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Lockdown: Bring on the Boredom  
 

Dr Aric Sigman writes for the All Party Parliamentary 
Group on a Fit and Healthy Childhood  

 

If the lockdown had lyrics, for many children the chorus 
would be “I’m bored”. We’ve developed a keen sense of 
entitlement for variety and choice in our lives and many 
are exhibiting withdrawal symptoms in the face of the 
sudden restrictions and reductions in everyday choice 
and novelty imposed upon us by lockdown. 
 

In the Cold War 1950s, boredom enjoyed greater 
respect in certain circles. The military became 
interested in how it could be used to brainwash and 
torture the captured enemy. The journal Scientific 
American published ‘The Pathology of Boredom’ and 
research began on ‘sensory deprivation’ and ‘physical 
isolation’ minimising external stimulation. As the brain 
was thought to function by reacting to outside 
stimulation, scientists believed that if outside stimuli 
were removed, the brain would essentially enter into a 
type of comatose state or ‘dreamless’ sleep. Yet they 

were surprised to find that ‘The mind does not pass into 
unconsciousness, the brain does not shut down …The 
isolated mind becomes highly active and creative’.  
The adrenaline-flooded 1980s and 90s saw the rise of 
paid-for boredom as sensory deprivation re-emerged in 
the form of flotation tanks, and retreats began to 
replace isolation chambers. Today, scientists across the 
world are organising the 4th International 
Interdisciplinary Boredom Conference for later this year. 
And now we have a national physical isolation 
experiment with an enforced reduction of stimulation.  
 

While there are many negative aspects to our current 
state, there are hidden benefits – especially for children. 
The restrictions of lockdown offer liberation: being shut 
in opens a different set of doors. 
 

We may be looking at a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity 
to pause for reflection thanks to the very lack of variety 
and stimulation we bemoan. This is not a neo-Victorian 
radical traditionalist call for a return to the past but a 
straightforward apolitical health and development 
matter. 
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A tyranny of options 
 

We and our children have cultivated a perpetual thirst 
for ceaseless novelty in many areas of our lives, which 
we expect to be satisfied instantly in ways unthinkable 
even a decade ago – from newsfeeds and alerts for our 
curiosity, Deliveroo and Just Eat for our palates, Netflix 
for our need to see the next episodes now, Amazon for 
next day delivery, to hook-up apps for new or better 
partners for marriage … or just for tonight.  
 

Consumerism and consumption have gone far beyond 
material goods to include, more than ever, experiences, 
including virtual experiences. Window shopping for 
houses, holidays, romantic partners, or peering into the 
lives of others including celebrities online, is available 
to all without taking a step outside our door. We’ve 
become gluttons for novelty and choice, and an 
expanding world of options, and so too have our 
children. 
 

All of this has left little time for the necessary emotional 
housekeeping for good mental health as navel-gazing, 
daydreaming and even reflection are looked at askance 
as a waste of time. Yet this is precisely what children 
especially need more, not less of. Children need time to 
process and integrate their daily experiences and 
emotions in order to make sense of their day, their life, 
relationships and the world around them. And they’re 
just not getting enough of it. 
 

Children also need the opportunity to be bored – it’s a 
health and development requirement. Most of us have 
already learned that life does not consist of a never-
empty bowl of cherries. Our children need to learn this, 
and the earlier the better for their wellbeing. By 
experiencing tedium, they develop strategies to escape 
it. What they mustn’t learn is that the solution to 
boredom comes from outside themselves – ‘buy this, 
watch that, drink this, smoke that’ – requiring attention 
to the external. While parents can indirectly help from 
the sidelines, we must not feel obliged to ‘cure’ our 
children’s boredom. 
The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) has been 
issuing what amounts to boredom warnings – children 
aren’t getting enough of it, stating ‘A body of 

multidisciplinary work contends that boredom 
stimulates creativity’. Our culture has increasingly 
embraced the notion that children must not be ‘under-
stimulated’. Many middle class children are carefully 
exposed to further stimulation through the scheduling 
of extra-curricular lessons, classes and activities. The 
AAP recently issued a clinical report urging us to back 
off: ‘Parental guilt has led to competition over who can 
schedule more “enrichment opportunities” for their 
children… there are risks’. And psychologists have 
referred to the times when children don’t have 
anything scheduled for them as ‘undesignated 
moments’. The free, unstructured play and just messing 
about that are vital for mental health are now at a 
premium. 
 

Global boredom 
 

Although I publish medical papers on child health 
practices, travel provides an oblique second opinion, a 
reality-check on our assumptions about the norms and 
values of the day in our culture, by being very far away 
from it. Over the past three decades, 
I’ve travelled abroad extensively often volunteer 
teaching, to observe child health and development in 
more obscure cultures. This has led me around the 
world to places such as North Korea, Turkmenistan, 
Republic of Congo, Bhutan, Timbuktu, Mongolia, 
Borneo, Tonga, Myanmar (Burma), Irian Jaya (West 
Papua), Laos, Iran, Vietnam, Bolivia, Burkina Faso, Far 
Eastern Siberia, Sumatra, Uganda, South Korea, 
Cambodia, Chile, Philippines, Jordan, Japan, China and 
India and others. My observations have proved 
invaluable, revealing universal patterns that have 
convinced me of some fundamental principles in child 
health and development that transcend time and space 
and are not subject to the whims of fashion.  
 

One of the main observations that sings out isn’t an 
eastern versus western mindset but rather an inward 
versus outward cultural mindset. Cultures that value a 
place for thought and inner reflection offer benefits to 
mental health. In so many of the societies I’ve visited, 
children who we may deem impoverished are often rich 
in something we’ve lost: the ability to withstand a lack 
of novelty and an inner ability to resolve boredom. 
 

Bertrand Russell considered boredom as ‘a vital 
problem for the moralist, since half the sins of mankind 
are caused by the fear of it.’ 
 

Now is our opportunity to exploit our tedium and 
monotony. We must venerate, not fear, the world’s 
most uninspiring state as a vital experience for our 
children’s mental health by allowing them to experience 
the gift of boredom. 
Dr Aric Sigman 
www.aricsigman.com 

http://www.aricsigman.com
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“Angry, fed up, isolated”:  
Coronavirus and children’s mental health 

Anne Longfield Children’s Commissioner for England 
 
Over the last three weeks, my office has been working hard to stand 
up for vulnerable children, pressing the Government to do all it can 
for those who need to stay in school during the lockdown, those 
locked up in institutions and those receiving free school meals or whose families will be hit financially by 
the crisis. 
 
It is also important too that we focus on helping children who will be struggling with anxiety or depression 
calling for appropriate arrangements for children during and beyond this epidemic, including a focus on 
those children who are already struggling with mental health issues, and those who will be feeling very 
anxious and worried about the current situation. 
 
When we talk to children as part of our ongoing work, they often bring up mental health as well as the 
difficulties in accessing mental health support. Read here 
 

 
From the Neufeld Institute 

 
Parenting through the Pandemic  

by Dr. Gordon Neufeld,  
Keynote address presented to registrants for the postponed 
2020 Neufeld Annual Conference. 
See video here 
 

 
Relationship, Room, and Rest for the Cooped-Up Adolescent 

by Darlene Denis-Friske  
 
Right now, the cooped-up adolescent is trying to navigate the emotional impact 
of these strange days, with panic and fear rapidly circulating all around. 
Adolescents are absorbing intense stress during an already heightened time of 
developmental turbulence. For many, being cut off from school, friendships, and 
regular activities will fester worry about the “what ifs” that are further fuelled by 
negative social media exposure. We simply have to accept that we are 
sometimes going to see this tension play out in their behaviour, in their tone, in 
their language, in their decisions, in their demands, in their challenges…. 
Read here 
 

Top Tips from Play Wales 
Playworking and Coronavirus 

 

Throughout Wales, playworkers are coming to terms with working in a different way to support children’s 
play. There’s been very little time to prepare and plan for this, but as playworkers we will want to work out 
how we can support children during these uncertain times. 
  
So, to help playworkers to continue to support 
children during the coronavirus pandemic we have 
pulled together a list of top tips.
Read here 
 

As part of the co-operative response to coronavirus, 
playworkers across Wales have been busy 
collaborating with others and working in different 
ways to support children’s play. Read here 
 

Playing and Wellbeing  Read here 
Play, Schools and Corona Virus  Read here 

https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/2020/04/03/angry-fed-up-isolated-coronavirus-and-childrens-mental-health/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HNnXutm7p4g
https://neufeldinstitute.org/relationship-room-and-rest-for-the-cooped-up-adolescent/
https://www.playwales.org.uk/login/uploaded/documents/Publications/Top%20tips%20playworkers%20and%20coronavirus.pdf
https://mcusercontent.com/b961b34f88ad3d0418324482a/files/0ee90eb5-dc6c-45aa-90bb-11d69fe6839d/playworking_and_coronavirus.pdf
https://issuu.com/playwales/docs/top_tips_-_playing_and_well-being?fr=sOGI4ZjEyMTM0NzE&fbclid=IwAR1M-NzZT3GrZ5ZEOky--bEjkRxULw98_PU6kmYqcIjwYMMfR3Xe6dGF4t0
https://issuu.com/playwales/docs/top_tips_play_schools_and_coronavirus?fr=sZTE3MjI3MTYwNw&fbclid=IwAR2iFoKFJY9JSjH-HqQfgkYuRbt_TuGY3Ez1InnsfzWXfAf-HdGY0SGnzhw
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Improving safe access to street space for children’s 
play and physical activity 

 
This short briefing paper by Professor Alison Stenning and 
Dr Wendy Russell explores the evidence for families with 
children to be allowed greater access to very local 
neighbourhood space, to allow children to play safely within 
physical distancing rules – through changes to residential 
streets that might include, for example, speed limits, road-
pavement ratios, and user priority.  

 
 
 

Now’s a Good Time to Teach Your Kids to Play on 
Their Own 

New York Times By Kate Rope 
 
Independent play is a skill your kids will use for the rest 
of their lives — and a way to claim some time for 
yourself during quarantine.  
Read the article here 

Image Haein Jeong  

London Learning at Home 
 
The London Curriculum has reached out across 
the city to bring together free learning and 
cultural offers that children can access from 
home. We want to ensure that young 
Londoners still feel connected to the incredible 
people, places and culture of their city. You can 
search by age range, subject, key stage and 
level of adult input required. We will continue 
to add content over the coming weeks, so do 
check back! 
www.london.gov.uk/learning-at-home  
 

Play Day 2020 
 

Playday is the national day 
for play in the UK, 
traditionally held on the 
first Wednesday in 
August. Playday 2020 will 
be celebrated on 
Wednesday 5 August. 
 

We are delighted to 
announce that the 2020 
theme is … Everyday 
Freedoms Everyday 
Adventures. The Playday 

2020 theme aims to highlight the importance of giving children and teenagers the freedom to play and have 
everyday adventures. As well as celebrating children’s right to play, the Playday 2020 campaign recognises the 
impact of government restrictions and physical distancing on children’s mental health and opportunities to play 
freely with friends and in their community. 
Read more here 

From the Education and Youth Team at City Hall London 

https://blogs.ncl.ac.uk/alisonstenning/files/2020/04/Improving-Safe-Access-to-Street-Space-for-Childrens-Play-and-Physical-Activity-FINAL.pdf
https://www.ncl.ac.uk/gps/staff/profile/alisonstenning.html#background
https://glos.academia.edu/wendyrussell
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/03/parenting/kids-independent-play-coronavirus-quarantine.html
http://www.london.gov.uk/learning-at-home
http://www.playday.org.uk
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Opting-Out of Remote Schooling and Opting-In to 
Play is an Option All Parents Can Choose 

by Denisha Jones, Ph.D., J.D. 
 
If remote schooling is working for you and your child, 
then, by all means, keep going. But if you find the 
expectation to facilitate schooling at home with your 
child problematic, you have the right to opt-out and opt-
in to something better. You can use this time to allow 
your child to engage in the most cost-effective, self-
directed, authentic form of learning there is…PLAY! 
Children do not just learn through play; play is learning! 

Read the article here 
 

Prioritise play when schools reopen, say mental health experts 
 

Letter to education secretary warns of impact of 
coronavirus lockdown on children 

The Guardian By Sally Weale 
 

Child mental health experts have urged the government 
to prioritise children’s play and socialising with friends 
over formal lessons and academic progress when 
schools in England reopen and lockdown restrictions are 
eased. They say they are “extremely concerned” about 
the impact of the lockdown and more than six weeks 
without face-to-face play with peers on child mental 
health. They are calling on ministers to ensure that play is at the top of newly permitted 
activities. 
Read the article here 

Outdoor Play and Learning (OPAL) CIC is awarded £245,600 Growth Funding 
 

Neil Coleman writes for  All Party Parliamentary Group on a Fit and Healthy Childhood 
Sport England and The National Lottery has awarded OPAL 18 months of expansion funding. 
This grant will, between June 2020 and December 2021, establish an expanded regional 
team and new technical resources which, when ready, will be available to all schools across 
England. The funds come in response to the Department for Education’s 1st November 2019 
updating of the PE and School Sports Premium (PESSP) guidance, a change first proposed in 
the APPG’s Play report back in October 2015. 
 
The PESSP five key indicators for schools now require the “engagement of all pupils in 
regular physical activity”, for instance by; 
 

• providing targeted activities or support to involve and encourage the least active children 
 

• encouraging active play during break times and lunchtimes 
 

• establishing, extending or funding attendance of school sport clubs and activities and 
holiday clubs, or broadening the variety offered 

 

• adopting an active mile initiative 
 

• raising attainment in primary school swimming to meet requirements of the national 
curriculum before the end of key stage 2.  

 

• Every child should leave primary school able to swim.[1] 
 
In their 2019 Active Lives Children and Young People [2] study, Sport England found that 
the biggest motivator of physical activity in children aged between 5 and 11 was ‘Playing’! In 
fact, playing was found to be more popular within this age group than Team Sports, 
Swimming or any other activity, which is why Sport England and the Department for 
Education, with their mission to reduce childhood inactivity, want to see every school 
improve their playtime provision. 
 

https://dey.org/opting-out-of-remote-schooling-and-opting-in-to-play-is-an-option-all-parents-can-choose/
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/may/07/prioritise-play-when-schools-reopen-say-mental-health-experts-coronavirus-lockdown
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Contact us & get involved 

 info@allianceforchildhood.co.uk 

Phone: 0870 766 9657    

London site www.allianceforchildhood.org.uk 

UK site: www.allianceforchildhood.co.uk    

International site: www.alliancechildhood.org 

Facebook:     

www.facebook.com/AllianceforChildhoodInt 

The not-for-profit organisation exists to support 
schools that want to permanently transform the 
quality of the playtime experiences they 
provide to all pupils every day. This support is 
important nationally because around one fifth 
of each school day in England is allocated 
to playtimes and the unskilled adult 
supervision of children’s play, with no 
measure by Ofsted or others of what 
constitutes good quality, currently costs an 
estimated £750 million every year. 
 
OPAL client schools report dramatic 
improvements in levels of behaviour, boredom, 
inactivity, staff stress, social engagement and 
enjoyment with school life. Michael Follett, 
OPAL’s Founder and Director, says; 
“We have already improved playtime for over half a million children, building on what they 
love to do because playing is an innate behaviour for all children. This fantastic growth 
funding from The National Lottery and Sport England will help us bring the benefits of 
outdoor playtime to many more children, teachers and parents across the country.”    
[1] https://www.gov.uk/guidance/pe-and-sport-premium-for-primary-schools  
[2] https://www.sportengland.org/know-your-audience/demographic-knowledge/children-
and-young-people#research  

London Forum meetings 
 

We have arranged the following date for our next 
meeting: 

Monday 5th October 2pm to 4pm - theme to be 
confirmed 

Unfortunately we had to postpone our meeting on 
15th May. The October date will be reviewed 

nearer the time and the meeting will take place, 
depending on the situation with the corona virus. 

 
‘Our Aman’ Short Film 

 
Based on a true story from Amani 
Simpson, 'AMANI' is the latest short 
from Joivan Wade (The First Purge, 
Shiro's Story, Deep It & Mandem On 
The Wall) - The film depicts the inner 
reflections of a young man battling 
with his faith after being stabbed 
seven times. 
The vision is that this will be much 
more than a film, but rather a 
movement to strengthen the 
discussion and debate towards the 
end of the knife crime epidemic 

plaguing the lives of our young people and adults across the country. 
See video here 
 

ITV News Feature About Aviard’s Empowerment Programme  
 

How a survivor of knife crime became a role model for children. ITV interview. For more information about 
the AMANI empowerment programme please visit: www.aviard.co.uk/amaniprogramme  
See video here 

http://www.allianceforchildhood.org.uk
http://www.allianceforchildhood.co.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/pe-and-sport-premium-for-primary-schools
https://www.sportengland.org/know-your-audience/demographic-knowledge/children-and-young-people#research
https://www.sportengland.org/know-your-audience/demographic-knowledge/children-and-young-people#research
https://youtu.be/Jm6PwChWiJ8
http://www.aviard.co.uk/amaniprogramme
https://youtu.be/JXsIosXALtE
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Making Soft Dolls  
Simple Waldorf designs to sew and love 

Steffi Stern 
 

 ‘Another gem of a book from the wonderfully talented Steffi Stern... 

her designs are so easy to make and beautifully explained but 

endlessly adaptable.’ Stuart Hillard, Quilter and Semi-finalist on The 

Great British Sewing Bee  
 
Why do Waldorf dolls have such simple facial features? What is it 
about dolls that captures the imagination of children and adults around 
the world? This book answers these questions and highlights the 
power of dolls when used for therapeutic purposes, recognising that 
soft dolls aren’t just for children. From the simplest rag doll to more 
complex characters, this book gives clear instructions, a guide to 
buying your materials and upcycling materials you already own. These 
dolls are easy to make and are a perfect present that will be loved for 
generations.  
 
Large and small, knitted and sewn, beautiful handmade dolls with no 

sewing machine required  
Full step-by-step instructions with clear drawings and templates  
Detailed directions to make 10 character dolls and their accessories  
Create a charming dolls’ house size family including baby and pets  
 

‘My wish is for everybody to experience that feeling of warmth and satisfaction when sewing a little love 
into a handmade doll, whatever the reason you are making it.’ Steffi Stern  
 

Steffi Stern grew up in Germany and handcrafting has been a part of her life for as long as she can 
remember. After moving to the UK and having a family, Steffi opened a craft shop in Gloucestershire 
where her interest in needle felting blossomed. She appears on UK craft TV channels as their needle 
felting expert and runs The Makerss, a needle felting shop, with her business partner Sophie Buckley (the 
other S). This has been a huge success, and they exhibit at major craft shows across the UK every year. 
Steffi’s first books, Making Needle Felted Animals and Making Simple Needle Felts, continue to be best 
sellers. www.themakerss.co.uk   
 

Available here  Published by Hawthorn Press, Hawthorn House, 1 Lansdown Lane, Stroud, Glos, GL5 
1BJ Tel: +44 (0)1453 757040, email: info@hawthornpress.com 
 

Raising Happy Healthy Children 
Why Mothering Matters 

Sally Goddard Blythe 
Raising Happy Healthy Children is a fully updated second edition of What Children 

and Babies Really Need. With new information carefully added, this book examines 

the crucial early years from a child’s perspective. It draws on the latest scientific 

research to show how the first few years determine the way children develop, body 

and mind, for the rest of their lives. 

The keys to this development are parents, and in particular mothers. A society which 

really cares for its children, says Sally Goddard Blythe, values parents and makes it 

possible for them to spend time and be actively involved with their children for at 

least the first two years of life. Raising Happy Healthy Children presents convincing 

research to show how a baby’s relationship with its mother has a lasting, deep 

impact. Recent social changes, such as delayed motherhood, juggling of work/life 

balance, limited uptake of breastfeeding, and use of parent-substitute baby equipment and electronic devices, are 

interfering with key developmental milestones that are essential for wellbeing in later life. Sally Goddard Blythe 

says: ‘We need a society that gives children their parents, and most of all values motherhood in the early years.’ 
Read more and order here  

http://www.themakerss.co.uk
https://www.hawthornpress.com/books/education/steiner-waldorf/making-soft-dolls
mailto:info@hawthornpress.com
https://www.inpp.org.uk/books/raising-happy-healthy-children

