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WHAT IS DISTRACTING OUR KIDS IN CLASS?

Randy Bergmann, @appopinion 9:21 a.m. EST February 27, 2015

For the Asbury Park Press' Student Voices essay and video contest this month, we asked, "What is your
biggest challenge to paying attention in class?" (/story/opinion/columnists/2015/02/24/student-voices-winners-
speak-classroom-distractions/23932317/)

Boy did we get an earful. Here's a taste of what students said were some of the impediments to learning:

"Class clowns." "Uncomfortable desk." "There's that cute guy sitting in front of me again and I just keep
staring." "The ticking of the second hand." "Kids cracking jokes, kicking my seat and passing notes." "HVAC
system not working." "Loud radiators." "The constant whispering chatter." "A clicking pen, and the person
clicking it." "Sitting too close to a window."

Also, "Sneezing, snickering, moaning and hiccuping." "Teachers bringing up the bottom. I get so bored when I
am surrounded by kids who need more help than I do." "Bugs in the classroom." "Dodging paper balls." "The
annoying marimba ringtone jingling in a pile of backpacks in the back of the room."

Based on the responses to nearly 300 essays, it's amazing kids in some classes learn anything at all.

We boiled down the most frequently cited distractions, ranked them from one to six based on the frequency with which the were cited. Then we asked
education professor Emily Klein of Montclair State University (http://www.montclair.edu/profilepages/view_profile.php?username=kleine)to provide
suggestions on how teachers and administrators can best respond to each of the hindrances to learning.

Her answers, preceded by excerpts from student essays on each distraction, follow:

1. Disruptive Classmates

It is very difficult to compete with the seemingly never-ending classroom distractions that are often beyond our control. When one child is distracted, it
often does not take much to affect another child. ... Whether it is the incessant clicking of pens, or silent gestures and jokes across the room, students are
almost waiting for any opportunity to become distracted and divert themselves, or better, yet their teachers, off topic. — Brian Closkey, St. Dominic
School, eighth grade.

When you are chatty in a class, often your teacher tries to move you away from your friends. Although teachers may think that this arrangement will work,
it doesn't. If a teacher was to put me and my friend on opposite sides of the room, I would still find a way to communicate with her. These ways include
making silly faces at each other and even screaming loudly across the classroom. — Emily Forgash, Ocean Township Intermediate School, eighth grade.

All day there is some type of whispering or chit-chatting going on in class. Most times it has nothing to do with the lesson. ... Sometimes I hear gossip and
other times I hear about what someone ate for dinner last night. — Erin Bertscha, Freehold Township High School, ninth grade.

Klein: Students identify disruptive classmates as a major source of distraction in school, and students themselves are often the ones who complain when
their peers disturb classroom order. Contrary to popular wisdom, increased punitive measures and zero-tolerance policies have had little impact on
fostering safe and disciplined learning environments in schools. Some schools and districts are successfully managing disruptive students by moving
from punitive approaches toward a responsive classroom (https://www.responsiveclassroom.org/) approach that offers a whole-school strategy for
improving the school climate and that is associated with positive gains in teacher/student interactions as well as academic achievement. In responsive
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classrooms, teachers focus on their students' social and emotional learning, engaging them in building trust and problem solving before problems get out
of hand.

2. Lack of adequate sleep

Who thought it was an intelligent idea to force kids to wake up between 6 and 6:30 a.m. to get on their bus? When teenagers wake up that early, they
need to make up for their lack of sleep. Unfortunately, some students have no better choice than to do it in school. — Ilan Benschikovski, Manalapan-
Englishtown Middle School, seventh grade.

With high school came an overwhelming workload and schedule and an underwhelming amount of sleep. I've been caught snoozing, dozing and catching
some Z's in almost every class for the past few years. Although the habit is shamefully disrespectful, my sleepy disposition gets the best of me. — Megan
Burns, Point Pleasant Borough High School, 12th grade.

With electronics and social media, I stay up late on my phone without ever getting enough sleep. The result? I am a walking zombie in the morning that
cannot focus on anything other than the fact I am tired. — Kasey Finnigan, Freehold Township High School, ninth grade.

Klein: At the district level, districts can support student engagement and motivation in school by experimenting with later school start times. Research
shows that as children enter adolescence, their internal clocks begin to shift, making them naturally more alert in the evenings and in need of more sleep
in the mornings. Data from a number of studies suggest that later start times are linked to less tardiness and higher grades. One 2014 University of
Minnesota study (http://www.cehd.umn.edu/carei/sleepresources.html) found that later start times not only increased students' grades but also improved
adolescents' health, attendance and standardized test scores. Although districts cite challenges related to after-school activities and bus schedules as
impediments to moving start times later, even a slight shift that moves the beginning of school to 8:30, from 8 or even earlier, can achieve significant
benefits for adolescents.

3. Teachers who lecture rather than engage students

There are the teachers who know how to teach and speak in an audible tone and shows that they really love their job as educators, and then there are
the teachers that are the opposite. Those teachers speak in low tones and often don't seem like they're excited to teach the students. With the upbeat
teachers, the atmosphere in the classroom is great and brings in good vibes. — Ashley Abuga, Toms River Intermediate North, eighth grade.

The most appealing way for teachers to teach is to let the students become more involved. This rarely happens due to the mere fact that the state
requirements for standardized testing must be met. This results in a bunch of material thrown at the students that is not only difficult to comprehend, but
presented in a lethargic way. — Jordyn Albano, Freehold Township High School, ninth grade.

It seems to me that about 30 percent of my teachers are bored with their occupations. I would like to believe that the people I look up to for almost seven
hours a day would have the aspiration to be there with me. — Jessica Romanelli, Middletown High School South, grade 10.

Klein: Moving from district and school levels, there are a series of classroom level changes that teachers might enact with important consequences for
their students. In classrooms, students need multiple opportunities to think deeply, process information thoroughly and engage more actively with peers.

Teachers can introduce interactive pedagogy even into lecture-based teaching. A "think/pair/share (http://www.readwritethink.org/professional-
development/strategy-guides/using-think-pair-share-30626.html)" approach provides for time for students to integrate new knowledge with previous
knowledge and even, perhaps, apply that knowledge to new contexts. Using this approach, a teacher asks a critical thinking question after about 10
minutes of lecture. Students then write their responses and turn to partners to share ideas before sharing out to the class.

Additionally, I urge my student teachers to introduce new topics by asking students what they already know. Rather than assuming that students are
empty vessels to "fill" with lectures, it makes more sense to begin with students' preconceived notions, and often, rich understandings or even pre-
understandings of a topic, and build off of those. Just asking students what they know or want to know about a topic can help students think about a topic
and begin to make connections to it, even before they have learned much about it, helping to engage their interest and inspire their curiosity.

4. Defeating Boredom

My biggest challenge to paying full attention in class is sitting for almost obscene amounts of time listening to a teacher drone on about something
completely irrelevant to not only my interest but my future. — Reilee Turner, Academy of Allied Health and Science, 12th grade.
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My high school makes it especially difficult to stay focused throughout each class period because we use block scheduling. After a while, sitting through
the same four 85-minute classes can become quite challenging. — Alexandra Colbert, Academy of Allied Health and Science, 12th grade.

I feel that teachers need to have enthusiasm about what they're teaching; If they're not excited about their subject, then I'm not either. — Taylor Eng,
Millstone Township Middle School, eighth grade.

Klein: One of the toughest challenges teachers and students face together is learning content that students perceive as "boring" (of course, keeping in
mind that what is boring for one student may be fascinating to another). Many of the district supervisors and principals with whom I work turn to Internet
resources like Edutopia (http://www.edutopia.com/) and the Teaching Channel (https://www.teachingchannel.org/) for strategies for introducing
challenging material in more interactive and engaging ways. For example, the Teaching Channel features a series of videos that take familiar science
content that teachers have been covering for years, but demonstrate innovative ways of presenting that content that invites students to "act as scientists."
In videos (https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/exploring-predictions-science-lesson) such as these, students make predictions, test those predictions
and reflect on their developing learning. Many of these videos give concrete examples of what engaging practice might look like with real students in real
classrooms.

But beyond introducing new teaching strategies, it's important to remember that one of the purposes of schooling is to help students discover and engage
in their passion for inquiry. One powerful tool for helping students struggle with difficult content is to use students' questions and passions to deepen
content and teaching, whether it's thinking about how the popular game Minecraft can be a means for teaching programming or, as I once saw in a
chemistry class, how a student's request not to open a window on a hot day because it would make her hair frizzy became an entry point into the study of
the chemistry behind that phenomenon. That day all students were transfixed because they saw the relevance of chemistry to their daily lives. When we
use students' own questions and interests as the driving force behind our curriculum, we maximize student engagement and offer them a way in to the
more technical or mundane aspects of the subject matter.

It is also useful to look at the work of Expeditionary Learning (http://elschools.org/) (EL) — a model of teaching and learning where students engage in
"learning expeditions" — interdisciplinary, in-depth projects. Similar to project based learning (http://www.edutopia.org/project-based-learning), which
takes place over an extended period of time, students explore concepts deeply, read complex texts, and grapple with big ideas and issues — all of which
is at the heart of rigorous learning. Students can engage with tough content and they don't need stand-up comics in front of the classroom to do it — but
they do need teachers who are skilled in how to build their capacity to do so.

5. Waking the Daydreamer

My teachers call it "not paying attention." My parents call it "sleeping in class." But I prefer saying "escaping torture and entering my personal heaven." —
Suki Zheng, Ocean Township Intermediate School, eighth grade.

One minute I am focused on interpreting how an organism uses glucose to go through the Krebs cycle in order to produce energy; the next minute my
mind has completely jumped into another world where I am married to Justin Bieber and have just taken off in our private jet. — Meaghan Latona,
Freehold Township High School, ninth grade.

The thing that is making it hard to pay full attention is worrying about my future. Everything seems to be going so fast and I can't keep up. I'm only 13 and
I'm thinking about what happens next. It's like I'm on a treadmill that's going on the highest speed and I can't get off. — Samantha Schubel, Millstone
Township Middle School, eighth grade.

Klein: Keeping "boredom" in check can go a long way toward addressing the challenges of students who report they are distracted by "daydreaming."
Yet the "daydreamer" is a unique distraction challenge. Often students are distracted because they are not engaged, but sometimes they daydream
because classrooms can be highly stimulating and loud places that don't provide spaces for dreaming, thinking and puzzling through problems.

Susan Cain, author of "Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can't Stop Talking," notes that sometimes students who appear to be lost in a
daydream are actually introverted people who "come up with insights that others don't just by sitting and thinking things through rather than verbalizing
ideas right away." One means of addressing this challenge is to introduce students to activities like a "silent dialogue (https://www.facinghistory.org/for-
educators/educator-resources/teaching-strategies/big-paper-building-silent-con)," where students respond in writing to a prompt and then rotate and
respond to their peers' writing. This actively engages students in responding and thinking — but without actually talking. Students are thus able to have
quiet moments of thinking and wondering that are still focused around classroom work and content — again, inspiring creativity and thought while
meeting the varied needs of learners within the classroom.
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6. Turn off Cellphones

The worst attention-trap in a classroom is cellphones. Games, conversations with friends and limitless websites can all be accessed with a few taps to a
touchscreen. Most phones are small and discreet enough to slip under the radar of a teacher. — Emily Foster, Point Pleasant Beach High School, grade
11.

The biggest distraction by far is the Internet and the world outside of that stuffy little room. It becomes hard to focus when all that you want to know is not
in a class, but can be taught through a five-inch screen. — Alexandra De Sarno, Academy of Allied Health and Science.

I often become deterred from my work by a simple Twitter notification. While trying to finish my math equations or write an essay, I find myself scrolling
through wasteful pages of statuses that I don't truly care about, or pictures that I'll forget about in five minutes. — Kerry Prout, Point Pleasant Borough
High School, grade 12.

Klein: I am deeply sympathetic with the final distraction students identify: other students' cellphones. Even at the graduate level, I have recently found
myself having to ask students to please stop texting so I can continue our class. Unfortunately, even New York City has finally decided to lift its ban on
cellphones in schools, and it seems unlikely that teachers and students will be able to rid themselves of this distraction.

Sometimes we have to co-opt the distraction, and increasingly, teachers are bringing technology into the classroom by using cellphones as pedagogical
tools. Polleverywhere.com (file:///C:/Users/Diana/Downloads/Polleverywhere.com) is a popular app that lets teachers ask students a multiple choice
question that students can then answer by texting a specified number. The program then creates a graph representing student responses that almost
immediately gives the teacher a great deal of information about what the students do or don't understand about that topic at hand. This approach can
draw out all classroom students, many of whom may not regularly participate in class.

Overall, research shows that students eagerly seek relevance, engagement, and community in their classrooms and schools. It is our responsibility to
give them the opportunity to change their school settings in ways that will meet their learning needs. We need schools to be places where learning is so
compelling and community is so powerful that distractions are rarely a concern. Unfortunately, students rarely get the opportunity to affect change in their
own schooling, but this can change. Listening to student voices is crucial for re-thinking how we can build richer learning environments. It will require a
concerted — and collaborative — effort on the part of teachers, schools, and districts to meet these needs.

Emily J. Klein is Associate Professor, Department of Secondary and Special Education, Montclair State University.

Read or Share this story: http://on.app.com/1BuStP8
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