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John Sharp and Brian Hemmings
consider advances in the study

of academic boredom, the
implications for students in
higher education, and what

might be done to support them

Q

An emerging field

tudents attending university and college
S get bored. Who would have guessed? It’s

meant to be the most personally, socially and
intellectually rewarding time of theirlives, yet
lecturers know full well what boredom looks like,
of course - they see it every day — perhaps more
often than they might care to admit. Warning signs,
though by no means conclusive, include drowsiness
and yawning, heads in hands, slouching, avoiding
eye contact, vacant stares, repeated finger or foot
tapping, mobile phone orlaptop distractions, task
avoidance and persistent clock watching. Overheard
statements like ‘watching paint dry’, ‘as dull as
dishwater’and ‘bored to tears’ are more overt. But
what do we know about ‘academic boredom’, the
term now used to describe the boredom experienced

by students in higher education? If the research
literature is anything to go by, not much at all, it
would seem, at least not in the UK, where the field is
worryingly underdeveloped but emerging. According
to some reports,! members of the general public get
bored on average about six hours a week; 25 per cent
of office workers are thought to be bored at any one
time of the day; and up to 50 per cent of pupils are
regularly bored at school, and in some subjects

more than others. Why should it be any different

for students? In a recent survey undertaken by Sandi
Mann and Andrew Robinson at the University of
Central Lancashire, 68 per cent of student participants
found theirlectures boring at least some if not half of
the time, and a staggering 30 per cent more often than
that.? Academic boredom is a disabling, achievement-
related emotion which contributes, usually adversely,
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towards student engagement and overall academic
performance. As a lived experience worthy of
investigation, academic boredom is far from trivial.

Matters of state and trait

In the 50 years or so leading up to and throughout the
1980s, psychologists, psychiatrists and psychotherapists
demonstrated that work-related boredom occurred
as areaction to familiarity and repetition, that the
actual experience reported by different individuals
undertaking the same repetitive tasks varied
considerably, and that boredom could come and

go within minutes or feel like an eternity. Boredom
was seen as a state of subjective monotony. As a state,
interest was directed towards the actual experience
of boredom in the moment. The 1980s also witnessed
some of the first attempts to model boredom in detail

and to locate it theoretically? A breakthrough for the
study of boredom in general came with publication
of Richard Farmer and Norman Sundberg’s Boredom
Proneness Scale (BPS) in 1986, an easy-to-administer,
28-item, self-report questionnaire with a true-false scale.
The BPS measured boredom as a trait: the recurring
propensity or habitual disposition of individuals toward
becoming bored. As witnessed by the proliferation of
studies published throughout the 1990s, the impact of
the BPS was considerable. Due in no small measure to
the work of Stephen Vodanovich at the University of
West Florida, and others, boredom became associated
with a range of human conditions and pathologies,
including loneliness and withdrawal, depression,
disruptive or aggressive behaviours, drug and alcohol
abuse, smoking, gambling, sexual promiscuity and
risk taking. Definitions also became more refined,
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with boredom widely considered an unpleasant
ephemeral state accompanied by a loss of interest
and concentration. Despite often involving students
as participants, however, few studies considered the
nature of their higher education experience. The
emergence of academic boredom as a distinctive
form only really took place about 15 years ago.

Contemporary developments

As a complex, achievement-related emotion, academic
boredom is now defined as ‘an intense and often brief
psychophysiological change in response to a supposedly
meaningful educational event’ and located within
control-value theory? Academic boredom’s complexity
arises because of its cognitive, affective, motivational
and behavioural dimensions as well as its highly
situated and transient nature, all of which renders

it difficult to isolate and study. Control-value theory
acknowledges academic boredom’s ‘hybridity’ in
‘real-life’ educational settings, while offering valuable
predictions of success or failure in connection with
academic life. In essence, negative and disabling
emotions like boredom interfere with how students
exercise influence or control over their circumstances,
reducing any benefits or rewards to be derived. Drawing
on our own contribution to the field as educators,®’
and from research undertaken by Reinhard Pekrun,?
Thomas Goetz,” Taylor Acee'® and Virginia Tze,"
psychologists working with students in Germany,
the United States, Canada and China, not only has it
been possible to identify those students more prone
to academic boredom than others, but the types

of academic boredom they experience have been
identified with more precision. While the exact
relationships between academic trait and academic
state boredom remain somewhat speculative (see
figure opposite), this combined body of work offers
considerable diagnostic potential in an applied sense.
What we now know with more certainty is that
academic boredom occurs as a result of how courses
are designed, delivered and assessed as well as how
individuals take to being a student. In other words,
academic boredom arises when students are required
to do the same things, in the same ways, over and
overor can't find anything of interest or sufficiently
stimulating or motivating to do for themselves.
Having time on their hands at university or college
also means having to fill it, and what students fill it
with can also become boring. While most students
can snap out of their academic boredom with ease,
others, it would seem, are farless fortunate. For a few,
the effects can be chronic. Why some students are
more prone to academic boredom than others and

FIGURE 1: A typology of academic state boredom
with the BPS-UKHE scoring range for academic
trait boredom included for illustrative purposes.
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.. WHAT DO WE KNOW
ABOUT ACADEMIC
BOREDOM, THE BOREDOM
EXPERIENCED BY STUDENTS
IN HIGHER EDUCATION?

respond to it in different ways remains a mystery.
Neuroscientists know that emotional experiences
are generated and regulated across different parts of
the brain, with boredom thought to have a particular
connection with the insular cortex. Similarly,
boredom has become associated with low levels

of the neurotransmitter dopamine and dopamine
activity. While it is tempting to draw inferences

and conclusions, the problem we have here is that
while neuroscientists, psychologists and educators
often ask the same sorts of questions, they approach
them in completely different ways and at different
levels of abstraction. What is discovered in the
laboratory doesn’t always transfer readily into

the lecture theatre.

Engagement and performance

The impact of academic boredom on engagement
and performance hit home in our work with 235 final
year Education Studies students at a single UK higher
education institution.” In accordance with control-
value theory, almost three-quarters of respondents
found tutorials and seminars interesting or engaging
most, if not all, of the time. The tutorials and seminars
involved smaller group sizes and the agenda was often
set by students themselves. By contrast, fewer than
halfthought the same of traditional, whole-year
lectures (still a welcome finding, running contrary
to their popular demonisation). Importantly, a greater
proportion of those considered more prone to
academic boredom than others were the most
adversely affected, a statistically significant theme
repeated throughout. Commenting generally on the
main ingredients of an interesting or engaging lecture,
all respondents were clear in their views, with the
perceived personal
attributes and qualities of
thelecturer top of their
list (lively personality,
animated, enthusiastic,
motivating, passionate
and humorous). When
asked to comment on
those factors which made
lectures particularly dull or boring, seven central
themes emerged: an excessive and inappropriate use
of PowerPoint presentations (not PowerPoint per se),
poor lecturing style, little or no interaction, lack

of relevance of content, lack of coherency and pace,
disruptive student behaviour and the lecture theatre
environment. The sources of academic boredom
among the most prone were clearer at the interviews
with students that we conducted as part of our research:
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‘Sometimes when lecturers have used a lot of PowerPoints
and not really interacted with everyone ... it becomes a

bit monotonous and my brain switches off. I don’t like

it when people turn the lights off ... that makes me more
sleepy ... The speed of the content that’s been covered in

the lecture, especially if it's new ... I get completely muddled
.. L feel frustrated at myself because I feel like I should

be concentrating ... It feels a bit pointless.’

In terms of coping, students also adopted other
strategies: daydreaming (not necessarily a bad thing),
texting, doodling or scribbling over handouts, and
talking to their neighbour. Surprisingly few left at
breaktimes and few took to social media or email or
played games on mobile phones. Falling asleep, making
‘stupid noises’ or comments and deliberately laughing
out loud were also thankfully rare. On occasion,
some coping strategies resulted in other productive
coursework being undertaken. Academic boredom
also arose in connection with the assessment of
course modules which, for written assignments,
involved studying on and off campus:

Ifind [them] interesting at first but then it becomes
more of a task and I find it boring. I think that sometimes
it’s fear of doing badly, but a lot of the time I'm working
to the deadline and I'm constantly thinking “I've got to get
thisin”.. I think that’s down to poor time management ...
I think I want to do well, but I think it’s the confidence
sometimes, especially if I've had a previous assignment
that’s not had that much of a good mark.’

The level of boredom experienced with assignments
was also determined by the type of assignment set and
the freedom given over what to do. Taken together,
and on balance, those more prone to academic
boredom than others seemed less fulfilled, they
described their attendance as good rather than
excellent, they devoted fewer hours to self-study
(nearly eight hours a week on average), and they
adopted weaker and more superficial, rather than
deep or strategic, approaches to studying and
learning. While direct cause-effect relationships
remain uncertain, this translated into a six
percentage point average reduction in the final
degree mark. Though not a large difference
in itself, this translated into fewer than half
obtaining first and upper second class degrees,
much less than the participant group as a whole.

Boredom mitigation

In that odd ‘tell us something we don't already know’
sort of way, academic boredom exerts a sometimes
strong influence over how some students engage
with and respond to their course and the teaching-
learning environment encountered at university or
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college. That said, few ‘global’ theories and theorists of
learning in higher education seem to give emotion,
and boredom, in particular, much space - Knud
Ileris and Noel Entwistle being notable voices in
the wilderness.'>"® As we begin to identify when,
where and how academic boredom arises, of course,
questions turn to what can be done about it by way
of intervention or prevention. Given the diversity
of cultural traditions
and pedagogical norms
MANY STUDENTS PRESENT found across the sector,
AT COUNSELLING SERVICES and the paucity of
COMPLAINING OF ANXIETY  evidence with which to
OR DEPRESSION: HOW address them, finding
MANY APPROACH THEM answers will never be
BECAUSE THEY ARE BORED? ¢3Y-As we,and others,

believe, however,

— boredom mitigation
might begin by placing students at the heart of
a transformational process which considers not
only how courses are designed and delivered,
but how teaching forlearning and assessment
acknowledges academic boredom’s debilitating
effects. Here, we join the call for innovative and better
quality instruction in the form of more diverse
and emotion-oriented teaching. This will make
for uncomfortable reading in certain quarters, of
course. Students might also be supported towards
establishing new and distinctive ways of thinking
and working by being provided with greater variety
and freedom of choice over what to study and how,
while making course content and the different
contexts in which it is applied more relevant. Why
different forms of academic practice and interaction
are adopted over others, together with the emotional
demands of transitioning into and throughout higher
education, should also be more carefully articulated
and introduced from a very early stage — possibly
atinduction, during which the process of academic
socialisation begins (eg promoting independence
as well as teamwork, establishing positive
relationships and attitudes, learning how to take
initiative and to learn). Students themselves are not
always best placed to recognise their own emotions,
however, or to know what they mean or how to
self-regulate. Many students present at counselling
services complaining of anxiety or depression;
but how many come because of boredom? And yet
boredom can be as disruptive to academic success
as either of these two more commonly diagnosed
conditions. Academic boredom may also be an
early warning sign or trigger for other underlying
conditions not immediately apparent. If not already

involved in any of the above, counsellors and
psychotherapists have a particular role to play in
emotional conditioning and attribution retraining,
motivation and goal setting, improving resiliency
and building confidence, while helping students
work through situations which may damage
self-esteem or self-worth.* Students for whom

it proves particularly troublesome or who find
themselves identified as ‘at risk’ of falling behind
or terminating studies as a result of academic
boredom certainly need the highly specialised
help that lecturers are unqualified to provide.

As Professor Guy Claxton, writing in education
over 25 years ago, suggested: ‘Cognition doesn’t
matter if you're scared, depressed or bored’."”

How right he was! ®
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John Sharp and Brian Hemmings have worked
together for a number of years, co-authoring a series
of articles on their shared research interest in lecturer
self-efficacy, student engagement and academic
boredom. They would be delighted to hear

from any readers about these subject areas.
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