Honmewor k: Quidelines for Prinmary and Secondary School s

Honewor k: Learni ng from

Rractice
Summary of findings fromthe G-STED
resear ch study

Backgr ound

The research sunmari sed here has been carried out by, and on behal f of, G-STEQ for the
Departnent for Education and Enpl oynent (DFEE). The findings reflect and take account of
best current practice. BEvidence was collected in Autunm 1997 through case studies in 19
prinary and 10 secondary school s and a tel ephone survey of 227 prinary and 141 secondary
school s. Further evi dence was drawn froma review of previous research on honework and of
current professional judgenents, as expressed through responses to the consultation on the
1997 Wiite Paper. Qpies of the full research report can be obtai ned fromThe Sati onery
dgfice*

Key H ndi ngs

Honmewor k and | ear ni ng

Honework is wdely accepted as an essential and val uabl e el enent of | earning. However,
exlier research and our own study showthat honmework can have nany neani ngs and be
used to serve a variety of purposes. Shool s therefore need to take an active roe in

eval uating and devel oping their own honework strategy to neet the needs of the future.

Increasingly, good practice in honework builds upon and refl ects broader changes in
educational thinking, relatingtolearning as alifelong process. As well as its traditiond
fuction of practice and reinforcenent of classroomlearning, honework was seen by school s
inthe study to of fer opportunities to devel op key skills for independent |earning, such as
infornation retrieval, planning, analysis and tine nanagenent .

Key el enents of good practice could be sunmari sed as fol | owns:

Honewor k st rat egy

o Himework strategy was firmy steered and supported by senior staf f as anintegd part
d the schod s panfor learning
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The strategy was designed to neet the goals and fit the circunstances of the particul ar
institution, inits current stage of devel opnent, but al so to be capabl e of devel opnent bot h
to meet existing goal s nore ef fectively and to address newpriorities.

Ol | aborati on and conmuni cati on

Mst schools in the study had a witten policy and other docunentation to clarify
honewor k practice. Mre ef fective schod s invol ved teachers, parents and pupils in the
process, and their roes and responsibilities were clearly defined.

Avariety of channel s and nedi a were used to keep parents and pupils inforned and
encourage themto share responsibility. These might include guidelines for each year
group, regul ar class/subject newsletters, subject workshops and honewor k books or
daries.

The definition and purposes of honework were clear and agreed by all staf f, and the range
d tasks was specified.

A anning and preparati on

School s recogni sed that the quality and ef fecti veness of honework depended crucial |y
on howcreatively it had been pl anned.

Teachers took honework pl anning as seriously as | esson pl anning. They took account of
the range of pupi| capabilities, and drewon appropriate expertise (e.g. subject and specia
needs experts). Wierever possible, honework was differentiated on the basis of prior
assessnent, to provide an equal and appropriate chall enge for individual s.

Honewor k was pl anned to conpl enent (not just to conpl ete) classrooml earni ng.
Teachi ng teans col [ aborated in planning and preparing tasks and/or naterial s.

The tine invested in planning and preparing resources was bal anced by nore ef fective
use d teaching tine in class.

Alearning partnership wth parents

School s wvihi ch appreci ated the benefits of ef fective homnework wanted to ensure that all pupils
had access toit. A the sane tine, they recognised that this required the support of parents
either inworking directly wth pupils or inensuring thet their children coud, and did, conplete
their homawork. In support of this am

ga f were well inforned about famly circunst ances;

the schood had devi sed strategies to invove parents intheir children s learning, in keepi ng
wth their circunstances and the age of the children;
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particul ar care was taken to col | aborate wth parents of children wth specia educational
needs, to ensure tasks were appropriate and feasibl g

alternative study support opportunities were provided where appropriate (including
indvidual help, the use of IT, honework cl ubs).

Assessnent, feedback and progressi on

H fective school s had cl ear and consistent principles and strategies for assessing

perfornance, setting individual |earning targets and enhanci ng progressi on through feedback

on perfornance. These applied equal |y to cl assrooml earning and to hongwor k.

Pupils were told the criteria on which work woul d assessed and hi gh standards were
expected for honework assi gnnents.

Feedback was pl anned to show the pupil what and how to i nprove.

Progression vas planned not just inthe tine alocated but dsoin type and level of study
ddlls required.

Resour ci ng

In nore ef fective school s an appropriate investnent is nade i n honewor k.

Al ovnances were nade for staf f to spend tine on pl anni ng honework, as well as on
nar ki ng.

The school ensured that teachers had access to appropriate resources e.g. pupils had
copi es of published naterials to take hone or use in schoal .

Facilities vere provided and staf f were given tine to prepare banks of hon@work
resources o tasks.

Schedul i ng and conpl | ance

School s ensured that the honework progranme was clearly and consistently inpl enent ed.

There were clear guidelines about the schedul e or tinetabl e of subjects and tasks which
wer e expect ed, how often and when these woul d be set and when work was to be handed
in or tested

A nonitoring systemensured that staf f as well as pupils conplied.

Revards and sanctions |inked to the schedul e were clearly defined and consi stently
appli ed.
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Revi ew and eval uati on

e The operation of honework programmes was regul arly nonitored and their ef fectiveness
in achieving their ains reviewed periodicaly, invdving parents.

Honework Practice in Brinary School s

Quer three quarters of the prinary schools in the study had a witten honework policy and
nost of these had been devised in the last fewyears. These school s val ued honework highly.

Honewor k st rat egy

In nost school s, honework policy was | ed by the head or deputy. In a nunier of case study
schoal s, there had been a policy decision to devel op a nore structured honework progr anme
as part of the overall strategy to raise attai nnent. There were sone common feat ures of

these structured progranmes:

e all pupils, inal year groups, were expected to do honework, the anount increasi ng
wth age;

e partnership wth parents was seen as fundanental ;
e the strategy was designed to fit the schoo context;

e the core of the honework progranme in both key stages was the devel opnent of |iteracy
and nuneracy skills;

e progression for al pupils was usually catered for by designing or adopting conprehensi ve
skill devel opnent schenes or franeworks to cover all age groups;

e honework was pl anned to conpl enent the cl assroom progr ame.

Because programmes were tailored to school priorities and needs, there was considerabl e
dversity, even anong ef fective schod's, inthe range of tasks, in the approach to parental
i nvol venent and to assessnent, and in nonitoring systens.

Average anount of honework set

(ne of the questions asked of head teachers in the tel ephone survey was how nuch

hormewor k vas set for df ferent year groups, interns of the anount of tine required broady
each week. The distribution, and the average anount, of honework set by the survey

school s is set out bel ow.
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Anount of honework set per week, in mnutes, by Year Goup: Prinmary School s

@l | aboration and conmuni cati on

The study showed that sone prinary school s had taken care to invol ve parents as vell as the
wol e staf f in the process of honework policy devel opnent or review. My of the prinary
school s issued reguar bulletins to parents, usually in the formaof class nevsl etters, which

i ncl uded infornation on forthcomng honework tasks. They al so used the letters to reinforce
gui del i nes on the honework rules and regul ations , so that parents were clear about what
was expected of themand their children.

(o)

Alearning partnership wth parents

©

Al the school s stressed that partnership was essential to their honework progranme. It took
tine and ef fort to build the partnership, but it was seen as a very vorthwhi | e i nvest nent,
because of the perceived inpact on pupils learning. Parents had to be brought on board
fromthe outset. Popular strategies in support of partnership i ncl uded:

e workshops (e.g on practica naths and literacy activities, in KSL and K);

e reading records, |ink books and diaries, used to encourage two-way (parent-teacher) and,
lae, three-way (parent-teacher-child) communication;

e shared materials (e.g. ganes, infornation and instructions on skills and topics);
e shared activities (early years ganes, reading, famly surveys, testing).

Sa f sawtwo-fod benefits in a colaborative approach: children inproved their skills and
parents had a better understanding of the learning programe. They found that, wth careful
planning, nost parents were pleased to support their children in this vay.

w
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H anni ng and preparation

In nost of the case study school s there was a strong enphasis on pl anni ng honewor k:
e by senior nanagers and the whol e staf f, to dfire the overdl structure;

e by teaching teans, who pl anned homework into their schenes of work.

The overd!| structure often incl uded whol e-school schenes for literacy and nuneracy.

These establ ished conmon criteria (and often naterias) and consistent rues for al staf f
and pupils, while enabling class teachers to natch detail ed tasks to the assessed ability of

i ndi vi dual pupils, using a conmon resource bank. The approach worked best when Speci al
Educati onal Needs (o-ordinators hel ped to devel op and i npl enent the schene. Anot her
feature of the overall honework plan, in nany school s, was the structured devel opnent

d project work covering other areas of the curriculum usually through K.

Inplaming their schenes of work, class teachers nade sure their class plans for honework
fitted into the overall framework and conpl enented their cl assroom progr anme.

Assessnent, feedback and progressi on

Shool s dif fered on whether to use conments, grades or both; those who used grades argued
that this denonstrated that homework was treated as seriously as classwork; other school s
felt that conments, corrections and targets were nore inportant, particularly for younger
pyls. Inether case, the nore ef fective school s had a consistent approach, defined in the
schod s assessnent policy. Learning tasks were usually tested after aninterva of several
days. Wiere possible, parents were included in the feedback process.

In nany schod's, progression inlearning skills was built gradua ly:

e by extending the range of honmework tasks;
fromnuneracy/literacy to other subject areas;
frompractice and learning to research , probl emsol ving and witten tasks;
fromclosely structured to nore open-ended assi gnnents;

e by lengthening the tine span for conpl eting task.

A few school s had progranmes whi ch devel oped study skills systenatical |y, through proects
a book reviews, across K. At each stage the school of fered guidance to pupils and parents
on howtasks should be tackled. In this way, parents were helped to grow wth their children,
froma teaching rdetoanenadingrae, listening and of fering cooment and suggesti ons
when asked, as children | earned to work i ndependently.
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Resour ci ng

14 The naterial resources provided for honework in nost school s i ncl uded:
e basic equipnent (e.g. a homework bag or fol der);
e readi ng books, photocopi ed worksheet s;
o daries/link books.

As the homewor k progranme grew, sone school s were finding the preparation and copyi ng
0 naterials a considerable challenge, but it was seen as worthwhile, as was the i nvest nent
g gdftine

Schedul i ng and conpl i ance

15 Mbst prinary school s provided a homework schedul e, setting out weekly tasks for each age
group and indicating other tasks that woul d be set, perhaps fortnightly, nonthly or
occasional ly. Wiile tine indications mght be given, schools found it nore inportant to stress
the regu arity of the tasks, and the dead ines for their conpletion (e.g. daily reading, weekly
spel ling and nunber facts; fortnightly topic assignnents; nonthly book revi evns).

16 Mbst school s enpl oyed sone formof rewards and sanctions for their pupils although
teachers usual | y achi eved conpl i ance through clear and regular instruction and flexibility. The
survey of pupils in the case study schools found that nost pupils accepted and even enj oyed
honewor k.

Revi ew and eval uati on

17 Mbst school s checked that honework was bei ng set and conpl eted and a few had systens
for regular eval uation of the programe, for exanple as part of professional reviews which
the head teacher had with each teacher. A fewschool s had gone as far as to associate
i nproved test scores wth the devel opnent of regul ar honework, while recognising that there
could be other factors in play to explain the inprovenent.

Honewor k Practice in Secondary School s

18 Homework is an established part of secondary school practice. Less than half the school s
surveyed had nade any changes to their honework policy and practice in the last three
years. The chal | enge for secondary school s was to ensure that honework was integrated wth
learning policy and practice at every level (whol e school, departnent and cl assroom) and t ook
account of devel opnents in overall |earning strategy.
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Honewor k st rat egy

In sone of the case study schools, conmon criteria and approaches were:
e clearly defined in the whol e-school honework pol i cy;

e linked to other aspects of the | earning strategy;

e inplenented in departnental policies.

However, it was relatively unusual to find even this degree of coherence, since honevork
content and net hods were often largely devol ved to subject departnents. It was nuch | ess
common to see honework used as part of a strategy for devel opi ng i ndependent | earni ng.
Sudy skills progranmes, nentoring and other strategies for study support were established
inonly a fewschools. During KS3, progression in the range of homework tasks,

organi sational skills and study nethods seened incidental rather than pl anned.

e way used by sone school s to ensure that the honework programme was nanaged in

a way whi ch enhanced | earning vas to include it wthin the brief of the senior nanager wth
responsibility for the learning strategy, and to include the SEN -ordi nator and sone subj ect
| eaders in the pl anni ng group.

Amount of honmewor k set

(ne of the questions asked of head teachers in the tel ephone survey was how nuch
homewor k vas set for df ferent year groups, interns of the anount of tine required broady

each week. The distribution, and the average anount, of honework set by the survey
school s is set out bel ow.

Amount of honework set each week, in minutes, by Year group: Secondary School s

Year 7 13 40 15 20 2 g 5h39m
Year 8 11 22 17 36 6 7 6h27m
Year 9 6 9 g 50 36 1 7h42m
Year 10 1 5 2 21 68 2 10h12m
Year 11 1 5 1 18 72 5 10h32m
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22

23
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@l | aborati on and conmuni cati on

Innest schods al staf f were invol ved in the honework progranme, both as cl ass teachers
and as formtutors. Hwever, only ina mnority of schools and departnents, it appeared, was
the content and nanagenent of the progranme under active di scussion. The systemran
nore snoot hly when responsi bilities of niddl e nanagers, subject teachers and formtutors
vere clearly defined (for exanple inthe policy or staf f guidelines) and rigorously nonitored.

Qui dance for parents was general ly inwitten form either inthe poicy, o inbooklets witten
fa parents or for each age group. A nunber of school s introduced honework to pupils
through tutor group sessions in Year 7, often using guidance in the school s honework diary
(issued to each pupil) as the basis.

H anning and preparation

There were sone i nstances of rigorous and i nagi native honework pl anning at depart nent al
level, to provide a range of tasks which ef fectively conpl enented the schene of work. This

i ncl uded honewor k bookl ets to acconpany specific course units and a bank of honewor k
tasks and resources whi ch teachers coul d draw on. However, wthin departnents, honewor k
pl anning was often del egated to the class teacher, even though the schene of work had been
planned as a team Wiile this neant the teacher coud be flexible , in devising tasks which
net aclass s needs, there vas arisk of adisjointed, ad hoc approach. It appeared that
finsimgdf was used nore often in sone school s or departnents than the witten policy
reconmended. This coul d pl ace a heavy burden on pupils wth special educati onal needs.
Greful planning was particularly inportant for these pupils, and sone school s had i nvol ved
the SENXOclosely in planning a honework progranme for all abilities collaboratively wth
subj ect staf f

Alearning partnership wth parents

Anost all schools expected pupils (and subject teachers) to take the nain responsibility

fa seei ng homework was conpl eted, with parents general ly seen as having a back-up role,
synolised by signing of f work inthe dary. Neverthel ess parental commtnent to honewor k
was seen as critica, particuarly in K3 and for pupils wth SEN Qily a minority of schod s
used contracts to fornalise this conmt nent.

Assessnent, feedback, dif ferentiati on and progressi on

Sone school s reconmended nore sel ective but specific narking, to enhance the quality of
feedback whil e keepi ng the narking | oad nanageabl e for teachers. Pupils val ued conment s
and suggestions for inproving their work, which were relatively uncormon. Pupils were very
avare that ef fective feedback often depended on clear |eadership by heads of departnent.
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Honewor k coul d be used to pronote progression in study skills, although this was not
common. Sone subj ect departnents hel ped by clarifying obj ectives and assessnent criteria
for pupils (and parents). Qhers chall enged pupi|l s by setting denanding but well-structured,
dtendfferentiated, assignnents, requiring the use of arange of skills. Sone schools vere
encouragi ng tutors, through structured personal and social education progranmes, to work
nore systenatical |y on the devel opnent of study skills, including tine nanagenent and the
organi sation of honework, and naking the |inks between nentoring, target-setting and the
devel opnent of independent study. Honework was nore ef fective for pupils wth specid
needs when SENO3 were able to col | aborate wth subject specialists in devel oping
homewor k resources and pl anni ng assi gnnents for i ndi vi dual s.

Resour ci ng

Mst schools and pupils in this study seened broadly satisfied wth the naterial resources
available for honework (in particular, provision of books or worksheets). Hwever, aher

studi es have suggested that nany KS3 pupils cannot regul arly take school books hone. The
under | yi ng i ssue was whet her honework | earning goals could be net wthin resource |innts.
School s or departnents wth the greatest investnent in honework were planing to expand the
range of resource available and teaching pupils to use themef fectivdy.

Devel opnent of various forns of study support provides an ef fective conpl enent to
investnent of tine spent planning and assessi ng honework. Qie exanpl e i s the honewor k
club. School's were expl oring the nost ef fective way of supporting pupils whose parents vere
unabl e or unwilling to provide themwth appropriate honework facilities or support.

Schedul i ng and conpl i ance

Anost all schools had honework tinetabl es which allocated tine to be spent on each subj ect
per week. Tinetables could be inportant nanagenent tools, to ensure staf f vereredisticin
their denands. In practice they often seened to be applied by both staf f and pupils rather
fleddy. Qne secondary school allocated nost subjects a najor anda mnor  honewor k per
week., Parents and pupils appreciated clear guidelines on when tasks were to be set and
conpl et ed.

Again, it was commonpl ace to have rul es and sanctions to ensure pupils conplied;, in

d fective systens, the sanctions rarely had to be i nvoked. The key to success seened to be
clear and nanageabl e requirenents, backed up by vigilant nonitoring at all levels, to ensure
honewor k was set, conpl eted, assessed and returned as intended. However, there vere
sone i ndications that a proportion of pupils perhaps as nany as half  sonetines spent
much longer on their honework than the school indicated in order to neet these

requi renents.
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Revi ew and eval uati on

32 In some school s, senior nanagers and heads of departnent regul arly nonitored and
eval uated the quality of honework tasks and their rel evance to the | earning progranme, or
i ncl uded honework in staf f reviews. It is early days yet to see nore fornal eval uation of the
honewor k programme, through |inking honework to target-setting.
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