
A lack of attention control may masquerade as laziness, a negative attitude, or just plain
bad behavior ... They need our sympathy and support at the same time that they need us to
hold them accountable for working on their attention controls. When they sense that we’re
on their side and not accusing them of being bad or lazy, they often rise to the occasion.

– Mel Levine, A Mind at a Time, 2002

You only lose energy when life becomes dull in your mind. 
You don’t have to be tired or bored. Get interested in something. 

Get absolutely enthralled in something. Throw yourself into it with abandon. As you do, 
making up your mind to succeed and calculating the rewards is a natural consequence.

– Norman Vincent Peale

When we think of an apathetic student, we often think of the child who sits in class and looks out the
window, falls asleep, refuses to work, or mumbles comments like, “This is boring. This is stupid. What 
a waste of time.” Is the child really bored? Is he being defiant? Could it be that the teachers and/or 
parents are somewhat to blame for his lack of motivation?

There are several possible causes for a student being apathetic. Yes, it is possible the child is bored and
needs more challenging work, but most often this isn’t the main cause of not working. The child, as noted
from Mel Levine’s quote above, could have an attention problem. He could also have an undiagnosed
learning problem that interferes with his progress. The child may be dealing with emotional problems
such as depression or worries about his parents getting a divorce. We can’t rule out medical and 
nutritional factors. Also, a small number of teens display apathy in the classroom because of possible
drug and alcohol use.

Instead of coming down hard on these children, we may need to show more compassion. Nagging, 
complaining, threatening, and punishing these kids seldom is effective.  We need to be patient, investi-
gate probable causes, and come up with realistic plans. 
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1. Consider taking the child to his/her doctor for a complete physical/check-up to rule out any medical 
problems that could be interfering with learning.

2. Have the child’s seeing and hearing tested. Children often appear to be apathetic or lazy when they 
can’t see or hear well.

3. Show an interest in their interests. There is an Amish saying that notes, “Work along with your 
children in their work and take an interest in what they do, or they may lose interest in what they do.”

4. Utilize the many professionals at the school who may help motivate your child. Sometimes a counselor,
social worker, or physical education teacher can “light a spark.”

5. Without preaching, try to help the child understand how school is relevant to his future. 
6. Set limits on passive activities at home such as watching television. Get the child engaged in some 

positive activities.
7. Take a close look at the child’s diet. Many children today are loading up on sugar and junk food. They 

may need more fruit, vegetables, carbohydrates, and protein to give them more energy.
8. Parents and school personnel need to work together to determine the child’s learning style. Bob may 

be more engaged in a class where the teacher uses a more “hands on” style of teaching than he would 
in a room where the teaching style focuses on lecturing.

9. Set short term goals. Instead of saying, “Sylvia, you better get working or you’ll never pass algebra,” 
try, “Sylvia, let’s see if you can master this short formula by the end of the week.” Goals that are too 
difficult or long term can cause these children to give up too soon.

10. It is crucial that parents provide unconditional love. Children need to feel that they are more important 
to their parents than their school performance. If Jason senses his parents are more in school. No 
matter how poorly he is doing in school, his parents need to tell him daily, “Jason, we love.”

11. Teachers may need to get creative with the child’s schedule. Does the child need more movement, more 
hands-on activities, more independent research, or more physical activity?

12. Realize that not all children need to be college bound. Many students who seem apathetic in core 
subjects may excel in opportunities where they utilize mechanical or technical skills. Brian seldom 
showed interest in algebra, chemistry, social studies or reading novels. He had no desire to go college. 
His goal was to graduate from high school and work in his father’s garage as a mechanic. 

13. It is important for parents not to show apathy. They must show interest in how their children are doing. 
They need to get involved by communicating with their teachers, attending school meetings, checking 
on their homework and test scores, and monitoring their whereabouts after school.

14. Even though the child may be struggling, let him know you still have high expectations. Let him know 
that he is capable of doing great things. 

15. Parents and teachers are often successful with these children if they perceive themselves as being a 
coach or cheerleader. Often small bits of advice, words of praise, and a “thumbs up” get better results 
than long lectures.

16. Sometimes the school may not have programs available to assist these apathetic children. Parents may 
have to seek out tutoring programs, volunteer work, or unique activities such as gymnastics or martial 
arts.

17. Play with the child. It is quite amazing how these children “light up” when we play table games or 
invite them to throw a Frisbee. Productive conversations can occur during these times.

18. Many of these children respond favorably to storytelling, magic, humor, and other creative arts.

Strategies
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