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Introduction

Mclis\u is an cighth-grader. Because she is involved in sports and
other estracut ricular activities, she does not get home tfrom school until
around $:00 p.m. on most afternoons, She helps prepare dinner and has
other houschold responsibilities. Itis often 7:00 p.m. betore she begins
her homework, and she frequently spends two hours or more per night
on her lessons,

Boh Preston and James Biackburn have children in the same elemen-
tary school. James is on the road for his company an average of three
days a weeh; and although he strongly encourages his son to make good
grades and helps him when he can, there are many nights when he is
gone. Since his divoree, he has hired a housekeeper who stays over when
he s away. Bob, on the other hand, is home every night. But he, too, IS
unable to help his son, tor both he and his wite are functionally il-
literate.

Jim Harrison has been a high school principal for 15 years. He has
seen the public expectation for “lots of homework™ rise and fali over the
yedrs. His teachers believe “parents expect it But fewer than 40% of
the students i his school live with both parents; one-third have part-
time jobs; and another third have a least a 45-minute bus ride to and
from schoot cach day.

Betty Johnson has been reaching social studies for eight vears, She
teaches tive periods daily, has three ditterent classes to prepase for, and
has an average of 32 student per class. Although she regularly works
more than 12 hours a day, she is stitl unable 1o grade or respond to even
the 160 homework assignments she receives cach week, let alone the
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homework she raght assign every other day or so it she could keep up
with it

Faplonny hamewark, and some of the *w hy's™ behind it is the cen-
tral purpose of this tasthack, As the anecdotes above illustrate, we
behieve there are problems 1o be addressed when the subject of home-
work as vonsClered, just as we believe there s frequently a need and
nistiheation tor homework. At the very least, there are improvements to
be made i the wav sehools handle homework, and we will be making
recommendations toward such improvenient in a liter section,

Borrowmg trom the dehmition bv Bond and Smith, who have been
two ol the important mvestigators of the topic ot homework, we detine
homework as “tasks that the child is assigned to do on his own time,
atter sehool hours, as an extension ot his cliassroom work., It is asually
distinet trom the madttude ot extracurticuln activities or intellectually
stinelating activutes undertaken voluntanly by studenis.”™ Given this
dehmnon, wowould be ditheult 1o argue that what Abe incoln was
donng by the fight from the hireplace was homework Indeed, homework
Leodehned above man Jeave little time tor exploriatory, self-chosen
readme o tes asing home computers, watching somcething worthwhile
on television, o even tor tdhimg with one's parents or other adults. But
wedowonder whether Abe | incoln would have found time to become
the mune he becane had he been assigtied three howrs ot traditional
hamewark cach e

Contemplating Abe by the tnehght s asetul 1 that it stiggrests that
homewark qan as casiv et i the wity of developmye knowledge and
windom as e can enhance one's education. Fither w ay, for as long as
there hane beenssehools, there have been teachers dssigning, parents en-
sournnny, and duldren bemoaning homework, | ike bells,  recess,
buses, chalkboards, and report cards, homework is and long has been a
tradhittan i o schooks,

Tust how rhat tadinion has evolved coneerns us Jess than what it
portends ter todav's stadets, | hat s, given the centermporan contets
of schooling, wiven the nature ot the not-school bves our children now
Ik amnd even what we hnow abewrt how fearning takes place, what
chesaan bemade o and against honework? Do we dare stggest that
we bavereached a pomt where we should consg o doing without home-

5



work altogether? Mavbe, just maybe, we should. However, it is not our
mtent here vo otler a diatinbe wgaent homework.

Fo suggest ehinunating homewotk ot even requiring less ol it is to fly
i the tace of currently populiar public wishes. Responses (o Gallup Poll
quustions ol recent vears reveal thit the public tavors more homework
tor students. For example, the 1978 poll found that tive out of seven
people who suggested wivs the schools could iinprove specitied “more
homework,™ and a yewr Liter the saime poll asked parents to reveal what
they hihed best an theirr child's school. The assigning ot “lots of
homework™ was frequently mentioned and equated with “*high stan-
dards. ™ Also there have been recent and widespread sentiments that our
schools are not doing very well, although the 1984 Gallup Poll reports
that public attitudes toward the schools have taken a more positive and
periaps imore symipathete turn, (10 would be interesting to know it in.
creased homework can be reliated to more positive public pereeptions of
aur schools))

For some, calls tor mgereased attention to basic skills means inereased
tme Tor shill and dodl work, and thatin turn can lead to more shill-and-
didl work ar home, Moreover, nuaking schools "tougher™ has been
cquated with imcreased homework, in the 1984 Gallup Poll on educa-
tion, the public was ashed: Do yau think studertts in public high
shools idre made 1o work too hard 1 school and on homewaork or not
haad enouceh ™ In 1984 the pc:ufnlugc ot respondents who wid "not
hard enough™ wis 67% cnmp;uu\]\m S4% e 1975 What this question
assumes s that homework s a part ot “workmy hard in school.”

Revently, there have been calls tor lenpthening the school day and in-
creastiie the number o required academic subjects — more English,
more math, more sacnce - all aterded to raise standards, These
changes attect Jdass scheduling. For exo sple, inoseveral states and i
Ly schools instructional penods adre beng shortened so that more re-
quited courses can be bt mto cacit semester, When clises are redueed
trom SS. o 45 punute periods, the lost TO minutes may have previously
been used by teachers to begin — or more tully expliin — homework.,
W hen sehools shitt from siv: to seven-period das s, there is little guestion
that the school by s becomimye more crowded. Already, we ciin observe
that tewer and tewer schools provide in-school nime tor study. Stady
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halls are becammy less conunon. Therefore, at the same time that the
need and expectation tor homework mereasas, dme to get started op it
ot to hnashoar i chass s Tess available.

Neat, et us vonsider tactors mothe Iines of students today that
mituence how much homework 15 done. For insiance, more and more
students have part-ume jobs atter school = more today, in fact, than at
anv other peniod n our listory. The increase in two-income tamilies re-
quires parents to rely onolder chlaren to look after younger children at
home atter school. For many children, aceess to quasi-educational
tesourees at home s much more common than tor children of even 10
et s aros Adoleseents and vounger children are enticed by video games
and home computers, and by the ubiquitous television. Still another
tune stealer s shoppmg malls, which are overrun with adoleseents.

Wealthrer kids have ume and money for fute lessons and gymnastics
Lessonsy Tess attluent hids may have to work part-time or help out more
4l home. Such tadinonal activities as church and scouting groups still
sompete tor vouth energies and time. Now, more than ever before, the
cernpenition tor voungsters' time is intensely keen.

AL the same tune, more and more kids return home trom school 1o
cinpty houses The phenomenon of latch-kev childrer. has 1o be con-
sidered il dhiscusston ot homework, as does the many parents who
dreless and dess able to help much with homework, even it they are
dvatlables Asasting with dolls on mualtuphcanon tables s one matter:
hiclpimg chuddren with metne conversions or with masterg the writing
pProcess oguite another story .

s important tor both parents and educators 1o have a realistic
sense o these contents mowhich homework takes place - 1t it is to be
done  Thewe contess some educational, some social, and some
ceotiomie, altural, and developmental - clearly influence how stu-
Jdents wilt respond 1o homework, And they wre at onee comples and 1n-
terrelated. Morcover, the contests and environments for homework are
changime on these several tronts simultancously. Kids are changing.
Famly ite s changing. Phe schools themnselves are changing, But homne-
work assienmients just keep conung; they even may be e creasing. Too
often these assignmients are just tiahen  for granted  wawd renaan
uncsanuned.

10
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Because of the current contexts in which homework is done, several
problems are mesitable. Foregomg discussion of the very worth of
homework tor a later section, fet us assume that homework is of somwe
benetit. What problems can merely assigning homework create?

First, it homework is assigned, there is an attendant expectation by
studerits (it by no one ¢lse) that someone will “check” the homework.
Just what cheching homework means can vary from teacher to teacher.
It the sttuation is at all like that of Betty Johnson, the social studies
teacher deseribed at the beginning of this section, checking mountains
of homework assignments on a regular basis may mean going threugh it
to acknowledge that it was done, and that responding tc. it in any mean-
mgtul way is an impossibility.

It is also safe to assume tha* some kids are more likely than others to
do homewaork when it is assigned. Brighter kids, who are already excel-
ling in school, are more likely to do their homework than slower kids,
who are having trouble in school. It is those kids who are getting the
least out ot the school day who could probably protit most trom com-
pleting some school work 4t home, Yet, it is those very students who,
tor a vanety of motivational and socioeconomic reasons, are frequectly
among the least hkely to do homework atall, and even less likely 1.5 take
homework senously. Basing grades on a student's in-'inatien to do
homework s a common practice thot s likely to create a proolem. And
miah g mastery of subject matter <eliant on a child’s ability or motiva-
tion to work at home may be creanmg even more serious problems, not
to mention widening the gap  between  academic  achievers  and
underachwesers.

Fhen. too, hids necd some time to be kids — which is more than a
hid's argument. As some mtersiews that we have conducted reveal,
homeworh may be donnnatng tanmidy discussions beture, during, and
datter the evemng meal. Just getting kids to do homework becomes
recurring ground tor magor battles in many homes. In tae background,
we hear chants of *Feach them disaipline!™ and “They must learn life is
densmding!™ We would submit that taking cold showers teaches
disapline, too; and, compared to doing homework until 11:00 p.m.
thiee o1 foar mghts a week, 1t would probably do more to keep kids
awahe i schoal, As tor learmng that hte is demanding, perhaps being in
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school seven hours a day is demanding enough. And if it is not, having
the school day encroach on what might otherwise be family time may
not be the best solution,

AL the risk ot protesting too much, we state again thatl we are not
necessartly weainst homework. But because we have been thinking a
good bit -hout some of the issues refated to homework., reading about
what 1s known regarding homework, and talking to a variety of people
who have ta deal with homework, we do see some problems worth ex-
plonng and wome guestions worth asking.

Fhe tollowing section reflects the *homework™ we did to answer the
question, "What Do We Know About Homework?" We review some of
the research on and thinking about homework that others have done.
Fhen, we share several of the “reat voices™ we heard as we talked with
parents, teachers, admimstrators, and students about howework. The
number of people we tathed with in each group was quite small, vo we
nuihe no claims that they represent a seientific sample. Our purpose was
stply to sit down and talk with people who are caught up in home-
work, altnough trom different perspectives. Our hopes that these discus-
stons would be provocative were tultilled.

Finaliv, owr thinking and reading and talking about homework has
vonvived us that the wass teachers assign homew ork, the type of home-
work ey assien, and the purposes for which they assign homework can
Al be nproved. We also believe that schools should have some consis-
tent pohicies regarding homework. And there are some things parents
should know and be advocates of when it comes to homework. We con-
clde with some recommendations that should make us all better in-
tormed as we deal with “homework — and why.”

ERIC
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What Do We Knew About Homework?

In reviewing what rescarchers and others have said about homework
over the last 70 vears or so, we tound shifts of emphasis regarding
homework. Yet much has remained constant. In Knorr's Svathesis of
Homeworn Rewcarch und Reluted  Issues (1981), he points out that
homework, despire changing views, has been an accepted and expected
part ot American schooling. Nevercheless, there has been little sound
research on this subiedt. The miniinal research that did exist on home-
wath suggested o postine relationship between homework and achieve-
ment (Hedges 19633 Howeser, in 1979 borh Harding and Priesen
reviewed the research on homework from 1900 on and tound no clear-
cul evidenee s toats electinveness, Sunply sated, while sehoaols have
hrtancath endorsed the assigning ot homework, there has been lutle
Wit suppormg, or retulig, s worth as a means ot aprosing school
pertarmance.

vpproamatels S00 articles on homework hase been indeved since
1900 (Knotr 1981 Most have tocused on three general arcas:
1) cducatons’ views of homework, 2) intluence of homeswaork o stu-
denrs, and 3 research on homework, I - aploring these general areis,
we sl tase some guestions tollowed by some answers suggested by

out readine ot the hiterature,

How Have Educators' Views on Homework Changed?

tn the trst halt ot the twenneth century the majority of homewora-
rebited research tocused on deseribimg types of homework activities.
[he topes adenubied coore prmarndy practice and preparation asagn-
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ments. Also during this time some research activity concentrated on the
ctiects of homew itk on pimary grade children.,

Bewinnmg m *he nud 19405, educitors showed less coneern about
homework and put more emphasis on extracurricular activities. Afler
the hectie period of World War 11 and the Korean War, time that had
heen spent on homework was more trequently devoted 1o atter-school
clubs. sports, and student volunteer organizations. However, this em-
phitsis on student activities shified abruptly after the succesful launch
of Sputmk in 1957, Among niany other changes this technological teat
tmiposed on American education was an immediate re-emphasis on
homework. Math and science courses were stressed, colleges raised ad-
mssion standards, and homework was increased. During this time,
homework was viewed as a means to an end, and that end was academic
ereellence (Check 1966; Wildman 1968). Daring the carly 1960s, more
and more hontew ork wias emphasized beciuse Americans were still reac-
tng to the space race with the Soviet Union.

In 1966 Good (Knorr 1981) concluded that no homework should be
riven b the clementary grades wnfess a chitd wants to do i, He con-
tended that homework tor voung children is inappropriate and counter-
productive. While Good and others stressed studen: interest as the
prinuey nsthication for homework, the practice of assigning homework
remiied essentially unchanped. Homework was used either to provide
dEll practice ot a concept or o prepare astudent tor the newt day's
chisswork. Homework was assigned regularly to tultill the above pur-
poses Tt was vonsidered @ necessary component of education,

Fhe soanal terment dutmg the Vietnam era of the late 1960 had an
Mpact o maiy - aspects ol education, including homework. Many
cducators believed that schools should place more emphasis on the men-
tal health aspeats of educaton. Too much homework, therefore, was
thoreht 1o apply oo much pressure on students. T his position iy
setlected e the tollowing quoie from 4 committee ol the American
ducenonal Research Assocnation i 1968:

For nenral health, Juldren and voung people aeed 1o engage in warth-

while aut ot schoob sk sureed o ther mdividual capacities, Homework

shoald supphy sach tasks and redasonable treedom in carrving them out,
Wheneser homework crowds ot socil eapertence, outdoor recreation,

l} 14



and creative achivities, and whenever it usurps time devoted to sleep, it is
not meeting the baswe needs of children and adolescents.

Fhis trend eniphasizing studenis' social adjustment and emotional
development, which continued into the 1970s, was not, of course, unuke
the “lite adjustment™ philosophies of the Forties and early Fifties. Now,
as we progress through the 1980s, we are awash in the back-to-basics
rhetorie. Homework is onee again viewed as a means toward academic
exeellence und as a means of instilling discipline in students,

In even this brict consideration of homework in the past 70 years, il
is not hard to see that views have ranged from homework being per-
ceived as thwarting emotional and social development to homework as a
means to academic excellence and disciplined minds. It should be noted
that these trends towara more or less homework have been a response to
popular attitudes and popular educational philosophies; they are not a
response to old or new research on what homework accomplishes and
how it influences children.

What Kinds of Homework 1o Teachers Assign?

According to 1 aConte (1981), historically horaework has been
assigned o pracuce shills taught that day in school or to prepare
students for the nest dav's fessons, Such homework usually consists of
drill, memorizan, and reading assignments.,

Resgerch on the amount and nature of homeworh conventionally
divides homework assignments into three categones: practice, prepara-
tion, and extension activities, Homework assigned for the purposes of
practice or preparation usually takes the torm of written assignments,
reading, drill work, or individual work Only the Jast of these suggests
assignments that ae mtended to remediate an individual's particular ™
wedh wesses o to strengthen certam skills,

Earension activitios usually take the form of cither long-term projects
or probloem-solving activities, Long-term projects are usually an exten-
ston of copies covered in class. Examples dare drawing a Mayan calendar,
building a pyramid. or cooking a pilgrim meal. These assignments are
ustally self-selected and are carried out by small groups or by in-
dividuals, Problem-solving activities may require several days to several

ERIC ° 15
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weehs to complete. They typically are done in small groups and require
students to rake the respansibility for investigating a current social or
scientihe problem

Depending upon the hind of homework assigned, certain outcomes
can be anticipated, From LaConte's (1981) review of the literature, he
suggests that practice drill homework (by tar the most common) may
cdatise students 1o became bored with school. He also sus sty that
assigng the same homework to the whole class may not be effective. A
turther iinding 1 his review suggests that homework is most eflective i
10 matched to the ability and knowledge ot the individual student. But
such assignments are also known o be the least common.

What Reasons Do Teachers Give for Assigning Homework?

Accordimg o Bond and Smith (1966), there is rarely 'a consensus
withim a school on how much homework should be given or when it
should be assigned. Also, there is little consensus among teachers as 1o
the teasons tor assigning homework. LaConte’s review identifies five
standard reasons given tor assigning homework. Bond and Smith cite
stnihar reasons mther researeh,

The fust reason s that homework teaches self-discipline; that is, by
domg work idependently at home, <tudents lear: responsible behavior.
[t assumes that iime manageient, self-dirs.ction, motivation, and ap-
phaation we automatic by-products of homework. This reason also
assunies that all students need help in the area ot self-disciphne.

The second reasen teachers give for assigning homework is that it
cises tine constraimts on the curriculum. When teachers are given a cur-
ticulinm ginde at the beginning ot the school year and are urged by the
distiet othice to cover it by the end ot that vear, they teel that if some of
the content can be covered through homework, more of the curriculum
v be completed. (This teason is very appealing to world history
teachers) It becomes, aien, the students’ responsibility 1o “teach
themselves™ some segments of the course content. This reason for
assigming homework assumes that all students can read the text and
assimithate e nformation independently. bBven if the assignment s

1o
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discussed the next day, the students are still largely responsible for learn-
ing some ot the course on their own,

Third, 1t is thought that homework teaches independence and
responsibility. This reason is similar to the first and likewise suggests
that homework is not so much a means of learning subject matter as it is
a vehicle tor learning responsible behavior. It also implies that
homework can be used to foster independent inquiry,

The fourth reason teachers give for assigning homework is that it
supplements and reinforees school learning, This rationale stresses the
need tor drill and practice to ensure mastery learning, [n this sense,
students are not learning any new vaterial but are reviewing what was
learned m cliss,

Lhe fifth reason focuses on the bond that some say is created between
school and home through parent participation in homework. LaConte’s
survey of the literature cites studies that correlate increased positive rela-
tions hetween home and school with the increased practice ot assigning
homework, The reseiarch suggests that homework provides a common
ground tor communivation berween parents, students, and teachers,

Reasons for assigning homework may vary, but most teachers do
assign homework  Cheek (1966) surveyed 1,016 individuals, including
students (elementary through college), parents, and teachers, His
rescitteh reseaded that 89 out of 90 teacher respondents fivored
homework, o majority of university professors encouraged homework
tor public school students, and 38%% of school-aged students tfavored
homework with certiain conditions. Although research in this area is
svant and not particalarly deinitive, i is consistent; homework is not
only expected, it is valued. However, the reason homework is valued
will vary.

W hat Do Students Thiak About Homework?

Cowter™ (1980) research suggests that while students do not regard
homework as having any intrinsic value, it is regarded as a necessary
part ot hooling, Larlier research by Check (1966) supports this
tindimg. o Coulter’s research with elementary through senior high
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shool students, 80%% of the students surveyved thought that homework
was nevessary dnteresting! - he also noted that the highest ratio of
negdfive responises ta haomework came trom children whose parents are
professioials,

While the majoriy of students aceept nomework, there are condi-
nons that students say influence their willingness and inclination to com-
pleteat. fn Kerzacs (1966) survey of nuddle school pupils, 769 indicated
that then homework was more manageable when they had a clear
understanding of the assignnient, when they had all the necessary
materials to complete the assignment, and when they had a quiet place
to work. In this study, Kerzic also noted that 9Y1% of the students in-
divated that they required some help in doing their homewaork. In sum,
while most students convder homework to be an integral part of school-
g they also state the conditions that are required to complete
haomework successtully,

What Types of Students Are Most Likely 10 Do Homework?

[ our tevrew ol the lierature we found it interesting that almost all
tvpes of stidents say they do at feast some homework fairly regularly.
Checkh™s (1966) rescarch reports that public and  parochial school
studenis do not ditter i thewr partucipation in homework activities. In a
more recent study, Coulter’s (1980) data suggests that low achievers par-
tuipace as readhdy as high aclievers He also notes that socioeconomic
backeround v not o vanable influencing homework participation, a
tnding we tound surprising.

Although there s research suggesting that all types of students
engaee i hontework activities, other research (LaConte 1981) indicates
that more homework v given m classes where the teacher pereeives
eredier avadenne abihty. Also, students who come from supportive
tanubes tend to be given the wost homework to do. How wel/ (i.e., con-
wientously, competently, and  consistently) students of  ditfering
bavkerounds actually pertorm homework tasks has been given very Httle
attention, nor has the nature of homework assigned to ditlerent abiliy

CrOUps.
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How Much Time 1s Spent on Homework?

Knore's research (1usy imdbcates that homework usually beginsin the
fourth grade. As w student progresses through school, the amount of
time spent on homework increases, @ tinding confirmed by numerous
studies. In the muddle grades (6, 7, and 8) Kersice (1966) tound that the
dvenage time stu lents spent.on homework was 62 minutes a day. By the
mnth grade Coulter (1980) tound that a third ot the students in his study
spent 7o tiie o homework, but 15% spent more than two hours a day.
A synthesis of several studies shows that most students claim to devote
between one hour to 142 hours a day on homework, Coulter noted a
dramane nerease m the amount of time spent on homework between
the [0th and 1ith grades Up o this level, time spent doing homework
appeirs to remain fairly constant, from one hour to 14 hours a day.

FaConte's revtew reports that gicls spend more time on homework
than boys and college-beund students spend more time on homework
than non-college-bound students. T aConte states that a point expressed
repeatedy o the research s that teachers think that their assignments
take fess e than thes actually do, Henee, a recurring theme in the
roesedrch s the maccurate teacher predictions regarding homework time,

What Are che Effects of Homework on the Improvement of
I.earning?

Friesen (1979) cammanized the results of 24 research studies dealing
switly the correlanion between homework and acadentic achievement.,
L hese 24 studies were conducted between 1923 and 1976 and included
both clemeniany and secondary schools. The results of the studies
anals zed proside neither supporting nor retfuting evidence regarding the
cticars ot homework on learming. Also, Harding (1979), in reviewing the
homework rescarch trom 1900-1979, was unable 1o find clear-cut evi-
dence provig the etlectiveness ot nomewark in improving pupil per-
toraance.

Although most research does not provide statstically signiticant cor-
tehtions av homework with general acadenue achievement, there i re-

O 19

LRIS 13



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

cent research indicating a positive etfect between homework and math
achievement (Cartledpe and Sasser 1981, TaConte (1981) notes this
resasirch does suggest that math homework may improve pertormanee
- older students particuwdagly . Yet, there appears to be no pesearch
showing that this is true in other content areas,

Knorr (1981} tas sugpeested that because there s neither @ common
dehimnon of homework nor any consenstis on constracts by which to
conduct reseiarch on homework, educators are toreed to make decisions
reparding its use without hetp from a sound research base. This could be
because the Imuted number ot studies that have been done have not had
adequiate experimental designs or adequate definitions ol terms,

What Are the Problems Facing Teachers and Students
Regarding Homework?

There are several problems connected with homework assignnients
that coutld othset any positive etfeets that homework might have, Bond
and Sothomvestyrated homework in 16 schools and discovered that in
nmore than SO% ol the cassrooms all students were gieen the same
homework assignments, This practice suggests that students who may
have niistered the content are dotng the same work as those who have
not L aCome contaborates this iinding in his review ot other studies ard
dargoes that bLhinket homework assigmments may not be ettective.

Bond and Snuth's research also reveaded that in 66" ot the schoo,
distncts survesed, the teacher did not systematically correct, grade, and
retur homework, Inthe same sarves only 3o ol the teachers were re-
quired to e the resalts of the homework assignments in determining
teport ward grades.

Kerzie (19660) sunveved 748 mtermediate school students and found
that 91« needed some help on their homework. s help ranged from
cyplamne ditections to working through the entire assignment with the
hald Rerzic also noted that 7890 of the students suryveved indicaced that
Ierupiions, umnteresting assignments, and television were the three
diest common facrors dernmental to homework completion,

We know there are other problems refated to homework. However,
tew have been explored thoroughly in research and other protessional
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Iterature. bor enample, there s no evidence that teachers are provided
dany st dor when o how 1o assign o 1o respond to homework.,
Homeworh mas well be tahen tor pnanted mteacher educatiion just as it
s 1t pubhic schools,

[0 s ~sate tosay that, beyond our commiom experiences as assigners ot
docrs ot or gramblers about homework, we really know litle about its
ctlects and benelits, Not ondy v there relensvels lintle research on
homework, what there s has tanled 1o estabhish a strong and consistent
Ik berween homework and achiesenent, What we can be more certain
ol v that homework s an aceepted patt o schoobling, that honmework
pracrives are seldom analvzed, and that problems resulting trom
someties chaotic and unreasonable homework assignments are com-
than o patents, teachers, principals, and students.

We leave thus section somes hat i the same tramie of mmd as we lett
the Iiterature we sead e preparation tor wolimg abont “What Do We
Rnow  Abour Homework ™ We e not convineed  that much of
substanee s hnowng and it readers of this section hive been persuaded
that there s wovood hnowledee base ont there, we have comveyed more
werlinny than we mtended, Our serise ot the Iiterature on homework s
that s vaue, anvertam, sometimes contradictory, and perhaps even
thim - and this s antortumate wiven the ubiquitous natare ot homework
1 our schools

W hile we may have tarded to ennch or extend our know ledge by [oo\
e i homesworhaelated researeh and fterature, we wue much more
pleased by what we learned trom dozens ot conversations we had witn
patents, prmapals, reachers, and students, whose conuents provide

the content for the tollow ng section.
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When We Talked With Others
About Homework

In this section we include some of what we learned in conversations
about homework with parents, principals, teachers, and students.
Again, we are mindtul that those we alked with do not necessarily
represent a typical cross section. Still, we did do some modest “designing
and selecting” of our sample. For example, we tried to talk to approx-
nauely equal numbers of parents, principals, and teachers, and children
ar three levels: clementary, middle school, and high school. Of the 20
students we interviewed, about half were female; some were excellent
students and some were weak students; but wff seemed 10 have much to
sdav on the subject of homework. Principals and teachers we talked with
canie trom schools redcciing socioeconomic and racial diversity, Of the
IS principals we talhed wito, five were tror: private s hools, as were six
ol the 20 teachers. Finally, the 20 parents (or sets of parents) we ater-
viewed were stopped randomiy in food stor 2. (In the name of “science,”
however, we approact - potential interviewees in three differer: food
stores and at varnious times of the day and week.)

We did use some guestions consistently, as the tollowing review of
whit we tound wiit indicate. At the same time, open-erded questions
alloveed respondents to follow their own impulses. Our interviews with
parents averaged about seven minute. in length, with teache.s and prin
apals about nine minutes perointerview, with students around 12
mnutes each, So much for our *methodologies.”

Ax one nught predict, there were certain views common to all four
groups. bven more predictable is that there would be differences of
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oprmon - and certainly there were. Students expressed consistent
views, tor example, o response to the question, "What comes 1o mind
But the student responses

wn

when vou hist hiear the word homework
were net consistent wath those of parents, teachers, and principals.

Several students, of course, said things such as *Yueh™ and 1 hate
i and Do we Aave to tatk about it?” But most ended up saying at one
pomtor another, "1 guess we have to have it Homework seen as i nee-
essary evib was a4 common point among several students and among
same parents. One high school sophomore told us, “IUs one of those
thuigs you grow up hearing is good tor vou. In some classes, | wonder
why = what good does it really do? [ usually teel guilty when { don't do
mine, or vopy someone else’s.” (More on that “copying” point later.)

Prncipals indicated 1o us that parents “expect it.” One clementary
princpal stated, "We may be giving too much too carly. But later on,
hids have even niore; and we have to start easing them into it Another
said, “Fwish we couldd get by without it altogether. But there's no Wiy
now, | puess” She went on 1o add, *My own children complain about
homework. Fo be honest, §ean see why at times. But they de it And
sull another simiply stated, “Homework is part of the school experience,
W hen s assiened, 1t s to be done.™

Although parents otten indicated an acquiescence to the reatities of
homework, thes did not aiways express pleasure with homework as it 1«
assipnied. One mnth-geader’s mother summarized sentiments expressed
by oseveral parems when she oftered, "1 they assign it, the hids just
about have to doat fes otten very hard 1o make . Cdo
her homework Sometines itis so hard to see the value, But we dojt.®
Another patent just ald, “They asign ot b oause they feet it s
necessary. o do well, vou have to keep up with i, ™

W were most surprised by the number ot teachers who said they
wish fess homework was necessary. When teachers were asked to
share the st thing that comes o mind when they heard the word
“homework,” more responded with commients expressing their concern
with the amount they telt they had to assign than with anything else. An
cighth-grade math teacher said, *A fot of days [ wish | didnt have to
eive theny sonuch tor at Jeast two reasons = halt of them can't or won't
doat, and T hase rotible doing justice to the hatf who do turn in their
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work " He continued, 1 teel the curriculum and the texts are such that |
Jhould really wive them even more homework than 1 actually do”
Iwo techers in the same school expressed quite divergent view-
pots, although both assigned plenty of homework. One said, 1 have
toassign 1t Homework is essential, Bisa given.”™ A colleague, though,
stated, " wonder it could teach as much and as well and it the Kids
would learn justas much 1 T never assigned homework, Ttis such o has-
Jde,and 1 have a lot ot guestions about the value. But Lassign my share.™
Ihe magony ob parents, principads, and  teachers agreed that
homework v “good tor the nund.”™ Not surprisingiy, fewer students
agreed with this viewpoint, Parents ot older students often suggested 1o
us that homework s a pood way to "heep them in at night.” And the
mother ot ttth-grader said, 1 probably couldn®t get him 1o do any
homework 18 11 wis not tor the 1V, Our rule is, No T'V il the
Lomework s done.™
Y in
desartbing the value of homework, and virtually all we talked with

Mt least one princpal at cach tevel used the word “discipline’

avteed that homewoth s Iinked 1o good grades (a0 point, by the way,
which many students we talhed with would dispute). A seventh-grade
[ neinsh teacher sad, “When they do their homework, they demonstrate
~ame tesponstbiity 1o the course. Doing homework Dassign s largely a
demonstianon ot etlort.”

Here, too, though, there were octitsionally dissenting opinions,
Severdl of the parents’ comments suggested some doubts about the
values and positive henetits ot homework, particukarly in light ot the
ettort and ome expended m doing 1t - and in the parents’ case, seeing
that 1t was done regularthv, Moa administriators, on the other hand,
wemed 1o agree with the nuddle school prieipal who satd, " To do well
i schoul, Ghildren just hase to do ther homework.” Amone teachers,
there was tess consensus here. A voung language arts teacher offered a
miote chibonated view . and one that would clearly contradict the prevail-
my administranye philosophy we encountered: “For a child to achiese
pood grades, he or she generally must complete homework when it is
asstened  But that does not necessanly mean thiat domg homework,

however consistently, tesulis macademie growth,™
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[o be sure, there were staunch defenders of homework among
teachers and parents Others, though, see homework as too often con-
sisting of busy work o And the quahty and nature of the homework
teachers do assign was discussed specitically by at least some we talked
with trom cach of the four groups. An cighth-grade social studies
teacher sind, "Maybe i we telt compelled to teach less, they would learn
more. Mavbe 1f we gave tfewer homework assignments and made
them more meaningtul, more learning would take place in class. Maybe.
I ust don't know.™

To recoant much of what students said about the general vitues of
homework might ottend the reader. But three comments, in particular,
dre worthy ol contemplation. A centh-grader said, “Just looking fike !
am domg mv homewaork keeps my parents ot my back and gives me
ciodgh to turnan the nest dav.™ A third-grader said, *Homework must
be vood tor me or Mrs. would not be upset when |
didn’t doit But sometimes 1 dont do it and she don't know.™ And a
hiehe schoof semior said, *When | think about all the time | spend on
homework, Fam aniazed. T am just amazed.™

I reconsidermyg all the discussions we had, we were perhaps most
surprised 1o hind that only the principals consistently argued  that
homework s acadenncally essential, But one principal did mahe distine-
tons between tyvpes ol homework: “The real issue is probably what we
d-h students o do at home. The worth ot difterent types of at-home
stidies s somiethng we should know more about.™

Complamts about the nature of homework are common among
parcnts. The parent ot an cleventh-grader complained, *One teacher has
him done an outade report a week . T know no one really reads them,
andd v son knows i, too, What hie™s learned is how to use information
i an enavcdopedid and make it sound and look fuller and richer than it
readiv s Bar e caught onto how 1o use encvelopedias tor school work
e the touniv or hitth grade.™ A fourth-grade girl took a ditterent and
mote direct approach to the same general problen: *Sometinies she
vives us tharty prablems to do. Phat’s oo many. Ten sound OK. But we
never vet pust ten.”

Other students sard things such as: "Homework can be OR i1t is not
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too often or too much.”™ *[t makes sense when doing it helps you the next
day or on a test " *Homework is easier to do when I know the weacher
will ook at what | have done.” These, then, appear to be some of the
condittons under which homework makes the most sense to the students-
with whom we talked. To summarize, the mother of an older student
told us, “"Homework for its own same sake is a bad idea. My daughter
teels negatnely about all homework assignments now, as a result of hav-
mg had to do too many senseless ones.” Only rarely could students we
interviewed think of specitic homework assignments they thought “real-
Iy mattered™ or that they “didn’t mind having to do.”

One of the more instructive questions we asked turned out to be,
"What s the major issue or problern with homework?” What interested
us in these responses was not only the variety but also how paients,
teachers, and principals defined the problems ditferently,

For principals, the most frequently discussed homework-related
problem was their attemipts to satist’'y parents that sutlicient, but not ex-
cessive, homework was being required by teachers, We surmise that part
ol the problem stemmed from attempts to satisty two groups of parents:
those who believed that teachers were not requiring enough homework
and those who called to complain that teachers required too much or
that what they required was only busy-work. One high school principal
estimated that calls about the amownt ot homework far outnumbered
citlls about the agrure of homework assigned among the one or two
homework-related calls he reported receiving each week.,

From our conversiations, we determined that there is more concern at
the elementary lese! that not enough homework is assigned than there is
at the ligher leve . An experienced private elementary school admini-
strator told us, "You can lovk for some parents to start expressing con-
cern at about the second grade. The questions are general ones, such as,
I my child challenged?’ | hase come to think that the real issue is
homework, and the incresing desire tor more of it.”

We were surprised to tind many more teachers suggesting that time to
grade or evaluate home ork was a greater problem than getting
students to do it Both issues were mentioned often, however. A young
soctitl studies teacher was already begimung to fall into what he called
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the “assign i1, sign it, and let it slide” pattern, which he used to resent in
other teachers.

Leachers at all levels expressed some concern abaut their inability to
handle the paper load that is generated by homework, particularly the
one-to-one  feedback or instruction that completed homework
assignments niay reveal is necessary. As for motivating students to com-
plete homeworhk, one sixth-grade instructor spoke for several others
when she stated that student willingness 1o do assignments at home was
not the major battle. The greater problem, we learned, was encouraging
students to do their homework *well,” which she proceeded to define as
“conscientiously and thoroughly.” Even some of her better students, she
said, acted as if they believed “just getting it done any old way is all that
matters.”

Parents as problems — more than as partners — were mentioned,
too. Parents of both persuasions (“give them more” and * give then [ess”
homework) can lead to tensions or misunderstandings between home
and school, *What do you do,™ an English teacher asked, “when a kid
sayy, ‘But my Mom helped me proofread it,’ after the child has turned in
a paper blled with mechanical and spelling errors?” Another situation
wis deseribed by @ math teacher who said, “1 have marked an entire
page ol problems wrong and assigned a *0" for work done at home. Then
Pearn that Daddy has either done the work or *helped’ with it.” The no-
tion that homework strengthens honie-school relationships is not always
the case.

Although their mability (whether due to time or competence) to help
with homework was mentioned by parenty we interviewed, there was
more to suggest that the number one homework-related problem for
parents was “seeing that they get it done.™ Phrases such as “constant
battle.” "door sfamming tinwe,” and “it wears me out” were among those
used to descrihe doymestic homework scenarios.

As alwayvs, there were the prediciable differences of opinion re-
garding appropriate amounts of homework. Some parents, of course,
behieve there should be more and that the lack of homework is indicative
ot d problem. Onthe other hand, the parent of a high school sophomore
sad, 1 think . gets frustrated because he knows even if
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he sits down to do his lessons very early some evenings, and stays right
withat, he stlbcan’t do v all. And some of what he does | know he just
flies through.™ Another parent oftered, *Teachers should have to do all
the homework they assign, as well as the assignments assigned by the
kids" other teachers. It they did that for a few evenings, things would
change in a hurry.”

Boys and girls naturally resent the encroachments that homework
obligations make on their time for other activitics. For example, a high
school senior said, *I haven't had time just to *read read’ during a school
year for a long time.” He defined “read read” as reading in pursuit of his
own interests and tastes. The suspicion that if homework were reduced
the majority of kids may spend more of their new-found discretionary
time in shopping malls or watching TV may miss the point. Homework
can take a great deal of time — time some kids wouald *waste” but time
other kids would use more protitably.

Several students spoke directly to the purpose and value point. “Most
homework is busy-work,” said one seventh-grader. Asked to define
what “busy-work™ was, he said, “just what it says — stuff to do just to
heep you busy.™ The following view from a ninth-grader represents

several similar statements from students we talked with: “In most - - ---

classes, itis a joke - a game. Sometimes you can just hand in anything
and get away with it. Hauding it in or showing it seems to be the idea.”

Assessinents of how much homework was actually reviewed by
teachers ranged from “zero™ to “almost all,™ with most students re-
porting that more was not reviewed or checked than was reviewed or
checked. Several students expressed displeasure whea homework is not
returned, and our post-interview impressions were that teachers were
more likely not to return homework than they were o return it. One
cighth-grade girl said that the teacher "who makes a check in the grade
book, and that's it™ was typical in her experience.

Finally, « half-dosen kids mentioned cheating as @ major homework-
related problem. *It's easy to cheat in a lot of classes, and everybody
does. But copying someone else’s homework to turn in when nobody
fooks at it really doesn’t seem like cheating.™ A sixth-grade. contided,
“IUs just easier to pay to have it done. You know — fifty cents for your
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math. This one kid is probably dumber than me but he does all the
homework. He tals some of the tests. And 1 pass some.”

In summarizing the major problems we heard diseussed, it would be
reasonable to say that for principals the primary homework problems
arose trom conflicting parental expectations; for the teachers it was
most often students’ conscientiousness and the teachers' time; for
parents 1t was seeing that homework was completed; and for the
students it was whether time spent on homework was justified in terms
of its pereeived purpose and value.

We collected a good bit of information, limited though our sample
was, Certainly our perceptions were broadened, deepened, and, we
hope, enlightened. What we have tried to do in this brief report is 1o
reflect some of the major themes we heard from the various groups who
discussed homework with us. Admittedly, we may not have exercised
pertect objectivity in selecting which quotes we used. The ones we
shared herein struck us as being particularly provocative and, it nothing
else, much tuller than the sometimes monosylabic responses or off-hand
rentdarks one learns to expeet in any such spur-of-the-moment interview,
For the most part, however, individuals in all four groups seemed both
ready to talk and armed with opinions.

Regardless of how we reflect on and subsequently share what we
learned, a somewhat less than rosy picture is painted overall. We began
our exploration with an idea that there are certain problems related to
homework in the schools: we ended cur interviews finally convinced of
it. We hnow from the strong sentiments we encountered that there are
obviously dissenting views. There are homes in which homework is not
anissue, and not just because itis ignored; there are teachers who assign
homework judiciously and purposefully; and there gre principals who
insist onat, parents who support it, and students who do it. But in each
of these cases we feel we are referring to the exceptions, not to the rules.

We did receve some excellent and explicitly stated ideas as to how
the assigning ot homework might be improved. We can add to these
several sensible recommendations made by others who have written
anout hormework, We shall try to pull all of these ideas — trom real kids
and parents and teachers and principals alking to us, from our own

&) 29 2 9

RIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



ruminations, and from our reflections on others' ideas — into our final
section, where we ofler ways we think homework could begin to make
MoOre sense,

We have tried to establish that there are problems and questions.
Some have to do with the amount of homework assigned. Some have to
do with the nature of homework assigned. Some have to do with
parents’ and students’ attitudes and expectations, We know now that
identitying the problems related to homework is much easier than pro-
viding workable strategies tor alleviating the problems. In our con-
cluding section, we turn to that much harder task.

Jly
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What Ought We Be Boing With Homework?

v

W ¢ have been thinking and reading and talking and hearing a great
deal about homework recently. As authors of this fastback, we think
our attention to homework is rather uncommon. Despite the fact that
parents, principals, teachers, and students deal with homework almost
daily, there is little discussion of its value and even less solid research
evidence. As we have tried to establish, there are many problems related
to homework. However, we believe that there are ways in which home.
work can be utilized more effectively. We offer, then, some suggestions
to principals, parents, teachers, and students as to how homework
might be dealt with in more productive and rewarding ways,

We are not so naive as to argue that our modest suggestions will
make homework a joyous event in students’ lives. Nor do we think all
confusion about 1ts purposes and values will be eliminated. And we cer-
tainly would not suggest that homework assigned, as we would have it,
will increase tearning in our schools. But no one can wIgue convincingly
that homework, as it currently exists, accomplishes any such goals,
either. The supporting rescarch is deficient. Our recommendations are,
in the main, based on common sense. We suggest that homework, as we
would have it, may positively influence some students’ inclination to do
it and to do it well, no more and no less. But that is probably enough —
and our disclaimers are by now most assuredly sufficient.

We begin with general recommendations for each of the four groups
concerned: principals, teachers, parents, and students. These general
suggestions will be supplemented by specific lists of *Homework Do’s
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and Don’ts” tor each group. We conclude with suggestions as to the
kinds of yuestions we teel need to be pursued by research on homework.

For Principals

We begin with principals. Our first recommendation is that principals
become primary advocates tfor general, schoolwide policies regarding
homework assignments. Is there, for example, ever justification for a
child to be assigned more than 30 1o 45 minutes of homework on a single
night for a single class? We think not, and we would therefore argue for
establishing reasonable, schoolwide limits on the amount of homework,
Sccond, we suggest that principals assist faculties with some interdepiirt-
mental planning of homework assignments and schedules. In middle
and sentor high schools, especially, it sheald be quite simple to establish
Tuesday and Thursday as the nights math and science teachers assign
homework; and Mondays and Wednesdays as the nights social studies
and Enghsh teachers assign homework. The next week, the nights could
be reversed. Certainly, adherence to such an agreement would take
some planning by the teachers; but maybe part of the current spate of
homework problems results from too little planning or planning that
takes o account only one class at a time,

We would further suggest thai principals be mindtul of wl o is assign-
ing what kinds ot homework and of how much is being assigned in their
schools. It would be a good idea for principals and for counselors to be
aware of any long-range or extended projects a given teacher may re-
quire. We think principals should know which teachers are inclined o
assign rather heavy amounts of homework every night and which
teachers assign none. Such information would, if nothing else, make
responding 1o parents' and students' complaints much more informed.

These latter ideas sugget that building adininistrators begin talking
with teachers about homework and capressing an interest in the nature
and amount of homework students take home. To do less is to assume
thar teachers “just sort of know what they are doing” or that they “sort
of tind therr own way”™ with homework. Anyone with 4 memory or with
kids 1n school knows better.
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For Teachers

Feachers, in turn, should be able to outline daily homework
assignments a week in advance and provide students with written
descriptions of all long-term or extended course projects well in advance
of due dates, The ways in which homework assignments will be
evaluated and factored into grades should be made clear to students and
to parents and <hould reflect those general schoolwide policies we feel
should be established. Certainly, homework expectations will vary from
teacher to teacher, but planning and clarity of assignments should be
giens.,

A letter to parentsearly in the year explaining homework policies and
major projects may change parents’ misperceptions of teachers when
children say, “He never gives homework™ or "She just assigned the novel
tonight and [ have to have it read day after tomorrow!™ Seldom are
these the cases, but often these are the reports. Who knows for sure
unless the teachers make their policies and plans clear to parents?
Students forget when it comes to homework. And they exaggerate.

The notion, however enticing, that teachers can consistently base
homework assigninents on the actual needs, intersts, and abilities of in-
dividual learners s probably unrealistic. As ideal as such a goal might
be, we know that it could work for only a very few teachers. There are
simply too many children to allow for the kind of individualization that
would tador homework for each learner in a class, This is not to say
there s not a place tor ditferentiated homework assighments for certain
groups ot students or for certain instructional purposes.

We believe st is reasonable thie teachers bave a clearly . stablished
and dctensible purpose tor every homework assignment they give.
Teachers should be able to say, *Doing your homework tonight should
hep you to L. and then provide answers that are more related to in-
structional goals than promises of *improved grades” or “a longer
recess.” Fmally, teachers should ask reliable but typical students how
long it has taken them to complete their homework assignment or the
previous day. Sometimes the best intentioned and most sincere teachers
require much more of a student’s time on homework than they think
they tequine orintend to require — a point that research supports.
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For Parents

Parents, we behieve, Inive every right to expect some general,
schoolwide homework policies. This is one of the reasons we suggest
that such policies be established. Likewise, we feel parents should hold
teachers responsible for planning homewcrk that is integrated with in-
struction, for descriptions of long-range projects, and for class-specific
explanations of the nature and frequency of homework. In our view, if
general expectations regarding homework are not known in advance,
then parents must press for them,

Our recommendations for parents go beyond insisting on their rights
to be informed. Certainly in the most school-supportive homes, time for
homework is regularly set aside and only rarely violated; thete is a good
environment for homework, one free from distractions and with basic
resources and materials at hand; and parents themselves are on hand to
offer assistance, encouragement, or monitoring as needed. Teachers in
specifie classes could inform parents of what kinds of at-horie resources
would facilitate home study (for example, diciionary, atlas, newspapers,
ele.). Major ;ioject due dates can be posted on the family calendar.
Ettorts to help students plan in advance and budget their time from
week to week and evening to evening will help instill habits valuable in
both school and non-school life. At the same time, parents can avoid
such seenes as those we heard described when their children announce
vet-to-be-started semester projects three days before the due date.
Young people, we know, “forget,” sometimes all too conveniently. And
often, Mom and Dad are relied on to pull them through. But oh, the
price that is paid in such last minute, frustrated rushes!

We think parents should menitor the amount of homework their
children actually do — or are expected to do — from week to week.
When it is time to complain about or to praise a teacher's homework
practices, track records are more compelling than individual incidents,
Principals should hear tfrom parents when a teacher repeatedly assigns
11: hours of homework cvery night. But they should also hear frem
parents when a science project or an art project made sense, was well
planned, was enjoved, and was rewarding for a boy or girl.

It parents, principals, and teachers work together to improve
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homework policies and practices, it is likely that students’ performance
on homework assigninents will improve, as will their attitudes toward
homework. In addition to the concerted efforts of parents, teachers, and
principals, students also have their responsibilities in the homework
enterprise.

For Students

First, notebooks in which to record homework assignments are
essential, as are end-of-day checks to make sure all books and matcrials
for a given night's homework are taken home. Students have heard most
of this before — it is cominon sense. More controversial is our recom-
mendation that students inform their teachers if they find homework
demands excessive. Some teachers (even good teachers) lose sight of just
how long some reading assignment mav take or just what is involved in
listing all of the government officials in a county in one evening for the
next day’s class. (I promised my oldest daughter that 1 would include
this last example — DAE.)

The teacher should be the first to know — not the last — when
homework becomes drudgery. Therefore, we encourage students to talk
with their teachers when homework problems arise. To counteract the
all too common tendency of students to label all homework as “waste of
time” or “drudgery,” we suggest they consider their homework
assignments individually and analyze each according to its potential
merits. Students (even very young students) can begin thinking about
how daing this or doing that may really help them in a class, expand
their experience, or establish a knowledge base to build on later. And we
encourage young people to seek such purposefulness in the assignments
they are given,

Finally, we would recommend to students that they should expect to
have a reasonable amount of homework and should understand that not
all homework will be easy. If properly approached, students should not
have to question the benefits of school work done at home. But our
suspicion is that since homework has been so improperly approached
for so long, there will continue to be many questions and complaints
from all four of the groups concerned.
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Homewaork Do's and Don'ts

The following homework do's and don'ts provide a quick summary

of the points covered in the preceding narrative. Our lists are selective
but not mutually exclusive. We have tried to limit our admonitions to
those tew we feel would really matter if heeded.

For Principals:

l.

t

Do not believe cverything you hear about a teacher’s homework
practices,

Do not expect all teachers to be equally enthusiastic about a
schoolwide homework policy.,

Do not expect a schoolwide homework policy to please all parents.
Do not expect teachers with the heaviest instructional loads to assign
as much homework as those with the lightest loads.

Do check out all rumors that come your way about teachers’
homework practices.

Do put the teachers you least expect 1o be pleased by a schoolwide
homework policy on the committee that formulates it.

Do involve parents in the development of schoolwide homework
policies.

Do everything possible to assist teachers with managing home¢work
paper loads, including use of school aides and parent volunteers,

For Teachers:

1.
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Do not ever give homework as punishment.

Do not make up spur-of-the-moment homework assignments,

Do not assume that because there are no questions asked about a
homework assignment that students have no questions about the
assignment.

Do not expect students (even your best students) always 10 have
their homework assignments completed.

Do understand that not all types of homework assignments are
cqually valuable for all types of students.

Do explain the specific purpose of every homework assignment.
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Do listen to what students say about their experiences in completing
your homework assignments.

Do acknowledge and be thankful for efforts students make to com-
plete their homework.

Kor Parents:

1.

Do make sure your child really needs help before offering to help
with homework.

Do help your child see a purpose or some value in hemework
1ssignments,

Do encourage your children to complete assignmen:« after absences
from s hool.

Do suggest an alternative to watching TV on nights wien no
homework is assigned, such as sharing a magazine article, enjoying
a game together, or going to an exhibit or concert.

Do not try to help with homework if you are confused and really
cannot hgure out what is expected.

Do not hesitate to have your child explain fegitimate reasons for
nights when homework simply cannot be completed.

Do not place yourself in an adversarial role between your child and
teachers over homework issues until all other alternatives are ex-
hausted.

Do not feel your child always has to be doing “something produc-
tive.™ (There are few things sadder than a burned-out 14-year-old.)

For Students:

I

to

O

Do ask your parents tor help with your homework only when you
readly need help. '

Do sk the teacher for help before or arter ¢lass if you are confused
about @ homework assignment,

Do expiain to teachers legitimate reasons that sometinies make it im-
possible to complete some homework assignments.

Do make every etfort to complete homework assignments when they
are very snportant for a particular class.

37
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Do not expect that your parents will be able to help with all your
homewark. (Parents forget things they have learned, and some of
what is taught in school today is foreign to adults,)

Do not ask teachers to help with any homework assignment you
really can complete independently.

Do not contuse excuses tor incomplete homework assignments with
legitimate reasons.

Do not think doing your homework “most of the time” will be
satistactory for those classes where homework counts the most. (In
such classes, even a 75% completion rate may not be enough.)
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Some Questions We Should Be
Asking About Homework

Gi»en the entrenched position of homework as a school tradition, it
is not likely that research will markedly or quickly influence practice.
Still, as analyses of effective schools continue and as we learn more
about variables influencing student achievement, more attention to
homework seems justified. Indeed, such attention is long overdue.

Imitially, of course, we need much more and much better informa-
tion on the effects of homework on student performance and achieve-
ment. Future research efforts on homework effectiveness need to be
much more specific than those completed to date. For exainple, what
types of assignments are appropriate at particular grade levels and how
much is worthwhile for children at different developmental levels? What
happens when homework assignments are matched with students’ learn-
ing styles?” What types of homework yield the greatest benefits in par-
ticular courses or types of courses?

Teachers” motives in assigning and responding to homework warrant
much more research. What types of teachers assign the most home-
work? What kinds of assignments are particular types of teachers most
likely to assign? And, as always, we need to be exploring why,

Given recent concern with better teacher evaluation, we should know
how the amounts and types of homework teachers assign influence per-
ceptions of their general performance. What relationships exist between
homework practices and how teachers judge each other, and how they
are judged by parents, administrators, and students? And how does the
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amount and the types of homework assigned influence public attitudes
toward particular schools?

There s stll much to be explored betore we can speak contidently
about variahles that influence the completion of homework. Do these
variables change from one type of homework assignment to another?
Why is it that some students do homework assignments more consistent-
ly and conscientiously than others? As basic as these questions may
seem, our answers to them thus far tend to be ambiguous and general.

These briet observations suggest only some of the potential research
possibilities still to be explored. Such questions may lead to other ques-
tions, with the ultimate goal of research translated into better
homework policies and practices.

Without such research, homework is likely to continue as it has in the
past — and remain as one of the most pervasive yet relatively unex-
amined practices in our schools. Homework will continue, sometimes
for its own sake. Assignments will be made in a hurry ang completed
wirhout much purpose. And, unfortunately, whatever meaningful con-
tributions senstble homework practices might make will be lost in the
glut  of uninformed, unreasonable, and even sifly homework
assignments common in almost all schools.

For all we know for sure, many teachers may be wasting a great deal
of time, energy, and effort. Parents may be grumbling about too muchor
too little homework, when it matters much less than they have been led
1o believe. And ¢hkildren may be wasting large portions of their youth,

At the very least, when considering *homework — and why,” we
need to open ow minds and our eyes to homework realities. Thereafter,
we should be able to proceed with greater confidence in the fact that
homeworh 1 justified and that it can make sense to all involved.
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