“Boring” Means “Hard” 

Old riddle: What races, marches or drags but never stops?  Answer: Time!

And mothers of toddlers.

Human beings from birth are programmed to learn; their purpose in life is to develop all their abilities; they have an inner drive for mastery.  Watch a one-year determined to walk.  Listen to a six-month-old practice her consonant-vowel combinations.  Just try to keep up with an active two-year-old intent on discovering all the ways out of the house or researching all the creative uses of food – besides eating.  

A normal child will make playthings of dust, twigs and pebbles.  Water is an unending source of delightful new experiences for all but the traumatized child.  For the child in the fluid construction stage of life, it is a primary medium of development.  Appropriate challenge for any child at any age is irresistible.

Why, then, do children sometimes complain of boredom?  The truth is that they couldn’t be bored if they tried.  The little beetle scurrying across the floor begs to be scooped up and placed in the chalk tray for races; the cloud formation out the window is a beaconing light-show; intense scrutiny of the teacher’s face reveals a mustache but everyone knows that men are supposed to have beards and all – a new quandary on which to reflect.  To the child with a marker, the world is his tablet.  Scrap paper is for tearing into spit wads, cutting paper dolls, folding miniature hats or boxes or making a fan.  If she has BOTH marking device and paper, think of the fun she can have – playing dot-to-dot or tic-tac-toe, drawing silly pictures of her friends (and enemies), writing notes to friends about enemies, and if she has a rubber band, making projectiles of those notes.  No, “bored” just doesn’t happen, unless….

When a child feels frustrated in a situation, he labels it “boredom” because he doesn’t know the real reason for feeling bad – and because “boredom” gets a different reaction from “something isn’t right here but I can’t tell what.”  Adults tend to shrug off the latter or react with impatience; they get all excited about boredom because either they assume responsibility for it and try to fix it or they take pride in a child so smart he is bored already.  

“Bored” is actually kid code for “This is too hard.”  The trouble might not be the academic degree of task difficulty but the rapid fatigue of the dysgraphic or the effort it takes to suppress the squirminess of the ADHD student or eye-strain of the young boy doing close work before his eyes mature (at about age eight.)  Sometimes the problem is not understanding what to do or how to do it and “boring” means “I don’t get it.”  Sometimes the mental effort to coax a poor working memory into holding on to just a bit more is just a bit too much.  The problem may be social or emotional; I feel threatened by those girls so their games are boring to me; the guys will say I’m a nerd so math and reading are now officially boring.

Remember, appropriate challenge for any child at any age is irresistible.  If a child says he is bored, ask yourself what aspect of his job is too hard for him – and make it easier – for him and for you!  

“Won’t” (Mostly) Means “Can’t”

Is exasperation eating at you because no matter how hard you try, he won’t perform?  

Do you dread certain types of assignments because they always create conflict? 

When she refuses, does it make you feel helpless and angry – with her and with yourself?

Factoid number one:

Appropriate challenge for any child at any age is irresistible.

Factoid number two:

If a child fails to perform a task, something is holding him back because

appropriate challenge for any child at any age is irresistible.

Factoid number three:

Children are born with two major needs: love/attention and mastery/power 

which produces a strong inner drive to relate and to learn – 

which is why appropriate challenge for any child at any age is irresistible.

The first thing a baby does is gaze at its mother’s face.  Over the next days and weeks, as he adapts to extra-uterine life, he perfects all those survival skills he practiced before birth.  She looks (literally) for new worlds to conquer; no (sighted) infant can resist visual exploration of her environment.  As soon as she sees it, she tries to get it – by reaching or crying or pointing to ask you to bring it to her – whatever it is, from her pacifier to the puppy.  Every physically intact child knows that “up” is where the “action” is and first lifts his head, then his chest and finally his whole body to get there.  Only the babies who can’t see don’t look.  Only the ones who can’t wiggle don’t move.  Only the baby whose arms and hands can’t, don’t reach for Mom or grasp toys.  Kids are awesome learning machines.  Then they go to school and learn the “rules.”

Rules of school kids:

1.  Better to be lazy than stupid

2.  Better to be bad than stupid

3.  “Ignorant” means “especially dumb”; better to be anything rather than stupid

4.  If something seems difficult, it is proof positive that you are stupid.  God forbid anyone finds out!

5.  Better to be anything rather than stupid!

So – if a teacher tells students to do something a little beyond some child’s perceived or actual capability, it immediately invokes rules number one and two.  If the teacher follows up with (even not that big) a push, rule three governs.  If any parent or teacher isn’t aware of rule number four, rule five kicks in and what should have been an instructional experience becomes a power struggle – which adults inevitably lose (and so, of course, do the kids.) 

Fortunately there’s an easy out.  Factoids three and four to the rescue.  Turn on the (subtle) attention, offer some (legitimate) power, use your best inferential skills to figure out what aspect of his job he thinks is too hard (his estimate of his ability to perform is what counts.)  Then make succeeding easier – for him and for you!  “The problem is sol-ved” (with apologies to Inspector Clousseau.)

Remember, appropriate challenge for any child at any age is irresistible!  When you give him work he can do, he’ll do whatever it takes to meet his goal – mastery.  Knowledge is power.  Enjoy!

