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Abstract

Homework is an important aspect of education. As a result, it is no surprise that passionate opinions are frequently voiced on the issue of doing homework. This study was created to determine whether or not students perceive homework as both necessary and meaningful. A review of the literature was done to gather information on understanding the reasons why students actually do their homework and why they do not.  This review also provided a rich historical context within which to view these findings. A ten question survey was generated by the authors to gather information directly from secondary students in the Inland Empire.  Just under 40 students anonymously participated in the ten question Likert scale quiz which was offered online through “StatCrunch”.  The authors hypothesized that students would reflect a positive attitude towards doing their homework.  Four focus questions were pulled from the quiz and analyzed for results. The authors reasoned that an average mean score of 2 or less on the focus questions would indicate that students did see value in doing their homework. The resulting mean scores of the focus questions were m=1.96, which indicated that the hypothesis was correct.  These findings are useful because they provide a greater understanding of how students feel about their homework. Still, the authors recognize the limited scope of these responses and suggest larger, more in-depth studies.

Introduction
Homework is a controversial issue in education.  Some teachers find it extremely beneficial, and consider it a necessary part of instruction.  These teachers will assign homework just for the sake of assigning it.  Other teachers find homework to be detrimental to their students.  These teachers do not assign homework, and give students time to complete all of their work in class.  Most educators fall somewhere in the middle, choosing to assign homework only when they feel it will benefit their students.  

We believe that homework and its general impact on students is an important issue to examine. This study seeks to take a look at the importance of homework and whether or not it is actually necessary and meaningful to students. With all of the different viewpoints on the correct use of homework in the classroom, educators can be left confused.  We want to do what’s best for our students, so we try different tactics in our classes.  In our attempts to find our best practice, teachers cannot help but wonder if students feel that homework is a necessary or meaningful part of their education.

Literature Review:

Since we are looking to determine whether or not students find homework to be a meaningful or necessary part of their education, we felt that it was important to look at some of the reasons why students complete their homework, and some of the reasons why they do not complete their homework.

Reasons why students do not do their homework

It should come as no surprise that many students do not complete all of their homework assignments.  There are many reasons for this.  One is that students are busy.  According to Sallee and Rigler’s paper, “Doing Our Homework on Homework:  How Does Homework Help?” students are involved in many sports and extra curricular activities after school.  According to the article, teachers encourage students to participate in as many activities as they can to help them get into colleges, so we shouldn’t be surprised that students are unable to complete homework (2008).  Sallee and Rigler also state that some students don’t complete homework because they do not get support for this at home.  Students may not have a parent at home who understands the language or the assignment.  Many students also lack the technology necessary to complete assignments at home.  Another reason why students do not do their homework is that doing homework is not seen as “cool” by other students (Xu, 2005).  Students are always trying to fit in, and being smart is not what makes students popular. 

Some students do not do their homework because they do not find the work meaningful.  In Coutts’ article “Meanings of Homework and Implications for Practice,” Coutts sites a study (Bryan, Nelson, & Mathur, 1995) that states, “students in the early years of school agreed that homework was dull and boring.” (p. 185). This survey was given to students in grades 1-3.  By the higher grades, boring and dull were the most common descriptions given by students of their homework (Coutts, 2004). 

As educators we must put careful thought into the assignments we create.  We need to make sure that our assignments are not overly tedious and boring. Students need to feel challenged.  In “Questioning Homework,” Haas states, “homework should be assigned strategically with learning objectives in mind and take into consideration students’ goals, levels of readiness, and situations beyond the classroom” (Haas, 2005, p. 15).  Before we can expect our students to be successful at home, we need to make sure we are setting them up to succeed. 

Reasons why students do their homework

There are students who complete homework on a regular basis.  Many of these students are motivated by a need for approval from teachers and parents.  When asked why she did her assignment, one student said, “she wanted her father to be proud of her” (Xu, 2005, p. 47).  This sentiment demonstrates the relationship between the encouragement students get from their parents and the way that they view homework.  According to Xu, students are most attentive to their work when they are completing it with a peer or a parent. 

Students also do their homework when they find value in it, or are interested.  A common theme in homework assignments that teachers reported student engagement with were those that include a large amount of feedback.  Stacy Kitsis is an advocate of these types of assignments.  In her article “The Facebook Generation:  Homework as Social Networking,” Kitsis discusses her use of Facebook in her classroom to provide students with the feedback she believes that students are yearning for.  She also feels that students benefit from the knowledge that their classmates will be reading their work, because it causes them to want what they say to sound good.  Students also give each other feedback, which saves the teacher some time.  According to Kitsis, by using the technology available to us as educators, “teachers can create classrooms in which students care more about their work, and teachers can reclaim some time for other uses” (Kitsis,2008, p. 30).

Another common theme that encourages student engagement in homework is autonomy.  When students are given choices in their learning, they benefit from the assignments (Nelms, 2008, Trautwein 2009).  According to Nelms, group projects can provide students with this autonomy because they get to make choices about how they will complete the assignment.  His ideas are reminiscent of the theory behind project-based learning that students will be inspired by the project.  He suggests the idea of a project based on the benefits of homework (Nelms 2008).  By completing this assignment, students are able to make choices about the types of homework they will be doing in class.  This also offers students the opportunity to share their opinions about their homework.  Nelms sees autonomy as the driving force in this project, and that is what makes the project a success.  In addition, Trautwein found that when students are given more freedom and experience less controlling behaviors from parents and teachers, they tend to devote a greater effort to their homework experience (Trautwein, 2009).

Historical Perspective

A look at the historical perspective of homework in the United Sates indicates that the current controversies have been with us for well over a century. Public opinion was mixed on the benefits or harm of homework early in the nineteenth century. However, it was also rare for children in grades 1-4 to receive homework.  In addition, many parents needed their children to be available after school for family chores.  Another common occurrence around this time was that many teens dropped out of school around the age of 14. However, those who decided to stay in school could expect 2 or more hours of homework per night (Gill, Schlossman, 2004).  

By the end of the nineteenth century the first actual research on the effects of homework had been done and progressive education movements helped to reinforce the idea that school work was to be done at school.  The research was sparse but some of the results indicated that children’s health was negatively affected by a lack of exercise due to studying after school.  For the most part, these ideas prevailed well into the mid twentieth century, until Sputnik happened. 

Panic over the Russian launching of the Sputnik satellite coupled with the escalating Cold War caused a major shift in Americans’ attitudes toward homework.  It was during this time that a large study on homework at Stanford (Goldstein 1960) University claimed previous studies were bias and distorted (Gill, Schlossman, 2004) and as a result, progressive views were blamed for “causing America’s failures in space”  (Gill, Schlossman, 2004 p.177).

Today, there is a veritable flood of information supporting both extremes of the homework continuum with no end to the controversy in sight.  In our review there were two names that emerged prominently in the literature: Harris Cooper who is cited often by those who support the use of homework and Alfie Kohn who is widely known for his strong opinions on the harmful impacts of homework.  In spite of these ongoing battles, most professionals and parents agree that a reasonable balance between oppressive homework practices on the one hand, and no homework at all on the other, is a good beginning to answering important questions about homework in today’s schools (Nelms, 2008).

Research Question

So, to return to our research question, “Do students feel that homework is a necessary and meaningful part of education?” We also need to take a look at the significance of this question within the context of our hypothesis. We predicted that our students would reflect a positive attitude and confirm that homework is indeed necessary.  

Significance of the Study

One way we can gain an understanding of the weight of this question is to examine the general state of education in the United States today. With alarming drop-out rates and the United States ranking far from first by international standards, our nation is again under a kind of pressure reminiscent of the post-Sputnik era.  In many respects, this generation of students is more overworked and stressed out than any previous generation (Shumow, 2008, Sallee, 2008, Corno,L.,& Xu,J. 2004).  Our research questions focused on the impact of homework on secondary students, but some of the studies we reviewed pointed out the negative impact of homework at elementary levels as well (Coutts 2004).  

Homework is an important aspect of education, so studies that help us increase the benefits of homework while decreasing the negative aspects of it can be enlightening.  In terms of the usefulness of our study, we learned that our students still consider homework an important part of their educational experience. We can take this evaluative study information and expand on it in ways that specifically address the needs of our current and future students. Our ability to generalize these findings beyond our own experience is limited, but for us, there is value in what can be directly applied in real time with our own students.  As educators, we seek to have a positive impact on our students and this is directly proportional to having a favorable influence on the community at large. 

Design

The respondents of this questionnaire were targeted as average middle and high school students from Rialto and Upland schools in the Inland Empire area of Southern California. The students who responded to the survey did so anonymously. Respondents were self-selected when they chose to answer the survey online.  These students were selected from multiple schools and classrooms for convenience and accessibility. However, the schools and the students who participated in the survey appeared as typical.  Our goal was see whether or not students view homework as a meaningful or even necessary activity. Thus, all respondents’ opinions on this issue are equally valid.

Given our hypothesis that homework is a necessary and meaningful part of the educational process we reasoned that student opinion on the question should be relevant. During our literature review we did not encounter a previously designed questionnaire that would be usable in this study due to the length of time we had to conduct it. The instrument we developed is a student survey on homework. This instrument is a ten-question survey in which respondents answer the questions based on a 5 point Likert scale. The scale went as follows: 1= Almost always, 2= Always, 3=Sometimes, 4= Almost never, 5= Never.  The questions (see appendix 1) were designed to poll students’ attitudes on homework by asking questions that connote the value of homework to the student. Given that this is a new questionnaire, its validity was unsubstantiated prior to seeing the results. We started with around 15 questions and then changed and combined them during the process. In the end, we had 10 crafted questions of which only 4 would be used in the results section as they best represented both students’ attitudes and actions regarding homework. As a group we determined that questions 1, 3, 4 and 9 would therefore, be scored. If the results indicate a mean score of 2 or less on the focus questions, then we reason that students will have agreed that homework is a necessary and meaningful part of their learning.

Method
Multiple classrooms, students, and teachers were involved in this study, all of whom were in grades 6-12 and lived in the Inland Empire.  Students were asked to go online and participate in a survey about homework. They were given the web address.  They were told that once online they were able to view each question and choose one of the above responses to each question. The choice to answer questions was solely their prerogative. The research team had no other interaction with the subjects. Information was collected via the website and when the pre-arranged time frame expired, researchers verified that a sufficient # of respondents (40 minimum) had completed the entire questionnaire. Partial answers were not recorded on the web site. This quantitative study posited the hypotheses that “homework is a necessary and meaningful part of student learning”. We predict that students would answer positively on the Likert scale (1’s and 2’s) to the questions that connoted value to home work. 

Results
A simple mean mode median analysis was conducted on the data. The mean score of all items was m=2.030 points out of 5. The mean for the focus questions can be found on table #1. Questions 1, 3, 4, and 9 all had lower than m=1.96 mean. The range was from m=1.102 (Q4) to (Q9) m=1.959.  The mean of the focus questions was m=1.556. The entirety of the data on all survey questions is found on table #2   This data will show variance, standard deviation within the respondents to the mean, the standard error, median, range, minimum and maximum of scores for each response. It is important to note there was a statistical outlier with question #5.  It had a mean score of 4.04 and a range of 2-5. This indicates that that question did not have the connotation of valuing homework within the parameters we set. 

The following graphs represent student responses to the four focus questions.

How often does homework help you to better understand what you learned in class? 

1= Almost always, 2= Always, 3=Sometimes, 4= Almost never, 5= Never
[image: image1.emf]
How often do you give your best effort to your homework?

1= Almost always, 2= Always, 3=Sometimes, 4= Almost never, 5= Never
[image: image2.emf]
How often do you do your own work instead of copying from a friend?

1= Almost always, 2= Always, 3=Sometimes, 4= Almost never, 5= Never
[image: image3.emf]
How often do you get help with your homework at home?

1= Almost always, 2= Always, 3=Sometimes, 4= Almost never, 5= Never
[image: image4.emf]
Table 1

Question        Mean                Median        Mode

1                1.408                1                _____

3                1.755                1                _____

4                1.102                1                _____

9                1.959                2                _____

Table #2

Summary of Statistics: 

Column n         Mean
            Variance
Std. Dev.   Std. Err. Median Range    Mode
Q1
49
1.4081633
0.24659865
0.49658698
0.070941

   1


Q2
49
3.2653062
0.36564627
0.6046869
0.08638384



Q3
49
1.755102
0.77210885
0.8786972
0.12552817

   1


Q4
49
1.1020408
0.09353741
0.30583888
0.043691266

   1


Q5
49
4.0408163
0.24829932
0.4982964
0.0711852




Q6
49
2.7959185
0.332483
0.57661337
0.08237334




Q7
49
1.755102
0.48044217
0.6931394
0.09901991




Q8
49
2.2244897
0.8027211
0.89594704
0.12799244




Q9
49
1.9591837
0.49829933
0.7059032
0.10084331

2


Q10
49
2.367347
1.7372448
1.3180459
0.18829226



Conclusions
We set out to see if students thought that homework was a meaningful or necessary part of their learning and we predicted their opinions would be positive on this issue. We set parameters for their scores on the focus items of the survey of a mean score of 2 or less.  Based on these parameters, we conclude that homework was perceived as being useful by these students.  Moreover, the entire bank of questions showed a mean below 2.0 (excluding the outlier), and given that our focus questions had a mean of m=1.556, we contend that our hypothesis has been supported. 

The limitations of this design are wide and varied. This data and the instrument do not definitively show that homework is in fact necessary to education or that it is meaningful. It only indicated that this set of students may value it as such.  Our instrument is open to interpretation and may not have conveyed the connotations we believed it did. Nevertheless, the data does seem to support our claim. It should also be mentioned that students often tell us what we want to hear if it brings approval, so this may have played a role in the results. A larger, more stratified sample connected to student homework completion may also have helped to bolster our assertions. 

Further research on the attitudes of students concerning homework may be helpful.  If more definitive questions were presented to decisively show what students thought about homework and this was combined with a look at student homework habits, it might show correlations that could then help educators understand how to assign more effective homework to their students.  One way we could apply these findings in the classroom is by fostering the connection between homework and its intrinsic value to students.  A close examination of current research on specific homework practices that are perceived by students as meaningful would be useful.    
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