supports for each group of stakeholders in
order to keep students in school.

The research on school dropout has focused on the transition from grade 8 to 9 in
the past, given that school dropout starts early, and antecedents continue to increase
the pressure to drop out of school over time (Bowers & Sprott, 2012). A recent study
examined students who dropped out after grade 10. This study identified three dif-
ferent groups of dropouts. The students in these three groups expressed different
feelings about school and different observations of their experiences in grade 10.
The three groups appeared to have needed different intervention strategies in order
to stay in school. Quiet students who dropped out would have benefitted from tutor-
ing and closer connections to school in order to reduce absences and failure. Jaded
students would have needed positive ways to connect with school because their
views were so negative. Involved students would have needed flexible schedules
and alternative paths toward graduation.

At the high school level, Gregory, Allen, Mikami, Hafen, and Pianta (2014)
speculate that teachers may be more interested in changing the instructional climate
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than the emotional climate in the classroom. In urban high schools, researchers
conducting studies on cutting classes, found that students cutting classes claimed
that they were bored in school. The concerns around student boredom need to be
taken seriously by educators (Bowers & Sprott, 2012).

As ways to reduce boredom in K-12 schools begins to be explored, it is important
to recognize that this may not be an easy task. Researchers working on expanding
our knowledge of academic emotions in general, and boredom in particular,
acknowledge that it is not likely that boredom could truly be totally prevented
(Pekrun et al., 2010). Some students may experience boredom even when they have
the chance to be placed in high quality classrooms (Daschmann et al., 2011). For
example, computer-based learning environments are often motivating for students.
In a study involving computer-based learning involving different populations, dif-
ferent measures, and games versus two tutoring systems, researchers examined the
incidence, persistence, and impact of boredom and other achievement emotions
(Baker et al., 2010). The most common emotions experienced by students were
engaged concentration (most common) and confusion (second most common).
In the interactive learning environment, boredom was associated with ‘gaming the
system.” Gaming the system refers to guessing systematically without learning the
material. Boredom was considered by the study authors more critical to attend to
than student frustration. Frustration is part of the processing of information for
learning, but boredom is not. Boredom was persistent in the several learning envi-
ronments, more persistent than any other emotion. Frustration was less persistent. In
fact, boredom was the most persistent emotion and acted as if it were a non-transitory
mood. Researchers concluded:

Once a student is bored, it appears to be difficult to transition out of boredom—suggesting
that it is important to prevent boredom before it ever occurs (Baker et al., 2010, p. 19).

The study suggested that boredom should be detected and responded to quickly
in interactive learning environments, in that boredom can interfere with learning.
If we accept the fact that there are multiple causes of boredom in students, and that
these might be categorized in a simplistic manner; that is, boredom caused by the
environment as apposed to boredom stemming from the student, it may be easier to
begin to explore interventions. Clearly environments are easier to change than per-
sonality traits.

Reducing Boredom in the School Environment

Schutz and Lanehart (2002) assert: “Emotions are intimately involved in virtually
every aspect of the teaching and learning process and, therefore, an understanding
of the nature of emotions within the school context is essential” (p. 67). When
addressing the causes of boredom in the school environment, it is important to look
carefully at the types of tasks presented, the environment, the individual student,
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and the student-environment fit (Fisherl, 1993). This is important for all learning
environments at all levels of education.

Numerous aspects of instruction are involved in generating boredom in students
(Daschmann et al., 2011). These include the quality of classroom instruction,
although quality of classroom instruction is also influenced by students’ feelings of
control and value beliefs. Prevention of over-challenge is important in classroom
situations as is providing students feedback to highlight growth, rather than induc-
ing discouragement (Goetz et al., 2010). Improving clarity of instruction, structure
of delivery, and engaging students in cognitively activating tasks, should increase a
student’s sense of control over their own learning, and also help the student value
the content more (Pekrun, 2006). Assigning authentic tasks will reduce boredom.
Tasks must also give students a chance to master them. Matching the task to stu-
dent’s capability can increase the value of the tasks for the student, and make the
tasks more enjoyable.

Teachers who present challenging material that is not beyond the capacity of any
student in the class, would reduce boredom in the classroom as difficult as that may
be (Pekrun et al., 2010). One approach that teachers have used when their classes
are quite diverse is to adjust instruction toward the middle ability or competency
levels of the class. This approach unfortunately could induce boredom in some of
the students (Daschmann et al., 2011).

Teacher Behavior

Teachers are the adults who most directly impact students’ boredom (Daschmann,
2013). In fact there is clear evidence of a relationship between teacher’s behavior
and students’ engagement (Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Teachers’ interactions with
students predict students’ behavioral and emotional engagement. Students know
when their teacher likes them. When teachers are extremely controlling, giving fre-
quent directives, not allowing any comments that might be construed as critical or
independent, and interfere with students’ learning pace, even fourth and fifth grade
children experience anxiety or anger as demonstrated in a study in Israel (Assor,
Kaplan, Kanat-Maymon, & Roth, 2005). In classrooms with a controlling teacher,
motivation decreases. Positive student-teacher relationships; i.e. when teachers
learn about students so that they feel that the teacher knows them, can significantly
impact student engagement (Gregory et al., 2014).

Classroom teachers can create environments that can influence whether or not
boredom occurs. Focusing on increasing how students think about the content of
courses so that they perceive that the content is more valuable to them, or more
interesting to them, would be an important way to reduce boredom in the classroom
(Pekrun et al., 2010). Teacher enthusiasm has been connected to the development of
values in the classroom (Frenzel, Pekrun, & Goetz, 2007). When teachers talk about
academic values with their students this makes a difference in a classroom situation
and effects the development of a sense of value in the content (Pekrun, 2006).
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The actual learning tasks assigned in class need to have value for students and they
need to meet students’ needs. Enthusiasm can be communicated through emotional
contagion and students’ value of the activities may be enhanced. Instructions make
adifference when students are working on tasks. Sawin and Scerbo (1995) instructed
students to be vigilant or instructed students to relax when working on vigilance
tasks. Students with low boredom proneness outperformed those with high bore-
dom proneness. They also reported less boredom in completing the tasks. Students
additionally need some autonomy in learning situations (Pekrun, 2006).

Teachers can make a difference in decreasing boredom in school among students
at all levels of the educational system; the elementary, middle, and high school lev-
els. High ability students in the fifth to ninth grades have been found to experience
considerable boredom when they felt that they were not being challenged or stimu-
lated (Mora, 2011). Repetitive activities are related to boredom. Disengaged stu-
dents in middle and early high school associate classroom practices with boredom
more than content or subject matter. Middle school students prefer learning skills
rather than dealing with abstract content. They respond better to demonstrations
than book-driven material.

When high school students were asked about types of class work that engaged
them on the High School Survey of Student Engagement Survey (HSSE) (http://
ceep.indiana.edu), 61 % rated discussion and debate as engaging, and 60 % rated
group projects engaging. Students positively rated student presentations, engaging
in role-plays, discussion and debate, assignments that involved art and drama, and
projects in which they could use technology (Yazzie-Mintz, 2010). The traditional
approach to instruction in the classroom is teacher-centered with lectures (Muis &
Dufty, 2013) and this may need to change somewhat. Daschmann, Goetz, and
Stupnisky (2014) found that the cause of boredom most commonly identified by
students had to do with the characteristics of instruction.

Researchers have found that boredom is associated with student beliefs that the
classroom content has no personal value for a given student. If teachers used strate-
gies that explain and reinforce the value of achievement, this approach might be
very helpful in decreasing boredom. Associating learning with positive outcomes
might add meaning to the task of learning (Nett et al., 2011). Teachers dealing with
the goals of NCLB high stakes testing, and also dealing with keeping students
engaged have considerable challenge. Situated boredom can occur in classes that
prepare students for high stakes tests (Mora, 2011). Low achieving students have
higher affective needs (Woolf et al., 2010). Even having knowledge of the impor-
tance of students’ affective needs, it is difficult to provide interventions that have a
profound effect on students’ emotions (Efklides & Volet, 2005).

In class, the student who frequently perceives teacher punishment, experiences
more frequent feelings of boredom (Frenzel et al., 2007). Researchers recommend
that teachers increase the structure of the classroom environment, keep track of
student’s comprehension, talk about academic values, teach enthusiastically, pro-
vide incentives for task completion and good behavior, and engage all of the stu-
dents in a class to decrease perceptions of boredom. Teachers also need to appreciate
the fact that students who complain may not be motivated to attack the teacher but
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rather may be expressing their own inability to engage in the lesson (Nett et al.,
2011). No matter how hard a teacher may try, a particular student may still perceive
a class a boring. Teachers who can learn (with the help of a school psychologist) to
reframe student complaints and mild misbehavior with difficulties in attention may
be able to respond to individual students in more helpful ways. Teachers might have
their students make ‘benefit lists’ of how course content may have value for them.
An activity like this might help students increase their perceived value of the course
and its content as students share their lists with one another.

Offering Choices

Giving students choices has been associated with strategies that teachers can use to
decrease boredom (Caldwell, Darling, Payne, & Dowdy, 1999). Students may feel
more in control, more motivated, and more positive when they are given choices
(Patall, 2013). Choices of whom they work with, and group projects can help stu-
dents make connections between the material and its applications (Gregory et al.,
2014). Current research suggests that giving students a choice in regard to some
aspects of a task works well when students already have some interest in the task.
Motivated students who are already interested in the activity (assignment) benefit
more than poorly motivated students when given an opportunity to make choices.
The requirement to make a choice becomes an additional burden for poorly moti-
vated students who experience ‘choice’ as an additional stressor when they already
don’t enjoy the task. However for students initially interested in a given task, when
these students are asked to repeat a task, being given a choice makes them more
willing to work on tasks that are not engaging. Choice does not help when the task
is perceived as uninteresting from the beginning. Unfortunately, a number of factors
influence whether giving students a choice is helpful or not.

Encouraging Mastery Goals

Goal structures can be individualistic, competitive, or cooperative (Pekrun, 2006).
In an individualistic goal structure environment, achievement has to do with mas-
tery of the material. In competitive situations, achievement depends on the group
and involves performance goals. In cooperative situations, goals are linked to peer
interactions.

Because different goal structures provide different chances of success, they will
affect students’ perceived control. The three different structures have different
effects on students’ feelings of control and will affect students of different abilities
differently. In classes in which social comparison standards are prevalent, some
students will have negative experiences. Expectations should not be beyond the
capability of a student.
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When teachers emphasize mastery goals, and stress the importance of hard work
so that students grow, improve, and learn, students will be more likely to exhibit
positive motivation (Furner & Gonzalez-DeHass, 2011). An emphasis on mastery
approach goals encourages on-task behavior and discourages off-task behaviors and
anxiety. A mastery-oriented classroom would connect lessons and activities to the
‘real world’ by providing authentic tasks connected to students’ interests. Activity
would be interactive so that all students were involved. Cooperative activities would
be provided so students could collaborate on tasks. Teachers would help students
understand how to use self-regulated strategies like goal setting and self-assessment.
Students would have some choice in regard to the focus of their assignments or in
regard to their final projects. Students would be encouraged to strive for their per-
sonal best. Finally the classroom climate would allow for risk-taking, question ask-
ing, and an understanding that errors are part of the learning process.

Schools certainly need to encourage the adoption of mastery goals. However, in
addition, it is necessary to integrate achievement goals with a focus on achievement
emotions such as boredom (Pekrun et al., 2009). Teachers also need to be careful
about too much focus on goals, as this could interfere with enjoying coursework or
learning (Turner & Husman, 2008). Good teaching requires a delicate balance of
talking about goals while conveying enthusiasm about the content at hand.

Molding Student Appraisals

Appraisal theory such as the control-value theory, suggests that teachers can change
student’s emotions directly by addressing appraisals (Pekrun, 2006). The way in
which an individual student thinks about his or her intelligence is connected to how
the student feels in school (King, McInerney, & Watkins, 2012). Students who think
that intelligence is fixed and cannot change, experience more boredom and other
negative emotions in class. Feedback from the teacher can determine students’
appraisals of achievement, and in this way effect students’ emotional reactions
(Pekrun, 2006). Teachers need to teach students that failure represents an opportu-
nity to learn.

Blackwell et al. (2007) found that the belief that intelligence can be changed
predicted increasing grades over the 2 years of junior high school. Students who
believed that intelligence was fixed and unchangeable, did not improve grades. An
intervention designed to change the thinking of seventh grade students who believed
intelligence was fixed positively affected student motivation. Three times as many
students who learned intelligence was malleable, increased effort and school
engagement as compared with a control group. The students with the fixed beliefs
(entity theory as opposed to incremental theory) evidenced decreasing grades.

Teachers must try to change a student’s beliefs about his/her own competencies
in specific subject areas (Goetz et al., 2010), by helping students see that improve-
ment has to do with their competency in that particular content area. This would
increase sense of control in regard to academic progress and improve students’
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academic self-concepts. It is important that this be done in each separate content
area rather than in general due to domain specificity. Academic emotions, sense of
control, and feelings of competence are different depending on the given subject.
Relations between academic self-concept and emotions also depend on the age of
students and the particular subject or content area. For high school students, improv-
ing a student’s self-concepts may decrease negative emotions.

Active Learning

Mora (2011) concluded that more interactive hands-on activities resulted in
decreased boredom among students in the classroom. There has been a considerable
amount of research to support the idea that active or interactive teaching strategies
are more effective than didactic methods (Macklem, 2014, pp. 55-57). Students rate
interactive approaches highly. Prevention programs in particular have found more
success when learning was interactive; non-interactive programming was not found
to be as effective.

Active learning is student-centered (Smith & Cardaciotto, 2011). Students
become engaged in doing something meaningful and thinking about it. Active learn-
ing positively effects student’ attitudes, motivation, memory, and test scores. Prince
(2004) defined active learning “as any instructional method that engages students in
the learning process” (p. 223). A student engaged in active learning would be
involved in meaningful activities and would be thinking about what he or she were
doing. The key elements of active learning are student activity and engagement.

Interactive learning includes the use of small group discussions, brainstorming,
debates, write-pair-share activities, role-play, collaborative learning, cooperative
learning, games, etc. (Farrell, 2009; Prince, 2004). Prince (2004) found all forms of
active learning effective. Teaching strategies that would be considered to foster
active learning have several commonalities: students are doing something rather than
simply listening; the goal is skill development as opposed to information gathering;
thinking skills are involved; students are engaged in an activity; and students atti-
tudes and values are a focus (Bonwell & Eison, 1991; Farrell, 2009). Active learning
shows improved gains in learning, greater conceptual understanding of basic con-
cepts, positive student attitudes, improved skill development, and better recall.

Michael (2006) felt that active learning instructional practices were supported by
evidence from different disciplines. Studies indicate that active learning improves
the achievement of minorities and the lowest-performing children in the class
(Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 1992). A study of seventh grade students in Turkey
demonstrated that problem-based active leaning improved students’ achievement
and attitudes in science classes. A meta-analysis of 207 school-based drug preven-
tion programs determined that interactive programs had greater effects than lecture-
oriented programs (Tobler et al., 2000).

An interesting study by Wu et al. (2013) compared students’ motivation and
academic motivation during small group discussions versus whole class discussion.
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They compared 6-min periods of collaborative, peer-led discussions with 6-min
whole class discussions in classes of fourth and fifth graders. They provided
evidence to indicate that collaborative discussions were helpful for increasing moti-
vation. The small group discussions with minimal teacher involvement were stimu-
lating for students. They appreciated the freedom of choice and ability to control
turn taking and the topic. The study also found that this approach was particularly
helpful for lower ability students. Girls reported more interest and engagement than
boys in both types of discussion models. Boys preferred the collaborative discus-
sions and found them interesting.

Decreasing Distractions to Prevent Boredom

Early on, researchers connected being distracted to boredom in the classroom
(Damrad-Frye & Laird, 1989). These researchers found that students felt bored
while working on a task when a distracting noise was presented at even quite low
levels. This type of distraction affected introverts more than extroverts but interest-
ingly the students tended to blame the course material rather than the distraction.
Reducing distractions in the classroom may be important. Reducing distractions
might be even more important when students are studying although this has not as
yet been explored.

Students’ Perceptions of Boredom in the Classroom

If educators want to reduce boredom in the classroom, they need to be able to iden-
tify what it is about the classroom that students perceive as boring (Vogel-Walcutt
etal., 2012). Daschmann (2013) administered an open-ended questionnaire to ninth
grade students to determine what they thought caused boredom in the classroom.
Teachers were interviewed to determine their perceptions as well. Both students and
teachers identified the causes of boredom typically found in the literature. A subset
of parents were administered a questionnaire as well. Parents were found to have a
good understanding of their child’s boredom in regard to frequency and intensity.
Most students felt that boredom they experienced in class had to do with the instruc-
tion. They described characteristics of teacher instruction such as talking too long,
or too many writing tasks, as boring. Teachers focused more on students being over
challenged or under challenged. Researchers noted that even though teachers were
aware of what would be perceived as boring by students, they concluded that it is
apparently very difficult for teachers to avoid boredom.

The Precursors to Boredom Scale developed by Daschmann et al. (2011) identi-
fies a variety of situations, setting, activities, that contribute to student boredom.
Research on this scale was conducted with German students in grade 5-10. The
scale is specific to math classes in that boredom is context and subject specific.
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Students responded using a 5-point Likert scale. The goal was to let teachers know
what was causing students in their class to experience boredom. Mean scores might
help teachers adapt instructional approaches. The tool addresses eight different pos-
sible antecedents of boredom: monotony; lack of meaning; opportunity costs (which
refers to whether or not a students would rather engage in other activities); being
over-challenged; a lack of involvement (not feeling that one is integrated in class
interaction); teacher dislike; and generalized boredom (a habitual feeling or dispo-
sitional boredom). This tool needs to be standardized on a large sample. The knowl-
edge of what may be causing boredom in the environment or between the individual
students and the environment will be critical for prevention.

When students engage in interactive activities in the classroom, teachers need to
detect boredom quickly and respond immediately. When teachers can identify what
is causing boredom in their classroom, they will be able to adapt instructional strate-
gies so that they can reduce boredom (Daschmann et al., 2014) (see Table 6.1).

Helping Students Process Emotions in the Classroom

Emotional awareness can predict differences in boredom among students (Eastwood
et al., 2007). A student who is bored may not be aware of his or her emotions.
Advocating and assisting with the implementation of an evidence-based, social-
emotional learning curricula in the general classroom can address the development
of competent emotional development. School psychologists can provide schools
with consultation to implement universal social emotional learning curricula that
directly teaches emotion vocabulary, emotional awareness, and emotion regulation
skills.

The ability to use a feelings vocabulary is considered to be one of the key skills
of emotional competence (Beck, Kumschick, Eid, & Klann-Delius, 2012).
Researchers investigating the relationships between various components of lan-
guage competency and emotional competency have determined that receptive
vocabulary and literacy are closely related to emotional awareness and knowledge.
This is the case not only for the early childhood period but also for children in the
7-9 year range. In fact, connecting words to specific emotions and feelings have
positive effects throughout one’s life (Izard, 2009). Learning new emotion words
encourages the development of emotional abilities related to understanding others.
Putting feelings into words facilitates emotion regulation and high-level social
skills. Students who are able to use emotion vocabulary are more socially effica-
cious as compared to their peers. Emotion words provide the context for emotion
perception, which explains why children with semantic deficits have weaknesses in
emotion perception (Gendron, Lindquist, Barsalou, & Barrett, 2012).

Schonert-Reichl and Lawlor (2010) evaluated the effects of a mindfulness educa-
tion program in which students in the fourth to seventh grades engaged in mindful
attention training three times a day. This universal prevention intervention consisted
of ten manualized lessons of mindful practices or training exercises. Lessons
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included learning about affirmations, how to eliminate negative thinking,
acknowledging one another, making friends, and teamwork. Significant improve-
ments in social and emotional competence, improved attention and concentration,
improved self-concepts, and increased positive emotions were noted. The program
worked better for preadolescents than early adolescents. Schonert-Reichl et al.
(2011) conducted a study with fourth and fifth graders randomly assigned to receive
the MindUp curriculum by the Hawn Foundation (http://thehawnfoundation.org).
Children who participated evidenced improvements in cognitive control, regulation
of stress, decreased negative emotions, increased positive emotions, and improved
math grades.

Given researchers feel that boredom may be related to being out of touch with
one’s emotions, universal and targeted training in emotional awareness may be in
order (Eastwood et al., 2007). Students who experience boredom have been found
to have difficulty identifying their emotions. It would be important for these stu-
dents to participate in a specific social-emotional learning curriculum that empha-
sizes training in identifying emotions in ones’ self and others, and to learn to develop
and connect emotion vocabulary to the emotions that the student perceives.

Social-emotional learning (SEL) programs for preschool, and also for grades
K-5, have been investigated by the Center for Social and Emotional Learning
(CASEL) (http://www.casel.org/guide/ratings/elementary). A number of strong
programs for schools include at least some direct instruction in emotions. One
example of a curriculum that specifically addresses learning about emotions is the
RULER Feeling Words Curriculum developed by the Yale Center for Emotional
Intelligence (Brackett, Rivers, Reyes, & Salovey, 2012). Students participating in
this curriculum exhibited better work habits, improved social development, and
higher academic performance in English language arts.

School psychologists can assist schools in locating, evaluating, and implement-
ing additional curricula that focuses on emotions, that are age appropriate, and that
fit a given school. SEL curricula benefit all children. A meta-analysis (SEL Research
Group/CASEL, 2010) comparing students in SEL programs delivered in the school
setting to students who do not participate included:

* improved social and emotional skills;

* improved attitudes about themselves and their peers;

e better social behavior and behavior in class, with reduced misbehavior and
aggression;

» reduced emotional stress and depressive symptoms; and

* an 11-point gain in academic achievement.

In a randomized controlled trial of the Responsive Classroom, researchers found
that second through fifth grade students determined that social-emotional learning
did not interfere with academic achievement in students (Rimm-Kaufman et al.,
2014). The responsive classroom approach positively influenced student-teacher
relationships, and supported self-control, which in turn influenced achievement.
Students with low initial math achievement benefitted most.
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No matter which of the strongest SEL curricula best fits a given school, achieve-
ment gains are a strong selling point for teachers and administrators. Importantly,
SEL programming delivered by teachers has been demonstrated to be effective.
Personnel from outside the school are not needed to deliver the curriculum in order
to get positive results (SEL Research Group/CASEL, 2010). However, curricula
that directly instructs students in emotional processing would be most applicable for
teachers who want to reduce boredom in their classrooms.



Chapter 7
Interventions for Internal Variables:
Some Students Just Can’t Turn It On—They

Will Need More than Great Teachers
and Interesting Lessons

Boredom, as an emotion, seems simple; but it is, in fact, very complex (Fahlman,
Mercer, Gaskovski, Eastwood, & Eastwood, 2009). Eastwood et al. (2007) argue
that boredom “ought to be a more central focus of psychological inquiry” (p. 1043).
Along with research interest, school-based mental health workers must begin to
address this emotion among the student population for whom boredom is chronic,
internally generated, or is easily induced in environments that may be stimulating
for others but are not for the students in this group.

There are several ways in which mental health professions in K-12 schools and
in colleges can service students and the teachers with whom they collaborate, in
relation to student boredom. A first step would involve sharing the prevalence of
boredom among students with teachers, and suggesting ways of increasing engage-
ment as part of individual teacher consultation, team consultation (grade level meet-
ings), or Inservice education for teachers. These services could be introduced
around preventing school dropout, preventing disengagement or increasing engage-
ment, and/or addressing student effort and motivation.

The same students, who report being bored frequently while engaged in school-
work, also report being bored during non-school activities. For non-school activi-
ties, helping adolescents make better choices of activities, decreasing adult control
of the activity, and adding structure, may reduce boredom. In addition, reducing
students’ felt pressure to engage in particular activities may reduce feelings of bore-
dom (Caldwell et al., 1999; Shaw, Caldwell, & Kleiber, 1996). Girls particularly
benefit from reduced stress of participation to please others. School-based mental
health professionals may be helpful in sharing this information with parents and
school personnel involved in non-academic school activities.

Beyond this beginning, mental health professionals can service students with
high boredom proneness in a variety of ways depending on whether the student
issues have to do with finding meaning in life, having difficulties with attentional
regulation, having negative appraisals of their ability, lacking emotional awareness,
or experiencing deficits in self-regulation.
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Life Must Have Meaning

Sixty-nine percent of teachers in the US report that students’ lack of interest in
learning, or low motivation, is the biggest problem with which they must contend in
the classroom (Bridgeland, Bruce, & Hariharan, 2013). Students who lack interest
are quickly bored. van Tilburg and Igou (2012) were interested in what it was that
makes student boredom different from other emotional experiences. They deter-
mined that boredom makes the individual feel that what they do in situations lacking
meaning. Boredom is experienced more than sad, angry, or frustrated emotions
under these circumstances.

Boredom is related to life satisfaction (Farmer & Sundberg, 1986). This led
Fahlman et al. (2009) to conduct that an experimentally controlled demonstration of
the relationship between life meaning and boredom. These researchers found that
the two concepts; i.e. life meaning and boredom, were correlated but were not the
same. They described the relationship between life meaning and boredom as “highly
contingent” (p. 335). Fahlman et al. (2009) found that changing individuals percep-
tions of life meanings could have a positive effect on boredom. Changing percep-
tions worked well; whereas, trying to manipulate the moods of individuals did not
help. School-based mental health workers have the training needed to address stu-
dent perceptions.

A series of experimental, longitudinal, and quasi-experimental studies have dem-
onstrated that having a purpose for learning is strongly related to self-regulation
when students are working on academic tasks (Yeager et al., 2014). Working with
low income, predominately racial minority high school students, researchers
emphasized that school tasks must be meaningful or students will interpret them as
boring. Students who had more purpose in a learning situation persisted for a longer
time on a boring task. Instead of telling students to focus on making money, stu-
dents’ personal goals such as contributing to others were fostered. In this study
students wrote about social injustices and how the world could be a better place.
The goal was to be persuasive without threatening student autonomy, and yet con-
vey a social norm about a self-transcendent purpose for learning. This one-time
intervention affected achievement positively by increasing student grades. The
intervention additionally doubled the amount of time students spent on test review
questions that had no immediate payoff, and increased the number of math prob-
lems students solved. Self-regulation was positively affected. Researchers were able
to change students’ perceptions that specific tasks were meaningless and had no
relationship to the their own lives. Students with a stronger purpose for learning
persisted longer on the boring tasks. Researchers demonstrated that a brief, one-
time psychological intervention, promoting a self-transcendent purpose for learn-
ing, could improve high school science and math GPA over several months.

Others have addressed this precursor to boredom (lack of meaning). Hulleman
and Harackiewicz (2009) instructed ninth grade students to write about the value
and usefulness of the material they were working on in class every few weeks.
Making science class personally relevant had the effect of increasing student grades.
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Yeager and Bundick (2009) found that diverse 6th, 9th, and 12th grade students with
well defined goals felt that they had more meaning in life and in schoolwork in
general than their classmates.

Attributional Retraining

Attributions can have a significant effect on academic achievement (Banks &
Woolfson, 2008). Negative attributions are associates of low self-esteem.
Attributional or explanatory thinking has to do with attributing various factors to
success or failure in achievement settings (Perry, Stupnisky, Daniels, & Haynes,
2008). Attributional thinking effects student motivation and working toward goals.
In a study of the transition from high school to college, researchers found that stu-
dents attributed failure to low effort, test difficulty, using ineffective strategies, inef-
fective teachers, natural ability, and bad luck ... in this order. Clearly, students
attributed poor performance to multiple rather than single causes. The group of
students least likely to function well were the students who had low expectations of
success, took less responsibility for performance, and experienced more negative
emotions (anger, shame, guilt, and helplessness). Students, who were most likely to
succeed, attributed difficulty to lack of effort. These students evidenced controllable
attributions and had a good chance to improve their performance using volitional
strategies. The findings of this study may be applicable to other transitions that stu-
dents experience such as the transition from middle to high school. It is important
that students at-risk for, or already exhibiting achievement difficulties, develop mas-
tery attributions which involve effort and strategy use.

Attributional retraining (AR) is a motivation-enhancing treatment designed to
offset the dysfunctional explanatory thinking that can arise from unsatisfactory
learning experiences (Haynes, Perry, Stupnisky, & Daniels, 2009). Reappraisal and
attributional retraining is a promising intervention for boredom. Attributional
retraining is designed to improve motivation and emotional variables in student
learning and can be applied in the classroom and also to small groups receiving
counseling services (Robertson, 2000). Studies of attributional retraining specifi-
cally have involved students with learning or emotional disabilities, or both. Students
with learning difficulties are more likely to display negative attributions than their
classmates without disabilities (Tabassam & Grainger, 2002), although attributional
retraining has had a positive effect on the educational performance of high school
girls (Lavasani, Sharifian, Naghizadeh, & Hematirad, 2012). Attributional retrain-
ing would help students feel more in control (Pekrun et al., 2010). Attributional
retraining may be particularly important for low achieving minority students.

Robertson (2000) reviewed 20 studies involving attribution training. These stud-
ies involved school-aged children with difficulties in learning. Important variables
in training included a focus on the effects of effort, including specific instruction in
strategies, and working with small groups as compared to entire classrooms.
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Attributional retraining for individuals or small groups may be more successful than
full classroom application (Hall & Goetz, 2013, p. 110). This type of intervention
fits the role of school psychologists rather than teachers, although Carlyon (1997)
suggests that incorporating attributional retraining into social skills training
approaches is promising (p. 70) and social skills training can be implemented in the
classroom. Also, in class, teachers can help by providing written attributional feed-
back when correcting student work, to help students attribute successes and failures
to insufficient effort and/or lack of use of strategies rather than ability (Robertson,
2000). Attributional retraining may work better for students who are optimistic
(Ruthig, Perry, Hall, & Hladkyj, 2004).

More recently, researchers used the combination of attribution retraining with
strategy instruction and this combination has resulted in a large effect size that was
maintained over 6 weeks (Berkeley, Mastropieri, & Scruggs, 2011). When attribu-
tional training is added to strategy instruction, students are more likely to use strate-
gies in the classroom. They also retain the strategies. Generalization improves and
attributional beliefs improve (Borkowski, Carr, Rellinger, & Pressley, 2013, p. 76).
Intensive strategy training alone is less successful. Attributional beliefs need to be
changed to effect student effort. Attributional retraining enhances mastery goals
along with reducing helplessness and instilling hopefulness (Daniels et al., 2009).
Carr and Borkowski (1989) taught students learning strategies along with attribu-
tional training to underachieving children and found that effort increased with
strategy-plus-attribution training. Remediation for students in eighth and ninth
grade that included a reading comprehension strategy along with attribution retrain-
ing has been shown to be successful (Berkeley et al., 2011). The addition of attribu-
tion retraining to the academic intervention allowed students to maintain a large
effect size in this study. A test of the effects of a brief self-affirming writing assign-
ment was conducted in a sample of middle-school students testing an environmental
enhancement to the writing exercise (Bowen, Wegmann, & Webber, 2013). The
combination of the affirming writing assignment with an environmental enhance-
ment had superior effects to the writing assignment alone.

Bowen et al. (2013) conducted a version of this study. They asked sixth, seventh,
and eighth grade students to write a 15-min essay about a value, belief, talent, or
skill, about which they were proud. All of the students in this study were from an
urban low performing school. They hypothesized that if teachers read the student’s
essays, this would increase the effects of the intervention particularly if teachers’
beliefs and attitudes toward students changed as a result of learning personal infor-
mation about the students. Students wrote either a self-affirming essay or a neutral
essay. Teachers either read the essays or they did not, forming four groups. The
middle school decline in grades, in the single core subject involved, did not occur
for students in the affirming group. In spite of the fact that no booster sessions were
administered as in the Cohen et al. study above, the single administration of the
intervention in the fall had benefits that lasted until the end of the school year.
Students writing affirming essays that were read by their teacher benefitted most.
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Social-Psychological Interventions and Diverse Students

Randomized experiments have found that brief social-psychological interventions
targeting students’ thoughts, feelings, and beliefs in and about school result in sig-
nificant increases in student achievement (Yeager & Walton, 2011). These interven-
tions are designed to change beliefs that that they belong, and are valued in school,
with the goal of increasing engagement. These brief interventions use persuasive
approaches, the goal of which students are unaware, to change thinking and emo-
tions. Yeager and Walton warn that unless these interventions, which appear sim-
plistic on the surface, are implemented correctly, they will not work. Students need
to be blind to the purpose of the intervention. If teachers directly told students why
schoolwork was important or had value, the interventions would not work in the
same way or might have a negative effect. Students must determine personally how
content has value for them. Implementing the intervention in a disruptive classroom
where students are aware of other students’ responses would interfere with the vari-
ous interventions. Many of the interventions involve writing an essay. The written
work must reflect the student’s own thoughts. The adult who administers the inter-
vention can make a positive or negative difference in its effect on students. It is
advised that should any of the various interventions be implemented that the Yeager
and Walton article be carefully reviewed.

Cohen, Garcia, Purdie-Vaughns, and Brzustoski (2009) designed a values-
affirmation intervention for three cohorts of African American middle school stu-
dents. Early in grade seven, students were asked to write about an important personal
value or interest in a series of structured writing tasks. At the end each cohort’s
eighth grade year, students’ grade point averages in four core courses were col-
lected. Average GPAs over 2 years were positively affected for the African American
but not for the control group of European American students. The effect was great-
est for low-performing African American students. The typical drop in grades for
middle school students was slowed throughout middle school for these students.
The self-perceived adequacy of African American students who did not receive the
intervention was lower at the end of the year than at the beginning of the year. The
early failure for these students had negative psychological effects.

Attributional retraining was implemented by using college students as mentors
for seventh grade low and middle-income Black and Hispanic students. Girls math
scores rose as a result on statewide standardized tests, and boys and girls reading
scored increased (Good, Aronson, & Inzlicht, 2003). In still another study, seventh
graders who were assigned to a values-affirmation condition wrote about social
belonging and were compared with those assigned to a control condition. Writing
about belonging improved the grade point average (GPA) of Black, but not White
students. The more female participants wrote about belonging, the better they per-
formed, while there was no effect of writing about belonging for males (Shnabel,
Purdie-Vaughns, Cook, Garcia, & Cohen, 2013).
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Stereotyped Threat

A feeling of belonging in school or in a classroom is a critical determinant of
academic achievement and persistence, particularly for students of color. This group
of students is generally more susceptible to shaky feelings of belonging than White
students (Mallett et al., 2011). African American, American Indian, and Latino ado-
lescents experience a decreased sense of school belonging when they are reminded
that they belong to a marginalized group. Stereotype threat not only affects school
belonging, but also cognitive processing and performance on standardized tests in
the case of African American students. When students are aware of stereotypical
low expectations, they actually perform less well on tests (Jordan & Lovett, 2007).
Stereotype threat effects academic motivations, and intrinsic motivation as well
(Thoman, Smith, Brown, Chase, & Lee, 2013). Interventions to target and counter
stereotype threat have the possibility of closing the achievement gap (Bowen et al.,
2013).

Blackwell et al. (2007) worked with seventh grade primarily minority students in
groups of 12—14 students. Students participated in an 8-week workshop in which
they learned about the physiology of the brain, study skills, and anti-stereotypic
thinking (p. 254). One group of students discussed academic issues of interest to
them and half were taught that intelligence is malleable through incremental theory
training. Incremental theory training teaches that intelligence is malleable. This
training resulted in increased motivation in math classes as measured by teacher
reports. The group had no decline in math during the semester as compared to the
group that did not receive the intervention. Students’ theories about their intelli-
gence when they enter junior high in this case was related to their grades during the
next 2 years of schooling. It is at the junior high level or most likely the middle
school level when schoolwork becomes challenging, that student’s theories of intel-
ligence affect academic achievement. As students’ beliefs become salient, they are
linked to goals, beliefs about effort, attributions, and reactions to challenge.
Importantly, these meaning systems that students adopt can be changed.

If these interventions are combined with supportive racial norms, it could make
a difference. In ethnically diverse urban middle schools, supportive racial norms
affect sense of belonging and academic identity. There is a strong connection
between the racial climate of the school and school belonging for Asian, Latino, and
White youth (Kogachi, 2013). However, the relationship between racial climate and
academic identify was strongest for Latino and African-American students.

Motivational Regulation

Students’ apparent lack of motivation is a result of whether or not a student is com-
mitted to the teacher’s goals in a course, whether or not the student can maintain
interest in the course material, the differing value of various components of a course
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to the student, and the student’s ability to just get through assignments (McCann &
Turner, 2004).

Wolters and Rosenthal (2000) were interested in the relationship between
students’ motivational beliefs and use of strategies directed toward sustaining or
increasing effort and persistence when working on school tasks. Students must ini-
tially set goals and then must regulate their engagement in tasks. They need to
overcome motivational barriers such as distractions, the increasing difficulty of
tasks, tasks that become increasingly boring, or having to work on or engage with
material that is irrelevant or unimportant from their point of view. Studies of self-
regulated learning do not always distinguish between motivational and volitional
processes, which makes the task of locating effective interventions challenging.

Researchers are interested in the strategies that students can use to regulate their
effort and persistence when working on school tasks. Garcia and Pintrich (1994)
listed a group of motivational regulation strategies. These included self-
handicapping strategies such as defensive pessimism and attributional style.
Wolters and Rosenthal (2000) looked at five specific strategies. These included;
self-consequating strategies, environmental control, interest enhancement, and
self-talk (mastery and performance). Wolters and Rosenthal (2000) demonstrated
that students with learning goals were more likely to use various motivational strat-
egies, and were less likely to let boredom, distractions, and tasks that become more
and more difficult, stop them from completing work. These students used strate-
gies such as reminding themselves about getting good grades, or doing better than
classmates. Although this strategy reflects performance goals, it was not a deter-
rent for this group of students. It is important to keep in mind that students need to
understand how and when to use strategies before they will be effective. Training
in motivational strategies gives students tools they can use to regulate their own
effort when completing schoolwork.

Wolters, Pintrich, and Karabenick (2003) evaluated the strategies that could be
used to assess students’ regulation of their cognition, motivation, and behavior.
They also developed scales for assessing the regulation of motivation and behavior.
The several groups of strategies they included were mastery self-talk, relevance
enhancement, situational interest enhancement, performance/relative ability self-
talk, performance/extrinsic self-talk, self-consequating (I tell myself I can do some-
thing), and environmental structuring. These are strategies that mental health
workers may find useful for specific students.

Motivation is a ‘facet’ of self-regulation (Fritea & Fritea, 2013, p. 136).
Motivational regulation describes a student’s effort to increase one’s own motiva-
tion and to maintain motivation while working on school tasks. Students generate
motivational regulation strategies in order to regulate effort, when learning motiva-
tional beliefs and attitudes must be turned into effort and persistence so that the
student can be successful. There are a number of strategies that students employ in
order to regulate motivation and can be taught to students who do not know or use
them (see Table 7.1).

The Fritea and Fritea study was the first to investigate boredom in connection
with motivational regulation strategies. They found that boredom interferes with
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Table 7.1 Strategies for regulating motivation
¢ Self-consequating is a strategy that a student might use to give him/herself consequences
for engaging in learning (personally meaningful incentives or rewards)

* Students may use environmental control strategies to reduce distraction by arranging their
surroundings to make a task easier, or to move away from chattering classmates

¢ A student can regulate his or own motivation by stating a goal, or a reason, for working in
class or for finishing a task

* Goal-oriented self-talk is a strategy students might use in which they subvocalize
self-encouragement

e Mastery self-talk is related to use of strategies that improve planning, monitoring use of
strategies, and effort

¢ Performance self-talk would be connected to a strategy such as rehearsal. Interest
enhancement is a strategy to regulate motivation that works when students try to make the
work more interesting or more enjoyable

Source: Fritea and Fritea (2013)

achievement when students aren’t using motivational regulation strategies associated
with goals. Extrinsic regulation, and activating performance goals such as getting
good grades or doing better than one’s peers, can increase effort on boring or irrel-
evant school tasks. Metacognitive skills training to teach motivation regulation
strategies would protect students from the effects of negative emotions.

Emotional-Regulation and Volitional Strategy Training

Pekrun and Stephens (2009) suggest that there are a number of approaches to help
students regulate emotions in academic situations (see Table 7.2).

Some (or many) students need to be directly taught self-regulated approaches to
learning, particularly in adolescence, when students with less self-control than their
peers may be vulnerable in situations to which they react emotionally (Casey &
Caudle, 2013). Mental health professionals can help students develop self-regulatory
skills and this will also improve students’ emotional development (Pekrun, 2006).

The emotion-regulation strategies that are typically used in everyday functioning
include: reflection, reappraisal, rumination, distraction, expressive suppression, and
social sharing (Brans, Koval, Verduyn, Lim, & Kuppens, 2013, p. 927). Socially
shared regulation of emotion and learning is new concept. It refers to the ways in
which group members regulate their collective activity (Jarveld, Jdrvenoja,
Malmberg, & Hadwin, 2013). Distraction and reflection are the most commonly
used emotion regulation strategies, while reappraisal was least used, although reap-
praisal may be used more than distraction when situations are only mildly negative.
Reflection is an adaptive strategy in that it results in positive emotions; whereas,
rumination and expressive suppression result in increasing negative emotions.
Distraction can be used quickly although once stressed, distraction may require a
large investment in concentration and energy. Reflection, reappraisal, and distraction
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Table 7.2 Approaches to helping students regulate academic emotions

1.  Emotion-oriented regulation (example: using relaxation techniques)
2. Reappraisal and attributional retraining

3. Changing achievement goals and achievement-related beliefs which in turn influence
appraisals and emotions

Competency training targeting subject matter knowledge or study strategies

5. Self-selecting adequate tasks and academic environments that match individual goals and
competencies

6. Making better use of task materials and environments by seeking help
7. Regulating environments by changing tasks and the achievement climate in classrooms
Source: Pekrun and Stephens (2009, p. 362)

did not decrease negative emotions in the Brans et al. study. Individuals typically
use several strategies at a time when they need to control their emotions. Individuals
who may be less flexible have difficulty shifting emotions. Individuals who are
more flexible cope better with stress. Over-focusing on feelings is not adaptive.
Additional common strategies that are used to regulate emotion include: situation
selection, in which the individual may decide to avoid a stress inducing setting; situ-
ation modification, which may involve thinking about the situation in a different
way that is less stressful; distancing; and acceptance.

Turner and Husman (2008) found that the students in their study who were self-
regulating used volitional strategies, which researchers felt helped them become
engaged and maintain engagements in their classes. Volitional or self-discipline
strategies are particularly important when faced with challenge or failure. Volition
is an important factor of self-regulation (Corno, 1994). Volitional strategies are
related to the use of rehearsal, elaboration, organization, and critical thinking
(McCann & Turner, 2004).

Individual differences in volitional regulation have to do with differences in
approach-avoidance motivation in achievement situations. Approach-motivated stu-
dents are more successful (Bartels, Magun-Jackson, & Kemp, 2009). Students with
high self-efficacy and who believe that they are capable in a course or subject area,
are more interested in the content being delivered, and are more persistent. The
student with low self-efficacy and inadequate strategies needs coping strategies to
deal with stress. Students who have high fear of failure have to use energy to deal
with distracting thoughts or worry and this interferes with using motivational and
regulation strategies. Encouraging or teaching the volitional regulation strategies
suggested above could be very helpful to students who need them.

It is also important to remember that not all students need volitional strategies
very often, and not all strategies would be equally successful for all types of stu-
dents in the wide variety of learning environments in schools (Dewitte & Lens,
1999), so training in volitional strategies would be best used with small groups of
students and must be related to specific subject areas. Mental health workers in
schools, such as school psychologists, can help students identify distractions, iden-
tify effective and non-effective ways to handle them, teach refocusing which is an
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effective strategy, and direct students in role-play in which they must handle
distracting situations (Corno, 1994). Students must then be monitored by teachers
who would be asked to look for evidence that students were actually using strate-
gies, or by measuring time on task.

When a student uses strategies to regulate emotions, motivation, and cognition in
order to reach goals, this student is demonstrating volitional control (Bartels et al.,
2009). Volitional control focuses attention on goals and helps students maintain
effort when trying to reach a goal, particularly when something is interfering with
that effort. Motivation, on the other hand, is needed for an individual student to set
goals and to choose strategies for reaching goals. The volitional regulation strate-
gies that a student might be taught to maintain effort include:

* positive thinking in regard to self-efficacy or one’s capabilities;

* thinking about past successes;

* stress-reducing actions to reduce anxiety; and

* negative incentives, such as how bad one, or significant others, would feel if the
effort resulted in disappointment or failure.

Additional broad based strategies to teach provided by Heiss, Ziegler, Engbert,
Gropel, and Brand (2010) include:

 reframing the action needed as attractive or positive;

» disengaging from a negative mood if it is interfering;

» focusing attention on what is most relevant;

* choosing goals that are effective;

* increasing speed of decision-making to avoid ruminating; and
» disengaging from thoughts of possible failure.

Corno and Kanfer (1993) divided volitional strategies into overt and covert strat-
egies. Overt strategies involve controlling the tasks of others, and covert strategies
include metacognitive strategies, emotion regulation strategies, and motivation
strategies. Examples of overt strategies that students can be taught and then encour-
aged to use may include: making lists of tasks and goals, letting the teacher know
when the student is confused, asking peers to stop bothering them when they are
working on a task, or asking for help. Examples of covert strategies to be taught and
then used might include: using a checklist to go over work before it is handed in;
using self talk to stay on task, and to complete tasks, as well as to deal with distrac-
tions; using self-instruction; thinking of something that makes one feel better when
upset; reminding oneself of past successes; using anxiety reduction strategies; paying
attention to one’s breathing when stressed; and using imagination to picture oneself
being successful. Mental health professionals and teachers can give students the
message that involvement can serve as an incentive to use volitional or self disci-
pline strategies (Turner & Husman, 2008). They can encourage students to talk about
what works for them and what doesn’t work for them (McCann & Turner, 2004).
Motivation psychologists examine what a student is thinking and feeling during or
after the activity of listening in class, or completing homework, and the thoughts
and emotional reactions that are related to the activity (Graham & Weiner, 2013).
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Students need to keep records of strategies that work well for them as a journaling
activity after major assignments.

An interesting consideration is that self-regulation occurs at the individual stu-
dent level, and also at the group level, when cooperative learning takes place
(Pekrun, 2006). Students work in small groups in the classroom at times. When
working in a group, each member of the group shares the responsibility to regulate
the atmosphere in which the group is working (Jarvenoja, 2010). Each student uses
self-regulation strategies, and also must use shared strategies, to overcome social-
emotional conflicts. Both forms of regulation play a role in collaborative learning
situations. In social learning situations, students must regulate their emotions
together, so that they can maintain a goal-oriented process of learning (Jiarvenoja,
2010). This is a different process than self-regulation or co-regulation in which self-
regulation is supported by others. Together, students formulate joint goals and make
efforts that get the task accomplished. Students construct motivation together. As
students self-regulate, their sense of competence improves and they feel more posi-
tive. Positive peer interactions and positive behavioral engagement can facilitate
social regulation (Rogat & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2011). Cooperative learning may
allow students to feel more engaged unless the group places a particular student at
a disadvantage. Cooperative groups need to be very carefully designed.

Training Attention

Researchers have known that attention is related to boredom for a long time. Wasson
in 1981 recommended that an effective strategy to deal with misbehavior at school
might be to focus on the internal causes of boredom. Wasson proposed that boredom
may be due to inattention. He felt that the effort to sustain the high ‘cognitive work-
load’ that a student needs in order to sustain attention could result in fluctuating
arousal states. Wasson thought that mindfulness meditation might decrease bore-
dom. Mindfulness training teaches students to attend in the present moment (Jha,
Krompinger, & Baime, 2007). Mindfulness training has been shown to improve
attention and self-regulation (Tang & Posner, 2009). MacLean et al. (2010) demon-
strated that extensive training using meditation, in which participants concentrated
on their breathing, could improve sustained attention. The integrative body-mind
training method, combines meditation and mindfulness (Tang et al., 2007). Five
days of training using this approach was demonstrated to be helpful in lowering
negative emotions and improving attention and self-regulation. Researchers found
that an 8-week mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) course improved orien-
tation skills. Although longer and more intensive training had better results, an
8-week intervention could reasonably be implemented in schools.

LePera (2011) studied the relationship between boredom proneness and mindful-
ness. LePera hypothesized that mindfulness may be a mediator between attention
and negative outcomes. If this is the case, mindfulness training might provide inter-
ventions for boredom proneness given mindfulness training has been demonstrated
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to be helpful in ameliorating anxiety, and in increasing emotional wellbeing.
Mindfulness appears to improve both internal and external attention and possibly
could improve the tendency to decrease internal distractions. LePera also noted that
the inability of some individuals to label their moods may need to be improved as
well. This supports the need for training in emotion vocabulary.

Exercises using a computer have been found to be helpful for children and adults
improving attention (Tang & Posner, 2009). Interventions for groups of students to
improve attention skills are under study, but other than mindfulness training, may
not yet be ready for implementation in K-12 schools.

Boredom Coping

High school students engage in more avoidance coping than college students
(Zeidner, 1996), and so it is particularly important to encourage effective coping
strategies in K-12 students. Students need to be taught what to do when they feel
anxious and what to do when they feel bored (Furner & Gonzalez-DeHass, 2011).
There are many anxiety reduction strategies that mental health professionals know
well that can be taught to students. Boredom coping strategies may be less well
known. Traditional ways to cope with boredom have involved giving students
choices, or increasing the stimulation of lecture or reading material (Martin, Sadlo,
& Stew, 2006). Increasing physical movement may be helpful as well, but these are
not things students themselves can control in a classroom situation. Instead, stu-
dents may disengage when bored, and talk to a classmate who is nearby, or ask to
leave the class to go to the bathroom, or play with their mobile phone, or doodle, or
read a book hidden under their desktops, or daydream.

Researchers recommend that it would be more effective to focus on internal
causes of boredom rather than external causes (Martin et al., 2006). This approach
might address students’ difficulties sustaining attention, or for those students having
more extensive difficulties dealing with boredom, mental health professionals in
schools could teach coping strategies. Some students will need direct training in
coping with the emotion of boredom (Pekrun et al., 2010).

Todman (2003) suggested that covert boredom coping skills should be integrated
into the social skills training, particularly for individuals experiencing distractibility
and/or mood disorders. Coping skills can be taught in small groups although there
are few curricula that include coping with boredom. For example, the SkillStreaming
series (McGinnis & Goldstein, 1997) includes a single lesson on dealing with bore-
dom and only at the elementary level. The skill includes: using time wisely, time
management, and organization; and, suggesting productive alternatives to having
nothing to do. However, it does not specifically address boredom in school. The
PATHS curriculum, Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies (Greenberg, Kusche,
Cook, & Quamma, 1995), teaches students how to handle emotions positively and
this is one of only a few curricula shown to improve executive functioning at least
in young children (Diamond, 2012).
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In searching for ways to directly teach boredom coping skills, it is necessary to
first understand what students already do to cope with boredom. A study of students
in grades 5-10 identified four categories of coping strategies (Nett et al., 2011).
These included two approach strategies, and two avoidance strategies. The approach
and avoidance coping strategies can be considered both cognitive and behavioral.
Students who utilized a cognitive approach strategy focused on what might be valu-
able in the material being presented, such as how it might help them reach career
goals. For example, students might tell themselves that the content is important, and
might increase their efforts to pay attention (Daniels & Tze, 2014). The cognitive
approach strategy requires the students to change their perceptions of the classroom
situation. Use of cognitive approach strategies in studies has resulted in the largest
decrease in boredom. Students who use behavioral approach strategies tend to try
to change the situation by asking the teacher for different tasks, or by asking the
teacher to change activities. This strategy, if misinterpreted by the teacher, or if the
teacher isn’t open to change, can disrupt class activity and negatively effect class-
mates’ concentration. Students who used cognitive avoidance strategies in studies
have used distraction. Students engaged in thinking about something that did inter-
est them, instead of thinking about the content of what the teacher was presenting.
Students who used behavioral avoidance also used distraction, but did so by engag-
ing in actions such as talking with classmates, flirting with peers, passing notes, or
skipping class altogether. Students who are aware of the fact that others may not
perceive the same classroom content or subject boring, or as boring as they do, may be
in a better position to change their perceptions. Students who believe that the class
is boring because the lesson or the teaching is boring, tend to use avoidance
strategies.

Nettetal. (2011) developed a research tool to measure the four strategies to cope with
boredom in the classroom, in the form of a questionnaire. For each of the four categories,
five items serve as representative samples of the strategies. The resulting 20 items
formed a scale that was piloted with students. Because boredom is content specific, the
questionnaire refers to boredom coping strategies associated with mathematics.

Also because students typically used more than one strategy, Nett and colleagues
took the data they had collected and grouped students demonstrating different pat-
terns of use of strategies. They found three different groups. The students they
called the ‘Reappraisers’ used cognitive approach strategies most often, and expe-
rienced less boredom than the students who used avoidance strategies. The students
labeled ‘Criticizers’ used behavioral approach strategies most often. They let the
teacher know that they were frustrated. The third group the ‘Evaders’ would rather
avoid the feelings of boredom than try to change anything. Avoidance coping is
related to depressive symptoms.

Learning-related boredom affects all students and is valid across school settings
in several different cultures (Tze, Klassen, Daniels, Li, & Zhang, 2013). However
Tze (2011) found, using the Nett et al. data, boredom had different effects when
studying depending on culture, and western versus non-western academic settings.
Canadian college-age students tended to cope with boredom in school by using
cognitive-approach coping. Chinese students preferred avoidance coping.
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Daniels and Tze (2014) were interested in which coping strategies teachers
would want their students to use. The coping strategies they considered included: a
cognitive approach which involved self-talk; cognitive avoidance, which involved
distraction by thinking of something unrelated to the class; behavioral approach,
which could involve asking the teacher to do something else; or behavioral avoid-
ance, such as passing notes, reading unrelated material, or pretending to be sick and
leaving class. They surveyed both elementary and secondary Canadian teachers.
The teachers ranked cognitive-approach strategies highest as teachers realized that
this strategy was most effective, and would also result in little disruption to teaching
or learning. Importantly, teachers ranked behavioral-approach strategies next, in
spite of the fact that this might result in additional work for the teacher, who would
need to make adaptations in teaching approach by actively trying to change the bor-
ing material or teaching approach. Students would not use behavioral approach
strategies if they thought that the teacher would not respond positively, or if in the
past the teacher had not responded positively. Teachers who understand boredom
can be partners in helping school psychologists, and other mental health school-
based professionals, address student disengagement and inattention.

School psychologists can work with individual students or small groups of stu-
dents to teach specific boredom coping skills such as goal-oriented self-talk (Fritea
& Fritea, 2013). Goal-oriented self-talk is a skill in which students talk to them-
selves while they are working on a ‘boring’ activity. Mastery self-talk has been
demonstrated to be associated with valuing academic tasks. In addition, it has been
related to use of cognitive strategies for learning. Goal-oriented self-talk is a moti-
vational regulation strategy.

In the past, boredom in the classroom was neglected. When it was addressed,
teachers were targeted as not presenting interesting material, or not using engaging
teaching techniques. Researchers now view the experience of boredom as both
internally and externally generated. Researchers today take boredom seriously
albeit more so in countries other than the US at this point in time. Much of the
research is directed toward decreasing the experience of boredom in college-aged
students and this needs to change. Although Nett et al. (2011) tell us that boring
situations cannot be avoided for every student, in every class, or all the time, given
the prevalence of student boredom in school-age populations, and the very serious
consequences when boredom is neglected, it is time for open discussions around
boredom to take place in public schools, and for school psychologists and other
mental health workers to get involved in those discussions.
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