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When we allow students to fail by not doing homework, 
 we short-circuit our long-term goals  

 
*What we want is to develop and refine intellectual skills— 

but when students don’t do homework, they may not perfect math skills, may not read as well, 
or may lack depth of knowledge for future learning. 

*What we want is to develop independent learners— 
but when students don’t do homework, they may fail to develop independent strategies and may 
not experience the sense of efficacy that comes from completing work independently. 

*What we want is to nurture within students an identity of a successful learner— 
but when students don’t do homework they may have trouble keeping up in class, may receive 
failing grades, and may lose confidence in their ability to learn.  

 
 

What do students need from their teachers and their school? 
• Reasonable tasks/Reasonable time limits 
• A Reason to do it 
• Safe expectations                    

o  It’s okay not to understand 
o “Doing” means attempting and explaining what you didn’t understand 

• Safe feedback                       
o Checked for completion only 
o Not part of the grade 

• Support from the school for students who cannot or will not work at home 
 

SIX STEPS TO EFFECTIVE HOMEWORK  
Designing quality tasks 

Differentiating homework tasks 
Moving from grading to checking--Focusing on feedback 

Decriminalizing grading 
Using completion strategies 

Establishing support programs 
 
 

Quality homework tasks 
• have a clear academic purpose (not busy work) 
• are customized to promote ownership (personal) 
• instill a sense of competence (doable) 
• are “aesthetically pleasing”(well-organized, easy to understand, pleasant) 

 
Homework should not be used for new learning 
Homework that cannot be done without help is not good homework! 
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Purposes of homework 
Practice, checking for understanding, pre-learning, or processing 

 
The 10-minute rule 

Maximum of 10 minutes per grade level per night(6th grade=60 minutes) 
 (recommended by the PTA and the NEA)            (all subjects combined)    

  [the 10-minute rule is consistent with the research] 
 

Ways to differentiate 
• Difficulty/amount of work 
• Amount of structure/scaffolding 
• Learning style/Interest     

 
Moving from grading to checking—focusing on feedback 
   Checking is diagnostic—teacher is advocate/grading is evaluative—teacher is a judge(Guskey)   
          
U.S. teachers lead the 50 countries in the grading of homework.  Almost 70% of U.S. teachers use 
homework to calculate student grades, compared to 28% in Canada, and 14% in Japan. (Baker and 
LeTendre, 2005) 
  

 
Decriminalizing grading--Things to think about 

 
~~Work ethic + behaviorism = using grades to reward virtue and punish vice 

(often to the detriment of learning and motivation) 
 

       ~~Giving a zero for incomplete work is not “holding them accountable”. 
                          Accountability is making them finish the work.  

 
~~We think we’re teaching them responsibility, but are we teaching them math? 

 
~~What if grades reflected what students really learned,  

             not which work they chose or were able to complete? 
 

~~If poor children are disproportionately failing due to homework,  
                          are they being punished for their home environment? 
 

 
LATE POLICIES AND GRADING 

Is the climate one of learning or compliance? 
 
~”We are faced with the irony that a policy that may be grounded in the belief of holding students 
accountable(giving zeros) actually allows some student to escape accountability for learning”(O’Connor, 
2007, p. 86) 

 
Do we save them from themselves or do we shoot ourselves in the foot?  
 

*Makeup work                         *Redo’s                            *Birddogging 
 

~~Instead of trying to teach kids responsibility, 
what if we force them to practice responsibility? 
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5 REASONS WHY HOMEWORK IS NOT GETTING DONE 
• Academic—work is too hard or too lengthy for the student’s working speed 
• Organizational— getting it home /Getting it done/getting it back 
• Motivational—burnout, overload, too much failure, frustration with tasks 
• Situational—unable to work at home, too many other activities 
• Personal—depression, anxiety, family problems, etc. 
   
 
  For parents--strategies for unique homework styles --See Homework Made Simple: Tips, Tools, and 
Solutions for Stress-Free Homework   by Ann K. Dolin, M. (in press, April 2010)   
6 styles:  Disorganized/Rusher/Procrastinator/Avoider/Distractible/Easily frustrated learner 

 
Establishing homework support programs 

Options for finding time in the school day 
• Voluntary or mandatory after-school homework assistance program 
• One-hour lunch period to accommodate homework assistance 
• Advisory time used as homework assistance(HAP, Monticello Trails Middle School, Shawnee, KS) 
• Shorten classes once a week to provide homework time   
 Curricular and scheduling options 
• Academic lab period/study hall/independent learning for credit  
• Mandatory “Math help” or “Credit recovery” course is place of an elective         
• Friday Fix-it (Boaz Middle School--Pull out of PE or computers 
• Elementary school—once a week “Bonus PE” period for students not missing homework/time with 

teacher for students needing homework time 
 
 

If you want to make changes in your school or district 
 

1. Do YOUR homework--Find out what’s wrong with homework in your school or district 
            Teacher, parent, and student surveys(on my website) 
            Failure rate directly related to homework 
            Teacher grading patterns/percentage of grade 
            Anecdotal evidence/Other data collection 
 
2. Challenge ingrained teacher beliefs about homework 

 
3. Raise awareness of family diversity 
                  Parenting styles and level of involvement 
                  Beliefs about the place of academic work in life 

4. Rationalize the need for change 
*Your rationale:  complaints, unfairness, inconsistency among faculty, mismatch of 
grades and learning, data collected in step 1 

                   *Tell them what’s not going to change—ie:  “We’re not going to ban homework” 
 

5. Discuss effective homework practices 
 

6. Decriminalize grading 
 

7. Establish support programs 
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Which approach to change is right for your building or district? 
 

It depends on— 
 how serious a problem it is and your (or your administrator’s) management style 

 
• Slow and steady  

 Surveys, committees, study groups, long range planning 
 

• Shoot first, ask questions later 
 Just do something!  shake ‘em up, make them mad, start the debate. 
 See what happens, then regroup. 
 

• Triage—put your foot down, stop the bleeding 
Pick your battles—see baby steps below 

 
 

Baby steps to homework reform 
 
• Limit the percentage of grade that homework may count 
• Limit number of subjects each night 

o specify certain nights for certain subjects or class periods) 
• Limit the weight of the backpack 

o no more than one or two books go home each night 
o extra copy of book at home for frequently used books 

• Revise late policies 
• Set weekly or nightly time limits 
• Prioritize subjects 
• Require group calendar with limits on number of tests, projects 
• Limit the number of AP classes students may take 
• Prohibit weekend or holiday homework 
• Classroom or team policies 
• Department or building guidelines 

 
Where do you begin? 

Deputize the posse 
Tweak the schedule 

Find the money 
Prepare for a long trip 
    Visualize the future 
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