not seeds in a petri dish or rats in a maze. They are dynamic,
thinking, feeling human beings, each with unique learning needs.
Learning is a complex process that, despite all our research, we
still struggle to understand. Chapter 4 discusses how to create
quality homework tasks that will support classroom learning for
individual students.

4
Effective Homework Practices

Chapters 4 and S bring us to the question most teachers want
answered: "How can 1 get them to do their homework?" (DarlingHammond & lfill-Lynch, 2006). We often tend to look for the quick
fix-expre~sing concern more about "How can we make them do
their homework?" instead of lookiñg more deeply at "Why don 't
they do their homewor~?" The search for answers is a complex
one that requires us to conducta methodical examination. Many
strategies exist to improve the rate of homework completion,
but befare discussing those strategies, we must rethink how
common practices may contribute to the problem. We must
look at the old paradigm of how we do homework and suggest
a new paradigm.

Rethinking Common Homework
Practices: The Old Paradigm
The old homework paradigm is a set of common practices driven
by the traditional beliefs and attitudes that were discussed in
Chapter l . The paradigm is built upon such ideas as the belief
in the inherent goodness of homework, the assumption that the
homework is doable and any problems are related to motivation,
R7
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the belief that the keyto controlling student behavior lies in reward
and punishment, and the attitude that homework should be completed simply because the teacher told the student to do it.
Chapter 3 revealed what common sense and experience tell
us about Iearners. Despite what teachers know from experience
about learners and learning, when it comes to homework, common
sense is often not reflected in common practice. For instance, we
knowthat students differ in their readiness and developmentallevel
and that al! students do not Iearn in the same way, yet l10mework
is often one-size-fits-all, with all students being assigned the same
task (Eisner, 2003-2004).
We know that students differ in their "working speed"-that
sorne take longer to learn a concept or complete tasks than othersyet teachers often expect slower students to take the additional
time to complete the same homework task that other students
finish more quickly. The remedy often is to give the child more
time instead of less work (Goldberg, 2007). Homework completion is
often task based, regardless of how long it takes individuallearners to do a particular assignment.
We know that students have responsibilities and activities
outside of school, yet homework is often assigned at 3:00 p.m.
one day and expected back the next day. We know that families
differ in their priorities, yet many teachers believe all students
should arrange their daily schedules to put homework first.
These common practices reflect the old paradigm-how we do
homework.
The beliefs and assumptions inherent in the old paradigm,
coupled with the history of behaviorist practices in education,
create a strange dynamic: when students fail to complete homework, we tend to approach the situation more like discipline than
Iike learning. That is, remedies for students who don't do their
homework tend to focus on punitive solutions as the key to
changing behavior-consequences such as points off, failing grades,
or missing recess or lunch to complete homework. We tend to
get stuck in the reward/punishment box. Yet somehow, in our
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hearts, we know that we cannot punish students into completing
homework.
Grading in the Old Paradigm

A primary method of reward and punishment for homework is
grading. In fact, grading plays a huge role in the old homework
paradigm. In an effort to force compliance, teachers give zeros
for in complete homework, and late policies mandate points off for
each day homework is turned in late. Depending on what percentage homework counts for in the student's total grade, many Ds
and Fs can result each semester from incomplete homework. The
question arises: What do those Ds and Fs represent-a lack of
learning or a Iack of compliance?
Teachers often defend late policies by saying they are using
them to teach responsibility. As discussed in Chapter 1, the teaching of responsibility is a much-touted goal, conjuring up images
of compliant children dutifully toiling over whatever task was
assigned to them (Kohn, 200_!)). Homework can play an important
role in the development of that self-direction. However, those
skills are not developed simply by assigning homework tasks and
applying consequences if tasks are not completed (Kohn, 2006).
The flaw in this concept lies in the implementation-when students
don't complete homework on time, late policies punish them for
not learning responsibility! So if they don't complete homework
on time, doesn't that mean that the teacher has failed to teach them
responsibility? lf that is true, the logical act would be to reteach
them without penalty. lnstead, the use of late policies judges
students for not learning responsibility and then fails them as
a result.
What if all the students in our class failed to turn in homework on time? Would we fail everyone? Or do we only penalize
sorne students for incomplete homework because we can compare the "good" students to the "bad" ones? Do late policies allow
us to norm-reference our grades-and achieve a bell-shaped
curve?
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Homework 40, Football O

In a high school in Texas, homework counted for up to 40 percent of
the student's grade, depending on the subject. One year, e ven with
tutoring from their coach, many members of the junior varsity football team were not keeping up with homework and were failing
to make the minimum grades required to play sports. Primarily as
a resu/t of homework, the junior varsity football season had to be
canceled one year.
Does this seem /ike a reasonable consequence? How would you
prevent this situation from happening in the future?
As a solution to the problem, teachers decided to give /ess homework but make it count more in the grade. (Huh?)

As discussed in Chapter 2, when we use grades to punish
late homework, we are often penalizing students for their home
environment. lt's not fair if students are punished because they
have not had the opportunity todo the homework while at home.
üne student told her teacher, "My mother won't Jet me do· homework." When questioned further, the student explained that she
was required to cook, clean, and take care of younger siblings
from thetime she got home from school until bedtime. (Chapter 5
discusses a varietyof solutions to this problem, other than failing
grades.)
Although teachers often agree it is not fair to fail students
because of homework, invariably someone will ask, "What about
·· the Iess able student who actually passes because he or she has
turned in homework?" That brings us to another grading dilemma.
Homework should not cause children to fail, but should homework
alone allow students to pass? Even if homework tasks reflect
learning, it is difficult to be sure the student was the person who
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did the work. (Have you seen sorne incredible science fair projects
from children of engineers?) Learning can be validly assessed
only in the classroom or through externa! projects that have been
closely monitored. Effort on homework alone should not equal a
higher grade if the student cannot demonstrate knowledge of the
content while in the classroom (Guskey, 2003). Rewarding effort in
the absence of learning is not a problem except when the reward
is a grade, which is supposed to reflect Iearning. By allowing
students to pass based on homework, we are still using grades to
manipulate behavior, again rewarding compliance and not necessarily Iearning.
Rewarding homework compliance with good grades can backfire when those grades do not reflect learning. In one school where
homework counts heavilyin student grades, the principal tells the
story of a 7th grade girl who had received straightAs on her report
card but whose parents were upset that she tested at a 4th grade
reading leve!. Similarly, high school teachers have witnessed
students with very high grades. due to homework who could not
earn decent scores on college entrance exams.
Limitations of the Old Paradigm: Why lt Doesn't Work

lnherent in the old paradigm are the assumptions that all students
can do thework(not aii ofthem can), that all students havethetime
todo the work (not all ofthem do), and that students should take
as much time as is necessary todo the work (not all of them will).
The old paradigm "operates on the implicit notion that the child is
capable of doing the work" (Goldberg, 2007, p. 15). When students
are given homework that is beyond their comprehension leve!
or that is too Iengthy and are then penalized with failing grades
for incorrect work, the experience is frustrating and demotivating
(Past, 2006; Vatterott, 2003). When those grades are permanent,
there is no redemption for mistakes. Homework can also do harm
when a student misunderstands a concept or a process (such
as the steps in solving an equation) and homework causes the
student to reinforce misconceptions or internalize bad habits.
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For students who can do the homework and complete assignments on time, grading can be a positive experience. But for those
students who struggle, the old homework paradigm leads to what
Goldberg (2007) calls the "homework trap":
Late work means points off, and work not done garners zeros.
Their grades decline, setting into motion a number of actions

by the parents and the school, with counteractions (usually
inactions) by the children themselves. The problem is cumulative and colors the experiences these children have with school,
affecting their attitudes and performance in later years. (p. 1)
Alter a while, failing grades from incomplete homework accumulate and are almost impossible to counteract. This can Iead to a
feeling of helplessness-why bother to even try to catch up? The
homework trap activates the following chain reaction:
lncomplete homework->poor grades->poor attitudes->a predictable avoidance of homework and a resentment toward
the system->more failing grades. (adapted from Goldberg,
2007,p.2)
What the homework trap shows us is the importance of the
emotional dynamic of the assessment experience (Stiggins, 2007).
Motivation and a sense of competence are key factors in student
success. Because grading is perceived by students as judging,
it separates students into winners and losers. It is precisely the
practice of punishing noncompliance regarding homework that
interferes with the effective practice of homework, to the detriment of Iearning and motivation.
The goal of assessment of learning should be to keep failure
at bay and to maintain the learner's confidence-the opposite of
what occurs in the homework trap. The most important question
to ask about the grading of homework is "What is the effect on
future Iearning?" (Stiggins, 2007). Priority must be given to tasks
that do not cause students to give up.

What is the result of not being a successful player in the
homework game? Motivation to learn may be affected as well
as learner identity. Students on a "losing streak" feel hopeless.
They begin to think, "This hurts. l'm not sale here; 1 just can't do
this ... again. I'm confused. 1 don't like this-help! Nothing 1 try
seems to work" (Stiggins, 2007, p. 24). In such situations, homework
can actually discourage sorne students from further learning. To
protect their self-esteem and reputation, these students often
adopt a cover, they claim they don't do homework because they
"just don't want to" rather than admitting they don't understand
the assignment or don't have the time or the proper conditions
todo homework (Olson, 2008).
---·-----··----·-..·----·--- -----~- -- ........._.. m
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Luis's Story
Luis was failing social studies because he was missing 11 assignments. When the teacher's aide tried to find out why, Luis said, 'Tm
lazy. "In fact, Luis felt hopelessly buried in work. The teacher's aide
volunteered to stay after school to he/p Luis catch up. /t was hard
convincing Luis to stay after school, but after severa/ work sessions,
he was caught up and no longer called himself lazy.

The homework trap explains why sorne students don't do
homework. The trap shows how we set them up for failure and
why they give u p. Often, the result is students who simply refuse
to do homework. The old paradigm gives students that optionstudents who do not complete homework are given failing grades
but are not required to complete the work. Not only does this
cause students to receive failing grades, but it also puts sorne
students at a disadvantage. If the homework they are not doing
is quality homework, a gap in skills and confidence may arise
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between students who regularly complete homework and those
who do not, often exacerbating the achievement gap.
Simply stated, the old paradigm short-drcuits our Iong-term
goals by allowing students to fail by not doing homework. It
creates practica! and motivational obstacles that converge to
form the perfect storm for student failure. Traditional practices
can actually discourage the very quality we are trying to instill:
accountability. "We are faced with the irony that a policy that may
be grounded in the belief of holding students accountable (giving
zeros) actually allows sorne students to escape accountability for
learning" (O'Connor, 2007, p. 86).
The old paradigm was about compliance with authority, but
today our long-term goals go beyond compliance. Our Iong-term
goals are for students to have self-discipline, to perfect their
intellectual skills, and to feel confident as Iearners. When sorne
students don't do homework quality homework, that is), they can
find themselves at a disadvantage. A homework gap can emerge
between those students who regularly complete homework and
those who do not. The homework gap can compound the problem
of the achievement gap that already exists between children of
different social classes and can impede the long-term goals we
have for al! students.
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
leaming. Quality homework tasks can play an important role in the
development of those skills and the acquisition of that knowledge.
When students fail to complete quality homework on a regular
basis, it can mean Iess time spent learning content and skills-less
· time to process content, less time to perfect skills. Students may
fail to develop an in-depth understanding of concepts or may not
read as well as they should. Skills that require practice, such as
math skills, may not be perfected, thus handicapping the student
for higher Ievels of Iearning. For sorne students, the result may
be a shaky foundation of content knowledge and skills and Iess
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cumulative Iearning, both of which can hinder future learning
endeavors. This diminished cumulative leaming can also weaken
the student's performance on standardized tests such as the
ACT or the SAT, where lower scores can limit the student's access
to college.
The effect of homework grades may also be negative. First,
if incomplete homework.produces poor results on course assessments, lower grades may result. Second, when incomplete homework is counted as a zero in the total average, students receive Iower
grades for the semester or the year. In sorne cases, these lower
grades may cause students to fail subjects in elementary school
or ·courses in middle school or high school. At the elementary
and middle school Ievels, failure in more than one subject may be
grounds for retention. For high schoot students, failing semester
grades affect grade point average, which again influences their
access to college.
What we want is to develop ·independent learners-but when
students don 't do homework, the.y may fail to develop strategies for
independent work and may miss the sense ofefficacy thatcomes from
completing tasks independentlY: In addition to the negative effect of
failing grades, students who fail to complete homework may miss
the opportunity to experience success as an independent learner.
The result is a decrease in motivation and learner self-esteem,
which influences the student's desire to continue formal learning.
This combination of failing grades and Iack of successful learning
contributes to students' disengagement from school and further
disenfranchises them from the school community.
What we want is to nurture within students the identity of a successfulleamer-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 leam. The student who regularly completes homework is most likely prepared for class, has
studied for tests, and may be viewed by the teacher as a compliant,
hard-working, serious student. The student who does not complete
homework may be unable to understand or follow classroom
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lessons, may be unable to participate in class, and may be viewed
as a less-than-serious student. Students who do not complete
homework may be viewed as unmotivated by teachers and other
students and may even develop a reputation of being lazy.

Getting Homework Right: Creating
a New Paradigm for Homework
To reach our Iong.term goals as well asto meet short-term academic
purposes, it is necessary to create a new homework paradigm
that !acuses on academic success for aii students. Creating such
a paradigm requires a comprehensive set of practices that can
improve academic success when implemented as a package. Those
practices are the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Designing quality homework tasks
Differentiating homework tasks
Moving from grading to checking
Decriminalizing the grading of homework
Using completion strategies
Establishing homework support programs

Befare addressing the first of these (designing quality homework
tasks), we must consider the purpose of the homework task-how
it relates to what is learned in the classroom-and what type of
learning is desired.
What ls the Purpose of the Homework Task?

Homework typically supports learning in one of four ways: preIearning, checking for understanding, practice, or processing.
Prelearning. Homework may be used to provide an introduction toa tapie or background for a more in-depth lesson (such as
reading or outlining a chapter befare a discussion). Prelearning
may be as simple as finding out what students already know about
a tapie or what they are interested in learning about (such as
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asking them to write down questions they have about the digestive system). Prelearning may also be used to stimulate interest
in the concept (su eh as listing eye color and hair color of relatives
for a genetics lesson).
Checking for understanding. Checking for understanding
is the most neglected use of homework, yet it is the most valuable way for teachers to gain insight into student Iearning. For
instance, asking students to do a few sample problems in math
and to explain the steps lets the teacher know if the student
understands how to do the problem. Journal questions about
a science experiment may ask the student to explain what happened and why. Asking students to identify literary devices in a
short story shows the teacher whether the student understands
literary devices.
Practice. The traditional use of homework has been for the
practice of rote skills, such as multiplication tables, or things that
need to be memorized, such as spelling words. Although practice
is necessary for many rote s!dlls, there are three mistakes that
teachers sometimes make with the use of practice homework.
First, teachers may believe they are giving pracfice homework
when, in fact, the student did not understand the concept or
skill in class. The homework then actually involves new learning
and is often quite frustrating. Second, if teachers skip the step
of checking for understanding, students may be practicing something incorrectly and internalizing misconceptions. For instance,
students should practice math operations only after the teacher
has adequately checked for understanding. Third, distributed
practice is better than mass practice-that is, practice is more
effective when distributed over severa! days (Marzano et al., 2001 ).
In other words, a student may need to practice a math operation
50 times to master it, but not all in one night! A common practice
for math teachers today is to give two-tiered math homework: for
example, Part One is 3 problems to check for understanding of a
new concept, and Part Two is 10 problems to practice a concept
previously learned.
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Processing. Processing homework is used when we want
students to reflect on concepts that were discussed in class,
think of new questions to ask, apply skills or knowledge learned,
synthesize information, or show that they see the big picture.
Processing homework is often a long-temi project, such as summarizing major concepts in a unit, writing an original poem, or applying a number of math concepts to the design of a golf course.
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Relationshlp Between Classroom
Leaming and Homework Tasks

Type of
Learning

Purpose of
Homework

Example of Skill
or Content

Exampleof
Homework Task

Facts and
concepts

Prelearning

Main ideas of
chapter

Complete an advance
organizer of the chapter.

Facts and
concepts

Prelearning

Vocabulary
words and
definitions

Draw pictures to illustrate
each vocabulary word.

When planning homework tasks, teachers should also reflect on the
type of learning they want the homework to reinforce. Classroom
learning may be composed 'of one of five types of learning:

Skili

Checking for
understanding

Reading
comprehension

Create a concept map of
the chapter.

Skili

Checking for
understanding

Oivision of
fractions

Explain the steps; do three
problems.

• Facts-Discrete bits of information that we believe to be
true (e.g., whales are mammals)
• Concepts-Categories of things with common elements
that help us organize, retain, and use information (e.g., the process
of photosynthesis)
• Principies-Rules that govern concepts (e.g., matter can
change forms)
• Attitudes-Degrees of commitment to ideas and spheres of
learning (e.g., we should be concerned about the environment)
• Skil/s-The capacity to put to work the understandings we
have gained (e.g., drawing conclusions from data) (adapted from
Tomlinson, 1999, pp. 38-39)

Skili

Practice of skifl

Division of
fractions

Do 1O practice problems
and write 2 word problems
for other students to solve.

Facts

Practice of rote
memory

Multiplication
tables

Write, recite, or create a
grid of muliiplication tables.

Concept

Processing-to
study for test

Chapter 5-The
Colonial Period

For each section, answer
these questions: What do
1know about this section?
What do 1 still need to
study?

Concepts/
principies

Processinganalysis and
reflection

Boston Tea Party

Write an editorial defending or criticizing the actions
of the participants in the
Boston Tea Party.

What Type of Learning ls Desired?

The type oflearningthat is desired and the purpose ofthe homework determine the type of homework task the teacher should
design. This relationship is illustrated in Figure 4.1.
Understanding the purpose and type of homework will not, by
itself, ensure that students will be motivated to complete homework tasks. Although motivation is complex and unique to individuals, teachers can increase the likelihood that homework will
be completed by considering the needs of the individuallearner
in the design of the homework task itself.

Designing Quality Homework Tasks
Designing quality homework tasks requires attention to four
aspects, each of which affects students' motivation to approach
the task and their perseverance in completing it:

• Academic purpose-Tasks should have a clear academic
purpose.
• Competence-Tasks should have a positive effect on a
student's sense of competence.
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• Ownership-Tasks should be personally relevant and customized to promote ownership.
• Aesthetics-Tasks should be aesthetically pleasing.
Academic Component

Students often do not complete homework simply because the
task is not meaningful. The most egregious homework practice
is to assign busywork or tasks of dubious academic value that
do not reinforce existing knowledge or demonstrate a mastery
of knowledge (Past, 2006). Writing out definitions of vocabulary
words, taking notes while reading a novel, or coloring in a map
may sound like good homew'ork, but one might question whether
those tasks actually help students learn (Bennett & Kalish, 2006).
Tasks requiring rote memory must be thought through carefully,
given the access to rote knowledge that is available today. Sorne
rote tasks arevalid, such as memorizing spelling and math facts, but
others may be questionable, such as memorizing state capitals.
Sometimes busywork is born from the attitudes discussed in
Chapter 1-that homework must be assigned regardless of the
value of the task. Sometimes homework tasks are well-intentioned
attempts to have students do something !un or interesting, but
the academic focus is not apparent. (What, exactly, is the learning purpose of a word search or a diorama? What evidence of
learning do those tasks show?) As teachers consider the academic
purpose of a particular homework task, they should focus less on
the quantity of work they are expecting and more on the quality, keeping the focus on mastery of essential concepts and skills
(Jackson, 2009).
The ultimate goal of the assignment-prelearning, checking for
understanding, practice, or processing-should be clearly communicated to the student (Marzano et al., 2001). Students should
easily understand the value of the task or be told explicitly how
it helps learning. It may be helpful for teachers to create sample
statements to use with students when they assign specific tasks.
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These may be explained orally or be written on the homework
sheet itself. Sorne sample statements are shown in Figure 4.2.
Students should have no trouble connecting homework to
classroom learning. Homework tasks that have clear academic
outcomes are well organized and easy to understand, preferably
with written (not oral) directions.
Competence Component

One of the goals of homework is to ensure that students will feel
positive about learning and develop an identity as successful

:·¡;;!fure_·4~2.1

Sample Statements of the Purpose of Homework

For Younger Students

The reason for today's homework is ...
•

So you can practice doing something you learned in schoor.

•

So 1can find out if you understa...nd what you learned today.

•

So you can think about and write about what you learned.
So you can tell me what you think about what you leamed.

•

To show you something we willlearn about soon.

•

To help you get ready to take a test ora quiz.

For Older Students

The reason for today's homework is to ...
•

Allow you to practice something you have afready learned.

•

Aflow y~u to apply something you have already learned to a new
situation.

•

Check whether you understand something you have already learned.

•

Aflow you to analyze something you have already learned.

• Allow you lo pull together severa! things that you have already leamed.
•

Allow you to reflect on your learning.

•

Introduce new information to you that we will study soon.

•

Help you to review for an upcoming test or quiz.
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learners. Homework tasks should be designed not only to support
classroom learning but also to instill a sense of competence in
the mind of the learner (Sagor, 2002, 2008). In fact, when students
feel unsuccessful in approaching homework tasks, they often
avoid the tasks completely as a way to protect their self-esteem
(Past, 2006). A major problem with homework is the demotivating
effect of tasks that students are unable to complete on their own
(Darling-Hammond & lfill-Lynch, 2006). Homework that cannot be
done without help is not good homework.
Failure-oriented students are particularly sensitive about how
they feel about approaching a task. lf certain tasks reinforce their
view of themselves as "smarter," they will more likely attempt
those tasks (Sagor, 2002, 2008). Being successful at completing
homework feeds students' sense of competence. They will avoid
tasks that make them feel "dumber" to protect their self-esteem
(Glasser, 1992). This avoidance tendency means that for struggling
students, hard tasks should come later, alter they have accomplished easier tasks and feel confident in approaching homework.
Poor grades on homework contribute to "feeling judged" and to a
sense of failure, which increases anxiety and often causes students
to avoid tasks they may be capable of successfully completing
(Past, 2006). (fhe effects of grading are discussed at greater length
later in the chapter.)
Just as checking for understanding is an important purpose
for homework, teachers also need to check for frustration. Sorne
will say frustration is good for students-that they must learn to
work through it, that it builds character. But how much frustration
is too much? At sorne point, students will shut down and refuse to
work. Teachers should solicit feedback from students, finding out
how students feel about approaching certain tasks and how they
feel alter they've attempted those tasks. When homework is not
completed, teachers should talk with students to find out why.
(fools and methods to assist teachers in gathering this feedback
are discussed in Chapter 5.)
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Ownership Component

Students are often unmotivated to do homework because it is
not perceived as important. It's justa task todo with no personal
relevan ce or individuality. What's wrongwith this picture? In many
classrooms, students feel little or no ownership of their learning in general-we teach, we assign tasks, we test, and students
are the passive receptacles (Eisner, 2003-2004; Intratar, 2004;
Patterson, 2003). They have no stake in the outcome-it doesn't
mean anything to them-because it's not about them. As long as
learning and homework are being "done to" them, the goals are
ours, not theirs (Kohn, 2006; Vatterott, 2007). As a teacher once
said, "!'ve never heard of a child not doing his work; it's our work
he's not doing."
Given the knowledge we now have about developmental
needs, brain-based research, motivation, learning styles, and
failure orientation, it seems obvious that the Iocus of control
for homework must reside in the student. "Research suggests
that homework must be increasingly inspired by students' own
interests and motivations" (Corno, 1996, p. 29). lf we claim that
we want students to take responsibility for homework; we must
give them more control over what they learn, how they learn it,
and how they show that they've learned it (Guskey & Anderman,
2008). Students need and desire power over their own learning
and are motivated by the prospect of choice and the opportunity
for personal expression (Vatterott, 2007). Students must have
opportunities to self-evaluate, to reflect on their own learning,
and to set their own goals (Costa & Kallick, 2004; Guskey &
Anderman, 2008). (Promoting student self-assessment is discussed later in this chapter.)
Often, when students will not do homework, we fail to examine
the Iearning task we have given them to do. lnstead of asking,
"Howdo we get them todo their homework?" we should be asking,
"What's the task?" (Darling-Hammond & lfill-Lynch, 2006; Kohn,
1999, 2006). Quality tasks allow students the freedom to work from
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their strengths and create presentations or products that express
their unique personal signature (Eisner, 2002). Students are most
likely to be emotionally engaged by tasks that allow them to give
their o¡)inion, solve a problem that is important to them, compete

with others, imagine possibilities, or be creative (lntrator, 2004;
Vatterott, 2007). Students connect personally with the content
when they identify with people or feelings, connect the content
to something in their everyday lite, use the content to understand
the world around them, or wrestle with moral or ethical dilemmas
(Vatterott, 2007).
Quality homework tasks promote ownership when they
Allow for choices.
o
Offer students an opportunity to personalize their work.
o
Allow students to share information about themselves or
their lives.
o
Tap emotions, feelings, or opinions about a subject.
o
Allow students to create products or presentations.
(Vatterott, 2007)
o

The following are sorne examples of homework tasks that encourage student ownership:
Students design their own method for learning multiplication tables that they then share with others-making
cards; writing; reading; drawing pictures; or creating a song, rap,
orpoem.
o
Students write a story or newspaper article showing
that they know the meaning of the 15 vocabulary words for the
week.
o
Students create a Jeopardy! game that covers the main
ideas at the end of a unit.
o
Students write directions that can be used by other students
for how to use a double balance beam.
o
Students create a board game that illustrates the significant events of the Middle Ages. (Vatterott, 2007)
o
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Aesthetic Component

We know that students differ in their preferred learning
environment-for example, preferring either formal or informal settings, high or low light levels, or quiet or less quiet backgrounds (Dunn, 2003). Although those things may not matter to
sorne students, for others those aspects of the task strongly affect
motivation and the willingness to attempt the task. Just as sorne
individuals are more sensitive to the aesthetics of their environment, sorne are also more sensitive to the aesthetics of the homework tasks they are assigned (Minotti, 2005). Closely related to
the student's need for ownership, the aesthetic component refers
to the presentation of the task-how enjoyable or engaging the
task appears, as well as the visual appearance.
Gourmet cooks often insist that presentation is everything.
Presentation is important for homework too. The presentation of
homework is about how appealing the task is judged to be-the
way it looks on paper; whether it appears easy or hard, fun or
tedious, interesting or boring. Presentation is probably most
important to younger students and academically challenged students. For example, students with learning disabilities often react
more positively to assignments that are visually uncluttered. Such
students are easily overwhelmed by spaces that are too small to
write answers in or worksheets that have too much information on
a page. Use of color, pictures, graphics, and other visual interests
affects the way students feel about approaching a task. Remember
the first time you had to read a book without pictures? Textbook
publishers have long respected the importan ce of presentation in
the design and marketing of textbooks.

Differentiating Homework Tasks
Because homework is completed independently, motivation
becomes a huge issue. As with classroom instruction, homework
must be differentiated based on the learner's unique profile of
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readiness, interests, learning style, organizational skills, and emotional factors such as motivation and persistence (Margolis, 2005;
Minotti, 2005; Tomlinson, 1999).
While quality in homework tasks is important to motivation,
differentiating homework tasks is critica! to ensuring that students
can be academically successful. Educators have long understood
that when students feel competent as learners, they are more motivated to approach learning tasks-success breeds success, and
failure is demotivating (Corno, 1996; Sagor, 2002).
It is obvious that learners differ in readiness and may vary
in their pace and development of intellectual skills. As teachers
cometo acknowledge and embrace those differences in speed and
style, they must communicate their respect for those difieren ces
to students. Learning is not about whether one student's A equals
another student's A, but about each student's mastery of concepts
and standards. Differentiating homework tasks allows the teacher
to meet the individual needs of the students. Students who have
been successfullearners need to continue with increasingly challenging material and to maintain the confidence to learn new concepts and skills. Faster learners may need to be assigned more
independent work or extended research. Students with severe disabilities must be given tasks at which they can be successful so
that they will persevere (Frieman, 2001). Equally at risk, English
language Iearners (ELLs) must be allowed to experience success in
their native language until they are able to learn in English (Gebhard,
2002-2003). In addition, students with learning difficulties must
be convinced that they can be capable learners and that their
deficits can be remediated with hard work (Vatterott, 2007). This
academic remediation is absolutely essential to those students'
continued engagement in school. If students do not believe they
are successfullearners in elementary and middle school, they are
at greater risk of dropping out of high school (Thornburgh, 2006;
Wheelock & Dorman, 1988).
How can homework be differentiated? Tomeet the needs of a
variety of learners, most teachers differentiate homework in one
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of three ways: by difficúlty or amount of work, by the amount of
structure or scalfolding provided, or by learning style or interest.
Differentiating by Difficulty or Amount of Work

Homework tasks that are too difficult for students to complete are
a major demotivator for many students, especially academically
challenged students (Tomlinson, 2003; Vatterott, 2003). To keep
students motivated and willing to approach homework, tasks must
be differentiated by leve! of difficulty. Students differ in their ability
to understand concepts or in their skill leve! with particular tasks.
Diagnosing and determiningthat readiness helps teachers answer
this question: What leve! of work can the student successfully
complete? This determination may be done through pre-tests, by
observation of the students' understanding during class, or from
their performance on previous homework.
Students with Iimited readiness may need homework involving
simpler reading material or tasks that are more concrete. Instead
of reading the textbooks, smp.e students may use adapted reading packets that come with the text, which outline the main ideas
of each chapter. More advanced students may benefit from more
challenging tasks or the opportunity to explore topics in greater
depth (Tomlinson, 1999).
For example, in Laura Eberle's high school physical science
class, a homework assignment involved eight questions to demonstrate understanding of kinetic and potential energy. All students
were expected to complete those questions. A challenge question was also given. All students were encouraged to attempt the
challenge question, but only the students taking geometry were
required to complete the challenge question. Laura explains: "1
expect all kids to at least attempt the challenge problems, to show
what formula to use. But as lar as manipulating the math, 1 don 't
expect a pre-algebra kid to be able todo that math. It's multiple steps
with harder vocabulary."
Closely related to difficulty, and equally important, is the

amount of work students are assigned. The same task that takes the
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average student 15 minutes to complete could take another student
more than an hour, causing sorne students to spend excessive time
on homework. On the other hand, students who quickly and easily
master concepts may become frustrated if asked to complete the
same number of practice problems as students who have not yet
mastered a concept. A simple means of differentiation is to ask al!
students to complete what work they can in a specific amount of
time: "Do what yo u can in 20 minutes; draw a !ine, and work longer if
you like." This approach provides valuable feedback to the teacher
about working speed and leve! of understanding. Laura Eberle
tells her high school science students, "If it's taking you more than
15 minutes to get it done, that's a red flag. Yo u didn't pay attention
or you don't have the notes-there's something wrong. No homework assignment should take longer than 10 to 15 minutes."
Molly Heckenberg's rule for her 5th graders' homework is
"50 minutes is 50 minutes." Students are not expected to work
more than 50 minutes each night. lf students have homework in
math, science, and reading and they spend 50 minutes on science
and math, parents simplywrite anote saying, "We spent our 50 minutes on science and math and had no time for reading tonight."
Decisions about how many problems to assign or how many
pages toread must consider the student's working speed as well
as motivation and persistence. Because academically challenged
learners are easily discouraged, care must be taken to limit the
amount of work to what the student can complete in a reasonable
amount of time.
Many teachers have discovered that the rate of homework
completion skyrockets when they simply give less work. Most students are eager to be successful when the difficulty and amount
of work are reasonable.
Which brings us to a dilemma. How do we find more time for
slower learners?
Often, teachers expect slower leamers to simply spend more
time on homework than other students. The quandary is that
slower learners usually are less persistent, tire more quickly, and
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often have less resilience with academic tasks. Like everyone, slow
leamers need downtime. With only so much time in a day, it seems
unfair for slower learners not to "have a lite." Special education
professor Deb Childs recommends we "whittle down the curriculum to the concepts we believe are so essential they will remember
them ayear later" (personal communication, September 10, 2007).
When differentiating for slower learners, the first questions teachers should ask are these: Are we doing the most efficient thing?
Have we accurately diagnosed the student's readiness and Ieaming strengths? Have we as teachers failed to connect cognitively
with the student's leaming style? Does the student need a more
structured task? These questions lead us to two other methods of
differentiating homework: providing structure or scaffolding, and
differentiating by learning style or interest.
Differentiating by Amount of Structure or Scaffolding

Adding structure to homework tasks may help sorne students,
especially struggling students and ELL students. Providing structure or scaffolding can help "Students feel the job is within their
capabilities and can be completed without frustration. One of the
simplest ways to help students is to require less writing, giving
them assignments with fewer blanks to fill in orwith answers that
can be circled instead of written out. Many struggling students
have poor fine-motor skills, which makes writing tedious.
Sorne students may be expected to create a graphic organizer
of their reading, and others may be provided with the skeleton of
an organizer and be required to fill in only a few key ideas. Sorne
students may be given a word bank for answering questions or a
copy of class notes to help them study. Class notes may be provided by the teacher or by another student. Math homework may
be given with a choice of correct answers, or math manipulatives
may be loaned out for homework. Teachers may allow sorne
students to use a peer helper whom they can cal! if they have
problems with homework. Hint sheets or lists of supplemental
Web sites can also be given.
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For sorne students, cursive writing makes assignments more
difficult. Developmentally delayed elementary students and ELL
students often struggle with cursive writing. Directions for homework may be printed instead of given in cursive writing. Instead of
integrating practice in cursive writing with content assignments
(asking students to translate their thoughts into cursive), teachers
may choose to Jet students print or type content assignments and
then practice their cursive writing separately.
ELL students may benefit from assignments with pictures and
may find it easier to complete assignments in their native language
first. Those assignments can be translated later by the student, a
bilingual peer, ora bilingual teacher or aide. This approach allows
the student to concentrate on one skill at a time. Similarly, when
Iearning a multistep math process, students with limited readiness
may need to master steps one at a time instead of mastering the
entire process.
Differentiating by Learning Style or lnterest

As discussed earlier, students enjoy choices and the ability to

express their individuality. Adapting homework assignments to
students' learning styles or interests is a quick path to fostering
a sense of ownership of the homework task.
One of the easiest ways to capitalize on learning styles is to
allow students to choose which method they will use to demonstrate what they have learned. Students may write, type, taperecord, or use pictures. Students may also decide which is the
best way for them to practice rote memory tasks. For instance,
instead of all students writing spelling words three times, students
could be asked to design their own method for memorizing the
words. Sorne may do it verbally, sorne by typing or writing, others
by tracing the letters with their finger. Tactile learners may benefit
from cards with raised images made from sandpaper-like material
to learn such concepts as letters, geometric shapes, or geographic
features. Figure 4.3 shows examples of how homework can be
differentiated.
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Moving from Grading to Checking:
Focusing on Feedback
AH homework can be used to check for understanding if we can

convince students not to be threatened by grades. The purpose
of homework should be to provide feedback to the teacher and
the student about how learning is progressing. The purpose is all
about what informs learning and what informs the teacher. As we
move into the feedback mode, we use completed assignments to
revise future assignments (Popham, 2008). Feedback that revises
instruction is often missing in the old paradigm. This omission is
why the new paradigm changes the role of grading.
' for learning to take place. In fact,
Grades are not necessary
research indicates that grades tend to interfere with Iearning
(Guskey, 2003). Grades on homework often get in the way of learning, demotivate students, and create power struggles between
students and teachers and between students and parents. Grading is viewed as evaluative by students-the teacher is perceived
as a judge (Guskey, 2003). Checking (providing feedback) is
diagnostic-the teacher is working asan advocate for the student.
Should all homework be graded? No. Should al! homework receive
feedback? Yes.
Feedback as Assessment for Learning

Homework's role should be as formative assessment-assessment
for Iearning that takes place during learning. Homework's role is
not assessment oflearning; therefore, it should not be graded. As
a teacher who was also a coach once said about homework, "We
don't keep score during practice." The goal of feedback on homework is to improve Iearning, to improve performance on summative assessments, to promote student ownership of Iearning, and to
encourage self-assessment. "When homework is used as aformative
assessment, students have multiple opportunities to practice, get
feedback from the teacher, and improve" (Christopher, 2007-2008,
p. 74). "Good formative assessment gives students information they
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need to understand where they are in their learning (the cognitive
factor) and develops students' feelings of control over their learning (the motivational factor)" (Brookhart, 2007-2008, p. 54).
Focusing on feedback requires downsizing. Education consultant and author Grant Wiggins once said, "Teachers spend too
much time teaching." Concerned about covering a glutted currículum, teachers often become too focused on coverage to assess

what students are actually mastering. Downsizing requires teachers to have clear goals, to prioritize concepts and skills for mastery,
and to pare down content to a manageable arnount. Focusing on
feedback requires teacher to slow down-to teach less, assess
more, and make time for reteaching sorne students or providing
other students with additional assistance.
For many teachers, providing feedback without grades is a
new way of communicating progress. They've never done school
without grades, and for many of them, grades are the only way
they know to give feedback. Letters and numbers are easy and fast,
and they make up a language everyone thinks they understand.
But there's a whole network of communication that many teachers
are unaccustomed to using. Good feedback on homework requires
back-and-forth dialogue between the teacher and the student,
each asking questions of the other (orally or in writing). "Sorne
of the best feedback results from conversations with the student"
(Brookhart, 2007-2008, p. 55).
Efficient Ways of Providing Feedback

Busy teachers need strategies to help them efficiently create that
dialogue. They need quick and efficient methods of checking for
understanding-even if those methods are less than perfect. High
school science teacher Laura Eberle explains her process: "1 take
30 to 40 seconds to glance down, 1see if it's complete, and 1glance
at their answers a bit. It doesn't take that long to get a general idea
of where their hang-ups are. 1do use (homework] as feedback for
myself and what are they getting and what they are not."
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Teachers who provide feedback efficiently often use their
subjective judgment. Fifth grade teacher Molly Heckenberg
does a quick visual check of homework each morning while her
students are working on another task. She scans each ássignment
and put the papers into two piles-students who appear to have
understood the concept and students who didn't. Without marking papers, she then knows how to regroup students, reteach, or
assign students to buddy pairs to go over concepts again. Similarly, 3rd grade teacher Ken Pribish explains his procedure:
Other teachers say, "How do you do that? lt takes so much
time." lt takes less than five minutes a day to correct homework
because !'m not "correctinEt homework." I'm looking at it to see if
they did a good job, if they understood. Then l know !'ve got to
meet with these three klds because they did not get last night's
concept.
lncreasingly, teachers are checking homework only for completion, not taking off points for incorrect answers. Many teachers
use sorne sort of stamp to indicate complete or incomplete, on
time or late. Laura Eberle gives a full stamp for completed work
anda hall stamp for incomplete work. Sixth grade communication
arts teacher Shannon Burger gives formative feedback on student
notebooks with a symbol stamp; each time she checks the notebooks she uses a different symbol, such as a bear ora dog. Arightside-up symbol signifies a good job, a sideways symbol signifies
an OK job, and an upside-down symbol signifies the work is not
adequate.
On specific projects such as essays, teachers may keep a
list of common positive and negative statements they wrote on
student projects one semester: "good use of descriptive words,"
"punctuation used correctly," "did not use correct grammar," or
"ideas do not flow well." From those, the teacher can create a list
of comments, similar toa rubric, that can then quickly be checked
off, with space for other comments as well.

Effective Homework Practices "' 115

Teachers are not the only ones who can provide feedback.
Feedback can also be given from student to student. Often, teachers
will simply ask students to meet in groups to compare their homework answers, ask each other questions, and then report back to
the teacher. The group discussions are often quite valuable; the
back-and-forth conversation helps students clarify the goals of
the assignment.
Moving from grading to feedback encourages student ownership of Iearning. Allowing students to take control of their learning
makes learning personal (Guskey & Anderman, 2008). "Students
decide whether the learning is worth the risk and effort required
to acquire it. They decide if they believe they are smart enough to
learn it" (Stiggins, 2005, p. 18). Once the threat of grades is taken
away from the homework experience, "homework becomes a sale
place to try out new skills without penalty, just as athletes and
musicians try out their skills on the practice field or in rehearsals"
(Christopher, 2007-2008, p. 74).
When teachers stop grad!ng homework, many of them see an
attitudinal shift-students cometo trust that teachers are working together with them to meet their learning needs, and they lee!
a sense of empowerment over their own Iearning (Popham, 2008).
The move away from grading is a move from what Kohn (1998)
calls the demand model to the support mode!. Instead of demandingthat students do their homework under threat of bad grades or
punishment, we actively support them in taking responsibility for
their own leaming-we assistthem in learning. Moving from grading
to checking requires a total attitudinal change by both teachers
and students about what homework is for. lt's not "gotcha," not
grading, but feedback for students about their understanding. This
shift in the Iocus of control of homework is initially scary for both
students and teachers.
Students must overcome the hurdle of old-paradigm attitudes
(Guskey & Anderman, 2008). Most students are so accustomed to
experiencing assessment as reward and punishment, they at first
tend to view even corrective feedback as judgmental. They "hear
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judgment where you intend description" (Brookhart, 2007-2008,
p. 56). Unsuccessful students often bear scar tissue from negative
grading experiences of the past. They view feedback as black
and white, right or wrong. "Even well-intentioned feedback can be
very destructive if the student reads the script in an unintended
way" (Brookhart, 2007-2008, p. 54).
Teachers need to be especially sensitive to this dynamic;
they need to choose feedback language carefully and balance
positive and negative feedback. "Unsuccessfullearners have sornetimes been so frustrated by their school experience that they
might see every attempt to help them as just another declaration
that they are 'stupid'" (Brookhart, 2007-2008, p. 56). Students
who have a history of failure on assessment fall into the homework trap discussed earlier and tend to shut down and refuse
to work. But the trap is a problem for other students as well.
Those students who have been following the rules face a bigger problem-they have internalized the externa! nature of
assessment as something "done to" them (Kohn, 2006). Their
perception of the grading process is this: "Did 1 guess correctly
what you wanted?" In reading corrective feedback, students
may think, "She didn't like it; it's not right" because the teacher
did not make the feedback specific enough. Due to past experience, these students may have little sense of ownership of their
learning, believing that it's all about giving the teacher what the
teacher wants, what gets the grade (Pope, 2001).
Helping Students Self-Assess

Many students don't know how to self-assess because, as noted
earlier, assessment has always been "done to" them. lf they've
been trained in a system of rote learning to just spit content back,
then reflecting and evaluating their own learning is a foreign concept to them (Guskey & Anderman, 2008). They need ungraded,
nonthreatening practice to get used to the concept. They need
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scaffolded strategies to self-assess, to check for their own understanding, and to follow their own progress.
High-achieving students use a variety of ways to check
themselves for understanding. They may restate sections of the
material or ask themselves questions about the material. When
struggling students were able to observe and adopt similar selfchecking strategies, they showed significant improvement in
comprehension (Fisher & Frey, 2007). Once students learn how
to take control of their own assessment, they feel more positive
about their learning. "Students commented that self-assessment
helped them feel prepared, improved the quality of their work,
and gave them a better understanding of what they had achieved"
(Andrade, 2007-2008, p. 60).
Teachers can begin by asking students to rate how well they
understood a homework assignment. This rating allows students
to reflect on the homework task and to provide informaiion to
the teacher. Students can use one of three symbols or stickers
at the top of the homework assignment to indicate their leve! of
understanding:
Got it/understood
Sort ofgot it/not sure
Didn 't get it/totally /ost

!jhappy face/green sticker
?/neutral face/yellow sticker
#&/frowning face/red sticker

Teacher Angela Saracino gets feedback from homework by asking
her 1st graders to circle the part of the spelling word that is the
trickiest. Then she uses that feedback to explain spelling rules to
.her students.
Another way to help students self-assess is to assign test
corrections as homework after a test. For each question students got wrong, they must state why they missed the question.
They must then find the correct answer in their notes or book.
Students can regain sorne lost points on their test grade when
they turn in test corrections. A student example is shown in
Figure 4.4.
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.Figure4.4
ltem
Number

Test Correction Activity
Reason Missed

Corrected and Found

#6

Mi!;;understood the bool:.

n page 4 "!;;urvived. primari!v by hunting
largo gamo" (!:ey word "primarily')

#ll

Carele&!;; mictal:.e

E page 7

#IS

Knowledge (didn't Know when they abandoned. their homes)

E pagos q-10

41'22

Misunde.mood question (thought
"attitucle" was "altitude)

Epage1q
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grading of homework. Almost 70 percent of U.S. teachers use homework to calculate student grades, compared with 28 percent in Canada and 14 percent in Japan (Baker &LeTendre, 2005). As discussed
earlier, grading plays a huge role in the old homework paradigm;
homework grades are used to reward the virtue of turning work in on
time and to punish the vice of perceived laziness-so much so that
teachers will say, "If 1don't grade it, theywon't do it." Yet even with
grades, sorne students fail to complete homework. And in schools
in which homework is not graded, students are still expected to
complete it, and teachers still struggle to find ways to get the work
done. Grading is so much a part of the old paradigm that teachers
may become very upset at the idea of not grading homework.

Another way to help students self-assess is to have them
respond to reflective questions such as these suggested by Tomlinson and McTighe (2006, p. 25):
The Concept of Grading Homework Dies Hard

Reflective Questions to Aid in Self-Reflection
What do you really understand about _ _ _ _ _ _ _?
What questions/uncertainties do you still have about
_ _ _ _ _ _?

What was most effective in _______?
What was least effective in _______?
How difficult was _______ for you?
What grade/score do you deserve? Why?

Decriminalizing the Grading of Homework
If moving from grading to checking is so positive and empowering
for students, why would we bother to grade homework at al!? Actually many teachers around the world do not grade homework. In

a comparison of 50 countries, U.S. teachers Iead the world in the

In one district, high school teachers who counted homework heavily
in the grades they gave protested when the middle school decided not
to count homework in grades. The high school teachers be/ieved that
if the middle school didn 't count homewgrk as part of the grade or if
they allowed students lo redo homework, they would be setting the
students up for fai/ure in the high school because homework did count
in the high school grades. What was particular/y interesting was how
passionately teachers felt about the necessity ofgrading homework.
':4t the last meeting, one high school teacher about jumped out of
her skin. The idea that every homework assignment wou/dn 't count
as part of the final grade was inconceivable," according to another
teacher. Members of the district committee worked hard to convince
other teachers that grades must be based on whether or not the students learned what they were supposed to. The committee final/y
agreed that behaviors should not be part ofgrades and that pre-tests,
first attempts, and practice should not be averaged into the grade.
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The goal is to have grades reflect learning, not behavior or personal responsibility. As one teacher said, "What if grades reflected
what students really learned, not which work they chose or were
able to complete?" Decriminalizing homework is an attempt to
make that happen. The general philosophy is this: First, do no
harm-don't kili motivation or course grades by being too punitive. Teachers in schools and in individual classrooms around the
world are taking steps to deemphasize the grading of homework,
as evidenced in the following trends:
• Sorne schools are not allowing homework to be counted
in the grade.
• Sorne schools are limiting the percentage that homework
may count in the final grade, often to 1Opercent.
• Sorne schools are allowing teachers to give incomplete
grades when all homework has not been completed.
• Sorne schools have adopted Zeros Aren't Possible (ZAP)
policies-requiringthat al! work must be completed. (See Chapter 5 to learn more.)
• Individual teachers are revising their own grading
schemes to limit the percentage that homework counts o !ten
10 to 20 percent).
• Sorne teachers are giving credit for completion only, not
correctness or accuracy of the work.
• Sorne teachers are using the percentage of homework
assignments completed for the quarter as the total grade for
homework for that quarter.
• Sorne teachers are using homework as extra credit, but
not part of the regular grade.

e

add only 1 percentage point. In one teacher's opinion, "lf yo u give
homework a lot of val u e, you encourage cheating."

Questions-And More Questions

"lf homework counts as only JO percentof the grade, then what would
we grade?" This question arose from teachers in a staffdevelopment
session about homework, which led the presenter to ask this question:
"What are teachers grading?" It appeared that sorne teachers at this
school graded only tests and homework. Why weren 't they grading
tasks that students did in class? Perhaps because they were primarily lecturing and having discussions and not providing many learning activities during class time that could be evaluated.
This led to a broader discussion. "What are you doing with
grades? What do grades mean to you?" The discussion with this
group of teachers revealed a la~ger problem. They viewed grades
as a commodity-they needed a certain number of grades in
the gradebook to feel secure. They needed a certain number of
grades to please parents. They just needed to make sure they had
enough things to grade. What they had failed to consider was whether
the grades represented learning and how many grades students
needed in order to know how they were doing. The teachers had
failed to focus on which tasks accurately reflected student learning.

Decriminalizing Late Policies

An example of the last trend is Teresa Schultz's 8th grade

If the purpose of homework is to enhance learning and provide

math class, where homework can add 5 percentage points to the
student's grade if the student is missing no more than two assignments. The percentage added decreases as students are missing
more assignments. If they are missing six assignments, they get to

feedback about learning, then the goal is for the homework to be
completed-better late than never. But for sorne teachers, homework is more about their control and convenience than about
learning. One teacher explained, "! will not accept late work past
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two days. Any later and the students end up creating their own time
schedule, do what they want when they want, and it's not worth
(time-wise) going back and grading something you've moved past."
For those teachers who feel compelled to punish the vice of lateness, there is a kinder, gentler way than the old policy that says
"50 percent off if it's one day late." Policies like that are an insult to
the time and energy the student put forth to complete the assignment. Many a student has simply said, "No way-1 am not doing
that much work for half credit," and the assignment is never done.
Work completed deserves sorne credit. To encourage students
to do the work, it's better to provide a more generous time Iimit
with fewer points Iost than to punish the student for not following the rules. Remember that the goal is learning, not control or
compliance.
For teachers who feel they must penalize lateness, it is best to
separate grades for learning from grades for work habits (Guskey
&Anderman, 2008). Here is one way todo that. Suppose there are
100 points possible for each homework assignment. Completion
of each assignment could be worth 80 points, and work habits
could be worth 20 points if the assignment is turned in on time.
Rather than docking points for each day the assignment is late
(a bookkeeping nightmare for the teacher), there are only three
possibilities for the work habits grade--20 points for turning
the assignment in on time, 1O points if turned in within a week, O
points if turned in after a week. With this method, the student gets
full credit for doing the work but is penalized only slightly for the
work being late.
Figure 4.5 shows an example of three students' grades for
homework. Amy turned in all homework on time, Jack turned in
all assignments within a week, and Alex's assignments were al!
more than a week late.
Ninth grade science teacher Laura Eberle has a system that
works well. She gives a small amount of homework, and she
grades for completion only. Her policy, shown here, connects the
purpose of the homework to class tests:

Figure 4.5

1

The 80/20 Homework Grade

Student &

Completion

Work Habits

Assignment

(80 points max.)

(20 points max.)

80
80
80
80
80

20
20
20
20
20

Totai/Cumulative
Total (100/500
points max.)

Amy
Assignment #1
Assignment #2
Assignment #3
Assignment #4
Assignment #5

500

Cumulative total
Jack
Assignment #1
Assignment #2
Assignment #3
Assignment #4
Assignment #5

80
80
80
80
80

10
10
10
10
10

AJex
Assignment #2
Assignment #3
Assignment #4
Assignment #5

90
90
90
90
90
450

Cumulative total

Assignment #1

100
100
100
100
100

80
80
80
80
80

Cumulative total

Fui/ stamp = 1O points
Half stamp =5 points

No stamp = Opoints

o
o
o
o
o

80
80
80
80
80
400

Completed and turned in on time, full
credit.
Turned in on time, but incomplete.
Complete it befo re the day of the test
and earn 7 points.
Not turned in on time.
Complete it before the day of the test
and earn 5 points.

As more and more schools move to standards-based report
cards, homework grades may become obsolete. lf the goal is
mastery of the standard, would it matter if or when homework
was completed? Mastery of standards would be based on in-class
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assessments, with homework used to prepare students to pass
the assessment. Homework would be necessary only to master
individual standards; if students tested out of sorne standards, no
homework would be necessary for that content.

Summing Up
Most teachers were nevertrained in effective homework practices.
As a result, traditional practices, such as assigning the same homework to al! students and giving zeros for incomplete homework,
are still common. Many of those traditional practices, however,
have not supported learning for all students. The new homework
paradigm introduced in this chapter focuses on designing quality
homework tasks, differentiating those tasks, deemphasizing grading, improving homework completion, and providing homework
support programs.
Homework should not occur in isolation but should be closely
connected to classroom learning. The purpose of homework is
to support classroom learning through practice, prelearning, processing, or checking for understanding. When classroom learning
and homework are carefully planned, the pieces of the puzzle fit
together nicely; homework is used as formative assessment-to
check for understanding before practice is assigned, to determine
how much practice is needed to perfect a skill, and to judge the
student's depth of understanding and ability to apply learning.
Viewing homework as formative feedback changes our perspective on the grading of homework. Grading becomes not only
unnecessary for feedback, but possibly even detrimental to the
student's continued motivation to learn. With this new perspective, incomplete homework is not punished with failing grades
. but is viewed as a symptom of a learning problem that requires
investigation, diagnosis, and support. Strategies for improving
homework completion and providing support programs are discussed in Chapter 5.

Homework Completion Strategies
and Support Programs
Chapter 4 discussed the first four steps of the new homework
paradigm: designing and differentiating quality homework tasks,
moving from grading to checking, and decriminalizing grading.
These strategies make homew'?rk tasks more pleasant and less
punitive, and they increase student ownership of homework.
These changes from traditional practice should make completion
of homework less of an issue. In Chapter 5, we consider the last
two steps in the new homework paradigm: strategies for homework
completion and programs that support students in completing
homework at school.

Attitudes About Homework Completion
Before we attempt to improve the rate of homework completion,
we must confront one more traditional attitude. lt is common for
teachers to become obsessed with the fact that "al! homework
must be done." But does it truly need to be done? When it comes
to learning, it's not about finishing the work; lt's about demonstrating learning. Can students prove that they know what they
need to know? How can we determine how well they are learning,
and how can we help them do better? If we can assess learning

