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Abstract:

The attempt of this article is to examine empirical research evidence in order to determine whether or not homework will increase student achievement.  This article will review four of the current syntheses of research on the topic of homework and achievement, outlining how each synthesis builds on each other.   In addition I will examine the studies on homework, and how it effects achievement, that have been conducted since the last synthesis was written in 2003.  The data collected during these recent studies do imply that student achievement does increase with homework completion, but there are other variables that need to be taken into consideration as well. Furthermore, because of the nature of the research and difficulty in determining random and diverse research samples in educational research, more data will need to be compiled and analyzed before any true relationship regarding homework and achievement can determined.

Introduction: 

While observing a high school freshman English teacher for my graduate fieldwork course, I noticed that none of the students were turning in homework at the beginning of class, and no mention of homework was made during class time.  When I brought this to the attention of my host teacher, he informed me that he had implemented a “No-Homework” policy in his classes and the only time students were required to do homework was when they could not complete their assignments in the allotted class time. This policy of “No-homework” shocked me, as the other teachers I had previously observed had no qualms about piling on hours worth of work for students to complete at home.  This teacher did not feel that homework was directly related to how well his students were learning and he said he was sick of failing students based on poor homework performance.  I couldn’t help but think to myself: “There has to be a happy medium between no homework and assigning homework that is meaningful to improve achievement”.  

When I look back to my own experiences in middle and high school, I remember struggling some nights to complete the heavy amounts of homework that had been assigned. More often than not, I was brought to tears, overwhelmed with getting it all done.  At the same time, my grades were outstanding and my scores on state examinations were in the upper percentiles. Was the fact that I completed tedious amounts of homework every week helping me become a higher academic achiever? Or was it merely a coincidence? 

To find the answer to these questions about homework and achievement I looked to the experts. I searched the ERIC, Education Research Complete, PsychINFO, MasterFILE, TOPICsearch, and Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection databases for journal articles on the subject of homework.  When I saw the plethora of information returned from this search, I decided to focus on the specific research on homework and achievement.  I then conducted a new search using such terms as: homework research, aptitude, achievement, attainment, and secondary students.  I also attempted to manipulate the search to include only research on ELA homework, but this search produced zero results.  Some of the studies found, however, do include research regarding reading and writing practice.  Several of the articles have found a correlation between the degree of parent involvement with homework and achievement, but for my purposes I will not be examining those studies.  

Homework is defined as “tasks assigned to students by schoolteachers that are meant to be carried out during non-school hours” (Cooper, 1989a, p. 7).  In this review, I will define achievement as a form of academic success, an assessable tool to determine the amount of learning the student has done, the progress made, and the individual goals met.  The studies I examine use formal assessment, such as grades on examinations, quizzes, and essays to determine achievement. The empirical research uses such grades to measure the levels of attainment to determine whether homework assignments and their completion have a positive influence on student achievement.  

I will first examine meta-analysis studies and synthesis studies conducted by Goldstein (1960), Paschal, Weinstein, and Walberg (1984), Cooper (1989b), Cooper and Valentine (2001), and Cooper, Robinson, and Patall (2006) to summarize the findings on the effects of homework on achievement.  These reviews show that empirical research, up until 2003, indicated that homework does, in most instances, affect achievement in a positive manner.  Additionally, these syntheses outline certain factors that can influence the outcomes of homework research.  Then I will review recent studies, from 2003-2009, for the same purpose: to explain what each study reports about how the effects of homework on student achievement.  

The History of the Debate: 

Ben Nelms (2008) argues, in the English Journal, that independent study is beneficial to students, but he is also quick to mention that teachers should re-consider the types of homework they are assigning.  Using his own experience as a basis for this argument, Nelms (2008) states that we teachers should develop homework policies because we “learn by reflecting on our experience, by sharing ideas and experiences with colleagues, by listening to students and involving them in our exploration of a topic, by reading theory and research in light of our practice, and by opening ourselves to multiple alternatives” (p.23).  Nelms also reminds readers that the goal of the English Language Arts classroom is to promote lifelong literacy in our students, and ensure that students have the necessary skills to navigate life in modern society.  In order to become worldlier, more critical thinkers, “students need actual practice on topics that concern them, in which they have some background experience, and about which they can find resources to analyze and critique” (p. 24).   This actual practice can be found in the form of authentic, meaningful homework with an emphasis on personal interest and opinion.  

Nelms also describes the history of homework discourse throughout the twentieth century.  In 1900, an article published by Edward Bok, editor of The Ladies’ Home Journal, supported a homework ban in schools.  Bok believed that homework created several health issues “such as a lack of sunshine and fresh air, that resulted in nervous disorders among children. He saw homework as an intrusion on family life” (Nelms, p.27).  Nelms also describes Buell’s argument that because of the Sputnik crisis of 1957, society was under the perception that American culture was far behind that of other countries, so a greater emphasis was placed on homework to increase the rigor of U.S. academics.  Closer to the end of the 1960’s, another trend was developing that focused more on the emotional and mental well-being of the student.  Nelms (2008) notes, through interpreting John Buell’s work, that during this time period many people felt that homework greatly interfered with a student’s quality of life (p.27).  

In the 1980’s we see the homework discourse shift once again to the attitude that “increases in the amount and rigor of homework were important to the economic and militaristic superiority of the United States on the global scene” (Nelms, p.27) In the early twenty-first century we have seen a variety of educational philosophies that fuel the debate on homework.  Nelms sees the marriage between U.S. corporations and schools as leading towards “an expectation that schools will condition students to work hard, accept orders, not question authority, and avail themselves only of passive resistance in confronting an environment to which they do not relate personally” (p. 28).  With the existence of the “No Child Left Behind Act” and an increased emphasis on standardized testing, Nelms views do ring true in today’s society.  However, an influx of newly educated teachers, technological teaching networks, resources for teachers, a democratic government, and new literacies in the 21st century may swing the pendulum in the homework debate yet again.  Perhaps all of these factors combined will put the focus back on the quality of homework, rather than the amount of time students spend on homework each night.  

Gill and Schlossman (2004) closely examine the trends in homework from the twentieth century and, similar to Nelms, conclude that the topic of homework has always been a hotbed of debate.  It would be prudent for parents who agree with the “no-homework” policies of their child’s teachers to read Gill and Schlossman (2004) because of their assertions that parents have “consistently supported homework during the last 100 years” (p.1).  Also, Gill and Schlossman (2004) take readers through the homework discourse for the past century, ending with the ideas that homework expectations have increased for lower grades, and students at the secondary level have not seen an increase in homework within the past twenty years.  

Homework is a controversial topic today because of a vocal opposition who believe that homework does not improve achievement, has negative impact on students, and should not be assigned.  The prominent writer fueling this debate is Alfie Cohn.  Cohn (2007) believes that the research is flawed and shows only an “association, not a causal relationship” between homework and achievement (p. 28).  Basically, Cohn (2007) argues that students who are completing homework might be getting better grades, but the improvement in grades is not necessarily because of the homework.  Also, Cohn (2006) reminds readers that homework studies often “confuse grades and test scores with learning” (p.1).  Although test scores and grades are easy to document, Cohn (2006) asserts that these are not authentic measures of student learning.  

Harris Cooper (1989b) offers his theoretical suggestions of the effects of homework, noting that the influence of homework can be either positive or negative.  Positive effects of homework on immediate achievement and learning, according to Cooper (1989b), include: “Better retention of factual knowledge, increased understanding, better critical thinking, concept formation, and information processing, and curriculum enrichment” (p.86).  In turn, the negative effects of homework include: “loss of interest in academic material, physical and emotional fatigue, denial of access to leisure-time and community activities,” and increased possibilities for induced stress and academic dishonesty (Cooper, 1989b, p. 86).  Additionally, Cooper (1989b) points out: “homework could accentuate existing social inequities.  Children from poorer homes will have more difficulty completing assignments than their middle-class counterparts” (p.87).  Indeed these effects can fuel an argument for both sides of the homework battle. 

Also impacting the effects of homework on achievement are several factors that Cooper (1989b) categorizes as “exogenous factors, assignment characteristics, initial classroom factors, home-community factors, and classroom follow-up” (p. 87).  Exogenous factors include the student’s personal characteristics and predisposition towards achievement as well as grade level and subject matter.  Assignment characteristics cover the details of the homework itself: quantity, objectives, necessary skills, student choice, etc. Initial classroom factors consist of access to materials, rationales, and links to the curriculum. Home-community factors are the conditions of the home environment that are conducive to productivity, leisure-time activities, involvement of parents and/or siblings, and alternative distractions.  Classroom follow-up is described as feedback and both formal and informal assessment (p. 87).  

Meta-analyses and Syntheses

Writers such as Goldstein (1960), Paschal, Weinstein, and Walberg (1984), Cooper (1989b), Cooper and Valentine (2001), and Cooper, Robinson, and Patall (2006) have done the legwork of synthesizing previous studies done on homework, but current research continues to update earlier work.  In this section I will focus primarily on the work of Cooper (1989b), Cooper and Valentine (2001), and Cooper, Robinson, and Patall (2006) as they produced the most recent syntheses examining the correlation between homework and achievement.

Even as far back as 1960, Goldstein’s research syntheses revealed: “Statements that homework contributes little or nothing to academic achievement are not warranted by the experimental findings.  On the contrary, the data […] suggest that regularly assigned homework favors academic achievement” (p. 221).  Paschal et al. (1984) conducted their meta-analysis of homework research using 15 published and unpublished empirical studies.  Although they state that much of the research in the field of homework is vague and opinion-biased, they conclude, “It can be said that homework appears to benefit learning, especially if graded and commented upon” (p.104).  Paschal et al. (1984) also compare American students with those from other countries, and found “that students in the United States may spend less time studying within and outside of their school classes” (p. 104). In other words, teacher feedback on homework plays an important role in affecting student achievement.  Teacher feedback can build self-efficacy and overall confidence of the student, which is likely to increase overall student achievement.  This study emphasizes a concern of many members of American society: our students are not as academically and intellectually challenged as those in other countries, and as a result we may fall behind as a world leader.

Cooper (1989b) takes all of the outlying factors that influence the effectiveness of homework and applies them to approximately 120 studies on homework.  Cooper found that homework does indeed have a “positive effect on achievement, but the effect varies dramatically with grade level” (p. 88).  Students in lower levels appeared to benefit more from in-class study while “in junior high, homework was superior, and in high school the superiority of homework was most impressive” (p. 88).   Additionally this synthesis of research found that the higher the grade level and the more time spent on homework per night, the better the achievement.  Cooper uses these findings to formulate a recommended homework policy for school districts implementing these details (p. 90).  

Cooper and Valentine (2001) work to update the findings from Cooper (1989b), and also find a correlation between grade level and achievement with homework completion.  After re-examining Cooper’s (1989b) research synthesis, Cooper and Valentine (2001) then analyzed survey results to delve deeper into the relationship between homework and achievement by grade level.  The survey used in Cooper and Valentine’s (2001) synthesis was conducted by Muhlenbruck, Cooper, Nye, & Lindsay (1999), through funding from the Office of Educational Research and Improvement.  Muhlenbruck, et al. (1999), as described by Cooper and Valentine (2001), surveyed 709 students and parents and 82 teachers.  This survey spanned three adjacent school districts, including urban, suburban, and rural areas.  “Students, parents, and teachers were sampled primarily from 2nd, 4th, 6th, 8th, 10th, and 12th grades” (p. 148).  Cooper and Valentine’s (2001) analysis of the survey study by Muhlenbruck, et al. (1999) suggests: 

Young children who are struggling in school may take longer to finish assignments, […] Young children have not yet learned proper study skills, [and] teachers, perhaps recognizing young students’ limited ability to benefit from too much self-study, use homework more often to teach basic study skills. (Cooper and Valentine, 2001, p. 151) 

This trend in lower grades may account for the lack of correlation between homework and achievement for younger students.  Teachers in lower grades seemed to be concentrating more on skill work and less on actual material, which could account for a lack of improvement on the tests and quizzes that were used to document achievement.  Through this data analysis, Cooper and Valentine (2001) suggest that the correlation between grade level and achievement improvement is largely based on the idea that homework serves different purposes in the lower grades (p. 149).  Cooper and Valentine (2001) conclude by asking the question that next needs to be answered by homework research, “Under what conditions and for which students can the positive and negative effects of homework be expected to occur?” (p. 152).  The current research discussed in the next section of this paper will work toward answering this question.  

The most recent synthesis published, as authority on the topic of homework, is by Harris Cooper, Jorgianne Civey Robinson, and Erika A. Patall (2006).  Cooper (1989, 2001, and 2006) is the undeclared grandfather of homework research, with decades worth of empirical research and writing about homework under his belt, and he has also done much of the theoretical work on the subject.  Cooper, Robinson, and Patall (2006) examine fifty empirical research studies on students in grades K-12, from 1987-2003.   The three goals of Cooper et al.’s (2006) synthesis of research are: “(a) to update the evidence on past conclusions about the effects of homework and determine if the conclusions from research need modification; (b) to determine whether some of the questions left unanswered by earlier syntheses can now be answered; and (c) to apply new research synthesis techniques” (p. 5).  One such unanswered question in homework research concerns the correlation between gender and homework and achievement. Because Cooper (1989b) was unable to draw a direct correlation between homework and achievement between the sexes, Cooper et al. (2006) focuses on studies that include gender differences.  Cooper et al. (2006) also saw patterns of inconsistency between studies that “employed random assignments of students to conditions,” and they wanted to further explore those findings to determine validity.  

Additionally, Cooper et al. (2006) focus only on studies that include exogenous factors such as “student ability, motivation, grade level, as well as other individual differences (e.g., sex, economic background), and the subject matter of the homework assignments” (p. 9).  In this case, exogenous factors are those conditions that may moderate the outcomes of the study, and endogenous factors are mediating factors (e.g., the amount of homework).  Cooper et al. do not focus on endogenous conditions because these studies generally do not examine these factors “in the context of an investigation that also attempts to assess the more general effects of homework. [These studies] typically pit one homework strategy against another and do not contain a condition in which students receive no-homework or an alternative treatment” (p. 9).  For the sake of empirical research on homework effects, these studies have been omitted from Cooper et al.’s study.  

The criteria Cooper at al. used for including studies in the synthesis were very rigid.  In order to be included in the synthesis, the study had to specifically relate to the question of whether homework impacted achievement.  Also, the sample within each study had to have only included students within grades K-12; any studies that involved pre-Kindergarten or post-secondary students were immediately omitted.  Studies were also omitted from the synthesis if they were conducted outside of the United States.  

There were six studies included that employed exogenous manipulation, or “a procedure in which the homework and no-homework conditions were imposed on students explicitly for the purpose of studying homework’s effects” (p. 17).  While none of these studies were published, Cooper et al. found that all six studies “revealed a positive effect of homework on unit tests” (p. 19).  The data collected during the National Education Longitudinal Study in 1988, as well as the follow-ups with the same sample students in 1990, 1992, 1994, and 2000, were analyzed in nine different reports.  Cooper et al. examine these analyses as a method of interpreting how homework affects achievement.  One study by Hill (2003) had some discrepancies between the sample and the actual data reported therefore, this study has been omitted from Cooper et al.’s (2006) summary of findings.  The remaining eight studies, based on the NELS data, did show an increase in achievement with students who completed homework each week.  

In effect, Cooper et al.’s focused on 32 studies that correlated time spent on homework and academic achievement.  In these studies, either students or parents reported the time spent on homework.  These studies were conducted between 1987 and 2004, and sample size ranged from 55 students to 58,000 (p. 37).  Cooper et al. analyzed these studies and found “69 separate correlations based on 35 separate samples of students” (p.37).  From these 69 correlations, 50 were determined to be positive and 19 negative.   Overall, Cooper et al. found that the correlation between time spent on homework and achievement was higher for secondary school students than it was for elementary school students.  

In addition to these studies on amount of homework and achievement, there were also 5 studies that “presented correlations between the amount of time students spend doing homework and student attitudes” (p. 45).  While most of these studies pointed to a positive correlation between time spent on homework and student attitude, Cooper et al. observe that “perhaps the most important conclusion regarding the effects of homework on outcomes other than achievement is that most have never been put to empirical test” (p. 51).  

Cooper et al. do make some definitive conclusions in the discussion portion of their synthesis.  Their findings from the analysis of the exogenous manipulated-homework studies point towards the conclusion that there is a “positive relationship between homework and achievement that was robust against conservative re-analysis, including those using adjusted sample sizes and imputing possible missing data” (p. 47).  Also, with infrequent exceptions noted, the studies in this synthesis showed a positive and empirically noteworthy relationship between the amount of homework students completed and academic achievement.  Of course, Cooper et al. (2006) note that this is especially true for secondary students, where moderation is key.   The positive correlation between the amounts of homework high school students did and achievement was highest between 7 and 12 hours of homework per week (p.52).  This has implications for teachers, as “even for these oldest [12th grade] students, too much homework may diminish its effectiveness, or even become counterproductive” (Cooper et al., 2006, p. 53).  Simply put, by Cooper et al., “doing homework causes improved academic achievement” (p.48).   

Between Cooper’s (1989b) earlier synthesis and Cooper et al.’s (2006) synthesis, there are some major differences.  The biggest difference appears to be in the effect size from a comparison of students who did homework and students who did not complete homework.  Cooper et al. (2006) found an effect size almost three times the size of the effect from Cooper’s (1989b) previous report.  Also, the assessment tool for many of the studies used in Cooper’s (1989b) synthesis was standardized tests, while all of the studies examined by Cooper et al. (2006) assessed achievement with unit exams.  Cooper et al. (2006) also assume that “more recent studies that introduced homework as an exogenous intervention have revealed more impressive effects of homework” (p, 52).  All of these factors may account for the differences in effect size from 1989 to 2006.  

Cooper et al. (2006) also note some worthy gaps in the research and implications for future research to be conducted.  One of the most significant challenges in the studies presented is that, although these studies are equally flawed, they are flawed in different ways.  This makes it difficult to pinpoint the margin of error for each study and take that into consideration.  Also, the validity of respondent reports is a gap that needs to be addressed with future research.  Cooper et al. (2006) found that when students were reporting on time spent on homework, the homework-achievement correlation was higher than when parents were making the reports.  Additionally, several of the studies analyzed in this synthesis were not longitudinal studies, and would need to be conducted for a longer period of time in order to draw significant conclusions.  Cooper et al. (2006), however, do concede that such studies would “require considerable resources and the cooperation of educators and parents willing to participate” (p. 53).  

The need for future research is mentioned several times throughout the discussion of the Cooper et al. (2006) synthesis.  Specifically, they request researchers to conduct studies that focus on homework as an exogenous intervention.  Also, Cooper et al. (2006) suggest, “nonexperimental, longitudinal studies that follow cohorts of students and perform fine-grained analyses of developing homework behaviors would be a new and rich source of information” (p. 54).  Cooper et al. (2006) also believe that the following variations can affect homework: “students in multiple grades”, “students with other varying characteristics,” “variations in the subject matter of homework assignments,” “measures of the non-achievement related effects of homework,” and “variations in the amount of homework assigned” (p. 54).  Specifically the researchers seemed interested in the implications of gender and grade level on the homework-achievement relationship.  Studies on the suggested quantities of homework, published work on learning styles and homework, predisposition to complete homework, self-efficacy and responsibility, and research that plays with the removal of after-school distractions in the home environment will be discussed in this review, and I will draw attention to some of these variables that require attention in homework research.  

Recent Studies, A Closer Look At Achievement Factors:

Since Cooper (2006) was published, several research studies have been conducted in the field of homework.  Although not every study draws close ties between homework and achievement, the studies I will review do.  These studies are also important to examine because of the educational implications of the outcomes.  Self-efficacy and students responsibility, learning styles, technology, the assignment itself, and multi-layered factors are examined in these studies to determine the influences that can alter the homework-achievement relationship.  

Self-efficacy and student responsibility

One particular study by Barry J. Zimmerman and Anastasia Kitsantas (2005), examines the importance of student self-efficacy and homework completion in relation to academic achievement.  Zimmerman and Kitsantas study the correlations between self-efficacy and ideas of self-responsibility, students’ homework, and actual academic outcomes. The hypothesis driving this research is that previously high achieving students have higher levels of self-efficacy and believe that it is largely their own responsibility to learn on their own, through homework (p. 400).  

The participants of the experiment, the entire student body of an all girl’s Catholic high school, were chosen based on a questionnaire.  Out of 180 students surveyed, 179 were interested in completing the study.  The group of participants was comprised of a somewhat diverse ethnic background: 44% White students, 14% Black, 27% Hispanic, and 15% Asian/other (p. 401).  Almost half of the students were from upper middle class families and the school was noted for its overall high academic standards.   

Data were gathered from participants through personal data questionnaires, homework surveys, self-efficacy for learning form, and a perceived responsibility for learning scale.  The personal data questionnaires included a pre-test that determined the student’s age, grade level, ethnicity, and they asked questions regarding quantities of homework assigned by teachers.  The homework survey, designed by Zimmerman and Kitsantas, was taken by all of the participants to “measure each participant’s perceived self-efficacy regarding performing various forms of academic learning, such as reading, note taking, test taking, writing, and studying” (p. 403).  Overall student GPA at the end of the study was used as a measure of academic outcome for this study.  

Zimmerman and Kitsantas indeed found a correlation between the qualities of homework completion, higher self-efficacy and perceived responsibility beliefs, and increased GPA (p. 410).   Essentially the students with higher self-efficacy believed that their educational success was their own responsibility, they completed their homework, and they believed homework improved their achievement.  These findings relate directly to the exogenous factors described by Cooper et al. (2006) because the attitudes and motivation of the students played an important role in determining the effects of homework on achievement.  Additionally, one could argue that the sex of the students played an important role in the outcome of the study as well.  While Cooper (1989b) found no significant relationships between gender and the homework-achievement relationship, Cooper et al. (2006) suggest that “that girls generally hold more positive attitudes than boys toward homework and expend greater effort on it” (p. 5).  Perhaps Zimmerman and Kitsantis (2005) would concede that the gender of their sample may have affected the self-efficacy and self-responsibility attitudes present, and affected the overall outcome of the study.  

Learning Styles

Jennifer Lauria Minotti (2005) conducted a study to test whether students who receive homework assignments based on their learning styles will have high achievement levels and better attitudes than students who receive assignments based on traditional, generic study skill strategies.  Minotti (2005) studied a group of mainly Hispanic and African-American students in an urban parochial school, ranging from grades six through eight.  All of the 181 students in the school were invited to participate but only 167 consented.  Minotti split students into a control group and an experimental group students in the experimental group were given an examination called “Learning Style: The Clue to You”, or LS:CY, which determined the group’s learning styles.  Based on this exam, the students in the experimental group were given suggestions for studying and completing homework assignments based on their individual learning styles.  The control group, however, was given a traditional homework skills booklet that outlined generic methods for studying.  

Throughout the duration of the two-week experiment, both groups of students were given textbook based unit exams to determine achievement.  The areas of study involved in this assessment were knowledge of learning styles, reading, social studies, mathematics, and science.  In all of these areas, improvement was noted with both the experimental and the control group.  The experimental group’s growth, however, was significantly higher in all of the subject areas.  

Minotti ascertains that although all students had increased scores between the pre-test and the post-test, using learning styles for homework prescriptions was more successful in this study than handing out general homework skills pamphlets.  The researcher thus concludes that students who received suggestions for completing homework assignments based on their learning styles had higher scores on a textbook-based unit exam than students who receive suggestions for completing homework assignments based on a traditional homework skills booklet.  Cooper et al. (2006) do discuss how junior high students’ achievement is not as affected by homework as older students because in lower grades teachers often assign homework to teach study skills rather than academic material.  In this variable group, however, the study skills were based on individual learning styles, and were only used as suggestions to complete homework- not as homework itself.  Learning styles is perhaps a newer form of individualized instruction that was not as prevalent when Cooper et al. (2006) conducted their synthesis therefore, there were not similar studies included.  
Technology- distraction or homework aid? 

J. Williams (2006) conducted a case study to assess the patterns of self-reflections with regard to homework and achievement, and also to determine the effectiveness of limiting access to electronic distractions that students may encounter at home while doing homework.  Indeed today’s students have access to limitless activities dealing with technology, including iPods, computers, Internet, and video games.  These leisure-time activities can easily distract students from completing homework, and can divert them from finishing homework with quality.  Williams started with five compliant students but ended up with only three because of parental consent.  The three remaining students, Amy, Jason, and Judy, were thirteen-year-olds who spent a significant amount of time engaging in activities with electronics such as television, Internet, telephones, and listening devices rather than engaging in self-reflection, reading, or writing.  

In the first month of the study, Williams asked students to complete journals for additional nightly homework while maintaining their normal levels of engagement with electronics.  During months two and three of the case study, students were asked to specifically monitor their use of electronics and concentrate more on homework, continue their path of self-reflection by writing in nightly journals, and increase their amount of daily reading.  Williams cross-analyzed the students’ reactions to spending less time with electronics.  Two of these students ended up dropping out of the study because the plan used to restrict their use of electronics was too difficult to follow; Amy and Jason were unable to separate themselves from the electronic distractions in their home.  

Williams’ conclusions, therefore, were based on one student who completed the study.  Judy did have a significant increase in her overall grade-point average and also had an improvement in her overall attitude about school.  Williams explains that by unplugging herself, Judy was able to concentrate more on homework and was able to grow through self-reflection.  

To the contrary, a 2009 study by Mendicino, Razzaq, and Heffernan looked at how technology could increase learning possibilities while completing homework.  Mendicino et al. compared twenty-eight fifth grade math students’ homework completion and rate of learning.  During this study, the control group consisted of students who completed homework problems in the traditional paper-and-pencil manner and then reviewed these problems with the teacher in class the following day.  The variable group of students used a web-based program that provided students with immediate computer-generated feedback.  Mendicino et al. determined, based on the results of the empirical study, that “students learned significantly more when given the computer feedback than when doing traditional paper-and-pencil homework” (p. 331).  Although this study strictly addresses math students, one could hope that more research in the field of online writing would produce similar results.  

Cooper et al. (2006) did not necessarily examine the home-environment involved in homework studies, because they categorized home factors under endogenous factors.  The introduction of the synthesis, however, did discuss possible negative factors that can occur as a result of homework.  Often mentioned by those opposed to homework, the mental and emotional health of the student can be affected in a negative way.   Essentially, “homework can improve study habits at the same time that it denies access to leisure activities” (Cooper et al., 2006, p.8).  The use of technology while completing homework was again not mentioned in the Cooper et al. (2006) synthesis, perhaps because of the novel nature of technology in the classroom.  Paschal et al. (1984) did conclude that feedback played an important role in the correlation between student achievement and homework.  Therefore, it may not come as a surprise that Mendicino et al. (2009) drew the conclusion that computer feedback on homework caused an increase in student achievement.  

The Assignment Itself

Trautwein, a researcher who has conducted a number of international studies on homework, recently examined “the development of student homework effort, homework emotions, and achievement between the beginning and end of the school year as a function of teachers’ homework objectives, their implementation of assignments, and their attitudes toward parental involvement” (p. 178).   Sixty-three French teachers and their students participated in the study in Switzerland, over the course of one academic year.  Both students and teachers were asked to complete questionnaires in the beginning of the school year, and students were given achievement tests to use as a control for the experiment.  Teacher questionnaires included questions about their homework assignment objectives, their homework execution practices, and their overall attitudes about parental involvement with homework.  Students were similarly asked questions about their homework attitudes, practices, etc.  

The teacher objectives were then categorized in four ways: Drill and practice, student motivation, closing the achievement gap, and school-home link (p. 184).  Based on this analysis, Trautwein (2009) explains, “Drill and practice assignments were associated with comparatively negative developments in homework effort and achievement” (p.184).  The category that provided the highest levels of achievement in students, related to their motivation: Teacher objectives that indicated the assignment of homework was to increase student motivation and self-regulation.  Additionally, Trautwein’s results indicate that teachers who are perceived by students to be over-controlling or overbearing and strict graders of homework, are more likely to engage in academic dishonesty and have lower levels of academic achievement (p. 186).

Cooper et al. (2006) did not examine the types of homework assignments because they felt that such experiments “typically pit one homework strategy against another and do not contain a condition in which students receive no-homework or an alternative treatment” (p.9).  By noting that the ways in which teachers structure homework assignments can affect achievement outcomes, however, Cooper et al. (2006) do recognize the importance of teacher influence on homework studies.  

Multi-layered

While most of the studies included in this review study only one factor that may affect the homework-achievement relationship, Ulrich Trautwein, Inge Schnyder, Alois Niggli, Marko Neumann, and Oliver Lüdtke (2009) took the results of the large study described by Trautwein (2009), as discussed above, and analyzed the results to test a specific set of research questions.  First, Trautwein et al. (2009) looked at the results of the study and “tested whether classes [that implemented] frequent and/or lengthy assignments showed higher achievement gains and whether classes with high homework morale were more successful in the long run” (p. 79).  Next, the researchers examined the “between-student” variables to see how the individual student’s achievement compared to his or her classmates’ achievement.  Finally, Trautwein et al. examined the results based on student intra-individual levels: “within-student analyses they reported, [they] were interested in how homework time, homework effort, and negative homework emotions relate to (perceived) achievement on a day-to-day basis” (p. 79).  

Like Cooper et al. (2006), Trautwein et al. (2009) emphasize the need for homework researchers to examine the various factors, or layers, that can affect the homework- achievement relationship.  Based on their study, Trautwein et al. (2009) were able to conclude that at the class level, achievement was higher in classes that were regularly assigned homework, and in classes that had overall positive emotions when doing homework.  Similarly, at the between-student level, students with high individual effort on homework and students with low levels of negative emotions when completing homework had higher correlations with achievement.  At this level, however, the more time students spent on homework, the lower the levels of achievement.  Lastly, Trautwein et al. (2009) found, “At the intra-individual level, high homework effort, high homework time, and low levels of negative homework emotions were statistically significantly associated with positive student evaluations of the learning gains from the specific assignment” (p. 77).  I find the implications about the amount of homework to be most relevant to support Cooper et al.’s (2006) findings.  When it comes to homework, there is such a thing as overkill; indeed, too much homework can have reverse effects on achievement.  
Limitations in Homework Research:

Cooper and Valentine’s (2001) synthesis of research concluded that the limitations of homework research are an explanation for the lack of definitive proof that homework does or does not improve student achievement.  Cooper and Valentine (2001) critique some of the available empirical studies on the subject of homework, pointing out that they are “often poorly conceptualized or contain methodological flaws that fail to protect against threats to validity” (p. 144).  Such limitations include the settings of the research that introduce uncontrollable variables to empirical research studies.  Cooper and Valentine (2001) remind us that: “the importance nuances of setting are difficult to recognize and even more difficult to represent within the confines of a single study” (p. 144).  An example of this limitation in homework research is the various types or quantities of homework that is assigned by teachers.  Additionally, the near impossibility of a truly random sample in educational research also presents challenges in drawing conclusions on the correlation between homework and achievement.   Also, Cooper and Valentine (2001) explain, “The outcome of any single study is probabilistic in nature, based as it is on samples drawn from populations […] when many studies on the same topic have been conducted, variation in their outcomes is not surprising” (p. 144).  Outlying factors such as parental involvement, access to leisure activities, and home environment can also alter the results of homework studies.  With these ideas in mind, it is important to look at the bigger picture in examining research in the field of homework, and understand where we need to direct such research in the future.  

Discussion: 

As the current research indicates, homework does improve student achievement.  It is crucial that, as teachers, we take into consideration the several factors that influence the positive effects of homework on students.  We have to be aware of our objectives and we must not assign homework for the sake of drill and practice routines, this will only prove to worsen student attitudes and disengage them from homework- therefore lowering student achievement (Trautwein, 2009, p. 184).  By giving students choice and variety in homework we can raise student engagement and allow them the greatest chances for academic success.  

Additionally, as teachers we can encourage students to set themselves up for success by giving them strategies based on learning styles and providing opportunities for self-reflection.  By showing them how to create a successful learning environment free from distraction, teachers can promote a better sense of self-responsibility in their students’ attitudes toward homework.  According to the recent studies outlined in this article, specifically research by Williams (2006), quiet home atmosphere and self-reflection in the home environment will improve student achievement.  Minotti (2005) indicates that helping students identify their learning styles, and giving them opportunities to apply them in their homework, will also improve student attainment.  Teachers can help students to understand their roles as capable and personally responsible scholars, to improve student self-efficacy and self-responsibility- this is also something that can improve student grades.  

Future research would further strengthen the argument for teachers who believe that homework improves student achievement.  Because each recent study is so specific to the variable of homework research they are testing, more research is definitely necessary.  For example, a collection of studies that determine whether learning style based homework affects student achievement would be preferable to a single completed study.  Furthermore, more studies need to be conducted that focus specifically on the subject of the English Language Arts.  While studies have shown that students improve reading and writing through engagement and practice, no actual research was found focusing on ELA homework and student achievement.  
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Research Syntheses 

	Author and Year
	Nature of Study

	Cooper, H (1989b)
	Synthesis of Research

	Cooper, H., 

Valentine, J. (2001)
	Synthesis of Research

	Cooper, H., Robinson, J., & Patall, E. (2006). 
	Synthesis of Research


Empirical Studies from 2001 to Present

	Author & Year
	Nature of Study
	Participants
	Conclusions

	Minotti (2005)
	Empirical study of secondary students. Studies how learning styles can affect school achievement. 
	6-8th graders, urban, parochial school with a high ethnic population and lower socio-economic background. 
	Students who were cognizant of their personal learning styles, and completed homework accordingly, performed better on unit exams than students who were given generic study skills pamphlets. 

	Zimmerman & Kitsantas (2005)
	Empirical study of self-efficacy and student responsibility in homework and the effects on achievement.  
	Secondary students in an all-girls parochial school in NYC.  
	Students with strong self-efficacy and academic responsibility showed higher academic achievement than students who had lower self-efficacy and responsibility with homework.  

	Williams (2006)
	Case study of secondary students that examines the amount of time spent on home technological devices such as iPods, video games, televisions, and computers. This study examined the results of self-reflection and regulation of these at-home distractions on homework performance and academic achievement. 
	Students were three secondary students who had access to electronic devices such as music listening devices, televisions, video games, and computers. 
	All students noted when self-reflecting that it was extremely challenging to minimize their use of electronics- because of this two of the students didn’t finish the study. The other student “un-plugged”, continued to journal, and showed considerable improvement in her academic achievement. 

	Trautwein (2009)
	Empirical study to examine the impact that homework has on achievement, and how the types of homework and student attitudes about homework can effect achievement.  
	French –as-a-second language students, approximately 1275 eighth grade students.  93.8% of these students were natives of Switzerland.
	Students performed better academically when teachers used homework to increase student motivation and self-regulation.  The” Drill and Practice” method of homework was linked to lower achievement in students.

	Mendicini, Razzag, &

Heffernan (2009)
	Empirical study to determine how technology affects learning while completing homework. 
	The sample consisted of 28 fifth-grade math students. Students who completed “traditional” pencil-and-paper homework were compared with students completing homework with computers.  
	The students that used technology to complete their homework learned significantly more than students who completed “traditional” homework. 

	Trautwein, Schnyder, Niggli, Neumann, & Ludtke (2009)
	Empirical study that analyzes results of a larger study to determine how frequency and amount of homework, how achievement of one student could be compared with others within the same class, and how students’ achievement reacted to homework time, homework effort, and homework attitudes.  
	French –as-a-second language students, approximately 1275 eighth grade students.  93.8% of these students were natives of Switzerland.
	At the class level, achievement was higher in classes that had regular homework and had positive attitudes about homework.  At the between-student level, students with higher effort on homework and lower levels of negative attitudes about homework had higher achievement correlations.  Lastly on the individual level, high effort, high time spent on homework, and low levels of negative emotions about homework were directly associated with higher achievement.  


