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Secondary School Students’ Interest in 
Homework: What About Race and School 
Location?
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Abstract

This study examined models of homework interest at the secondary school 
level to assess whether homework interest varies across race and school location 
and whether the influence of race on homework interest depends on character-
istics of the context (e.g., school location and teacher feedback). Student- and 
class-level predictors of homework interest were analyzed in a survey of 866 
eighth graders from 61 classes and of 745 eleventh graders from 46 classes in 
the southeastern United States. Results revealed that homework interest did 
not vary across race (Black students vs. White students) or school location (ru-
ral settings vs. urban settings). On the other hand, Black students considered 
homework more interesting in classes with more frequent teacher feedback 
than in classes with less frequent teacher feedback, but exactly the opposite was 
observed for White students.

Key Words: homework, interest, racial difference, White students, Black 
students, multilevel modeling, secondary school, high schools, rural, urban, 
teachers, feedback, motivation, academic engagement

Introduction

Homework is a common, well-known, and important part of most school-
aged children’s daily routine (Cooper, 1989; Cooper, Robinson, & Patall, 
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2006; Corno, 2000). It has long been an active area of investigation among 
educational researchers (Cooper et al., 2006; Corno, 1996; Epstein & Van 
Voorhis, 2001). It is surprising to note, however, that homework interest as 
perceived by children is notably absent from much contemporary homework 
research (Warton, 2001). 

Informed by research and theorizing on interest in general, and theoretical 
models of homework in particular, the present researcher (Xu, 2008a) exam-
ined empirical models of variables posited to predict homework interest at the 
secondary school level. However, that study did not examine whether home-
work interest was related to race and school location.

Thus, there is a need to examine whether students’ interest in homework 
is influenced by race and school location. This line of research is important, 
as homework interest is positively related to the amount of homework com-
pleted (Cooper, Lindsay, Nye, & Greathouse, 1998; Xu, 2008a) and academic 
achievement (Cooper et al., 1998), and as Black students have consistently 
underachieved in comparison to White students (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Lee, 
2002). In addition, rural students tend to have lower educational aspirations 
in comparison with urban students (Arnold, Newman, Gaddy, & Dean, 2005; 
Hu, 2003). As educational aspirations may influence how students approach 
academic tasks such as homework assignments, it is important to examine 
whether there is a difference in homework interest as perceived by rural and 
urban students.

Related Literature

The present study is informed by previous research on homework interest as 
perceived by secondary school students. It is further informed by two lines of 
literature that suggest that race and school location may play a role in students’ 
interest in homework.

Previous Research on Homework Interest

Typically defined as “a motivational variable [which] refers to the psycholog-
ical state of engaging or the predisposition to reengage with particular classes of 
objects, events, or ideas over time” (Hidi & Renninger, 2006, p. 112), interest 
as a psychological construct has been given renewed attention recently (Eccles 
& Wigfield, 2002; Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Schiefele, 2001; Silvia, 2008). 
This is largely because interest is found to be positively associated with a vari-
ety of desirable outcomes (e.g., a positive impact on attention, persistence, and 
deep-level learning; Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Schiefele, 1999) and because 
educators continue to wrestle with the challenges of working with academically 
unmotivated students (Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000). 
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As interest is often defined in terms of engagement (e.g., a psychological 
state of engaging or reengaging with particular classes of events over time), 
Corno and Mandinach’s (2004) theoretical framework on academic engage-
ment, with homework engagement in particular, bears direct relevance to the 
present study (Xu, 2008a). Corno and Mandinach view engagement as partly 
cognitive, partly conative (i.e., purposive striving), and partly affective (i.e., 
emotions). In the case of homework, the affective and conative aspects of en-
gagement in particular are ever present, as the demand to complete externally 
imposed academic tasks in a familiar setting often leads to difficulties and 
frustrations (Corno, 2000), and as students (not just academically unmoti-
vated students) often view homework as routine, mundane, and unappealing 
(Cooper et al., 1998; Warton, 2001). In addition, students rate their levels of 
positive affect during homework lower than other activities (e.g., eating and 
doing chores; Corno & Xu, 2004; Leone & Richards, 1989; Verma, Shar-
ma, & Larson, 2002; Xu, 2005; Xu & Yuan, 2003). It is surprising to note, 
however, that few studies have empirically investigated students’ interest in 
homework (Warton, 2001; Xu, 2006, 2008a). 

Rare exceptions to the lack of attention in this area include a study by the 
present author (Xu, 2006). That study linked gender and grade level to home-
work interest, based on survey data from 426 high school students. Students 
were asked the extent to which they considered homework interesting. The re-
sults revealed no significant effect for grade level. On the other hand, gender 
appeared related to the extent to which students considered homework inter-
esting. Specifically, girls found homework more interesting than boys did.

Recently, the present author (Xu, 2008a) proposed and tested empirical 
models of variables posited to predict homework interest at the secondary 
school level, as reported by 1,046 eighth graders from 63 classes and of 849 
eleventh graders from 48 classes. The study was informed by relevant litera-
ture that pertains to students’ interest in homework, including: (a) research 
and theorizing on interest in general (Ainley, 2006; Hidi & Renninger, 2006; 
Krapp, 2005; Schiefele, 2001), (b) theoretical models of homework (Cooper, 
1989; Corno & Mandinach, 2004), and (c) findings from homework research 
that suggests several factors that may influence homework interest (e.g., gen-
der and student attitude; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2001; Trautwein, Ludtke, 
Schnyder, & Niggli, 2006; Xu & Corno, 1998). Consequently, the final model 
included three categories of variables at the student level, including: (a) back-
ground variables (gender, parent education, and self-reported grade), (b) adult 
guidance and monitoring (family homework help and teacher feedback), and 
(c) the role of the students in the homework process (monitoring motiva-
tion; peer-, adult-, and learning-oriented reasons; and affective attitude toward 
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homework). In addition, it included three variables at the class level (grade 
level, aggregated parent education, and aggregated teacher feedback). 

The study (Xu, 2008a) found that, at the student level, homework interest 
was positively related to affective attitude (b = .56, p < .01), learning-oriented 
reasons (b = .19, p < .01), peer-oriented reasons (b = .07, p < .01), self-reported 
grade (b = .07, p < .01), and teacher feedback (b = .05, p < .01). Those students 
taking more initiative in monitoring motivation considered homework more 
interesting (b = .04, p < .05). In addition, boys reported statistically significant 
lower scores in homework interest than did girls (b = -.10, p < .01). At the class 
level, grade level was found to have a positive effect on homework interest (b = 
.10, p < .01). That study took one important step forward in addressing a criti-
cal gap in previous research on homework interest. On the other hand, as race 
and school location were not the study’s prime focus, it did not explicitly link 
homework interest to these two variables.

Race

Whereas no study has explicitly linked race to homework interest, research 
on school engagement bears direct relevance to the present study, given that 
interest is typically defined in terms of engagement. One branch of study on 
school engagement that has relevance to the present investigation is research 
that conceptualizes student effort in doing homework as one important as-
pect of school engagement (Finn & Rock, 1997; Kelly, 2008a; Lee & Smith, 
1993). Past research in this area, however, has produced mixed evidence on 
racial differences. Several studies found that Black students spent less time on 
homework than did White students (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; 
Fejgin, 1995; Steinberg, Brown, & Dornbusch, 1996). 

Other studies have found no difference in school engagement between 
Black and White students as measured by a composite of attendance, class pre-
paredness, and time spent on homework (Kelly, 2008a; Smerdon, 1999). Still 
other studies have reported that minority students (including Black students) 
were more academically engaged than White students (Johnson, Crosnoe, & 
Elder, 2001; Lee & Smith, 1995). For example, in one study based on 10,586 
students from 111 middle and high schools, Johnson et al. (2001) found that 
Black students, compared with White students, were more likely to be engaged 
at school (going to class, paying attention, and doing homework).

Another branch of research on school engagement involves those studies 
that include one or two items about students’ interest in their classes (Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Glanville & Wildhagen, 2007; Marks, 2000). The 
findings from these studies were just as mixed. For example, Marks (2000) 
includes student interest in class, along with other items relating to student 
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effort, attentiveness, and class assignment completion, in her measurement of 
student engagement in instructional activity. Based on 3,669 students in 143 
social studies and mathematics classrooms in a nationally selected sample of 24 
elementary, middle, and high schools, she found no difference between Black 
and White students in the levels of engagement in instructional activity that 
students experienced in their classes. On the other hand, Shernoff and Schmidt 
(2008) used a composite variable of engagement measured by concentration, 
interest, and enjoyment. Based on 586 students from 13 high schools, they 
found Black students reported higher engagement than did White students.

As these scales on school engagement combined either students’ effort in 
homework or their interest in classes with other items, it is not clear whether 
these mixed findings were due to students’ ratings on their efforts in home-
work, their interest in classes, or other items in these scales (e.g., attendance, 
attentiveness, and class preparedness). Consequently, it is important to explic-
itly link race to homework interest as perceived by secondary school students.

School Location

Research has found that the educational aspirations of rural youth lag be-
hind those of their urban counterparts (Arnold et al., 2005; Hu, 2003; Kampits, 
1996; Khattri, Riley, & Kane, 1997). For example, based on descriptive statis-
tics from the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS: 88), Hu 
(2003) examined educational aspirations and postsecondary access by students 
in urban and rural schools. Using tenth graders as a baseline population, the 
study found that lower percentages of rural students had aspirations for four-
year college education or beyond (50.2% for rural, in contrast to 61.9% for 
urban students). Hu also found that smaller percentages of students from rural 
schools were enrolled in postsecondary institutions (51.1% for rural students, 
in contrast to 57.4% for urban students).

Related findings from other studies have further indicated that rural stu-
dents place less value on academics (Ley, Nelson, & Beltyukova, 1996; Stern, 
1994). In a study of 2,355 students from 21 rural high schools in 21 states, Ley 
et al. (1996) asked students to indicate the importance of 21 attributes relat-
ing to their personal goals after high school. The data revealed that they placed 
more importance on personal qualities (e.g., being dependable and having the 
ability to get along with others) and less importance on academic achievement 
in specific areas (e.g., being proficient in basic English skills and math skills).

It follows, then, that lower educational aspirations and less importance 
placed on academics could lead to a sense that “school isn’t for me” (Haas, 
1992) or that “homework isn’t for me.” These differences relating to education-
al aspirations and academic motivation suggest that rural and urban students 



SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

70

may view their homework differently (e.g., interest, relevance, and impor-
tance), as students’ perception of the instrumentality of the present academic 
tasks to obtain future goals (e.g., postsecondary educational opportunities) in-
fluence the incentive value of the direct outcomes of achieving the proximal 
goal itself as well as the incentive value of its anticipated distal outcomes (Mill-
er & Brickman, 2004; Schutz, 1997).

The Current Study

Taken together, one line of literature on school engagement raises an in-
triguing and important question about whether homework interest may be 
related to race. Another line of literature suggests that school location may play 
a role in homework interest. Yet, neither line of literature has explicitly focused 
on homework interest. On the other hand, previous research on homework in-
terest has not explicitly linked this to either race or school location.

Thus, the purpose of the present study is to examine whether homework in-
terest may vary across race and school location. In addition, there is a need to 
examine whether the influence of race on homework interest depends on char-
acteristics of the context (e.g., school location and teacher feedback at the class 
level), as self-directed thoughts and feelings (e.g., task values) may be shaped 
by interactions with others (e.g., the appraisals and evaluations of teachers; 
Graham & Taylor, 2002), and as racial differences in attitudes may be shaped 
by contextual influences such as teachers’ instructional practices (Shernoff & 
Schmidt, 2008).

In line with the literature on educational aspirations between rural and 
urban students, it is hypothesized that urban students would show more inter-
est in their homework. On the other hand, information is lacking regarding 
whether White students or Black students may consider their homework more 
interesting, as the literature on school engagement has yielded mixed results.

Method

Participants and Procedures

The participants were 1,611 students in the southeastern United States, in-
cluding 866 eighth graders from 61 classes and 745 eleventh graders from 46 
classes. The sample consisted of 57.5% White students and 42.5% Black (i.e., 
African American) students. As this study was conducted in a region with more 
rural school districts, the sample included 1,161 rural students, more than 
twice as many as urban students (450). 
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For the present study, the definition of urban and rural is drawn from the 
U.S. Office of Budget and Management’s definition of a metropolitan statis-
tical area (MSA). A MSA includes at least (a) one city with 50,000 or more 
inhabitants, or (b) a Census Bureau-defined urbanized area of at least 50,000 
inhabitants and a total MSA population of at least 100,000 (Hobbs, 1994). 
Urban is thus defined as MSAs in metropolitan counties, whereas rural is de-
fined as areas outside a MSA (Prater, Bermudez, & Owens, 1997; Semke & 
Sheridan, 2012; Weiss & Correa, 1996).

Of the 866 eighth graders, 46.6% were male, and 53.4% were female. 
The eighth grade sample included 57.3% White and 42.7% Black students. 
Among this sample, 37.2% received free meals. Of the 745 eleventh graders, 
45.1% were male, and 54.9% were female. The eleventh grade sample included 
57.7% White and 42.3% Black students. Among this sample, 36.0% received 
free meals. Overall, the survey response rate was 89%.

Superintendents were contacted first to secure their permission to admin-
ister the homework instrument. Principals and teachers were then asked to 
send parental consent forms home to seek parental approval. Finally, teach-
ers administrated the homework instrument in the classroom. Students were 
told that the purpose was to find out their attitudes toward homework (e.g., 
homework interest and homework purpose) and their homework comple-
tion behaviors. They were also told that “completing the survey is voluntary. 
Whether or not you answer the questions will not influence your grade in this 
class. If you are not comfortable answering a question, just leave it blank.” In 
addition, they were assured that “the answers you give will be kept private. No 
one will know what you write.”

Instrument 

The homework survey included questions about students’ demographic 
characteristics. Students were asked about their grade average for all their sub-
jects taken during the previous two years. Possible responses included: below 
D (1), mostly D’s (2), mostly C’s (3), mostly B’s (4), and mostly A’s (5). This 
item was adapted from the NELS: 88. Concerning the reliability of students’ 
self-reported grades, several researchers found the correlation between self-re-
ported grade and actual academic performance was very strong (Dickhaeuser 
& Plenter, 2005) or quite high (Kelly, 2008b).
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Table 1. Alpha Reliability of Multi-Item Scales
Scales Items α (CI)

Teacher 
feedbacka

How much of your assigned homework is discussed in class?

.79  
(.77, .80)

How much of your assigned homework is collected by teachers?
How much of your assigned homework is checked by teachers?
How much of your assigned homework is graded by teachers?
How much of your assigned homework is counted in your overall 
grade?

Monitoring 
motivationb

Find ways to make homework more interesting

.83  
(.82, .84)

Praise myself for good effort
Praise myself for good work
Reassure myself that I am able to do homework when I feel it is 
too hard

Peer-orient-
ed reasonsc

Doing homework brings you approval from classmates
.78  

(.76, .80)Doing homework gives you opportunities to work with classmates
Doing homework gives you opportunities to learn from classmates

Adult-
oriented 
reasonsc

Doing homework brings you teacher approval
.79  

(.77, .80)
Doing homework brings you family approval
Doing homework makes your family more aware of your learning 
at school

Learning-
oriented 
reasonsc

Doing homework helps you understand what’s going on in class

.89  
(.88, .90)

Doing homework helps you learn how to manage your time
Doing homework gives you opportunities to practice skills from 
class lessons
Doing homework helps you develop a sense of responsibility
Doing homework helps you learn to work independently
Doing homework helps you develop good discipline
Doing homework helps you learn study skills
Doing homework helps you get a good grade
Doing homework helps you prepare for the next lesson

Affective 
attitude 
toward 
homework

My motivation or desire to do homework is _____dother after-
school activities

.86  
(.85, .87)

My attention while doing homework is _____d other after-school 
activities
My mood while doing homework is _____e other after-school ac-
tivities
Compared with other activities I do after school, homework is my 
______f

Homework 
interest

Overall, do you think the homework you get is ______?g

.83  
(.81, .84)How do you feel about homework in general?h

How does your homework affect your interest in school?i

Note: The 95% confidence intervals for coefficient alpha were calculated using a method em-
ploying the central F distribution (see Fan & Thompson, 2001).
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aResponses were 1 (none), 2 (some), 3 (about half ), 4 (most), and 5 (all). 
bResponses were 1 (never), 2 (rarely), 3 (sometimes), 4 (often), and 5 (routinely). 
cResponses were 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (agree), and 4 (strongly agree). 
dResponses were 1 (much lower than), 2 (lower than), 3 (about the same as), 4 (higher than), 
and 5 (much higher than). 
eResponses were 1 (much worse than), 2 (worse than), 3 (about the same as), 4 (better than), 
and 5 (much better than). 
 fResponses were 1 (least favorite activity), 2 (less favorite activity), 3 (about the same as other 
activities), 4 (more favorite activity), and 5 (most favorite activity). 
gResponses were 1 (very boring), 2 (boring), 3 (neither boring nor interesting), 4 (interesting), 
and 5 (very interesting).  
hResponses were 1 (don’t like it at all), 2 (don’t like it some), 3 (neither like it nor dislike it), 4 
(like it some), and 5 (like it very much). 
iResponses were 1 (decreases it a lot), 2 (decreases it some), 3 (does not make a difference), 4 
(increases it some), and 5 (increases it a lot). 
_____________________________________

Two items asked about parent education (one for father/guardian and an-
other for mother/guardian). Possible responses for both items included: less 
than high school (scored 6 years), some high school (scored 10 years), high school 
graduate (scored 12 years), some college or two-year college graduate (scored 14 
years), four-year college graduate (scored 16 years), some graduate school (scored  
17 years), and graduate degree (scored 19 years). A composite variable for par-
ent education was constructed by averaging these two items. For single parent 
or guardian families, the response to either item was used for parent education. 
In addition, students were asked to indicate the frequency of family homework 
help, including: never (scored 1), rarely (scored 2), sometimes (scored 3), often 
(scored 4), and routinely (scored 5).

As further specified in Table 1, several multi-item scales were used for the 
present study. Some items were adapted from standard instruments (e.g., Coo-
per et al., 1998) or based on related literature (e.g., Warton, 2001), whereas 
others were derived from previously validated measures (e.g., Xu, 2008b).

Reasons for Doing Homework
Three subscales assessed reasons for doing homework, based on the home-

work purpose scale validated through the use of explorative factor analysis (Xu, 
2010b) and confirmatory factor analysis (Xu, 2010a, 2011). Three items mea-
sured peer-oriented reasons (α = .78) relating to working with and seeking 
approval from peers. Three items measured adult-oriented reasons (α = .79) 
relating to seeking approval from significant adults (e.g., parents and teachers). 
Nine items measured learning-oriented reasons (α = .89) relating to reinforcing 
school learning and developing a sense of responsibility.
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Monitoring Motivation 
Monitoring motivation is one of the subscales on the Homework Man-

agement Scale (Xu, 2008b, 2008c). It includes four items to assess students’ 
initiative to maintain or enhance their motivation while doing homework (α 
= .83), from making homework more interesting to reassuring themselves that 
they can complete their homework successfully.

Teacher Feedback 
This scale includes five items to assess the extent to which teachers provide 

homework feedback (α = .79), informed by related literature (Murphy et al., 
1987; Trautwein et al., 2006; Walberg, Paschal, & Weinstein, 1985). It mea-
sured how much of the assigned homework was monitored (e.g., discussed and 
checked).

Affective Attitude Toward Homework 
Informed by related literature (Leone & Richards, 1989; Verma et al., 2002; 

Warton, 2001), four items assessed the favorability of homework as compared 
with other after-school activities, relating to students’ motivation, attention, 
and mood (α = .86).

Homework Interest
Three items assessed the level of homework interest as perceived by students 

(α = .83), informed by literature on interest and intrinsic motivation (e.g., 
Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), and on 
homework interest in particular (Cooper et al., 1998; Xu, 2006, 2007). These 
items measure the extent to which students consider homework interesting 
and to what extent they like or dislike homework assignments. The above two 
scales (i.e., homework interest and affective attitude toward homework) were 
found to be empirically distinguishable (i.e., factorially distinct) for secondary 
school students (Xu, 2008a).

Statistical Analyses

Hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) allows for the inclusion of variables at 
multiple levels while taking into account the nonindependence of observations 
by addressing the variability associated with each level of nesting (Rauden-
bush & Bryk, 2002). Multilevel analyses were conducted using the HLM 6. To 
enhance the interpretability of the resulting regression coefficients, I standard-
ized all continuous variables (M = 0, SD = 1) before performing the multilevel 
analyses. Thus, the regression weights for all variables (except the dummy-
coded variables, including race, gender, school location, and grade level) are 
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approximately comparable with the standardized weights that result from mul-
tiple regression procedures (Xu, 2008a).

To assess whether homework interest varies across race (White students vs. 
Black students) and school location (urban vs. rural), Model 1 included race as 
a student-level variable and school location as a class-level variable, above and 
beyond the variables included in the final model of the previous study (Xu, 
2008a). In addition, to determine whether the influence of race depends on 
characteristics of the context, Model 2 expanded the preceding model by add-
ing four cross-level interactions (i.e., race × school location, race × grade level, 
race × aggregated parent education, and race × aggregated teacher feedback).

Restricted maximum likelihood estimation was used in all models, and all 
predictor variables were introduced as uncentered variables. There were few 
missing values, ranging from 0.0% to 7.2% (with a mean of 2.6%). These 
missing values were imputed using the expectation-maximization (EM) in 
SPSS 13.0.

Results

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics relating to the study variables. 
More specifically, parent education for Black students and White students were 
13.76 (SD = 2.64) and 13.57 (SD = 2.68), respectively. Meanwhile, family 
homework help for Black students and White students were 2.56 (SD = 1.37) 
and 2.38 (SD = 1.28), respectively.

Table 2 also includes zero-order correlations among independent variables 
and homework interest. Homework interest was found to correlate significant-
ly with all of the independent variables except grade level, school location, 
parent education at the student level, and parent education at the class level.

The fully unconditional model was conducted to partition the variance in 
homework interest into between-class and within-class components. The re-
sults indicated that most of the variance occurred at the student level, with 
10.7% of the variance in homework interest located at the class level. 

Model 1 included 11 student-level variables (i.e., race, gender, parent educa-
tion, self-reported grade, family homework help, teacher feedback, monitoring 
motivation, peer-, adult-, and learning-oriented reasons, and affective attitude) 
and four class-level variables (i.e., school location, grade level, aggregated par-
ent education, and aggregated teacher feedback).  Model 1 explained 55.8% of 
the variance in homework interest at the student level, 94.3% of the variance 
at the class level, and 59.9% of the total variance.
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As documented in Table 3, seven student-level variables were found to have 
a statistically significant effect on homework interest. Homework interest was 
positively associated with affective attitude (b = .54, p < .01), learning-oriented 
reasons (b = .19, p < .01), self-reported grade (b = .08, p < .01), teacher feedback 
(b = .07, p < .01), and peer-oriented reasons (b = .07, p < .05). Those students 
taking more initiative in monitoring motivation considered homework more 
interesting (b = .04, p < .05). In addition, males reported statistically significant 
lower scores in homework interest than females (b = -.11, p < .01). At the class 
level, grade level was found to have a positive effect on homework interest (b = 
.09, p < .05), after controlling all other variables. 

Table 3. Predicting Homework Interest: Results from Hierarchical Linear 
Modeling

Model Predictor
Model 1 Model 2

b SE b SE
Student level

Race (Black = 0, White = 1)    -.06 .04    -.04 .06
Gender (girl = 0, boy = 1) -.11** .03 -.11** .03
Parent education      .00 .02      .00 .02
Self-reported grade      .08** .02      .08** .02
Family homework help      .01 .02      .00 .02
Teacher feedback      .07** .02      .07** .02
Monitoring motivation      .04* .02      .04* .02
Peer-oriented reasons      .07* .03      .07* .03
Adult-oriented reasons      .00 .03      .00 .03
Learning-oriented reasons      .19** .02      .19** .02
Affective attitude      .54** .02      .54** .02

Class level
School location (rural = 0, urban = 1)      .05 .05      .02 .07
Parent education      .00 .06      .07 .11
Teacher feedback      .00 .05      .12 .07
Grade level (8 = 0, 11= 1) .09* .04      .14* .07

Cross-level interaction
Race × School location (class)      .09 .10
Race × Parent education (class)    -.15 .14
Race × Teacher feedback (class)    -.24** .09
Race × Grade level (class)    -.09 .08

R2 individual level .558 .557
R2 class level .943 .959
R2 total .599 .600
Note. N = 1,600 from 107 classes. b = unstandardized regression coefficient. SE = standard 
error of b. R2 = amount of explained variance. * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
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Of primary interest in the present study are the findings relating to race and 
school location. Neither race (Black students vs. White students) nor school 
location (rural vs. urban) was found to be related to homework interest. In ad-
dition, the inclusion of race and school location did not influence any of the 
results reported in the previous study (Xu, 2008a). These findings suggest that 
results from the previous study (Xu, 2008a) may be applicable across race (i.e., 
Black students vs. White students) and school location (i.e., rural vs. urban).

Model 2 specified several cross-level interaction terms as additional predic-
tors. To test whether four class-level variables may play a role for Black students 
or White students in particular, interactions of the four class-level variables 
with race were introduced (i.e., race × school location, race × grade level, race × 
aggregated parent education, and race × aggregated teacher feedback). The re-
sults revealed that the interaction terms of race × school location, race × grade 
level, and race × aggregated parent education did not yield statistically signifi-
cant results.
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Figure 1. Graphical representation of the significant interaction effect Race × 
Teacher Feedback (class level) in Model 2. 

On the other hand, the interaction term race × aggregated teacher feedback 
showed a statistically significant negative effect (b = -.24, p < .01). As illustrated 
in Figure 1, Black students considered homework more interesting in classes 
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with more frequent teacher feedback than in classes with less frequent teacher 
feedback. On the other hand, White students considered homework more in-
teresting in classes with less frequent teacher feedback than in classes with more 
frequent teacher feedback.

For exploratory reasons, I repeated Model 2 to test a gender interaction 
with other variables, including 2-way interactions (gender × race, and gender 
× school location) and 3-way interactions (gender × race × aggregated teacher 
feedback, and gender × race × school location). None of these interaction terms 
yielded statistically significant results.

Discussion

The present study examined models of homework interest in secondary 
school students to assess whether homework interest varies across race and 
school location and whether the impact of student-level race depends on char-
acteristics of the context. Results revealed that homework interest did not vary 
across race and school location. Nor did the inclusion of race and school lo-
cation influence the results reported in the previous study (Xu, 2008a). In 
addition, results revealed that Black students considered homework more in-
teresting in classes with more frequent teacher feedback than in classes with 
less frequent teacher feedback, but the opposite was found for White students.

What do we make of the finding that school location, as a class-level vari-
able, was not related to homework interest? Previous literature on educational 
aspirations of rural and urban youth finds that rural youth tend to have lower 
educational aspirations compared with urban youth (e.g., Arnold et al., 2005; 
Hu, 2003). One recent study by Howley (2006) paid more attention to edu-
cational aspirations at different levels of schooling among rural and nonrural 
youth. The findings indicate that rural youth are just as likely to aspire to a 
high school or an undergraduate education as are nonrural youth. The signifi-
cant difference in aspirations between rural and nonrural children was found in 
terms of a postgraduate education: A larger percentage of nonrural than rural 
youth aspire to graduate studies. As secondary school students more removed 
from a postgraduate education (as compared with a high school or an under-
graduate education), this difference in educational aspirations between rural 
and nonrural youth may play a less important role in homework interest at the 
secondary school level.

What do we make of the finding that there is no difference in homework 
interest between Black and White students? Previous studies on school en-
gagement have produced mixed evidence on racial and ethnic differences 
(e.g., Johnson et al., 2001; Kelly, 2008a; Marks, 2002). Yet, these studies have 
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typically conceptualized either students’ effort in homework or their interest in 
classes as one important aspect of school engagement. A recent study by Sher-
noff and Schmidt (2008) casts a different light by comparing the engagement 
of White and Black students in three different settings: in public, at home, and 
in school. Black students reported relatively constant levels of engagement in 
all three contexts, whereas White students reported engagement peaked when 
in public and took a significant drop when at school. Their results indicated 
that engagement at home was relatively neutral and did not significantly vary 
by race. Thus, it is not surprising that there is no difference in homework in-
terest between Black and White students, given that (a) their engagement scale 
includes three items on concentration, interest, and enjoyment, and (b) home-
work is one important aspect of engagement at home.

Finally, what do we make of the finding that Black students considered 
homework more interesting in classes with more frequent teacher feedback 
than in classes with less frequent teacher feedback, but exactly the opposite was 
observed for White students? One possible explanation is that there may be 
differences in the opportunities for engagement at home and in public among 
students from different racial and ethnic backgrounds (Shernoff & Schmidt, 
2008). Black students, particularly those living in poverty, are faced with great-
er social and financial hardships accompanied by chronic stress (Alex-Assensoh 
& Assensoh, 2001; Spencer & Markstrom-Adams, 1990).  For students facing 
these hardships, structured academic settings (e.g., adult attention and super-
vision) may be more conducive to promoting engagement in general (Shernoff 
& Schmidt, 2008). Thus, structured academic settings may be more conduc-
tive to promoting student interest for these students in particular, as their effort 
in homework or their interest in classes are often viewed as an important part 
of student engagement.

In the case of homework, a similar argument can be made. That is, more fre-
quent homework feedback at the class level may be perceived as more engaging 
and interesting by Black students who tend to experience less adult attention 
and supervision outside of school (Shernoff & Schmidt, 2008). This is, to 
some extent, further substantiated by the finding that Black students, as com-
pared with White students, were more concerned about pleasing their teachers 
(Casteel, 1997). Consequently, more frequent teacher feedback at the class lev-
el may be more conducive to promoting Black students’ interest in homework.

By contrast, White students may have more opportunities for structured 
engagement elsewhere (e.g., active leisure activities) and may experience school 
as relatively less exciting and more confining (Shernoff & Schmidt, 2008). 
Thus, another related hypothesis is that more frequent homework feedback at 
the class level may be perceived as more confining and controlling by White 
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students who are more eager to engage in other available opportunities for 
structured activities outside of school. Accordingly, more frequent teacher feed-
back at the class level may downgrade White students’ interest in homework, 
as it may be viewed as preventing them from pursuing other, more appealing 
activities outside of school.

Although the percentage of the students who received free meals in the pres-
ent study (37%) was close to the national average (32%; National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2007), the present study has several limitations. First, it 
was based on a cross-sectional survey, rather than repeated measures at different 
time points. Second, it relied on self-reported data and may be subject to social 
desirability bias (Duncan & McKeachie, 2005; Wentzel & Wigfield, 2007). 
The students may have wanted to present themselves in a more favorable light 
(e.g., under-reporting family help). Although it is difficult to determine the 
exact effects of self-reported data on the findings, some evidence suggests that 
social desirability bias is unlikely to be a major concern for the present study. 
For example, the percentage of eighth graders who reported that they received 
family help in the present study (75%) was close to that found in a nationally 
representative sample of eighth graders (71%) in the NELS: 88 (Horn & West, 
1992). Another limitation relates to the issue of causation. Although much 
care was taken to control possible confounding variables, other predictor vari-
ables might have had an effect on homework interest had they been included 
(e.g., other community and school factors).

As the present study is the first to link homework interest to race and school 
location, future research is needed in other settings and over a greater grade 
span. In particular, longitudinal studies are needed to examine how children 
from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds rate homework interest over time 
(i.e., how their sense of homework interest evolves over time) and how their 
ratings may be influenced by a broad spectrum of variables such as those ex-
amined in the present study. In addition, there is a need to (a) link homework 
interest to major homework outcome variables (e.g., homework performance 
and academic achievement) in a longitudinal design, and (b) examine whether 
the linkage between homework interest and these homework outcome vari-
ables may be moderated by difference in racial difference and school location.

It would also be informative to conduct qualitative studies to better under-
stand children’s interest in homework across different racial groups as well as 
individual differences within different racial groups (e.g., multilevel anteced-
ents and processes underlying variations in homework interest, and common 
interest-dependent variations across races or ethnicities). For example, inter-
view methods could be used to ask children from different racial or ethnic 
groups in rural and urban settings about how they view and define homework 
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interest. Similarly, it would be important to better understand what factors, 
in their views, contribute to homework interest (e.g., the role of teacher feed-
back), how their views evolve over time, and under what circumstances. In 
addition, in light of the call for multidisciplinary perspectives in race and mo-
tivation research (Graham & Taylor, 2002), there is also a need to go beyond 
the individual-focused boundaries of the discipline in research on homework 
interest, as relevant constructs from anthropology (e.g., oppositional identity 
and cultural stereotypes), sociology (e.g., institutional and community-level 
barriers), and social psychology (e.g., self-esteem and social cognition) may 
mediate the relation between race and homework interest.

With respect to homework practices, it seems that several implications dis-
cussed in a previous study (Xu, 2008a) are equally relevant here. For example, 
given the finding that affective attitude plays a dominant role in predicting 
homework interest, it is important to help students plan their time spent on 
preferred activities and homework on a weekly basis, so that they will be less 
sidetracked by thoughts of competing activities while doing homework, there-
by viewing homework in a relatively more favorable light.

As teachers’ perceptions, expectations, and behaviors often interact with 
students’ beliefs, behaviors, and work habits in ways that help to perpetuate 
the Black–White test score gap, Ferguson (2003) calls for responsive teaching 
and feedback that affect both test score levels and the achievement gap. Thus, 
the finding that Black students viewed homework as more interesting in classes 
with more frequent teacher feedback has important implications for reduc-
ing the Black–White achievement gap. In line with recent research reporting 
that participation in structured extracurricular activities is linked to greater 
school engagement among Black students, in particular (Dotterer, McHale, & 
Crouter, 2007), these findings suggest that Black students may benefit from 
more structured guidance and more frequent follow-up from their teachers 
regarding their homework assignments. This is particularly important, as (a) 
homework interest is positively associated with homework completion (Coo-
per et al., 1998; Xu, 2008a) and academic achievement (Cooper et al., 1998), 
and as (b) teachers’ beliefs and practices are likely to affect Black students more 
than White students (Ferguson, 2003). Meanwhile, the finding that White 
students viewed homework as less interesting in classes with more frequent 
teacher feedback suggests that White students may benefit from more indi-
vidualized homework feedback, as results from the present study revealed that 
homework interest was positively related to teacher feedback at the student 
level for both White and Black students.
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