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  This book is dedicated to our dear friend and coauthor,

  Jere Brophy.

  One week after our manuscript was sent to the editor, Jere Brophy passed away as the result of a massive heart attack. Jere was a dedicated husband, a proud father and grandfather, and a world renowned educator. His unwavering commitment to excellence and his thoughtfulness inspired everyone who knew him. Jere was humble and kind, exhibited a dry sense of humor, expressed equity and equality in all his actions, and was truly brilliant! He was an amazing teacher, colleague, and friend.
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  Preface

  This book is the product of over two years of extensive research, discussion, and reflection on the topic of homework by a team consisting of four public school educators, a university professor of teacher education, and a researcher on teaching. It describes the changes the teachers went through as they examined their own practices and pedagogy related to assignments for students outside the classroom. The book includes a brief description of the history of homework as well as an overview of current controversies and related research findings. Several examples are provided at each level (i.e., early elementary, upper elementary, middle school, and high school) of how good teaching can be supported and enhanced by meaningful homework.

  Our team of teachers and researchers came together as the result of an action research conference at the Michigan State University College of Education in December 2007. Each of the four classroom teachers shared his or her personal journey in seeking more meaningful homework and the response of students and families. It became apparent early on that a set of common beliefs and strategies connected these authors and their experiences. Those beliefs and strategies are the foundation of this book.

  Overall, these teachers have seen marked improvements in the attitude, attention, enthusiasm, and participation of students and their families. Each teacher could tell many stories of being approached by parents who were enthusiastic about an assignment and appreciative of the opportunity to make connections with their children. There are also many instances in which students have gone above and beyond what the homework projects called for, thus showing how motivating these assignments can be. These teachers, as well as others who are currently applying these ideas, work in a variety of K–12 settings ranging from rural, city, and suburban districts. This gives the authors confidence that you can replicate their results in your own practice, wherever you may teach. We recognize, too, that many teachers believe in the need to assign skills practice, and we encourage incorporating that practice into more meaningful assignments.

  Although not written as a traditional text, this book should be useful as a resource in a variety of contexts. It would be valuable to support a group of teachers working together as a Professional Learning Community (PLC), as a yearlong school building improvement initiative, or as a study group for a specific subject area. The book could also serve as a text for a college or university course for preservice teachers. The “Guide to Your Professional Learning” at the end of the book supplies extra support to promote discussions and assist implementation of the ideas shared within the chapters.

  TEXT ORGANIZATION

  This book is divided into three sections: Part I: Realize the Purpose, Part II: Assemble the Plan, and Part III: Examine the Possibilities. Chapter 1, “What Is So Important About Homework?”, serves as an introduction, and Chapter 11, entitled “Still Not Convinced?”, concludes the volume.

  Part I provides a rationale for meaningful homework, a thumbnail sketch of what some of the leading experts say about homework and authentic learning, and an inside look at why and how the teacher-authors of this text decided to change their homework practices.

  Part II focuses on what you—the teacher—can do to make homework more meaningful for your students. It provides preliminary considerations for rethinking homework, offers a meaningful homework-planning guide, illustrates the connection between inquiry skills and meaningful assignments, and presents a rich description of elements that should be thought through at each phase of the homework cycle.

  Part III connects you with your students by describing the general nature of the learner at specified grades. Each of the chapters designated by grade levels (early elementary, upper elementary, middle school, and high school) provides homework examples from each of the four core areas (and a smaller selection from the electives). Note that, although these chapters are subdivided by level, we believe that each maintains a degree of universal applicability, so we encourage you to spend some time examining each.
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  Part I

  Realize the Purpose

  Part I is intended to provide you with the rationale for meaningful homework, a thumbnail sketch of what some of the leading experts say about homework, and an inside look at why and how the teacher-authors of this text changed their homework practices.
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  What Is So Important About Homework?

  Despite the current craze for standards, testing, and the need to learn more in order to be prepared for life, many students are less than excited about school and are not achieving at higher levels. Even high achievers often appear to be just “doing school”—a term used to describe a school system in which success depends more on going through the correct motions than on learning and engagement (Pope, 2001). Too often, what students are asked to do is neither memorable nor meaningful. One reason is that they find no purpose in what they are being asked to do—they see no relevant connection to their lives. To exacerbate the problem, teachers often abandon exciting and successful units that are not strictly aligned to the standards and assessments.

  An important but often overlooked component of the learning cycle is homework. It has been the source of heated debate among educational researchers and practitioners (not to mention parents and students) for decades, but we are convinced that “homework done right” holds enormous promise for helping teachers and students address some of education’s most pressing challenges. Our classrooms and students are living proof of what is possible.

  Now, we can almost hear you say, “You must be kidding!” We, too, had a litany of frustrations and often felt trapped given the pressures that bubbled up from multiple fronts regarding homework, which in most school systems seems to be viewed as a necessary evil rather than a valuable curriculum component.

  Which of our former frustrations are you currently facing?

  THAT’S ME!

  As a classroom teacher, do any of these scenarios mirror your experiences? If so, we hope this book will motivate you to take steps toward the alleviation of your homework frustrations. Highlight the responses that make you shout, “That’s me!”

  
    I seem to get inundated with homework papers to check, so I find myself assigning work that I correct during faculty meetings, or when I’m chilling on the sofa after dinner, or that can be corrected by a volunteer.

    With the increased pressure from NCLB, state standards, and the enormous push to cover content, I find myself simply asking students to do at home what we don’t complete at school. New content and new skills end up being the norm.

    I get so frustrated with the 50 percent who do not bother to turn in their homework—and often fail the course because of it. I feel like a failure.

    I’m overwhelmed with keeping up with the district’s pacing guide. I have to give homework that will keep us on track with other classes. If I do something different, I’ll get behind.

    I’m sick of the e-mail questions and complaints from parents about the assignments. You’d think I’d asked them to do the homework.

    I forgot it; the dog ate it; my mom forgot to wake me up so I could do it; it’s at my Dad’s house—the list of excuses goes on and on. Why bother trying to get these kids to live up to my expectations? They simply don’t care!

    The principal is a stickler about assigning 20 minutes of homework a night for first graders, an hour for sixth graders, etc. It’s become a real headache. I admit I do not put a lot of time into figuring out the tasks I assign. I base my assignments on the time I think they will take to complete.

    I have to give homework that connects to our district’s learning programs or kits. I need to make sure that students are getting practice with the concepts in our math, science, social studies, and literacy programs or else they might not do well on the district and state tests.

    I’m pretty sure there are certain cliques that do their homework “cooperatively.” With their hightech savvy, it is so easy.

    My students don’t know how to do assignments that require learning skills. They don’t know how to collect data or ask good interview questions. They and their families need assignments that are very structured or else they won’t complete them.

    We can have a perfectly engaging class discussion, but the minute I shift to giving the nightly homework assignment, the eyes roll, the nasty whispers begin, and the books slam shut. It’s really deflating.

    I don’t feel confident enough to design assignments that are different from my district’s packaged learning curriculum. I need more experience with those units before I can create more meaningful assignments that feel more risky.

    Parents complain that they don’t see how their kids can ace all the tests, yet get failing grades on their report cards because of the poor showing on homework. They simply don’t get it!

    I suspect there’s a group of parents who do the homework for their kids and simply have the answers recopied.

  

  MEANINGFUL HOMEWORK

  We define meaningful homework as tasks that enrich the in-school curriculum by challenging students to think deeply about important questions, apply their knowledge and skills toward solving genuine problems, and creating authentic products that will be used in meaningful ways. Furthermore, out-of-school learning opportunities, which we refer to as homework, complement what goes on in school by exploiting home and community resources and environments. Many involve activities that are unfeasible or even impossible to do in classrooms or that are not cost-effective given the limited time students spend in the classroom. Yet they are vital components of a well-rounded education because they involve meaningful learning—a key concept related to motivation, which is linked to achievement.

  Meaningful homework is oriented toward authentic forms of student achievement as described by Newmann and Wehlage (1993), who use the word authentic to distinguish achievement that is significant and meaningful from that which is trivial and useless. They suggest that teachers need to counteract two persistent maladies that make conventional schooling inauthentic: (1) the work students do often does not allow them to use their minds well, and (2) the work has no intrinsic meaning or value to students beyond achieving in school.

  To face these challenges head on, Newmann developed seven articulated standards of instruction, which we believe are congruent with our understanding of meaningful homework. We highlight these ideas in Chapter 3 to provide a sense of the broader context within which we have come to understand the importance of meaningful homework. Each standard is a continuous construct that moves from less to more based on quality. By these standards, homework cannot be judged simply with a yes or no.

  Additionally, we suggest that meaningful homework should match the goals of the lessons and units and should expand, enrich, or apply what is learned in school. The results should reveal qualitative changes in the ways students view themselves in relationship to the tasks and should motivate students to continue learning.

  “We Believe” Statements

  To clarify further our definition of meaningful homework, we offer the following statements. This list of contentions forms the foundation of our understanding of meaningful homework and has guided the development of this text. We believe that meaningful homework should

  •   enrich an existing, successful, well-planned curriculum.

  •   enhance what was learned in school.

  •   connect to the big ideas from one or more class sessions.

  •   support, not replace, classroom instruction.

  •   provide opportunities to apply skills and knowledge learned at school in a real-world setting.

  •   reinforce connections between learning in class and life at home and in the real world.

  •   connect to current or future lessons, units, or projects.

  •   demonstrate authenticity by incorporating one or more of the following: allow students to organize information and consider alternatives, use concepts in a real way and do the work that real people do, address a problem related to the world beyond the classroom, or address an audience beyond the school (Newmann & Wehlage, 1993).

  •   be collaborative (if appropriate).

  •   encourage family participation.

  •   be used in class as a resource.

  •   facilitate student contributions to the classroom community.

  •   inform families about their child’s learning.

  •   allow students to exercise choice and have a say in substantive elements of its design.

  •   generate excitement and genuine interest in learning.

  •   relate to learning goals and be at an appropriate level of difficulty, be feasible, and be cost-effective (Brophy & Alleman, 1991).

  We also believe that teachers who design or assign meaningful homework should

  •   have a clear and direct influence on every homework assignment.

  •   model the assignments for students.

  •   contribute to the classroom learning community by completing the assignment themselves.

  •   expect diverse responses rather than a single predetermined answer.

  •   structure and scaffold the assignments for high rates of success.

  •   share with others and encourage an audience beyond the classroom.

  •   showcase or celebrate student work in order to increase completion.

  •   construct assignments for accessibility regardless of socioeconomic status or ability level.

  •   balance any disadvantages or difficulties students might face.

  •   include resources (or guidance about where to locate resources) needed for the assignment.

  •   maintain high homework expectations for all students.

  •   think of homework as an opportunity rather than as a penalty.

  •   view homework as something successful learners do.

  Note: We recognize that there is a need and a place for basic skills practice (rote/reinforcement) at home. This type of homework is different from assignments with real-world connections and applications. In this text, we will refer to the two types of homework as basic skills practice and meaningful homework.

  OUR APPROACH

  Currently, homework is on most schools’ radar screens due to heightened concerns about accountability. Teachers are increasingly being asked to align curricula to standards, and instruction is in a time crunch due to the number of hours spent on testing. Many feel that the only way they can get through the material is to assign some of it as homework. Also, many claim that homework is necessary for improving student achievement—an assertion that is only partially supported by research. If this description resonates with you, you likely are wondering, “So what am I to do?”

  We believe that homework is—and will continue to be—an integral part of the schooling process. Our approach calls for opening the realm of possibilities for homework with an emphasis on qualitative changes in the way students view themselves in relation to the task (Kohn, 2007). It focuses students on what they are doing, what they are learning in school, and how they can create meaning and apply or extend it in their lives outside of school. In our opinion, homework should be geared toward high-quality learning that engenders in students a continuing desire to gain knowledge.

  We suggest that homework practices be viewed as a continuum; thus, even incremental changes toward meaningfulness and authenticity have merit and therefore should be encouraged and supported.

  [image: image]

  OVERVIEW OF THE TEXT

  Your views about homework have been shaped by your personal experiences. So while you might feel forced to buy into your local school policies, in reality your behavior might be (unintentionally) a form of “doing school.” The intent of this book is to help you reconcile the issues surrounding homework, sharpen your beliefs about it, negotiate potential roadblocks, better understand the “whys,” and entertain the possibility of supplementing or replacing what you do currently with something else you would be willing to try. Think of this initiative as an experiment. Be patient! Change doesn’t occur quickly. Shifting the homework paradigm begins with you rethinking its purposes, functions, and possibilities. Then you can start educating students, the principal, and families about the “new blend” that takes advantage of the time students spend outside the classroom and strategically engages them in opportunities that validate the in-school content, enhance and expand it, and use the homework results to enliven subsequent in-class activities.

  Start small! For example, suppose the goal is for students to learn the states and their capitals. Turn the “ugh” into a scavenger hunt. Provide students with a simple outline map of the United States and ask them to watch the national news for a week, skim newspapers and magazines, listen to the radio while riding in a vehicle, etc., plotting the states and capitals that are mentioned. Then up the ante by asking them to categorize the stories by type: health, disaster, political, economic, human interest, etc. After a week, have students bring their data to school for class conversation, encouraging individualization in its representation. What patterns emerge? What states and capitals were most represented? Least represented? Within what contexts were they mentioned? Encourage students to find additional media sources where states and capitals may be represented. Encourage family involvement.

  At some point, you may still feel compelled to quiz students on states and capitals. However, students will have begun to use the information, and they will gradually realize its value in becoming an educated person. A class conversation about the application of geographic facts in one’s personal and professional life could spur this process.

  REFERENCES
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  Pope, D. C. (2001). “Doing school”: How we are creating a generation of stressed out, materialistic, and mis-educated students. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.


  2

  What Is the Rationale for Homework?

  INTRODUCTION

  Given the age-grading system, the pressures associated with high-stakes testing, the high student-to-teacher ratio, the ambiguity and risk involved in academic work (Doyle, 1983), and the other features built into mass education systems, students’ learning opportunities in classrooms are necessarily limited and somewhat artificial compared to what is possible under more natural and unconstrained conditions. One way for teachers to compensate for this is to use the community as a living laboratory for learning and, in the process, use the diversity of student backgrounds represented in the class for promoting understandings in social studies, science, mathematics, literacy, or other subjects.

  PRINCIPLES OF MEANINGFUL HOMEWORK

  We have identified several principles of meaningful homework. These principles (sometimes known as purposes or functions) are not presented in any particular order because their relative value depends on the teacher’s hierarchy of subject matter goals.

  Providing for Expanded Meaningfulness and Life Application of School Learning

  Home assignments offer daily opportunities to use what is learned in school in out-of-school settings. For example, goals for a government unit might include helping students to understand and appreciate the value and importance of government regulations in their lives and become more aware of the written and unwritten rules and laws that are a part of their environment. Students could be encouraged to write a journal entry or compose an essay about government regulations for family members and then discuss and look for examples of rules and laws that are part of the household. For elementary students, a “means and functions chart” with examples could be sent home as a resource for use in completing the assignment. Examples of means of governing might include traffic lights, clothing labels, money (since government manufactures the coins and bills we use), drivers’ licenses, seat belts, restaurant or meat inspection labels, etc.

  Another example for expanding meaningfulness comes from a science unit on conservation. Typical goals might include understanding and appreciating the types of conservation that families, businesses, and communities might consider in order to preserve nonrenewable resources. As a follow-up to lessons focusing on renewable and nonrenewable resources, students could be asked to talk with family members, business owners, or community service personnel about what they might do to conserve nonrenewable resources. Students would be encouraged to bring their lists to school, accompanied by paragraphs explaining what would need to be done to conserve the nonrenewable resources and what changes would be needed to help people agree to do so. Subsequently, a debate might be held as a means of thinking more deeply about related issues, such as offshore drilling.

  Constructing Meaning in Natural Ways and Expanding a Sense of Self-Efficacy

  Homework opportunities that focus on unit goals provide a natural mechanism for situated learning and for social construction of what students are learning in school. This challenges them to use higher-order thinking as they apply learning to real-world settings. Home assignments can provide natural opportunities for students to contribute ideas and sometimes even educate their families as they examine choices and trade-offs that influence their social experiences and decisions. For example, in a math unit on budgeting, one of the goals might focus on economic decision making (e.g., what constitutes a “good buy”). A homework assignment might address issues such as how families decide whether a grocery store sale on meat is really a good deal as well as the implications of the decision. In a science unit on water conservation, one of the goals might be heightening awareness of the importance of water, the amount used by individuals in their daily lives, and the associated costs and considering what we might do to conserve water. Students and their families could monitor their water usage for a specified time and determine the costs associated with it. After gathering and analyzing their data, families could develop plans for modifying their practices. The plans could then be shared with the class. Once the plans are enacted and new data are gathered and analyzed, the results could be revisited and changes could be discussed.

  Students will begin to feel empowered, seeing that they can make a difference using what they have learned. They will begin to realize they can do it—they can contribute, they can decide, they can figure it out. Teachers and families can provide information and opportunities to help students make intelligent decisions in the real world and begin to understand and explain why things are as they are and how they came to be. These experiences develop students’ self-efficacy perceptions concerning their knowledge and self-regulation potential in the social domain (Alleman & Brophy, 2000).

  Extending Education to the Home and Community by Engaging Adults in Interesting and Responsible Ways

  Parents usually value becoming involved with their child’s learning in meaningful ways. We typically associate meaningful parental involvement with elementary students and with families that have adequate resources or that at least place a priority on education. However, this same attitude and level of parental engagement can continue through high school if teachers guide adults through the process early on (if necessary) and provide inexpensive resources to make activities easy. For example, providing families with simple maps, timelines, recycled magazines, case studies, simulations/games, disposable cameras, etc. can facilitate gathering information about such things as family histories, current events, proposed family vacations, patterns of human behavior, inventions, signage, or patterns of changes in how specific things are done.

  Science, social studies, math, and literacy are all rich with opportunities for involving students in collaborations with family members and the community that can be mutually satisfying and stimulating. Parents, older siblings, babysitters, family friends, neighbors, business owners, factory workers, scientists, city planners, politicians, etc. can be great collaborators for learning without special preparation. The key to success is careful selection of home assignments that reflect the goals of the unit or lesson.

  For example, in a class studying safety, one of the goals might be to develop an appreciation of the importance of home safety in an age when many children spend considerable time alone. A powerful out-of-school activity could call for students to conduct home safety surveys with assistance from people available in the household. Using the data, follow-up with in-class structured discourse (a powerful and authentic literacy connection) could provide guidance for how students themselves might respond to their home safety needs and alert family members about other areas needing attention. Students could be encouraged to collect literature in guiding the proposed changes.

  In a science unit on the environment, the goals might include understanding relationships of natural phenomena to industries and appreciating the pros and cons of human manipulation of the environment. Here, the teacher could encourage students to ask and discuss with family members or business acquaintances how they have experienced manipulation of the environment in their daily lives, such as during a vacation at a mountain resort or on the job (e.g., construction workers involved in building a new subdivision). In addition to involving adults in meaningful ways, this activity provides opportunities for students to engage in literacy in authentic contexts. Students could be encouraged to bring taped interviews, photographs, postcards, digital photos and stories, or newspaper articles as documentation of their experiences.

  Collaborative learning with adults that occurs outside the classroom has the potential for improving in-class participation. Students typically are excited to report the ideas shared by adults, and they begin to see real-world applications. They become involved with their parents and other adults in positive and productive relationships, and as a bonus, these adults will have opportunities to enjoy nonthreatening, rewarding involvement with their child’s education.

  Taking Advantage of the Students’ Diversity by Using It as a Learning Resource

  Too often, differences among students are viewed as problems or potential barriers to success. However, these differences can be viewed as opportunities for students to begin with what they know best and link their knowledge to the experiences of others. Having students gather data about their own families to share with peers can create immediate interest in an otherwise too familiar topic. For example, students who live within extended family arrangements could develop responses to a list of questions such as these:

  •   What role does Grandmother play when Mother works nights?

  •   How is her role different from what it would be if she lived out of state?

  •   How do economic conditions affect living conditions (e.g., Are any young adults returning to live with the family due to job losses)?

  •   What are the domestic benefits of the extended family arrangement?

  •   What potential challenges need to be worked out?

  •   How is your living arrangement similar or dissimilar to the one of the family in Japan you read about?

  These attributes of one child’s extended family can be compared to those of nuclear families and to those of extended families of children from other cultures, noting similarities as well as differences.

  Data gathered from family members can also enhance students’ appreciation of diverse perspectives and engender the realization that social issues are frequently open to debate. For example, suppose one of the goals of a social studies unit is for the students to understand and appreciate the global connections between their community and East Asia. Typically, students would be asked to read textbook material, discuss it in class, and list connections on the overhead. However, this lesson would have more impact if students were asked first to interview the adults in their households or neighborhoods about their views of global connections with East Asia. For example, a parent or neighbor who is presently laid off from an automobile plant might feel quite differently than a parent or neighbor who sells Japanese made audio/video equipment at an appliance store. Interviewing could be coupled with an investigation of the home to determine the number and nature of goods from East Asia that are found there. Homes with access to the Internet could provide still another rich resource and serve to illustrate the nearness of places formerly considered remote. The data then could be funneled back into the classroom to aid students in achieving the “documented” realization that local beliefs and values about globalization are tied to people’s life experiences. The net result could be a memorable unit that incorporates a host of literacy opportunities and expands students’ knowledge and appreciation of multiple views.

  Diverse perspectives in science can be equally compelling. For example, in a unit focusing on cells, students could be asked to elicit opinions from family members and other adults on the topic of stem cell research. What are people’s views within our community, and why do they have them? Class discussion would provide a safe venue for exploring multiple perspectives. The teacher could expose students to ideas that might be challenged by family members if assigned as content to be read at home. Note that in such a teaching situation, finding a balanced set of articles from a range of legitimate sources and at the appropriate reading level can be challenging but is nonetheless essential.

  These out-of-school learning experiences can be rewarding for all the individuals involved, and the data that are “harvested” during follow-up discussions can be provocative, insightful, and rich in diverse perspectives and examples.

  Personalizing the Curriculum and Reflecting on the Here and Now

  Home assignments can enhance students’ awareness and understanding of the contexts of their daily lives and the lives of their families. They begin to realize that the curriculum can be dynamic. It is not simply material from a book that needs to be read, discussed, and tested. It can be personal and contemporary.

  In a literacy unit on communication or journalism, a goal might be to develop students’ awareness of how they spend their out-of-school time and, in particular, how much of each week is spent with mass communication. Class members, with the assistance of family members, could be asked to monitor their television viewing using a form provided for easy recording. The data could be used to construct a graph of students’ television viewing and inform a subsequent discussion of the results (Alleman & Brophy, 2003).

  Another goal of the same unit might be to develop an understanding and appreciation of the variety of ways in which television influences its viewers. After learning about commercials and advertising techniques, students could write letters to their families (or if they are older, conduct a workshop for parents), informing them about the important things they learned and making at least one recommendation to consider during future viewing. Appropriate recommendations might include (a) “Don’t believe everything the commercials tell you,” or (b) “Some sports shoes cost a lot more than other brands because the companies pay popular sports figures to advertise their product, so make sure those shoes are really worth the extra dollars.” Students could also ask their families to discuss how commercials had influenced them and what new questions they might want to ask before they purchase advertised products. Families could be encouraged to “test” the accuracy of the commercials. The results, when shared in the classroom, could stimulate spirited discussion.

  Exploiting Learning Opportunities That Are Not Cost-Effective on School Time

  Students’ homes and the surrounding community are filled with learning resources that might not be cost-effective for exploitation during an organized field trip. However, such resources could be explored by one or more individuals who might be asked to visit a particular site and report back to class. For example, suppose that an intermediate-grade or high school class were going to study local government. It might not be feasible for the whole class to attend a city council meeting, but a few students and their families could volunteer to do so. They could serve as observers, data gatherers, and primary sources for a follow-up in-class discussion. The entire class would be involved in the initial reading and planning, and then the active student participants would go to the session armed with questions from their peers and return having fulfilled a class mission. The follow-up discussion could address the preliminary peer questions and the participants’ observations. Students would be expected to take turns going on special assignments with their parents so that their classmates could benefit from a range of field trips that would not be feasible within the parameters of most school budgets.

  As a second example, suppose a class was studying government with special attention to rules and laws. Taking the whole class on a walking tour of the community looking for signs of unwritten and written rules and laws might be too time consuming, but this task could be a very productive and challenging use of afterschool time. Students could easily combine this assignment with the regular school bus ride or walk home. For best results, the teacher should provide a data retrieval form so that the next day’s discussion is not based simply on memory.

  Another example of a homework opportunity that would not be cost-effective if done during school time, yet could be useful when structured appropriately and tied to in-school goals, is watching a specific television show. The teacher could instruct students to watch a show with an eye toward understanding gender roles or acquiring knowledge and appreciation of a particular place, issue, or group of people (e.g., gun control or women in Islamic countries). Additional examples might include attending a community meeting focused on a heated topic such as zoning, environmentally sensitive issues, or building a water treatment plant and interviewing meeting participants to document their opinions on the issue. These out-of-school learning opportunities expand students’ learning horizons, serve as validity checks for book learning, and provide authentic connections that extend beyond the school day.

  Keeping the Curriculum Up-to-Date

  K–12 social studies textbooks are often years out-of-date on world events. In such cases, it is important to supplement the text with home assignments involving newspapers, magazines, television broadcasts, and Internet linkages. The additional information can be used to inform discussions of the changes occurring and the challenges created by new conditions. Instead of only reading outdated material regarding U.S. leadership and our country’s affairs, students can learn at the cutting edge of national and world developments. For example, discussion could focus on the effects of the events of 9/11. How has our country changed since that historical event? If students engage adults in their households or neighborhoods in discussion of such questions, those adults may come to view their children in a new light, and children and adults may engage in a cross-generational dialogue about a topic of real interest.

  Math, science, and literacy are less time-sensitive than social studies; nonetheless, the examples used to illustrate the skills, central questions, big ideas, etc. quickly become outdated. Also, the use of newspapers, television, magazines, and Internet linkages (including podcasts, etc.) to address the here and now speaks to the “need to know” issue that teachers are often challenged to answer as justification for assignments.

  TEACHER AND FAMILY INVOLVEMENT

  Home assignments are one way for teachers to model and establish the norm that everybody has the opportunity to learn outside of school. We observed one student exclaim to the teacher, “You’re doing the homework too!” The teacher explained that she also was learning new things about her community. On another occasion, a student with a rather puzzled look said, “I thought you just cooked up things to keep us busy. Look, you’re doing them too!” Soon students come to realize that if the teacher participates in home assignments and actually brings data back to the class to share, the assignments must be important.

  Having the teacher model returning home assignments is a good way to overcome one of the teacher’s motivational concerns. Another concern relates to family willingness to participate in home learning opportunities. Many think that helping their child is cheating, or that they may not know the right answer, or that they simply don’t have the time to help, or that it’s the teacher’s job to educate their child. Overcoming these obstacles requires ongoing education about the power of meaningful learning outside of school and the role families can play in enhancing student interest in curriculum content and influencing student achievement. It requires explaining to families through letters, conferences, e-mails, telephone conversations, and public presentations how they can help their children, why they should help their children, and the rationale for meaningful home assignments.
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  What Do the Experts Say About Homework?

  INTRODUCTION

  The purpose of this chapter is to link two topics that traditionally have been separate entities: homework and opportunities for authentic learning. How can we as educators make our homework assignments authentic learning? Current professional literature does not discuss meaningful homework as an authentic learning experience. We will look at these two topics separately in this chapter and then make explicit connections in the remainder of the text.

  The homework section begins with a general overview followed by a brief history of homework. It considers both the positive and the negative aspects of homework. Note, however, that within the studies cited, no distinction was made between well-designed and poorly designed homework. We contend that there are differences in the effectiveness of homework based on two factors: its nature and its design.

  The authentic learning section includes definitions of authenticity, the nature of authentic tasks, and arguments for and against authentic learning. While the authentic learning literature is not specific to homework, these principles apply to the design of meaningful homework.

  HOMEWORK

  General Overview

  Homework has been evaluated from as early as the 1930s, and opinions about its value have been in constant flux. Early in the 20th century, the common belief among educators was that homework helped to create disciplined minds. However, by 1940, the idea of homework began to have negative connotations, as it was believed to interfere with the home and family life of students. Then with the launch of the Soviet Sputnik in the 1950s, the rigor of American schools was brought into question. In an effort to enhance the mathematics and science achievement of American students, more rigorous homework was again introduced as a partial solution to beating the Soviets in the space race. But by the 1980s, the homework trend had reversed again, with some learning theorists claiming that homework could be detrimental to students’ mental health (Marzano & Pickering, 2007b). The debate continues today, as impassioned arguments for and against homework are returning to the forefront of the educational community.

  Homework traditionally is defined as “tasks assigned to students by school teachers that are intended to be carried out during nonschool hours” (Cooper, 1994, p. 2). Cooper has classified homework according to its amount, purpose, skill area, degree of individualization, degree of choice for the student, completion deadline, and social context.

  Positive Aspects of Homework

  Homework is a potentially powerful instructional tool. Harris Cooper (1989) cites the positive effects of homework as “(a) immediate academic effects, (b) longterm academic effects, (c) nonacademic effects, and (d) parental involvement effects” (p. 10). Among these claimed effects, Cooper says that “the immediate effects of homework on learning are the most frequent rationales for assigning it” (p. 6). To proponents, it makes logical sense that assigning homework increases the amount of time that a student spends on academic tasks because it extends learning beyond the school day. Typically, students in countries such as Japan, Germany, and France academically outperform American students (Marzano & Pickering, 2007b). This could be attributed to the fact that students overseas spend twice as much time on demanding content as their American counterparts (Marzano & Pickering).

  Numerous studies report that homework has a positive effect on student achievement. Seventeen research reports dating back to 1962 compared classrooms that assigned homework to those that did not. The reports encompassed over 3,300 students in 11 states from 30 schools and 85 classrooms. In the studies, 48 comparisons were found, of which 18 involved class tests or grades and 30 involved standardized achievement tests (Cooper, 1994). The following conclusions can be drawn (Cooper, 1994):
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