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Abstract 

In the digital age, influenced by various electronic devices, social networking applications 
and video games, boredom deepens in university classrooms. According to B. J. Fogg’s 
Behavior Model, university students feel boring in the classroom, and difficult to carry out 
their learning behavior, it is because of at least one factor is absent among learning 
motivation, learning ability and triggering factors. University teachers should start with the 
above three factors and take reasonable ways to motivate students' internal and external 
learning motivation according to the requirements of different motivations, effectively match 
learning ability and learning tasks, set a reasonable task difficulty for students' learning, and 
design the learning tasks based on the problem solving in and out of the class involving 
students as the main body of learning. These measures will trigger students' enthusiasm for 
learning, shielding boring emotions, and implementing learning behaviors spontaneously. 
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1. Introduction 

We are living in a digital age, and digital objects, such as electronic text, sound, image, audio, 
video, network and other forms have created a virtual world independent of the physical 
world. Games, digital entertainment, online shopping, electronic payment have become an 
important part of life. These activities have gradually become people's understanding and 
practice of the world to construct people's life style. According to a 2014 survey by Millward 
Brown, an international market research organization, Chinese people spend the most time 
staring at computers and laptop screens in the world, with an average of 161 minutes, while 
the average time of using smart phones is 170 minutes, which is also in the forefront of the 



International Research in Education 
ISSN 2327-5499 

2020, Vol. 8, No. 2 

http://ire.macrothink.org 34

world. In this context, our original living experience based on various direct feelings or real 
existence is gradually replaced by various direct feelings or virtual exchanges of digital 
objects. As the presentation carrier of digital objects, the frequent use of smart phones, tablet 
computers, laptops and other electronic devices has brought about the consequences. As 
pointed out by psychologist Palladino, boredom has become an epidemic. Compared with the 
24-hour non-stop media, video games and the internet, it is difficult for teachers to excite 
students.  

Based on this, this paper attempts to explore how university teachers deal with classroom 
boredom and construct a strategy system to help university teachers improve students' 
concentration in the classroom. 

2. Literature Review 

According to APA Dictionary of psychology, boredom is defined as "a kind of tiredness or 
tiredness resulting from a lack of concentration on stimuli in the environment". Studies have 
found that when a person is in a repetitive, monotonous and depressive modern environment, 
he is more likely to have a tendency of boredom (Zhou et al., 2012). Smith (1981) thinks that 
boredom may be caused by the monotony of repetitive tasks that individuals have become 
accustomed to. Perkins and Hill (1985) proposed that boredom also occurs when individuals 
are at a low level of arousal both psychologically and cognitively. According to Pekrun 
(2006), boredom is a multi-dimensional emotion, including unpleasant feeling (emotion), low 
arousal (physiology), desire to leave boring situation (motivation) and slow perception time 
(cognition). Gerritsen et al. (2014) believe that inattention, hyperactivity and executive 
dysfunction can predict boredom. In a related experimental study, Wilson et al. (2014) 
exposed the subjects to a monotonous laboratory environment for 15 minutes, deprived them 
of all the objects and activities that could make them concentrate. It was found that some of 
the subjects chose to apply electric shock to themselves to avoid chatting time. 

Therefore, boredom has a direct relationship with attention. Boredom occurs mainly in the 
following situations: (1) when we fail to successfully focus our attention on the internal (such 
as thinking or emotion) or external (such as environmental stimulation) information needed to 
participate in satisfying activities; (2) focusing on the reality that we can't concentrate and 
participate in satisfying activities; (3) attributing our disgusting state to the environment. In 
an experimental study, subjects were placed in a monotonous laboratory environment for 15 
minutes, depriving them of all the objects and activities that allowed them to concentrate. It 
turned out that some of them chose to shock themselves to escape boredom. On the other 
hand, long-term boring experience will further lead to individual inattention, resulting in a 
variety of cognitive errors and cognitive needs decline. Seib and vodanvich (1998), Wallance 
et al. (2003) pointed out in the opposite direction that long-term boring experience will lead 
to individual inattention, resulting in various cognitive errors and cognitive needs decline. 
Wang (2014) conducted a study on university students, and the results showed that there was 
a significant negative correlation between mindfulness and boredom. Mindfulness is a 
self-regulation method for individuals to consciously maintain their attention in the present 
without any judgment, which can effectively improve the individual's attention level. 
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Learning boredom is a field with rich literatures in the study of boredom. For example, Zhao 
and Zhang (2015) conducted a questionnaire survey on university students, which subdivided 
the boredom tendency shown by different types of universities and different grades of 
university students. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1990) believes that when an individual's skill 
exceeds the difficulty of a task, he will experience the boredom of a task; when the difficulty 
of a task exceeds the skill of an individual, he will experience anxiety. Only when the 
difficulty of the task matches with the skill of the individual, can the individual experience 
pleasure, enjoyment and interest, and may be absorbed in the task, thus resulting in "flow" 
state. Pekrun et al. (2002) also pointed out that when students perceived that the task 
requirements were too low or too high, or that they could not perceive the value from the 
academic tasks, they would be bored. Schukajlow and Rakoczy (2016) studied students' 
emotion as an intervention variable between the premise and result of teaching method, 
motivation and performance. The research results show that students who can expand more 
solutions enjoy mathematics class more and experience less boredom, and enjoy learning 
process plays an intermediary role in promoting them to explore more solutions and interests, 
it plays a mediating role between pre-test interest and post-test interest. 

In general, boredom in university classroom is a common phenomenon, which is influenced 
by many factors. If we can't suit the remedy to the case and adapt teaching methods to 
improve students' interest in learning, this kind of boredom will be further deepened and 
students will lose their expectation of class. If we say that in the past years, university 
teachers can not worry too much about the boredom of university students' classroom. In the 
digital age, this kind of boring tendency will pose unprecedented challenges to university 
teachers, which has become a problem that must be paid attention to. 

3. University Students' Classroom Boredom in the Digital Age  

The boredom of university students in the classroom has never been absent, but in the digital 
age, this sense of boredom has been significantly deepened. The popularity of electronic 
devices, especially smart phones, has brought a significant impact on university classrooms. 
According to a survey by a Chinese university, more than 90% of the students have used 
mobile phones in classroom, and most of them are for entertainment rather than learning. 
Students are already accustomed to fragmentation news, videos and games. Even if they have 
only a few minutes to break, they will also use their mobile phone to see WeChat's friends 
circle, microblog, Tik Tok or news. Once the brain adapts to this kind of fast or real-time 
feedback behavior, the attention focusing time becomes shorter and shorter, and likes multi 
task switching. When learning or working with low stimulation / boring, it is unable to 
effectively focus on attention, and those long and unattractive speeches are not attractive 
classes and even books have been difficult to stimulate students’ brains. 

On the other hand, when a large amount of professional information is presented on the 
network, especially the characteristics of easy access to knowledge and autonomous learning 
of social sciences, students and teachers are at the same level in information contact, so that 
students have already known about a lot of knowledge and cases that teachers have said, or 
search the Internet on the spot in the classroom, if teachers cannot provide new content or 



International Research in Education 
ISSN 2327-5499 

2020, Vol. 8, No. 2 

http://ire.macrothink.org 36

analysis, they are facing difficulties in arousing students' interest. In recent years, the rapid 
development of online classroom, represented by MOOC courses and Ted lectures, as an 
important part of digital materials, has greatly expanded the channels and selection range of 
university students' knowledge learning. In order to attract learners and improve the 
sustainability of learning, they have strengthened learning interest, closely combined with life 
and work, and constructed auxiliary community platform, which enhance the requirements of 
university students for the process of knowledge learning. Meanwhile, the classroom of 
university teachers, compared with students and online classroom, is boring and lack of 
passion. Therefore, the current university classroom is more difficult to grasp, more difficult 
to convince students, but also more likely to lead to students' boring tendency. 

4. The Behavior Mechanism Behind University Students' Classroom Boredom 

If we take focused learning as a behavior of university students, the classroom boredom 
makes it difficult to achieve focused learning. Accordingly, to change its boring state, we 
should try to make them focus on classroom learning. 

B. J. Fogg, professor of Stanford University, pointed out that the change of human behavior is 
formed by the combination of motivation, ability and triggers. If there is no motivation, there 
is no willingness to change behavior; if there is no corresponding ability to change behavior, 
it means that the cost of changing behavior is too high, and there will be no behavior change. 
When motivation and ability are both available, timely warning is also needed to enable the 
target object to enter the task of behavior change. University students show boredom in class, 
that is, they do not carry out learning behavior, there are at least one of three elements is a 
lack. 

4.1 Lack of Learning Motivation 

The motivation of learning comes from the internal and external fields. The internal 
motivation can be considered to be formed by the desire for knowledge exploration, and the 
external motivation is formed by coping with the examination, peer identification or future 
career recognition. In the internal motivation, learners' needs, interests and emotions have an 
important impact, mainly involving curiosity, interest in the activity itself, enjoyment, 
competence, achievement needs and so on. External motivation mainly comes from social 
identity in learning, which is reflected in the respect needs and social needs in Maslow's 
hierarchy of needs theory. In group learning, respect, competition and cooperation are the 
group psychological factors that stimulate and maintain learners' learning motivation. In 
reality, the lack of clear learning objectives or ideals, the feeling that reading is useless or the 
perception of learning value is low, and the lack of interest in learning knowledge and other 
factors constitute the main causes of the lack of internal motivation of University Students' 
classroom learning. Fear of failure, lack of interaction with classmates and teachers, and the 
influence of small group learning atmosphere constitute the main causes of lack of external 
motivation. 

4.2 Learning Ability and Tasks do Not Match 

University students do not implement learning behavior in the ability dimension, not 
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necessarily because of the difficulty of learning task is too high, more likely is the difficulty 
of learning task and ability does not match, too high or too low task requirements will 
produce boredom. One reason is that the learning task is too difficult. Some university 
students follow the learning methods of high school and do not master the professional 
knowledge learning methods of University. As a result, the learning progress can not keep up 
with the teaching progress of teachers. Once a course falls behind, the learning of the whole 
course will become very passive. As a result, more and more students have no confidence, 
that is, the sense of learning efficacy is getting lower and lower, and it is more and more 
difficult to enter the learning state in the classroom. Second, when the difficulty of learning 
task is too low, students will not feel challenging, and they will think that whether there is 
classroom learning has little impact on learning effect, and it will also lead to difficulty in 
focusing in class. 

4.3 The Trigger Factor Is Absent 

Under the condition of both learning ability and learning motivation, some university 
students are still bored in the classroom. The reason lies in the lack of boosting power to push 
students into learning state. In reality, teachers and counselors often use the form of putting 
facts and reasoning to stimulate students' learning enthusiasm, but the effect is not obvious. 
Because these principles and facts are not unfamiliar to them, they can not be internalized 
into a spark to ignite their enthusiasm for learning. A large number of external factors, 
especially the strong temptation of various social software and news media on mobile phones, 
have significantly reduced students' learning enthusiasm. One study found that 
undergraduates who spend more than three hours a day online have significantly higher 
boredom than those who spend less than or equal to three hours a day online. 

5. Strategies to Change University Students' Classroom Boredom 

In order to promote university students to get rid of boredom and put their body and mind 
into study, teachers should start from the three elements of motivation, ability and trigger 
factors according to the actual situation, not only to enhance the single role of each element, 
but also to consider the three elements closely linked into a whole, to jointly promote 
university students to eliminate classroom boredom and actively participate in classroom 
learning. 

5.1 Improve Learning Motivation 

The promotion of university students' learning motivation also needs to start from internal 
motivation and external motivation. Moreover, the focus of the cultivation and promotion of 
learning motivation is more outside the classroom. From the perspective of internal 
motivation, teachers should strive to establish the sense of goal and value of university 
students' learning, improve their recognition of their major and curriculum knowledge, and 
then enhance their interest in learning, so as to obtain a sense of pleasure in learning. From 
the perspective of external motivation, the key is to create a good learning atmosphere, 
develop students' internal learning desire and enhance their learning enthusiasm by mutual 
influence, competition and cooperative learning among students. 
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University counselors have more opportunities and channels of emotional communication 
with university students than other teachers, so they have incomparable advantages in 
promoting students' motivation. First of all, university counselors need to communicate with 
students to make students realize the role of university classroom learning in university life 
and even the whole life, integrate resources inside and outside the school, help students plan 
their future goals, sort out the connection between learning and goals, so as to stimulate 
students' deep-level internal learning motivation. Secondly, university counselors should 
focus on creating a good learning atmosphere, creating a benign class culture and dormitory 
culture that is conducive to promoting learning, so that students can not only have a healthy 
competition to drive them to study hard, but also actively cooperate and help each other to 
grow and progress together, so as to make learning performance, class and dormitory culture 
become important elements of mutual recognition among students. 

The key role of teachers is to enhance students' interest in the curriculum and value cognition. 
Therefore, on one hand, teachers need to combine their courses closely with the students' 
future professional development direction, deeply understand the position of the curriculum 
knowledge in the students' overall learning system, as well as the value that can be brought in 
the students' future career. This needs to improve the teachers' systematic thinking and avoid 
only understanding the content of a single knowledge unit of the course, but not learning 
clearly Students' overall learning system. On the other hand, teachers need to constantly 
improve their teaching ability, explore the best teaching methods suitable for the courses they 
teach, such as case teaching method, project-based teaching method, mixed teaching method, 
flipped classroom, etc., emphasizing that students can realize deep learning from mechanical 
memory of knowledge to deep understanding and then to transfer application. And integrate 
online and offline resources, combine the teaching knowledge with the most cutting-edge 
trend or trend of students' concern, dynamically update the teaching content, so as to 
stimulate students' internal and external learning motivation. 

5.2 Match Learning Ability With Learning Task 

To match learning ability with learning task, teachers need to improve students’ learning 
ability and arrange the difficulty of learning task reasonably. 

Firstly, to improve learning ability. The key point is to pay special attention to the students 
with low learning ability and create a class atmosphere of mutual help and mutual help. When 
some students encounter difficulties in learning, they will help each other to provide support 
and encouragement for them or her to overcome the learning difficulties, so as to reduce the 
negative factors such as anxiety, anxiety and fear that affect motivation, which is conducive 
to stimulate their learning motivation and promote their growth together. On the other hand, 
for the students who provide help for students with learning difficulties, they will have a 
deeper sense of satisfaction if they use their knowledge and skills to help them to participate 
in learning activities in a better state. 

Secondly, reasonably arrange learning task difficulty. The key point is to dynamically grasp 
the degree of students' mastery of curriculum knowledge. The tasks arranged should not only 
be challenging, but also be able to achieve the goal after their efforts. On one hand, teachers 
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can get the students' knowledge base by asking them questions or using quizzes in classes, 
and adjust the content of lectures or the difficulty of students' homework from easy to 
difficult; for students who already have certain basic knowledge, teachers should set up novel 
learning tasks to provide students with different perspectives. On the other hand, teachers and 
students are required to strengthen the communication in and outside the class, keep abreast 
of the students' learning progress, and urge the students to preview before class and review 
after class to consolidate the knowledge learned, so as to lay a foundation for the matching of 
new lecture content and students' knowledge base. 

Thirdly, to use gamification method for learning of difficult knowledge. Because the current 
university students are growing up with digital games, the tasks set in the game ensure that 
they are attractive to players. The key point lies in the challenging task setting and timely 
feedback, which can make players feel the pleasure of successful breakthrough. The 
classroom teaching can learn from the concept of game design, find out the difficult problems 
of students through targeted exercises, and compile the learning process of high difficulty 
knowledge into the form of game activities, so as to ease students' fear of difficulties and 
improve their interest. In addition, feedback and summary can be given in combination with 
students' classroom performance to urge students to further think about knowledge and 
learning process, consolidate knowledge, improve thinking methods and improve learning 
ability. 

5.3 Effective Triggering 

The key to trigger university students' enthusiasm for learning in the classroom and 
encourage them to actively participate is to construct the sense of meaning and value of 
students' learning. It’s important to help students establish learning goals according to their 
learning value needs. University teachers can use Maslow's “hierarchy of needs theory” to 
explore students' basic learning needs and high-level needs. The high-level needs usually not 
only play a role in the current learning situation, but also play an important role in students' 
career orientation and development goals in their future life. Therefore, through having an 
insight into the high-level needs of students, teachers can integrate them with the current 
situation, to stimulate the enthusiasm of students with the combination of learning. 

Problem solving is the source of learning sense of meaning. The task of solving problems 
should be carefully designed in the classroom, and the knowledge learned should be closely 
combined with solving specific problems in reality. The real situation originated from real life 
or social needs should be constructed. Students should be introduced into it in the form of a 
team. Students' autonomous learning ability, knowledge expansion ability, creativity and 
cooperation ability should be brought into full play to make them become knowledge 
application and creation the main body, through creating a good environment and atmosphere 
and timely and effective guidance, helps students produce innovative and unique ideas in the 
process of finding, analyzing and solving problems. In addition to the tasks in class, it is also 
necessary to ask students to experience the real practice around the knowledge points they 
have learned, feel what they are doing and how to do in practice, deepen the understanding 
and thinking of knowledge points through practical experience, and further understand the 
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application of knowledge points in reality, and the relationship and connection path with 
other relevant knowledge points. Students are required to share their extracurricular 
experience in class and combine it with the classroom task, and the situation that students are 
familiar is added to the task to strengthen the realistic sense of problem-solving. 

In the process of problem solving, teachers should consciously introduce the modern digital 
equipment owned by students into it, and make full use of the convenient communication 
mode and rich resources provided by social application software and network teaching 
platform to improve the efficiency of problem solving. This can not only meet the 
psychological needs of students who are inseparable from electronic devices, especially smart 
phones, but also provide favorable conditions for cooperation between students, 
communication between teachers and students in and out of class, network resource 
acquisition and timely feedback. 
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