Taming the Homework Monster

Ah yes, the quintessential monster — much
maligned by students, often misused by
teachers. Before the first day of school, decide
what your homework policy will be and how
you will enforce it. As with most aspects of
teaching, consistency is crucial. Lack of a plan
and failure to follow through effectively sends a
negative message to students and undermines
the development of responsibility.

Decide how much homework is enough for
your students. Several studies support the
following:

Primary students - 30 minutes a day
Elementary students - 45 and 60 minutes
Middle school students — 90 minutes a day
High school students — 2 hours a day



Keep in mind that the relationship between
learning and homework increases at the middle
and high school levels. Therefore, more
practice time should be required at those
levels. Homework is important in the early
years because it helps students develop good
study habits.

Create a homework system and stick to it.

Post homework in the same place each day. If
you have a class website, post homework and
update it consistently.

Take time to explain the homework as
students are writing the assignment into their
notebooks or agendas. Check with students to
be sure they understand.

Articulate the purpose of each assignment
and check for understanding. You might ask
students to determine the purpose and briefly
discuss their responses.

Require students to use a homework folder for
carrying work to and from school.

Set out a box or basket where students
deposit homework when they enter the room.



Mr. Z always asks a student to repeat the
assignment for the class. Often, he will call
upon another student to verify the
homework summary. This is an effective
way of checking for understanding. It also
encourages good listening and reinforces
the assignment.

Mrs. J. watches the clock with an eagle eye.
A minute before the bell to end class, she
says, “Tell me quickly, what is tonight’s
assignment?” As students call it out they
remind themselves and others.

Point out that some homework assignments
are useful study tools; they should become
part of their notebook.

Teach students to use an agenda or
assignment notebook.

e During the learning process, supervise
and monitor writing down the
assignments. Stress the importance of
specifics: page numbers, problem
numbers, etc.

e To reinforce the habit of carefully
writing down assignments, do random
checks and reward students for being



organized. Rewards can be high praise,
stickers, or privileges.

e Teach students to write "None” when
no homework has been assigned.

Mr. K. raised the stakes in order to develop
the homework habit. From time to time, he
would include the following “freebie” on a
test or quiz:

What was the homework assignment for
science last Monday?

Students who had their agendas in class and
were diligent about recording assignments
would get free points on the test.

Foster a positive attitude about homework by
giving it credibility. You can do this by relating
it to the lesson, connecting it to test
preparation, and giving feedback. Using
homework as punishment for bad behavior is a
bad idea.

Respond to homework in a variety of ways.
This kind of follow-up validates the reason for
completing homework and reinforces student
responsibility.



Collect it, correct it together, or correct
it yourself.

Count it as a pop quiz.

Correct it and discuss it in cooperative
groups.

Count it as part of the marking period
grade.

Utilize the do-over option.

e When possible, have an alternate

assignment available for focused
practice if a student had difficulty with
the original assignment.

e To motivate students, consider raising

the original grade or averaging the two
grades.

Provide suggestions for how to spend
homework time when there is no formal
assignment.

Review notes.

Make flashcards and use them to
review.



e Have a parent, sibling, or study buddy
quiz you on facts or concepts. Use
flashcards or class notes.

e Review the textbook by focusing on
section headings, topic sentences, and
chapter summaries.

e Make up a review sheet to share with
classmates.

e Create possible test questions.

Encourage students to see homework as a
regular part of their daily schedule, to be used
for review and study when assignments and
projects are completed. No homework should
be a rare occurrence.

Be prepared to respond to requests for extra
credit assignments. Sometimes the closing of
the marking period brings about panic that
sends students begging for extra credit to
make up for poor or incomplete work. Think
carefully about your response.

e Extra credit is often extra work for you.
Think before you offer!

e Allowing extra credit to “bale out” an
irresponsible student encourages
irresponsibility.



e Extra credit should be for enrichment or
extending learning, only after the
required work is successfully
completed.

Mr. K. required his science students to keep a
notebook that included class notes, worksheets,
and lab notes. At the beginning of the year, he
helped students get organized by periodically
investing a few minutes of class time in setting
up and keeping the notebook organized. Mr. K.
made it clear that he expected students to
bring an organized notebook to class daily and
he reinforced this expectation with frequent
spot checks accompanied by small rewards for
organized material.

Ms. L. ran monthly book clubs in her Language
Arts class. The companies she used gave
teachers bonus points for ordering and she
used those points as rewards for students who
kept their notebooks organized and brought
them to class.

Design a plan for assigning work to students
who will be absent for a vacation or trip.
Create a file of assignments that students can
do to compensate for lost class time. Here are
some ideas to get your collection started:



e Keep a journal that focuses on new
experiences and information you learn.
Make daily entries and include specific
details.

e Take notes and prepare a presentation
to the class that compares the culture
of the place you are visiting with home.

e Prepare questions for an interview with
your grandparents about a particular
time period they experienced such as
the Vietnam conflict, the turn of the
century, changes they have
experienced in specific areas such as
technology, health care, etc.

e Read a book related to the topic the
class will be covering during your
absence. Create a product that
summarizes what you learned: a
reading log, a comprehensive test, a
series of visuals.

e Create a photo essay of the place you
are visiting. Keeping your audience in
mind, focus on expanding their
knowledge or understanding.

Encourage parent involvement with
homework.



Parents should help children establish a
homework time and place.

They should supervise, encourage and
answer questions, but parents should

not do homework with students or for
students.

Parents will benefit from and appreciate
your useful and practical suggestions
for how to help. Take the lead and
provide them with ideas.

Always communicate clearly and
tactfully with parents so they know your
expectations. Ask parents to give
useful and appropriate help by giving
them suggestions. You might do so in

a newsletter, on your website, or at
Open House. Here are some
suggestions to pass along to parents:

> Help your child set up a study place
away from distractions, with good
lighting and necessary supplies.

» Designate a set time for homework
and studying.

» Help your child understand that
homework is a six-step process:



. Write it down.

. Take it home (or to study hall).
. Do it!

. Put it in the correct folder.

. Take it to class.

. Turn it in.
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Encourage your child to see school as
her responsibility. Teachers and
parents will always help and support,
but the challenge is hers to meet.
Tell your student, “This is your job.”

Consider occasional rewards for
effort and progress; perhaps an ice
cream run or supper at a favorite
place.

Help your child get and stay
organized by using colored folders -
a different color for each subject.

Encourage your child to use an
agenda or assignment notebook.
Check it to be sure it is being used.
Students should always write down
assignments, and if there is none,
they should write “none”.



> Have a process for getting work
when your child is absent from
school.

» Stress the importance of good
attendance and getting to school on
time.

The homework monster can be tamed by
including these time management and
organizational strategies in your daily
classroom activities. Not only will they
encourage student responsibility, but they will
also help students develop life-long learning
skills.




