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Rethinking Homework
By Alfie Kohn

After spending most of the day in school, childe typically given addition
assignments to be completed at home. This isheraurious fact when you stop
think about it, but not as curious as the fact feat people ever stop to think ab
it.

It becomes even more curious, for that mattengint lof three other facts:

1. The negative effects of homework are well knownThey include childrers
frustration and exhaustion, lack of time for otleativities, and possible loss
interest in learning. Many parents lament the iohpaf homework on the
relationship with their children; they may also ees having to play the role
enforcer and worry that they will be criticizedhat for not being involved enou
with the homework or for becoming too involved.

2. The positive effects of homework are largely ntlgical. In preparation for
bookon the topic, Ve spent a lot of time sifting through the researthe results al
nothing short of stunning. For starters, therealsolutely no evidence of a
academic benefit from assigning homework in eleargnbr middle school. F
younger students, in fact, there isn’t evecoaelation between whether children
homework (or how much they do) and any meaningfeasure of achievement.
the high school level, the correlation is weak d@edds to disappear when m
sophisticated statistical measures are applied.anMbile, no study has e\
substantiated the belief that homework builds attaraor teaches good study habits.

3. More homework is being piled on children despé the absence of its value.
Over the last quartazentury the burden has increased most for the yesirgildrer
for whom the evidence of positive effects isn’ttjdabious; it's nonexistent.

It' s not as though most teachers decide now and lla¢®a tcertain lesson really ou
to continue after school is over because meaningéuwhing is so likely to result fro
such an assignment that it warrants the intrusiofamily time. Homework in mo
schools isrt’ limited to those occasions when it seems appatprand importan
Rather, the point of departure seems to be: W&/elecided ahead of time t
children will have to dasomething every night (or several times a week). Late
we’ll figure out what to make them do.”

I’ve heard from countless people across the coutioytathe frustration they fe
over homework. Parents who watch a torrent of Wwasly spill out of their childrers
backpacks wish they could help teachers undergtamdthe cons overwhelming
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outweigh the pros. And teachers who have longdratbdoubts about the value
homework feel pressured by those parents who nastgkbelieve that a lack
afterschool assignments reflects an insufficientmmitment to academ
achievement. Such parents seem to reason thanhg®s their kids have lots of st
to do every night, never mind what it is, then heéiag must be taking place.

What parentsaand teachers need is support from administrators wieowalling to
challenge the conventional wisdom. They need prals who question the sloge
that pass for arguments: that homework creategkdetween school and family |

if there werert more constructive ways to make that connectiont),that i
“reinforces” what students were taught in class (a word thadtsnthe repetition
rote behaviors, not the development of understa)dor that it teaches children self-
discipline and responsibility (a claim for whichsakutely no evidence exists).

Above all, principals need to help their facultgee that the most important criter
for judging decisions about homework (or other @eBb, for that matter) is the imp.
they’re likely to have on studentsttitudes about what they’re doing.Most of wha
homework is doing is driving kidaway from learning,” says education profes:
Harvey Daniels. Let's face it: Moshildren dread homework, or at best see
something to be gotten through. Thus, even ifidt pkovide other benefits, th
would have to be weighed against its likely efiectkids’ love of learning.

*

So what's a thoughtful principal to do?

1. Educate yourself and share what yowe learned with teachers, parents, ar
central office administrators. Make sure you know what the researeslly says —
that there is no reason to believe that childrenld/be at any disadvantage in te
of their academic learning or life skills if thegdhmuch less homework, or even n
at all. Whatever decisions are made should bedbaséact rather than folk wisdom.

2. Rethink standardized “homework policies.” Requiring teachers to give
certain number of minutes of homework every daytoomake assignments on
same schedule evernyeek (for examplex minutes of math on Tuesdays
Thursdays) is a frank admission that homeworkt igrstified by a given lesson, mu
less is it a response to what specific kids need apecific time. Such polici
sacrifice thoughtful instruction in order to acheepredictability, and they manage
do a disservice not only to students but, when sedofrom above, to teachers
well.

3. Reduce the amount — but don’t stop there Many parents are understandz
upset with how much time their children have to gpeon homework. At
minimum, make sure that teachers arexXceeding district guidelines and that t
arent chronically underestimating how long it takes demts to complete tl
assignments. (As one mother told me,s‘ltheating to say this is 20 minutes
homework if only your fastest kid can completentthat time.”) Then work ol
reducing the amount of homework irrespective ohsgidelines and expectations
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that families, not schools, decide how they wikisg most of their evenings.

Quantity, however, is not the only issue that neédlsbe addressed. So
assignments, frankly, aren’t worth even five misuté a studeng time. Too man
first graders are forced to clip words from magagithat begin with a given letter
the alphabet. Too many fifth graders have to cwi@n endless list of factor pairs
graph paper. Too many eighth graders spend thetniegs inching their we
through dull, overstuffed, committeertten textbooks, one chapter at a tir
Teachers should be invited to reflect on whether ginen example of homewa
will help students think deeply about questionst tmatter. What philosophy
teaching, what theory of learning, lies behind easkignment? Does it seen
assume that children are meaning makeos empty vessels? Is learning regarde
a process that’ mostly active or passive? Is it about wrestlingh ideas o
mindlessly following directions?

4. Change the default. Ultimately, it's not enough just to have less homewor
even better homework. We should change the fundhexpectation in ol
schools so that students are asked to take schdolwne only when a there’s
reasonable likelihood that a particular assignmealitoe beneficial to most of then
When that's not true, they should be free to spiit afterschool hours as th
choose. The bottom line: No homework except ms¢hoccasions when sttruly
necessary. This, of course, is a reversal of tineent default state, which amount:
an endorsement of homework for its own sake, régssdf the content, a view tl
simply can’t be justified.

5. Ask the kids. Find out what students think of homework and csbltheir
suggestions perhaps by distributing anonymous questionnaikdany adults simpl
assume that homework is useful for promoting lesymwithout even inquiring in
the experience of the learners themselves! Dcestsdind that homework really
useful? Why or why not? Are certain kinds betbtem others? How does homew
affect theirdesire to learn? What are its other effects on theirdjvend on the
families?

6. Suggest that teachers assign only what they dgs In most cases, stude
should be asked to dmly what teachers are willing to create themselasoppose
to prefabricated worksheets or generic exercisesopbpied from textbooks. Also
rarely makes sense to give the same assignmelfitdin@ents in a class because i
unlikely to be beneficial for most of them. Thagko already understand the conc
will be wasting their time, and those who doahderstand will become increasin
frustrated. There is no perfect assignment th#itstimulate every student beca
one size simply doedn’fit all. On those days when homework really ss
necessary, teachers should create several assitnfited to different interests a
capabilities. But it$ better to give no homework to anyone than theesaomewor
to everyone.

—

7. Use homework as an opportunity to involve studes in decisionmaking.
One way to judge the quality of a classroom is by extent to which studel
participate in making choices about their learninthe best teachers know t
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children learn how to make good decisions by malkiegisions, not by followin
directions. Students should have something toakayit what theye going to lear
and the circumstances under which thiegarn it, as well as how (and when) tt
learning will be evaluated, how the room will bet s, how conflicts will b
resolved, and a lot more.

What is true of education in general is true of bamrk in particular. At least tv
investigators have found that the most impresseaehers (as defined by vari
criteria) tend to involve students in decisions wbassignments rather than sir
telling them what theyl have to do at home. A reasonable first questorra parer
to ask upon seeing a homework assignmentHsw much say did the kids have
determining how this had to be done, and on whhédale, and whether it rea
needed to be completed at home in the first place?”

A discussion about whether homework might be uggiatl why) can be valuable
its own right. If opinions are varied, the questiof what to do when everyo
doesn’t agree +take a vote? keep talking until we reach conséhslamk for ¢
compromise? develops social skills as well as intellectual gilewAnd that growt
occurs precisely because the teacher asked rdthertold. Teachers who cons
with their students on a regular basis would shihke heads vigorously were you
suggest that kids will always say no to homewordr o anything else that requi
effort. It's just not true, thell'tell you. When students are treated with res
when the assignments are worth doing, most kigsihral challenge.

If, on the other hand, students groan about, otargvoid, homework, i generall
because they get too much of it, or becauss @ssigned thoughtlessly ¢
continuously, or simply because they had nothingap about it. The benefits
even high-quality assignments are limited if studefeel “done to”instead o©
“worked with.”

8. Help teachers move away from grading.Your faculty may need your suppt
encouragement, and practical suggestions to helm thbandon a model in wh
assignments are checked off or graded, where tim isato enforce compliance, a
toward a model in which students explain and expleith one another what thex
done -- what they liked and disliked about the bthay read, what these struggling
with, what new questions they came up with. As #minent educator Mart
Haberman observed, homework in the best classrotsnsiot checked —it is
shared.” If students conclude that thereb point in spending time on assignm
that aren’t going to be collected or somehow reedydhats not an argument f
setting up bribes and threats and a climate ofrudistit's an indictment of tr
homework itself.

9. Experiment. Ask teachers who are reluctant to rethink theinglstanding
reliance on traditional homework to see what happ&nduring a given week
curriculum unit, they tried assigning none. Suregyone who believes tt
homework is beneficial should be willing to tesattlassumption by investigating
consequences of its absence. What are the eféécés moratorium on students’
achievement, on their interest in learning, onrtheods and the resulting climate
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the classroom? Likewise, the school as a wholetryaout a new policy, such as -
change in default thatué proposed, on a tentative basis before commiting
permanently.

Principals deal with an endless series of crisesy’te called upon to resol
complaints, soothe wounded egos, negotiate soktioy to keep everyone hap
and generally make the trains (or, rather, busespn time. In such a position th
Is a strong temptation to avoid new initiativesttball the status quo into questi
Considerable gumption is required to take on anadike homework, particulai
during an era when phrases like “raising the bad &igher standardsdre used t
rationalize practices that range from foolish tappropriate to hairaising. But o
course a principal’s ultimate obligation is to dbat/s right by the children, to prote
them from harmful mandates and practices that $tensit because theg valuabl
but merely because they're traditional.

For anyone willing to shake things up in order towhat makes sense, beginnir
conversation about homework is a very good plactad.
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