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Academic boredom, engagement and the achievement of undergraduate 

students at university: A review and synthesis of relevant literature 

Abstract 

This review and synthesis of relevant literature considers the nature of boredom 

and boredom proneness in general terms before focusing on how the academic 

boredom experienced by undergraduates at university is sufficiently different 

from other known types to warrant a unique and important field of study. 

Derived from within the literature itself, academic boredom is commonly 

presented as a largely negative and deactivating achievement-related emotion 

known to impact usually adversely on student engagement and performance. 

Tracing traditional as well as contemporary views from psychology, which has 

tended to dominate the field, findings that remain largely quantitative and highly 

statistical in nature are exemplified alongside the more exploratory but mixed-

methods and educational work recently conducted in the UK.  A comparison of 

the questionnaire-based self-report instruments frequently used in data 

collection is also included.  Rooted within Control-Value Theory, the 

implications associated with academic boredom are far from trivial, particularly 

with respect to understanding sites and triggers, how students respond and 

cope and how the overall quality of the student experience might be improved.  

Limitations in the work undertaken to date draw attention to opportunities for 

further educational and interdisciplinary research.     

Key words: academic boredom, student engagement, achievement, undergraduate, 

 Control-Value Theory 

A ‘universal’ phenomenon 

At work, rest and play 

Regardless of age, gender, race and social or educational background, it would seem, 

boredom is a relatively common and universally experienced emotion, affecting 

people’s daily lives in different and sometimes unexpected ways (Bardgill, 2000; 

Barnett, 2005; Tsapelas et al., 2009; Vodanovich et al., 2011; Harasymchuk and Fehr, 

2012; Zakay, 2014; Williams, 2015; Mann, 2016; Chin et al., 2017).  In workplace 

settings all over the world, boredom has long been associated with fooling around, 

making mistakes, causing accidents, absenteeism and theft, as well as contributing 

towards poor job satisfaction and reduced productivity (Dumas, 2001; Kass et al., 

2001a; Mann, 2007; Loukidou et al., 2009; Watt and Hargis, 2010; Bruursema et al., 
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2011; Keleş and Özkan, 2011; Gerritson et al., 2014; Wan et al., 2014; Shani et al., 

2018).  Boredom has also been recognised as a contributing factor in the general 

disillusionment and disaffection of pupils at school (Loken, 1973; Robinson, 1975; 

Fogelman, 1976; Gjesme, 1977; Vandewiele, 1980; Wasson, 1981; Tidwell, 1988; 

Larson, 1991; Shaw, 1996; Belton and Pryadharshini, 2007; Macklem, 2015), 

irrespective of ability (Newberry and Duncan, 2001; Cullingford, 2002; Fallis and 

Opotow, 2003; Kanevsky and Keighley, 2003; Frenzel et al., 2010; Preckel et al., 

2010), and in some subjects more than others (Goetz et al., 2006a,b, 2007; Frenzel 

et al., 2007; Nett et al., 2010, 2011; Daschmann et al., 2011; Schukajlow and Rakoczy, 

2016; Peixoto et al., 2017), frequently resulting in loneliness and withdrawal, feelings 

of confinement and disempowerment, tiredness and fatigue, classroom disruption, 

feigned illness, truancy, high-risk or even dangerous activities and a general decline 

in grades (McGiboney and Carter, 1988; Paulson et al., 1990; Iso-Ahola and Crowley, 

1991; Caldwell et al., 1999; Amos et al., 2006; Chien-Hsin et al., 2009; Miller et al., 

2014; Altay and Coskun, 2016; Nett et al., 2016; Putwain, 2017).   

At university 

Surprisingly perhaps, undergraduate students also get bored at university.  Despite 

success in securing a place to study at a location of choice, university does not always 

provide the personal, social and intellectual stimulation needed to keep every student 

actively engaged.  The everyday signs of academic boredom, though by no means 

definitive, include drowsiness and yawning in class, heads resting in hands, bodies 

slouched in seats, vacant or distant stares, repeated finger or foot tapping and 

persistently watching the clock (Wallbott, 1998; D’Mello and Graesser, 2009).  

Overheard statements like ‘watching paint dry’, ‘as dull as dishwater’ and ‘bored to 

tears’ offer further, if uncomfortable, clues.  Until only recently, however, and despite 

acknowledgement as a largely negative and deactivating achievement-related 

emotion known to impact usually adversely on student engagement and performance, 

the formal study of academic boredom was a largely neglected and underdeveloped 

field (Schutz and DeCuir, 2002; Schutz and Pekrun, 2007; Linnenbrink-Garcia and 

Pekrun, 2011).  Despite rapid growth in international interest (van Tilberg and Igou, 

2012; Vogel-Walcutt et al., 2012; Goetz et al., 2014; Mercer-Lynn et al., 2014; Pekrun 

et al., 2014; Vodanovich and Watt, 2016), with attention turning more and more to the 

https://search.proquest.com/indexinglinkhandler/sng/au/Lin,+Chien-Hsin/$N;jsessionid=51977E24EE4873FF42437F6223B32DAE.i-0db3fb3d07445ec9a
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overall emotional development and well-being of undergraduates themselves (Illeris, 

2003; Christie et al., 2008; Kahu et al., 2015; Asikainen et al., 2017; Hagenauer et al., 

2017; Loon and Bell, 2017), UK research is only now beginning to respond (Mann and 

Robinson, 2009; Sharp et al., 2016, 2017a,b, 2018).  While the study of academic 

boredom has certainly been impeded because of the many and complexly inter-related 

social and psychological processes involved, the (mis)attribution of all manner of 

things to boredom and vice versa has also rendered it traditionally difficult to isolate 

and explore (Pekrun, 2000, 2006; Pekrun and Stevens, 2010). 

At one level, of course, it might be assumed that academic boredom is nothing to be 

overly concerned about.  While certainly not immune to its effects, and easily shrugged 

off as a minor distraction by some, academic boredom can, in fact, be a positive and 

creative experience providing opportunities for self-reflection and the generation of 

new ideas, as well as fostering resiliency and relationships (Harris, 2000; Pekrun et 

al., 2002a; Vodanovich, 2003a; Goetz et al., 2010; Villavicencio and Bernardo, 2013; 

Mann and Cadman, 2014).  Academic boredom may also be a force for good by 

making it known that a search for variety is required, if only to offer protection from the 

discomfort and frustration of feeling bored itself (Bench and Lench, 2013, 2018; Willis, 

2014; Elpidorou, 2017).  For the majority, however, academic boredom is now known 

to play a more critical role than previously imagined.  According to Trowler (2010): 

‘… student engagement is concerned with the interaction between time, effort 

and other relevant resources invested both by students and their institutions 

intended to optimise the student experience and enhance the learning 

outcomes and development of students and the performance and reputation of 

the institution …’ (2) 

With 26% to 59% of undergraduates in different studies claiming to get bored in 

lectures alone, the immediate and cumulative effects of academic boredom are 

anything but trivial. 

Aims and scope 

This article aims to provide a review and synthesis of relevant literature surrounding 

the academic boredom experienced by undergraduates at university.  It does this by 
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first considering how boredom as a phenomenon has been conceptualised, located 

theoretically, defined and investigated somewhat generally, taking in boredom 

proneness and the study of boredom as a trait.  It then moves on to consider academic 

boredom more specifically, including its sites and triggers, how undergraduates 

respond and cope and the implications and limitations arising from findings.  In a sector 

increasingly exercised by teaching excellence, student satisfaction, retention and 

value for money, it does this through the eyes of educationalists rather than 

psychologists, psychology having tended to dominate the field, and in the spirit of 

introducing academic boredom to a wider audience with a resource to help stimulate 

further educational and interdisciplinary research (Davies, 2000).  The literature here 

was initially identified from a key word search of educational and psychological 

databases including Google Scholar, ERIC, psychINFO and psychArticles, back-

searching through reference lists and our own familiarity with the field (see endnote).  

This was subsequently filtered and reduced to admit only those peer-reviewed and 

refereed journal articles and academic texts written in English and readily available in 

the public domain.  From the reading of abstracts and larger sections of text in the first 

instance, 287 individual items met the basic requirements for inclusion, 179 with 

boredom actually in the title and 86 involving sample groups of undergraduate 

students themselves.   

Scant and sporadic attention 

The early years 

In the thought provoking ‘Boredom: A lively history’, Toohey (2012) informs us that 

despite having been felt for an eternity, terms such as ‘bore’, ‘boring’ and ‘bored’ made 

their first appearance in the English language in personal letters and other surviving 

documents between 1766 and 1778 and again in print in the 1852 novel ‘Bleak House’ 

by Charles Dickens (related terms such as ‘ennui’ and ‘langeweile’ were in more 

widespread use earlier in France and Germany while ‘acedia’ can be traced back to 

the ancient Greeks).  Despite a long-standing cultural interest ever since (Healy, 1986; 

Spacks, 1995; Haladyn, 2015), including consideration from philosophers such as 

Kierkegaard and Heidegger (Svendsen, 2005), however, boredom received relatively 

little formal or systematic attention until later (McDowell and Wells, 1927; Barmack, 
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1937; Lewinsky, 1943; Fenichel, 1951; Heron, 1957; Fiske and Maddi, 1961; Geiwitz, 

1966; O’Connor, 1967).  Nevertheless, boredom was usefully described by Barmack 

(1938) as: 

‘… a state of conflict between the tendency to continue and the tendency to get 

away from a situation which has become unpleasant principally because of 

inadequate motivation resulting in inadequate physiological adjustment to it …’ 

(125-126)   

Acknowledged as easier to describe than to define, the uniqueness of boredom as a 

phenomenon was also described by Greenson (1953) as: 

‘… a state of dissatisfaction and disinclination to action; a state of longing and 

the inability to designate what is longed for; a sense of emptiness; a passive, 

expectant attitude with the hope that the external world will supply the 

satisfaction; [and] a distorted sense of time in which time seems to stand still 

…’ (7) 

Greenson’s notion of boredom as a multi-dimensional construct involving conflict 

between the internal and external worlds inhabited by individuals would be revisited 

many times over in discussion.   

Picking up the pace 

Growing interest in the study of boredom throughout the 1970s led psychologists in 

the main to links with low levels of stimulation and sustained attention (London et al., 

1972; Thackray et al., 1974; Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Hill, 1975; Bailey et al., 1976; 

Abramson and Stinson, 1977; Schubert, 1978).  The 1970s also witnessed 

development of the first questionnaire-based self-report instruments with which 

boredom could be easily measured and reported (Grubb, 1975).  The Zuckerman 

Sensation Seeking Scale, incorporating a 10-item boredom susceptibility subscale 

(ZBS), was of particular importance (Zuckerman, 1979).  Considered a component of 

personality, Zuckerman referred to boredom as:   
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‘… an aversion for repetitive experience of any kind, routine work, or dull and 

boring people and extreme restlessness under conditions when escaping from 

constancy is impossible …’ (103) 

Not only did the study of boredom and boredom susceptibility become instantly more 

accessible, the use of questionnaires attracted more quantitative than qualitative 

appeal.  By the end of the 1970s, boredom was established as an unpleasant, 

transient, aversive and sometimes debilitating state with consequences (Smith, 1981).  

Less about not having anything to do per se, boredom was more about not having 

anything interesting or particularly motivating to do from which any meaning or lasting 

satisfaction could be derived.   

An increasingly psychological endeavour 

Models, theories and definitions 

Mainstream psychological interest in boredom escalated into the 1980s with attempts 

to provisionally model it as an emotional construct, to locate it theoretically and to 

provide an adequate definition.  According to Russell (1980), the structure of many 

different emotions including boredom could be represented diagrammatically in terms 

of arousal (sleepiness-alertness) and outcome direction or valence (pleasure-

displeasure).  In the so-called ‘circumplex model of affect’ presented, Russell was 

among the first to offer a specific classification of emotions like boredom as well as a 

means of differentiating between them.  Adopting an empirically grounded theory of 

arousal incorporating elements of habituation and effort, O’Hanlon (1981: 54) 

reiterated and extended the findings of others by noting that: 

 boredom occurred as a reaction to tasks and task situations in which the pattern

of sensory stimulation was nearly constant or highly repetitive and monotonous;

 the degree of boredom reported by different individuals working on the same

task could vary enormously;

 boredom could occur within minutes of starting a task, particularly if familiar or

frequently experienced in the past;
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 the state of boredom experienced by individuals was immediately reversible if

the tasks or task situations could be altered or changed.

O’Hanlon (1981) also defined boredom as: 

‘… a unique psychophysiological state possessing interrelated and inseparable 

emotional, motivational, perceptual and cognitive concomitants … a prevalent 

and sometimes very serious problem in real-life situations …’ (53, 76) 

Perkins and Hill (1985) similarly regarded boredom ‘a state of subjective monotony’ 

(231) resulting in high levels of frustration alongside low levels of interest and 

concentration (see also Hill and Perkins, 1985).  Modelling its cognitive as well as 

affective dimensions, involving a theoretical framework based on attention in addition 

to arousal, Perkins and Hill considered the evidence to support boredom’s 

physiological changes less convincing.  While Leary et al. (1986) were quick to point 

out the persistence of descriptions ‘in terms of [boredom’s] situational antecedents, 

physiological correlates, phenomenological concomitants and behavioural 

consequences’ (968), psychologists also turned their attention to the boredom-related 

social and psychological problems in the real-life situations alluded to by O’Hanlon 

and what could be done to alleviate their effects (Thackray, 1981; Drory, 1982; 

Hamilton et al., 1984; Orcutt, 1984; Lee, 1986; De Chenne, 1988; Damrad-Frye and 

Laird, 1989; Ganley, 1989).  This extended to how television viewing and the selection 

of which programmes to watch over others might help (Bryant and Zillman, 1984).     

Convenient participants 

With ease of access to groups of readily available and willing participants, the study 

of boredom in the 1980s also progressed to using opportunity or convenience samples 

of mostly undergraduate psychology students themselves (Wolfgang and Dowling, 

1981; Titley and Titley, 1982; Wright and Moore, 1982; Ratcliffe and Burkhart, 1984; 

Johnston and O’Malley, 1986; Tolor, 1989).  Pursuing the engagement and 

achievement of a more mixed-discipline sample group of 223 students attending 

college in the United States, however, Maroldo (1986) reported the first slight but 

negative and significant correlation between boredom and grade point average (GPA) 
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albeit among the 122 male participants only (mean age 20.4 years, r=-.18, p<.05).  

Details of the ‘College Student Boredom Scale’ (396) used were not provided.  

Similarly, and from a questionnaire survey of 252 first years enrolled on at least one 

‘remedial course’ (43) at another college in the United States (no mean age provided), 

Aldridge and DeLucia (1989) noted 41% feeling frequently bored as a result of the 

mismatch between course expectation and reality, with 80% indicating a need for more 

classroom stimulation.  Introducing the term ‘academic boredom’ perhaps for the first 

time, Aldridge and DeLucia also referred to its presence as an ‘academic plague’ (43). 

Boredom proneness and the Boredom Proneness Scale (BPS) 

Recognising boredom as a ‘common emotion’, and noting the ‘disparity between the 

importance of boredom as an issue in psychology, education and industry and the 

dearth of research that addresses this disposition’ (4), Farmer and Sundberg (1986) 

considered boredom a trait as well as a state.  Despite validation with a sample group 

of only 233 college undergraduates in the United States (though not as rigorously as 

might be attempted today), and constructed to measure the recurring propensity or 

habitual disposition of individuals towards getting bored rather than the actual 

experience of boredom itself, Farmer and Sundberg’s 28-item Boredom Proneness 

Scale (BPS) became the first full-scale instrument for the assessment of trait boredom 

among the general population.  The overall influence of the BPS on shaping the nature 

and subsequent direction of the field was immense (Vodanovich, 2003b).  Careful 

scrutiny of the BPS’s psychometric properties have since revealed a more involved 

factor structure, not only in the United States where it was first developed (Vodanovich 

and Kass, 1990a; Vodanovich et al., 1997, 2005; Melton and Schulenberg, 2009), but 

also in Canada (Ahmed, 1990), Australia (Gordon et al., 1997), France (Gana and 

Akremi, 1998), Turkey (Dursun and Tezer, 2013) and Italy (Craparo et al., 2013).  

While never perfectly replicated, pointing to culture-specific as well as methodological 

issues in how replication was attempted, some overlap between outcomes is certainly 

evident (Table 1).  Despite its age and psychometric limitations, with many original 

items now looking somewhat dated in particular, the BPS remains very much in use 

today (Vodanovich and Watt, 2016).    

[Insert Table 1 as close to here as possible.] 
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Interestingly, Farmer and Sundberg also asked an independent sample of 63 students 

to list which topics covered in the course of their day were the most boring, where they 

directed their attention in class and how they rated their lecturers at the end of sessions 

themselves.  As anticipated, those students more prone to boredom than others were 

also the most negative in their views.  From within their study as a whole, no significant 

relationships were observed between boredom proneness and course grade or 

gender, despite male participants scoring more highly than female.  While correlation 

between the BPS and Zuckerman’s ZBS was considered satisfactory (r=.25, p<.01), 

Farmer and Sundberg also realised that these measured different facets of the same 

thing (the BPS more negative emotionality and withdrawal from the world, the ZBS 

more sensation seeking emphasising a need for stimulation from external events).  As 

cautioned by Mercer-Lynn et al. (2011), and from a direct comparison of the BPS and 

ZBS alongside other outcome variables, attempting to draw comparisons between 

different studies employing different boredom scales, or even different variations of 

the same scale, can be a hazardous activity.   

Characteristics and correlates 

Health-related conditions and pathologies 

With new and different types of boredom emerging over time (existential, job-related, 

free-time, leisure, marital and sexual), the construction of questionnaire-type, self-

report instruments other than the BPS continued well into the 1990s and beyond (Iso-

Ahola and Weissinger, 1990; Watt and Ewing, 1996; Ragheb and Merydith, 2001; 

Passik et al., 2003).  While the search for theories and definitions remained somewhat 

problematic (Mikulas and Vodanovich, 1993), research was operationalised from 

descriptions of boredom alone and drew on what was already known: 

‘… [boredom] an unpleasant, transient, affective state in which the individual 

feels a pervasive lack of interest in and difficulty concentrating on the current 

activity …’ (Fisher, 1993: 396) 
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The 1990s also witnessed the emergence of important collaborations between authors 

with the prolific output from Stephen Vodanovich, Steven Kass and John Watt in the 

United States worthy of particular mention.  While mostly correlational in nature, and 

largely as a result of the BPS, boredom proneness became statistically associated 

with a much broader range of factors than ever before.  Causal relationships between 

variables were much less clear (Neu, 1998; Todman, 2003).  Adopting the categories 

provided by Vodanovich and Watt (2016), much of this work can be loosely 

summarised as follows:   

 negative affect including anxiety and depression, loneliness and withdrawal,

neuroticism, stress, irritability, hostility and anger, disruption and aggression,

alexithymia and somatic disorders (Vodanovich et al., 1991; Watt and

Vodanovich, 1992; Rupp and Vodanovich, 1997; see also Sommers and

Vodanovich, 2000; Eastwood et al., 2007; Goldberg et al., 2011; Merrifield and

Danckert, 2014);

 attention deficit and cognitive disorders including lapses in memory, the altered

perception of time, self-actualisation and procrastination (McLeod and

Vodanovich, 1991; Watt, 1991; Watt and Blanchard, 1994; Blunt and Pychyl,

1998; Seib and Vodanovich, 1998; see also Kass et al., 2001b; Wallace et al.,

2003; Danckert and Allman, 2009; Malkovsky et al., 2012);

 personality variables including extraversion, introspection, peer and personal

relationship problems and narcissism (Vodanovich and Kass, 1990b;  Polly et

al., 1993; Wink and Donahue,1997; Watt and Vodanovich, 1999; see also Gana

et al., 2000; Zondag, 2013);

 impulse control deficits including gambling, smoking, alcohol and substance

abuse, eating disorders, sexual promiscuity, dangerous driving and self-harm

(Kass and Vodanovich, 1990; Stikney and Miltenberger, 1999; see also Dahlen

et al., 2004, 2005; Kass et al., 2010; Mercer and Eastwood, 2010; LePera,

2011; Hodgkins and Racicot, 2013; Moynihan et al., 2015).

With undergraduate psychology students remaining in the front line as willing 

participants, domain-specific attention was often directed more towards the potential 

for clinical diagnosis, providing therapeutic help and offering counselling services than 
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engagement and achievement per se.  By way of illustration, Watt and Vodanovich 

(1999) investigated boredom proneness and the psychosocial development of 142 

student volunteers at a college in the United States (mean age 19.4 years).  With 

psychosocial development presented as ‘how traditional-aged college students 

resolve biological and psychological changes within themselves in relation to 

environmental experiences and expectations’ (303), boredom proneness correlated 

negatively with the range of academic and non-academic indicator variables 

considered including educational involvement, career and lifestyle planning, cultural 

participation, tolerance and emotional autonomy (r=-.24 to -.54, p<.001 in all 

instances).  Despite a valuable and informative discussion of gender differences and 

how boredom might actually be alleviated from within, the opportunity to design and 

introduce more effective courses received only minor mention.     

Against the tide 

Pre-occupied with the construction and psychometric properties of questionnaires and 

the search for individual differences in personal psychology (Piotrowski, 2013), the 

study of boredom and boredom proneness also had its critics.  In additional 

collaborations of note, Eastwood et al. (2012) considered the study of boredom still a 

‘relatively obscure niche’ (483) not all of which could be captured using questionnaires.  

Similarly, Fahlman et al. (2013) pointed out that while trait and state boredom might 

appear somewhat similar, they were, in fact, psychologically quite distinct, with 

measures of trait boredom failing to consider the strength and frequency with which 

boredom occurs at all (and therefore not a proxy).  Mercer-Lynn et al. (2013) also 

wondered if trait actually considered individuals more pre-disposed to boredom than 

others or people who simply reacted more to boring situations.  Further, and according 

to Vogel-Walcutt et al. (2012), the focus on self-report instruments like the BPS also 

overwhelmed alternative methods of assessment including computer-assisted 

observation (used to monitor dialogue, facial expression and body posture) and 

physiological testing (using electroencephalography, galvanic skin responses and eye 

tracking technology).  Adopting interviews over questionnaires, studies from within 

sociology, social psychology and other related disciplines offered more qualitative and 

quite different perspectives across other areas of interest (Brisset and Snow, 1993; 

Phillips, 1993; Wienstein et al., 1995; Darden and Marks, 1999; Barbalet, 1999; 
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Binnema, 2004; Ferrell, 2004; Fahlman et al., 2009; Todman, 2013; Mercer-Lynn et 

al., 2014; van Tilberg and Igou, 2011, 2016).  These focused mainly, though not 

exclusively, on existential boredom and the notion that life has no meaning other than 

that ascribed to it and socially validated.  In the work of Martin et al. (2006) in one area 

of the UK, for example, 20 interviews with 10 participants aged 18 to 81 recruited 

through adverts placed in the local newspaper, a job centre, a residential home and 

places of work identified a small range of antecedents associated with boredom 

including repetitive lifestyles, a lack of social stimulation, isolation from others, poor 

time management and little disposable income.  Those considered more frequently 

bored than others often felt trapped and restless yet lethargic, while those less 

frequently bored espoused a positive philosophy about life, maintained a good sense 

of humour and had many interests and hobbies to keep them occupied.  Strong 

spiritual connections also featured prominently (see also van Tilberg et al., 2018).  In 

a single study of 296 undergraduates aged 17 to 48 in the United States, the 

relationship between spirituality and boredom proved more involved, while a negative 

relationship between boredom and the meaning and purpose in life was clearer 

(MacDonald and Holland, 2002).  Elsewhere, and attending to existential boredom in 

the extreme, being ‘bored to death’ sometimes took on more literal than metaphorical 

meaning (Maltsberger, 2000; Britton and Shipley, 2010).   

A troubled field 

As well as facing increasing criticism, the new millennium also ushered in moves 

towards unravelling and clarifying some of the uncertainties and contradictions of the 

past.  Returning to Eastwood et al. (2012), conventional theories of boredom fell into 

four overlapping camps:   

 psychodynamic – repression and the perceived threat of fulfilling a desire to

mentally engage with something meaningful;

 existential – the sense of emptiness or lack of life meaning resulting in paralysis

of agency or giving up;

 arousal-related – the non-optimal mismatch between the need for stimulation

and its availability;
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 attention-related – failures in cognitive processes which require effort and result

in an inability to concentrate.

With theories of arousal and attention receiving most credibility among psychologists, 

being the most widely understood within their domain, as well as giving rise to 

hypotheses with testable predictions, definitions alluding to boredom’s underlying 

mental processes followed suite.  According to Fahlman et al. (2013), for example: 

‘… boredom is the aversive experience of having an unfulfilled desire to be  

engaged in satisfying activity.  In terms of arousal, the bored individual 

experiences either agitated high arousal and/or lethargic low arousal. 

Cognitively, the bored individual experiences a slow passage of time and an 

inability to focus his or her attention …’ (71) 

Following on, Fahlman et al. (2013) also introduced the Multidimensional State 

Boredom Scale (MSBS), the first psychometrically evaluated self-report instrument of 

its type to rival the BPS.   In stark contrast to the BPS, though with similar limitations 

in terms of its representativeness, however, this was validated in several stages with 

over 2000 students at two universities in Canada (mean ages at each stage 19.6 to 

21.2 years) and achieved using exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis (see also 

Liu et al., 2013; Song et al., 2013; Alda et al., 2015; Ng et al., 2015).  The study of 

boredom as a whole, including academic boredom such as it was, had reached 

something of an impasse.    

Academic boredom comes of age 

With the term ‘academic boredom’ first used in the 1980s, it took until the new 

millennium to fully come of age.  Retaining the use of modified versions of the BPS 

within their methodologies, and published without knowledge of the paradigm shift 

already on the horizon in the form of Control-Value Theory (CVT), two articles bucked 

the trend of previous decades by adopting a more educational lens and looked at the 

wider impact of academic boredom on being a student more broadly.  Both merit 

further mention. 

Phenomenology 
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In perhaps the most frequently overlooked study of its time, Mary Harris (2000) at the 

University of New Mexico considered the relationship between academic boredom and 

mood among 170 undergraduate as well as graduate students studying education in 

the United States (mean age 28.0 years).  Importantly, Harris’s four page 

questionnaire also collected information on some of the more phenomenological 

aspects of boredom affecting participants more generally.  As predicted, boredom 

proneness and the ability of individuals to monitor their own moods correlated 

positively (r=.18, p<.05) while their ability to identify and label their own moods 

correlated negatively (r=-.33, p<.01).  A negative correlation was also observed with 

flow and the optimal balance between environmental challenge and skill (r=-.30, 

p<.01).  In addition, however, Harris also reported that 10% of participants claimed 

never to get bored at all, while the rest admitted to getting bored at least once or twice 

a day.  The commonest descriptions associated with feeling bored included 

restlessness and tiredness (up to 26% of participants), with lectures, having nothing 

to do, a lack of challenge, loneliness and waiting around among the most commonly 

cited triggers (up to 35% of participants).  Coping strategies included reading, 

daydreaming, socialising, watching television and participating in physical activity.  In 

terms of their educational experience, Harris suggested that: 

‘… we faculty members who wish to avoid boring others might note that 

lectures/classes and lack of something to do are the most frequent causes of 

boredom.  This information could certainly be viewed as an incentive to change 

our teaching styles to the kind of learner-centred, active model that educators 

recommend …’ (595)      

Many participants also considered boredom a positive experience by providing space 

for thought.  The notion of academic boredom impacting on the leisure time and non-

academic activity of students was subsequently expanded upon by Barnett and 

Klitzing (2006) from a questionnaire survey of 999 undergraduates attending three 

large mid-western universities also in the United States (mean age 20.8 years).  

Grouping participants by demographic characteristics, personality, motivational 

orientation and affective style, those displaying greater emotional stability, an ability to 

entertain themselves and fill their free time in an enjoyable way and extroverts also 

presented with lower levels of perceived boredom than others.  Barnett and Klitzing 
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tentatively suggested that leisure education programs at university should be 

expanded upon and customised to better match expectations. 

Boredom in the lecture theatre 

Adopting a broadly similar approach,  Sandi Mann and Andrew Robinson (2009) at the 

University of Central Lancashire considered academic boredom and the educational 

experiences of 211 undergraduates recruited at random from general areas of the 

campus at a university in the UK (no mean age provided).  On the whole, non-

interactive and transmission-led methods of course delivery like lectures were 

considered more boring than participatory methods including seminars, working in 

groups and practicals.  Lectures using PowerPoint presentations without handouts and 

requiring the students to copy notes attracted particular criticism (see Bartsch and 

Cobern, 2003, and Kinchin et al., 2008, for further discussion).  Findings suggested 

that 29% of participants found lectures boring at least half of the time, 27% most of the 

time and 3% all of the time.  Coping strategies included daydreaming, doodling, simply 

switching off, talking to a neighbour, texting a friend, leaving during a break or playing 

games on mobile phones.  Laboratory and computer-based sessions were actually the 

least well received, a feature thought due to the predictability of intended learning 

outcomes.  In all aspects considered, those more prone to academic boredom than 

others were among the worst affected (correlation with missing class r=.18, p<.01).  In 

common but with a twist on Harris (2000), Mann and Robinson concluded that: 

‘… this study has implications for future research which could be usefully 

directed at examining the relationship between student boredom, boredom 

proneness and actual grades achieved at university … [or] … on drop-out rates 

… Lecturers should not assume that “interactive” teaching methods … are

automatically more engaging … [as] … these … can be even more boring …’ 

(256)   

Mann and Robinson’s work is also notable for its publication in an educational rather 

than psychological research journal.  

Contemporary perspectives 
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Control-Value Theory (CVT): A trans-theoretical framework 

A major breakthrough in the study of academic boredom, engagement and 

achievement came with the introduction of Control-Value Theory (CVT) and the 

ground-breaking research led by Pekrun (2000, 2006).  Alongside recognition that 

most undergraduates commonly experienced a small number of achievement-related 

emotions during the course of their work (boredom, anger, hopelessness, shame, 

anxiety, enjoyment, hope, pride and relief), CVT integrated many of the assumptions 

embedded within other related theories thereby offering a more fruitful and trans-

theoretical framework which better acknowledged the complexity and hybridity of 

academic boredom across a range of sometimes diverse educational settings (Pekrun, 

1984, 1992a,b; Weiner, 1985; Perry, 1991; Bandura, 1993; Schönwetter et al., 1993; 

Pekrun and Stevens, 2010).  Drawing on the dynamic systems component model 

presented by Scherer (2000, 2005 and later 2009), as well as the earlier contributions 

of others, Pekrun considered academic boredom a psychological subsystem with 

affective, cognitive, motivational, expressive and physiological processes working 

together in coordinated ways.  Pekrun went on to consider all commonly experienced 

achievement-related emotions linked directly to both achievement activities and 

achievement outcomes, the latter being anticipatory or retrospective in nature.  Pekrun 

also noted that achievement-related emotions could still be considered trait-like and 

‘habitual’ or state-like and the ‘momentary occurrences within a given situation at a 

specific point in time’ (2006: 317).  Importantly, and with CVT predicting the outcome 

direction or valence (positive or negative) as well as the nature of response itself 

(activating or deactivating), all commonly experienced achievement-related emotions 

were grouped around their main effect: 

 negative and deactivating (boredom and hopelessness)

 negative and activating (anxiety, anger and shame)

 positive and activating (enjoyment, hope and pride)

 positive and deactivating (relief)

Consistent with CVT, academic boredom was subsequently (re)defined after O’Hanlon 

(1981) as a psycho-physiological response to a supposedly meaningful educational 
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event and no longer the invisible or ‘silent emotion’ unworthy of attention (Pekrun et 

al., 2010: 531).  The basic premise of CVT, that an individual’s appraisal of control and 

value with respect to achievement activities and outcomes might radically influence 

student engagement and achievement was game changing.  CVT provided the 

conceptual understanding of achievement-related emotions like academic boredom 

and their wider relationship with learning from which subsequent investigations could 

be better operationalised (see also Perry et al., 2001; Artino et al., 2012; Daniels and 

Stupnisky, 2012; and Roick and Ringeisen, 2017).   

CVT also brought with it the development of new questionnaires (Table 2).  In only the 

few years between reviews (Vodanovich, 2003b; Vodanovich and Watt, 2016), the 

number of research instruments with which to measure boredom not only increased 

from eight to sixteen, five of the new additions were dedicated to academic boredom 

alone: the Achievement Emotions Questionnaire (AEQ), the Learning-Related 

Boredom Scale (LRBS), the Boredom Coping Scale (BCS), the English Precursors to 

Boredom Scale (E-PBS) and the Academic Boredom Scale (ABS-10).  Other 

instruments also available include the Student Experience of Emotions Inventory 

(SEEI) and a revision of the BPS developed specifically for use in the UK (BPS-UKHE).  

With new research teams led by or including Reinhard Pekrun at the University of 

Munich himself, Virginia Tze at the University of Alberta and others working more 

independently, the study of academic boredom among undergraduates flourished.  

Unfortunately, and for the most part, so too did the technical level of detail in reporting 

demanding some proficiency with the language and professional discourse of 

psychologists and a moderate to high level of statistical literacy.  

[Insert Table 2 as close to here as possible.] 

Academic boredom and the Achievement Emotions Questionnaire (AEQ) 

Following completion of a programme of both qualitative and quantitative research 

intimately associated with the introduction of CVT, Pekrun et al. (2002b) reported the 

AEQ constructed and initially validated, in part at least, from a sample of 230 

undergraduate psychology students in Germany (no mean age provided).  With all 

commonly experienced achievement-related emotions variously represented across 
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class-related, learning-related and test-related settings (boredom, anger, 

hopelessness, shame, anxiety, enjoyment, hope, pride and relief), both trait and state 

forms were available depending on the wording of instructions.  With up to 361 

individual items in total, the AEQ was large.  In addition to its initial construction, 

Pekrun et al. (2002b) also provided a review of findings arising from seven cross-

sectional, three longitudinal and one diary study using the AEQ alongside other 

questionnaires.  From the original sample of 230 students mentioned previously, 

academic boredom correlated negatively with intrinsic motivation to learn (r=-.63, 

p<.001), perceived effort (r=-.50, p<.001), the adoption of certain learning strategies 

over others (elaboration r=-.26, p<.001) and the ability of participants to manage their 

own level of engagement through self-regulation (r=-.21, p<.01).  Academic boredom 

also correlated positively with irrelevant thinking (r=.72, p<.001).  Though full details 

were omitted, achievement-related emotions measured early over the course of the 

study predicted cumulative as well as final examination grades with regression 

coefficients higher for boredom than for other more activating emotions (further details 

in Pekrun et al., 2009).   

With an AEQ user’s manual in the public domain (Pekrun et al., 2005a), other studies 

quickly followed including the work of Daniels et al. (2008, 2009), Tanaka and 

Murayama (2014) and Ranellucci et al. (2015) on competence-relevant achievement 

goals (task mastery, performance-approach and performance-avoidance), Garn et al. 

(2017) on belongingness and the work of Artino (2009-2012), Baker et al. (2010) and 

Heckel and Ringeisen (2017) in online learning.  Academic boredom was found to 

impact adversely on almost all variables considered, with the notable exception of 

students working in groups or teams on real-life practical tasks and simulations 

(Noteborn et al., 2012).  Interestingly, and from the work of Ruthig et al. (2008) with 

620 students taking an introductory psychology course in the United States (mean age 

18.0 years), lower levels of boredom proneness predicted significantly better overall 

grades and less class-cutting among those students with higher levels of perceived 

control than others, while the benefits of control were effectively nullified when 

boredom proneness was high.  Similarly, and from the work of Respondek et al. (2017) 

with 883 psychology, science, computing, engineering, mathematics and economics 

students in Germany (mean age 20.2 years overall), drop-out intention as a result of 

academic boredom was actually highest among the second years involved rather than 
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the first years as had been anticipated and thought due, in part, to novelty, enjoyment, 

goal orientation and the lack of failure experiences promoting higher levels of 

perceived control and protection (see also Barefoot, 2004).  The authors also noted 

that the research was undertaken ahead of the first formal examination period.   

Being the first and most important scale of its type, different versions of the AEQ have 

since been adapted for use across the full educational spectrum (Pekrun et al., 2005b; 

Govaerts and Grégoire, 2008; Lichtenfeld et al., 2012; Peixoto et al., 2015; Hong et 

al., 2016).  Despite its widespread availability, however, a complete psychometric 

evaluation of the AEQ was not published until well after it first appeared (Pekrun et al., 

2011) and with a sample group of 389 students taking undergraduate psychology 

courses across a range of disciplines in Canada (mean age 20.6 years).  Concerns 

surrounding version control and the translation and back-translation of individual 

questionnaire items from German into other languages remain.   

Learning-related academic boredom 

With academic boredom firmly identified as an important and largely negative and 

deactivating achievement-related emotion of importance, the AEQ’s Learning-Related 

Boredom Scale (LRBS) was eventually extracted and used alone.  In a series of inter-

related investigations overlapping with and extending their earlier work, Pekrun et al. 

(2010) considered further the control-value appraisals associated with academic 

boredom in both trait and state forms.  Working with individual sample groups of 

between 122 and 389 undergraduate psychology and education students again in 

Germany and Canada (mean ages of 19.7 to 24.0 years), at least one of which had 

also featured in the validation of the AEQ, academic boredom continued to correlate 

with the range of other variables included as anticipated (intrinsic motivation r=-.26 to 

-.61, p<.01; perceived effort r=-.45 to -.51, p<.01; self-regulation r=-.22 to -.28, p<.05; 

attention deficit r=.65 to .77, p<.01).  With major findings appearing broadly consistent 

across the two different cultural contexts, structural equation modelling also 

demonstrated control-value appraisals predicting academic boredom and academic 

boredom predicting academic performance.  In a later study of 424 undergraduates 

taking an introductory psychology course in Canada alone (mean age 20.5 years), 

Pekrun et al. (2014) employed a small number of particularly advanced structural 
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equation models to test the reciprocal rather than linear relationship between 

academic boredom and achievement over an entire semester and a more likely cause-

effect scenario.  Controlling for gender, age, interest, intrinsic motivation and prior 

achievement at school, academic boredom was found to exert a negative influence on 

subsequent academic performance and vice versa as predicted (correlations between 

academic boredom and course grade over the different assessment periods involved 

ranged from r=-.22 to -.36, p<.01). 

As with the AEQ, a complete psychometric evaluation of the LRBS as a stand-alone 

instrument was published after its initial use by Tze et al. (2013a) who also established 

its utility in Western as well as non-Western cultures from sample groups of students 

studying education in Canada (mean age 23.3 years) and in China (mean age 21.0 

years).  Tze et al. (2014b) later established that while control-value appraisals were 

indeed proximal factors influencing academic boredom, engagement with the 

teaching-learning environment was equally important if more distal, particularly if few 

course options or choices were available and support for learning autonomy was 

lacking.  In the complex analysis of engagement alone, academic boredom correlated 

often strongly with vigour (r=-.64, p<.01), dedication (r=-.65, p<.01), absorption (r=-

.63, p<.01) and effort regulation (r=-.42, p<.01).    

Academic boredom, coping and challenge 

Partly alongside validation of the LRBS, and in common with the rest of their work 

involving sample groups of undergraduate students in Canada and China, Tze et al. 

(2013b, 2014a) also revisited the Boredom Coping Scale (BCS) and an English 

version of the Precursors to Boredom Scale (E-PBS) originally published for use in 

German schools (Nett et al., 2010, 2011; Daschmann et al., 2011; see also Daniels et 

al., 2015).  Consistent with CVT, the strategies identified for coping with academic 

boredom included a cognitive-approach (aimed at identifying value in finding meaning 

in learning), cognitive-avoidance, a behavioural-approach (aimed at increasing 

subjective control in learning situations) and behavioural-avoidance.  These were often 

adopted in combination resulting in three qualitatively different types of respondent: 

reappraisers (cognitive-approach dominant), criticisers (behavioural-approach 

dominant) and evaders (both cognitive and behavioural avoidance dominant).  Based 
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on the premise that basic strategies associated with coping should be broadly similar, 

but that different cultural values and norms might have an impact on shaping emotional 

experiences, participants in Canada were reported as reappraisers while participants 

in China were reported as evaders and considered less likely to challenge the authority 

of their lecturers (see also Zhou and Kam, 2017).  No appreciable correlations were 

observed with GPA, but the GPA measure available was considered insufficiently 

sensitive to produce a reliable result.  In the case of the E-PBS, the most significant 

precursors of academic boredom included over-challenge (r=.15, p<.05), monotony as 

a result of familiar routine (r=.22, p<.01), lack of meaning in learning (r=.22, p<.01) 

and the opportunity cost of having better things to do (r=.34, p<.01).  Academic 

boredom also correlated negatively with self-efficacy for self-regulated learning (r=-

.36, p<.01).  The involvement of over-challenge confirmed earlier findings reported by 

Acee et al. (2010) during development of the Academic Boredom Scale (ABS-10) in 

the United States, bringing to an end the commonly held belief that academic boredom 

arose solely from being under-challenged alone.   

Motivation, strategies for learning and achievement: A meta-analysis 

With growing interest in the relationship between academic boredom, the different 

strategies adopted by students when learning and achievement in particular, Tze et 

al. (2016) provided a comprehensive summary of the field in a meta-analysis of 29 

studies involving 19,052 participants published between 1990 and 2014 from which 

correlation coefficients were available and effect sizes could also be determined.  

While the exact nature and number of reported variables, as well as the methodologies 

and instruments involved in data collection, often proved inconsistent, findings 

indicated a negative but meaningful association in all instances, with low to moderate 

effect sizes recorded throughout (ṙmotivation=-.40, ṙstrategies=-.35, ṙachievement=-.16; p<.01).  

In addition, the effect of academic boredom experienced in class-related situations 

(ṙclass=-.35) was also found to be greater than when studying (ṙstudy=-.25).  The 

detrimental influence of academic boredom observed overall was considered a 

function of repeated control and value appraisals arising from a series of reciprocal 

and mediated events occurring over time and consistent with CVT.  Despite rigour in 

the selection of suitable publications and the robustness of the analysis throughout, 

however, only 22 of the 29 studies involved dealt with undergraduate participants 
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alone (the others focusing on pupils in schools) and only 18 of those appeared as 

peer-reviewed or refereed articles in journals (the others being unpublished doctoral 

theses and reports).  Nevertheless, the overall effect of academic boredom on 

motivation, adopted learning strategies and achievement in combination remained 

significant (ṙundergraduate=-.23, p<.001).  In terms of achievement as a single variable of 

interest, however, only 13 studies provided data considered suitable for purpose, with 

achievement variously reported as GPA, test results, test performance, examination 

scores and final course grades, not all of which, as noted earlier, are sufficiently 

sensitive to produce reliable results.  With the range of individual correlation 

coefficients and effect sizes for achievement understandably broad as a result, a 

detailed understanding of cultural and situational context is of critical importance 

(Table 3).  Interestingly, and from an earlier structural equation model of questionnaire 

data obtained from 5,805 undergraduates sampled across all disciplines and year 

groups at the University of Padua in Italy (mean age 22.5 years), Mega et al. (2014) 

also reported the mediated effects of emotions like academic boredom on 

achievement, with motivation and self-regulation playing a prominent role.  According 

to Perry et al. (2001), those students more focused on success at university not only 

tend to report less boredom than others, they often feel more in control of their lives in 

general and believe they perform better academically.     

A typology of states 

Adopting a somewhat different research design and methodological direction from 

others in the field, Goetz et al. (2014) applied their earlier work on in vivo sampling 

and the latent profile analysis of boredom in schools in order to investigate the nature 

of academic state boredom among students at university (see also Goetz et al., 2010).  

Resonating with the earlier work of Russell (1980) and others, this was based on the 

assumption that academic boredom as a state should manifest itself as different 

entities associated with increasingly higher levels of arousal (e.g. a calm or fidgety 

disposition) alongside similarly increasing levels of negative valence (e.g. 

unpleasantness).  63 undergraduates studying psychology, education, law, physics, 

literature, politics and sport in Germany (mean age 24.1 years) were asked to respond 

to a number of randomised signals from a personal digital assistant at different times 

of the day over a two-week period.  After prompting, they were then required to 
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complete a digital questionnaire about their activities and experiences of boredom 

either immediately or as soon as possible thereafter.  In total, five different state 

variations were identified from which a boredom typology was established: 

 indifferent boredom (lowest level of arousal, positive or slight negative valence

- the least unpleasant, individuals may appear relaxed, withdrawn or indifferent,

thought least likely to occur in achievement-related settings);

 calibrating boredom (uneasiness and distraction - individuals receptive to and

could but choose not to react to their situation);

 searching boredom (restlessness - individuals respond to their situation by

looking for change or alternative stimuli to maintain attention);

 reactant boredom (high level of arousal, high negative valence - the most

unpleasant, individuals motivated to leave, frustration, anger or disruptive

behaviours);

 apathetic boredom (low level of arousal, high negative valence - especially

debilitating, results in learned helplessness, presentation similar to depression).

Findings also demonstrated that individuals tended to consistently exhibit the same 

state variation over time rather than different variations at random, with personality-

specific and environment-specific factors working together and considered 

responsible.  In the case of indifferent boredom, non-academic activities were thought 

to afford greater freedom with respect to the choice and duration of activities 

undertaken with greater opportunities presented to withdraw from anything considered 

unnecessarily boring.   

Academic boredom, approaches to learning and perceptions of the teaching- 

learning environment 

Inspired by the Enhancing Teaching-Learning Environments in Undergraduate 

Courses Project (ETLP) in the UK (Entwistle et al., 2002; Hounsell and Entwistle, 

2005) and the work of Trigwell et al. (2012) in Australia, as well as to replicate and 

extend the earlier work of Mann and Robinson (2009), our own work in the field (Sharp 

et al., 2016, 2017a,b, 2018) also broke with tradition by approaching the study of 

academic boredom as educationalists rather than psychologists and by investigating 
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academic trait and state boredom together in an exploratory study of mixed-methods 

design.  Boredom proneness was measured using the BPS-UKHE and circulated 

within a larger academic boredom survey instrument among final-year Education 

Studies students at a single university in England.  Questionnaires from the ETLP were 

also used to consider approaches to work as well as course expectations and 

perceptions of the teaching-learning environment.  Individual research interviews 

undertaken later complemented and informed the quantitative findings.  Summarising 

from within the last reported phase (Sharp et al., 2017b), almost all 179 participants 

involved (mean age 24.4 years) displayed some propensity towards academic 

boredom with lower levels of engagement reported in traditional lectures than in other 

forms of delivery  (58.6% half of the time or less).  In addition to a perceived excess 

and inappropriate use of PowerPoint, other factors triggering the actual onset of 

academic boredom itself included the personal attributes and qualities of the lecturer, 

the relevance of lecture material presented, coherency and pace, a lack of student-

tutor interaction, student behaviour and the lecture-theatre environment.  This was 

also reflected at interview, with some responses serving to capture the very essence 

of academic boredom as a whole: 

‘Sometimes when lecturers have used a lot of PowerPoints and not really 

interacted with everyone in the lecture theatre it becomes a bit monotonous …  

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 … and the rest of the lecture becomes a blur 

… you’re catching up … not concentrating, completely lost and panicking a bit

… I generally either doodle or go on social media … I feel frustrated at myself

because I feel like I should be concentrating but then I also feel like “Why am I 

here?” … It feels a bit pointless.’ (14)  

Interestingly, and despite their value as a means of ‘escape’, for both academic as 

well as non-academic purposes, the disadvantages of digital distractions associated 

with academic boredom in class, including social media, mobile phone use and the 

Internet, are only now beginning to emerge (Pempek et al., 2009; Kalpidou et al., 2011; 

McCoy, 2013; Lepp et al., 2015; Li et al., 2015; Skues et al., 2016, 2017; Bolkan and 

Griffin, 2017; Elhai et al., 2017).  Academic boredom was also found to occur during 

the completion of written assignments for the purposes of assessment (duration, 

familiarity and repetition).  Cluster analysis of the quantitative data indicated that those 
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participants more prone to academic boredom than others also appeared less 

intrinsically motivated and more likely to lack a sense of purpose.  They were also 

more likely to describe their attendance at university as good rather than excellent, to 

manage their time and to deploy other resources less effectively and to spend less 

time in self-study over the course of a week.  With boredom proneness and final year 

degree mark negatively correlated as anticipated (r=-.32, p<.001), those participants 

more prone to academic boredom and less engaged than others were also found to 

graduate with lower class degree awards.  Mindful of their mediating, reciprocal and 

mutually reinforcing relationships, basic path analysis highlighted academic boredom 

as a positive predictor of surface approaches to learning (path coefficient .49, p<.001), 

a negative predictor of organised effort (path coefficient -.40, p<.001) and a negative 

predictor of perceived course experiences (path coefficient -.32, p<.001).   

[Insert Table 3 as close to here as possible.] 

A discussion of implications and limitations 

Situations and scenarios 

From the review and synthesis of relevant literature presented, academic boredom 

appears sufficiently different to other known types of boredom to warrant a unique and 

important field of study.  Regarded now as a negative and deactivating achievement-

related emotion impacting usually adversely on student engagement and overall 

performance, few appear immune to its effects.  The sites, triggers, responses and 

coping strategies associated with academic boredom are better understood now, 

however, than at any other time in the past.  Defined as the psychophysiological 

response to a supposedly meaningful educational event, and predicted by Control-

Value Theory (CVT), many undergraduates find the familiar and everyday routines 

associated with being at university overly repetitive and monotonous, reacting 

sometimes unfavourably as a result.  Bearable for the most part as the searching or 

calibrating boredom described earlier, certain elements of the teaching-learning 

environment encountered provide greater opportunities for academic boredom than 

others.   
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For those undergraduates more prone to academic boredom than others in particular, 

and in the confining environment of the lecture theatre with nowhere else to go and 

little else to do, for example, it may all start with a lack of motivation or interest in the 

lecture itself.  Unaroused and inattentive from the outset, concentration wanes and 

minds begin to wander.  Drowsiness, restlessness or even frustration ensues, with 

perhaps visible changes in body language and behaviour.  With little effort directed 

towards the task at hand, the ability to self-regulate and re-engage with the lecture is 

compromised.  Increasingly distracted and state- rather than goal-oriented, time 

‘slows’ down and other activities are pursued, if only to stay awake or to avoid any 

further unpleasantness.  While some distractions may actually prove useful and 

productive, others are not.  Related classes are avoided and future lectures missed.  

Over the course of a single semester or an entire academic year, and experienced as 

more than just a series of random events, including the boredom associated with 

studying and preparing assignments for the purposes of assessment or revising for 

tests and examinations, those affected most and at greater ‘risk’ of falling behind may 

go on to drop out of university altogether and potentially harming future career 

prospects and trajectories (see Altay, 2016, for further discussion involving 

prospective teachers).  Experienced regularly and acutely, academic boredom may 

also be a symptom, or even a cause, of other more serious health-related conditions 

or pathologies requiring professional help and attention.  Fortunately, the research 

literature also points towards possible solutions. 

Boredom mitigation and emotion-oriented pedagogies 

From the post-millennium studies consistent with CVT in particular, the implications of 

findings have given rise to a number of overlapping suggestions and strategies for 

boredom mitigation at university, the majority of which begin with identifying situational 

context and reflect contemporary views of good academic practice (Entwistle, 2009; 

Fry et al., 2014; Ashwin, 2015; Weinerman and Kenner, 2016).  These might also be 

extended to incorporate many of the principles and practices associated with 

alleviating boredom at work and derived from the ‘job characteristics model’ (skill 

variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy and feedback) as applied in higher 

education (Kass et al., 2011).   
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In terms of control-value appraisals, general consensus focuses around improving 

course design, communication and monitoring and evaluating the quality of instruction, 

with greater consideration directed towards ensuring that all of the different elements 

involved in teaching and assessment are constructively aligned in order to provide the 

most stimulating and emotion-oriented learning environments possible.  This includes 

regularly reinforcing course aims and objectives and why some forms of delivery and 

presentation are favoured over others.  Addressing the social climate in lectures and 

other classes to help nurture and stimulate academic integration and student 

interaction might be also be facilitated by presenting information in more relevant and 

meaningful ways with concrete examples linked to prior knowledge and experience.  

Lecturers should certainly remain mindful of when and how best to introduce, 

sequence, pace and explain new material particularly in the lecture theatre (requiring 

flexibility, adaptability and responsiveness), while at the same time considering more 

innovative and creative uses of PowerPoint as a tool for disseminating information.  

Useful strategies might include breaking up sessions with productive questions to 

stimulate discussion, intervening to clarify and reinforce points and providing novelty 

where appropriate.  Increasing available options and choices more generally, while 

also allowing greater freedom for undergraduates to manage their own learning, albeit 

with support, is also considered essential.  

With further attention directed towards control-value appraisals, lecturers should also 

remain mindful of the intentions, behavioural adaptations and study habits of 

undergraduate students towards assessment and examination requirements and how 

the choices they make can influence different ways of working, not all of which may 

be productive in helping meet intended learning outcomes.  Assessment overlap via 

coursework deadlines and examination timetables should certainly be avoided where 

possible, providing opportunity for better quality and more formative ‘feedback’ to ‘feed 

forward’, to increase aspiration and achievement and to spread workload and other 

demands more effectively and productively, while also understanding that too much 

completion time, including extensions, can often result in assignment boredom itself.  

Assessment for learning using transparent marking criteria, as well as providing 

positive and constructive comments, may also help to manage expectations and avoid 

any sense of cumulative failure.   
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In a similar way, undergraduate students are, unfortunately, not always best placed to 

recognise their own emotions or the impact that academic boredom and control-value 

appraisals might have on their work.  Frequently attributing successes and failures of 

the past to successes and failures of the future, resulting in either positive or negative 

emotional feedback loops, learning developers are ideally positioned to help 

individuals take increasing academic responsibility for themselves by promoting an 

awareness of academic boredom and how to deal with it, setting learning goals and 

targets, reinforcing the benefits of positive rather than negative emotions as a whole 

and improving resiliency and self-confidence at times of stress which can lower self-

esteem and self-worth.  Attribution retraining, aimed at increasing metacognitive 

awareness, motivation, engagement and achievement, while reducing maladaptive 

ways of thinking and working, has also proved particularly successful (reviews in 

Ruthig et al., 2004, Haynes et al., 2009, and Patti et al., 2018).  Those for whom 

academic boredom becomes particularly troublesome may also need to be referred to 

counsellors for the intervention that lecturers and learning developers are not always 

qualified to provide.  Regular meetings with advisory or pastoral tutors, and working 

collaboratively with others, may also lead to a greater sense of belonging.  

Undergraduates also need to be made aware that they too have a responsibility to 

become more involved at university, increasing their own personal enjoyment and 

satisfaction, and that improvements in academic as well as personal achievement is 

a shared responsibility.  Of course, placing undergraduate students more centre stage 

may challenge the cultural traditions and pedagogical norms within some disciplines 

and departments more than others thereby creating a need for staff development. 

Limitations and opportunities 

Despite all of the recent international attention, theoretical advances, methodological 

developments and a growing sophistication in analytical techniques, the study of 

academic boredom, student engagement and achievement is not without its 

limitations.  At its most basic, and in terms of representativeness, generalisability and 

portability, the majority of studies considered broadly typical of the field and 

represented here were undertaken by psychologists with largely opportunity or 

convenience samples of mostly full-time and often first or second year psychology 

students attending universities in the United States, Germany, Canada and China, 
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sometimes participating for credit (demographic variations and geographical locations, 

including a greater number of students taking degrees in education and in other 

subjects, is evident in more recent works).  Even then, different authors have often 

approached their work in different ways and at different levels of abstraction, making 

direct comparisons more problematic than might normally be expected.  As such, 

programmes of more consistent and inclusive educational and interdisciplinary 

research across a wider range of age groups and subject disciplines employing 

experimental, cross-sectional, longitudinal and naturalistic designs are certainly 

required in order to better capture and reflect the heterogeneity of higher education 

provision and the nature and diversity of the student population as a whole, as well as 

to help clarify some of the uncertainties surrounding academic boredom and human 

behaviour such as it is.  This is particularly pertinent if replication across different 

cultural and situational contexts is required, or the study of academic boredom is to be 

extended to include other participant groups and the transition into work.   

Similarly, the majority of contributions available were also quantitative in nature, with 

numerical data obtained using different instruments, or different variations of the same 

instrument, largely in the form of questionnaires, failing, on occasion, to outline the 

form of academic boredom under investigation (trait, state, class-related, learning-

related, task-related, and so on).  The collection and subsequent handling, modelling 

and interpretation of quantitative data also relies upon a number of assumptions each 

of which introduces uncertainty.  Among those often overlooked include how individual 

items are translated, received and understood by participants across different cultural 

and situational contexts, the memory and recall of events sometimes long gone, a 

reliance on self-reporting, questionnaire fatigue and how ordinal data from Likert-

scales are transformed for descriptive as well as inferential purposes.  This extends to 

the incorporation of data into correlational, regression, cluster and path analysis as 

well as structural equation and latent growth curve modelling.  With the involvement 

of qualitative data notably subordinate to quantitative, judgements arising from the use 

of more open-ended questionnaires or from interviews have also relied upon the 

retrospective attribution of meaning with little opportunity for independent verification 

over time.  More qualitative and mixed-methods approaches are certainly essential if 

the field is to become more fully informed.  Both questionnaires and interviews can 

also suffer from other unwanted effects including social desirability bias, image 
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management, integrity and honesty and the general emotional state of respondents at 

the time of participation.  Interestingly, those students more prone to academic 

boredom than others are also more likely to absent themselves from participation as 

a result of self-selection, assuming, of course, they are present and able to participate 

at all.    

In conclusion 

Converging evidence from the literature reviewed and presented here strongly 

suggests that the academic boredom observed among undergraduate students at 

university is an achievement-related emotion worthy of serious consideration.  As 

indicated by Pekrun (2006): 

‘… emotions can affect students’ interest, engagement, achievement and 

personality development, as well as the social climate in [different] educational 

institutions … emotions are [also] central to psychological health and well-

being, implying that they should be regarded as important educational 

outcomes in themselves, independent of their functional relevance …’ (333-

334) 

In the UK, the study of academic boredom as part of a greater emotional dynamic and 

integrated network of other causal factors associated with student engagement and 

achievement is only now beginning to attract the attention it deserves.  In a sector 

receiving unprecedented numbers of students from increasingly diverse social and 

educational backgrounds, with thoughts turning more and more to teaching 

excellence, student satisfaction, retention and value for money, perhaps the time for 

action has arrived.  

Endnote 

Our search for relevant literature began by entering ‘boredom’ into Google Scholar 

(295,000 outcomes), ERIC (728 outcomes), psychINFO (2,910 outcomes) and 

psychArticles (146 outcomes) in turn.  Google Scholar proved particularly valuable in 

locating sources across a range of disciplines other than education and psychology, 

with the number of outcomes reduced to only 175 using ‘boredom’ in combination with 
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other key words of interest (e.g. ‘undergraduate’, ‘engagement’, ‘achievement-related 

emotion’, ‘Control-Value Theory’, ‘AEQ’, ‘LRBS’ and ‘university’).  Of interest, and prior 

to the emergence of Control-Value Theory, the majority of studies involving 

undergraduate students were undertaken in the United States and focused largely on 

definitions, instrumentation, trait boredom, boredom proneness and correlated 

behaviours.  Following the emergence of Control-Value Theory, this emphasis shifted 

to include Germany and Canada, with other countries now increasingly involved.  

Greater consideration was also directed towards state boredom alongside intrinsic 

motivation, self-regulated learning and perceived effort as well as achievement.  While 

attempting to maintain consistency in the quality of sources and information available, 

we acknowledge the possibility of publication and selection bias as a result of our 

methods and choices (e.g. citation frequency, ease of access, the exclusion 

unpublished work and accepting material only published in English).    
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