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Introduction
For decades homework has been a mainstay practice within school systems. The degree to which homework
has been implemented has ebbed and flowed over the decades, as have sentiments toward homework.
It is an often debated subject among schools and families. Talk with families and teachers and you will likely hear
a mix of opinions and feelings about homework. Despite individual opinions regarding homework, it is a daily
reality for students. Teachers and families are constantly seeking ways to support students’ academic learning
through homework practice while also maintaining their needs for recreation, fun, and relaxation. In 2007, MetLife
conducted The MetLife Survey of The American Teacher, focusing a portion of the survey on the homework
experience. While the survey found that 14% of students surveyed find time to do homework before school starts
and 49% do homework during the school day, 81% usually do homework after school (MetLife, 2007). Therefore,
afterschool programs become an ideal agent for both families and schools to support homework practices. They
are a place where students are offered time and resources to support homework, while also offering opportunities
to meet students’ needs to blow off steam and just be kids. In addition, afterschool programs can assist students in
developing life skills, such as time management, organizational skills, and study skills, that can further boost their
homework experience success.
The NAA Afterschool Guide to Homework Systems provides afterschool professionals with guidelines for establishing
and managing a homework system that is geared toward the students, families and teachers supported by the
program. This guide covers a wide range of elements, from determining a homework system model, planning
the work environment, and evaluating the system’s effectiveness, to building relationships with families and
communities. Whether you are in the beginning stages of developing a homework system or looking to tweak
aspects of your current system, this guide will provide you tools to help you along the way.

OF STUDENTS
SURVEYED
USUALLY DO
HOMEWORK
AFTER SCHOOL

81%
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What We Know
About Homework
Homework can be defined as any activity assigned by teachers that is intended for students to
complete outside of school hours (Cooper, 1989).
Decades worth of homework practice provides experts much to study. This research and study around
homework helps practitioners better understand the intent and effects of homework. The following
information provides a brief overview of some of the key learnings resulting from this research.

Purpose of Homework
Why do teachers assign homework? Research tells us that homework is implemented for a variety of instructional
and non-instructional purposes, including practice of skills learned during the school day, utilization of skills in a
new context, combining skills learned separate from each other to work on tasks, introduction of new concepts to
be learned later, fulfillment of district requirements, a means of communicating school day learning to families,
and for punitive purposes (Cooper, Robinson, Patall, 2006). The 2007 MetLife survey found that teachers most
frequently used homework for skill practice or test preparation and development of good work habits. Teachers also
noted using homework to develop critical thinking skills and as a method to motivate student learning and cultivate
student interests (MetLife, 2007).
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Effects of Homework
What is the impact of regular implementation of homework on students? Does homework really play a role in
student academic gains? Researchers have found a correlation between homework and academic achievement
is greatest for middle school and high school students. A maximum of 90 minutes of homework a day for
middle school students and between 90 minutes to 2.5 hours a day for high school students is most impactful
toward academic gains. Homework is most helpful to elementary students in the development of study habits,
but evidence of homework effecting academic gains for elementary students is minimal. (Cooper, 1989;
Cooper, Robinson, & Patall, 2006). In addition, Harris Cooper has identified several positive and negative
effects associated with homework throughout his extensive work.

Positive effects include the following
(Cooper, 1989):
Immediate learning benefits such as increased
retention, understanding, and critical thinking
Long term learning benefits including enhanced
study habits and school attitude as well as
encouragement in learning
Nonacademic gains such as improved self-direction,
self-discipline, time organization, inquisitiveness, and
independent problem solving
Benefits to family relations including awareness
of the home-school connection, increased family
appreciation and involvement in students’ learning,
expressed interest in student academic progress

Negative effects of homework include the
following (Cooper, 1989):
Students reach the point of satiation in which
they lose interest in academics or feel physical and
emotional fatigue
Students have less opportunity for leisure and
recreational activities
Family involvement in the homework experience may
result in increased stress to complete homework
and perform well and cause confusion if instruction
methods used in the home are different than the
classroom

A maximum of 90 minutes
of homework a day for
middle school students and
between 90 minutes to 2.5
hours a day for high school
students is most impactful
toward academic gains.

Students may be inclined to copy work from their
peers to complete work correctly and on time
Homework can increase the difference between high
and low achievers
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Perspectives about Homework
What do students, families, teachers and afterschool professionals think and
feel about the homework experience? The 2007 MetLife survey found that
most students, families, and teachers feel homework is of value and important
and doing homework helps students increase learning (MetLife, 2007). Each
individual involved in the homework experience also has deep perspectives and
feelings about homework. These perspectives impact his or her role in the process.
Understanding these various perspectives serves as a guide for creating a foundation
for a successful homework experience. Susan O’Conner and Kate McGuire shared
many examples of individual perspectives in their work Homework Assistance and
Out-of-School Time: Filling the Need, Finding a Balance. Following are their examples of
perspectives for various participants in the homework experience.

Students (O’Connor and McGuire, 1998):
•

Anxiety and frustration about their ability to complete homework

•

Concerns about the amount of time needed for homework in relation to extracurricular
and home responsibilities

•

Concerns about who will help and how

•

Attitudes toward school and teachers may impact attitudes toward homework

Families (O’Connor and McGuire, 1998):
•

Concerns about managing family priorities and responsibilities competing with homework
assistance

•

Concerns about having time to provide homework support

•

Concerns about competence, skills, and understanding of updated learning approaches

•

Desire for their students to be successful in school and life

Classroom Teachers (O’Connor and McGuire, 1998):
•

Concerns about homework assignments supporting the class learning goals

•

Concerns about students understanding assignments and having resources available to ensure success

•

Concerns about those who are supporting students having the skills and knowledge of the learning
approaches

•

Concerns about students having adequate time for homework in addition to their extracurricular and home
responsibilities

Afterschool Staff (O’Connor and McGuire, 1998):
•

Concerns about time and resources available to assist students with homework

•

Concerns about implementing a successful homework system while balancing program responsibilities
and goals

•

Concerns about providing homework assistance while managing student/staff ratios and being present
for students not working on homework

•

Concerns about the skills and knowledge needed to successfully support students

•

Concerns about compromising the recreational and social aspect of the program while accommodating
homework
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Defining Your
Homework System
Understanding the research and perspectives around homework helps us gain a better understanding of
the role afterschool programs can play in the homework experience.
Because afterschool programs offer a place, time, and resources for homework support, the role can be significant.
Each afterschool program is unique because of the components that identify the program, including the students,
staff, families, location, resources and many other aspects. These components factor into defining a homework
system that is most beneficial for all members of the afterschool program. There is not one homework system
that works for all types of afterschool programs. Instead, the obligations and expectations of all participants in the
homework experience define the homework system of each afterschool program.

As you define a homework system for your program, consider that a quality system meets the following criteria:
intentional, accommodates all students, appropriate to the age level of the students, facilitated by well-trained staff,
is an active process, and is guided by the changing needs and progress of its participants (SEDL Afterschool Toolkit,
2008). In addition, O’Conner and McGuire recommend the following guidelines for determining a homework system
(O’Connor and McGuire, 1998):

Take into consideration the opinions and needs of

Afterschool programs can offer tutoring,

all those involved in the homework experience and

enrichment activities, and recreational reading

balance these needs with the available resources and

programs, in addition to a homework system, as a

findings of current homework research.

means to support academic achievement.

The homework support and enrichment that

Students have physical, social, and emotional

afterschool programs provide is significant to

needs that must be balanced with academic

academically at-risk students. Afterschool programs

needs. Afterschool programs should be a place

can offer resources, a quiet place, and assistance

for students to balance these needs through

that families of at-risk students may not be able to

opportunities to enjoy a snack, have recreational time,

provide so that homework is not yet another area for

build relationships with peers and staff, and explore

these students to fall further behind.

their interests and talents.

—7—

Types of Homework Systems
There are four common models of homework systems that have been recognized by research. Each system has its
own advantages and disadvantages. No one homework system is better than another or works for all programs. The
four homework system models are defined below (O’Conner and McGuire, 1998).

Homework as an activity choice

Homework as a contracted choice

Students decide if and when they would like to complete

Students and families contract with the afterschool

homework within a dedicated homework space. This

program for when and the amount of homework

system allows students to make a thoughtful choice

students will do while in attendance. This system

each day about how to complete their homework

encourages students and families to work together

and recognizes the need for students to relax and

to make decisions about homework and all

let off steam. This system accommodates the varying

participants know what is expected. This system

amounts of time individual students need to complete

places accountability on families to make decisions

homework. Because this system is choice-based, some

and enforce the expectations agreed upon, while

students who need the time and assistance to complete

providing afterschool staff with information about how

homework may not choose to do so for a variety of

to successfully support students. This system can add

reasons, such as avoiding a difficult assignment or being

another layer of responsibility for afterschool staff to

distracted by friends and other activities.

manage as well as cause conflict if a student does not
comply with the agreement.

Homework as a daily activity for all students

Homework assistance that includes a tutoring,
mentoring, or enrichment component

A time is scheduled daily for all students to complete
homework. Students should be encouraged to work

This system offers opportunities for additional

on quiet alternative activities when homework is

enrichment and academic skill development beyond

completed. Programs utilizing this system can provide

general homework assistance. Individualized support

students with dedicated and predictable quiet time to

can be provided that is more responsive to each

help remove distractions. However, this system limits

student’s learning style, interests, and specific skill

student choice and flexibility to meet their needs to eat,

level. This model limits the opportunities for social

relax, and socialize and can cause idleness for students

skill development and project-based activities.

who do not have homework.

Participant Needs Survey
Each participant in the homework experience has different needs and expectations. These needs and expectations
should drive the decisions you make about the homework system and resources you implement. While each school
has their own policy and standards for homework, so to do families in relation to their support for their students’
homework success. In addition, each student has his or her own style and preferences for how to most effectively
complete homework. It is important to gather information about each participant’s needs and expectations
before selecting a homework system to ensure the system you choose accommodates the specific needs of your
participants. Surveys are a valuable tool for collecting information from students, families, and school personnel
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about their specific needs. Because each participant has a different role in the homework experience, the questions
must vary for each. Consider asking questions about the following topic areas for each participant.

Students: Amount of time spent daily on homework;
environment preferences; preferences for time of
day when to complete; noise and distraction level
preferences; resources and materials used; subjects
in which homework is given; assignments that require
the most assistance or are most time consuming;
process for keeping track of daily assignments

Families: Process for keeping track of student’s
daily assignments; amount of time student spends
on homework daily; preference of time of day when
to complete; amount of homework to be done in
afterschool; assignments that require the most
assistance or are most time consuming; suggestions for
type of homework activities to be done in afterschool
(tutoring, cooperative learning, learning games,
computer, etc.); homework contract preferences;
communication preferences

School Personnel: School’s homework policy
and expectations; expectations for resources and
materials students need; communication preferences;
school resources and support that are available to
afterschool staff to facilitate homework; homework
issues with students; expectations for type of help
students should receive; subjects in which homework
is given; type of assignments given and that are most
difficult for students

—9—

Afterschool Staff: Advantages and disadvantages of a
potential homework system; benefits to students and
families; level of assistance to provide; impact on daily
responsibilities; comfort level of assisting students with
homework assignments; type of staff support or training
desired to help implement a homework system

After conducting surveys, you will need to analyze the results to inform you of the needs of your participants and
in turn, the homework system, resources, and supports that best suit those needs. Begin the analysis by reviewing
and tabulating the responses. Separate the responses into the following categories as a means of organizing the
data: time and schedule, environment, resources and materials, homework guidance, communication, homework
contracts, homework issues. These categories will provide clearer connections to a specific homework system model.
Make generalizations based on the commonalities of the responses within each category. Use these generalizations
to determine the homework system that best aligns with the collective responses and expressed needs.
Once you have determined a homework system, you will want to identify the resources and organizational structure
needed to implement your selected homework system. The resources and organizational structure will provide
the framework of your homework system. Develop a list of those considerations needed to implement your
selected homework system and arrange them into two categories – resources and organization and management.
Examples of resource considerations might include available afterschool staff to assist with homework, adequate
space for students to do homework, available technology, and available hands-on learning materials. Organization
and management considerations might include daily scheduled time for homework completion, staff guidance
techniques, homework contracts and motivation strategies, and program evaluation. With this list in hand, you can
now begin putting together the pieces of your homework system.

It is important to gather information about
each participant’s needs and expectations
before selecting a homework system to ensure
the system you choose accommodates the specific
needs of your participants.
— 10 —

Homework Resources:
Environment and Materials
The environment established to implement the homework system can make or break the success of
the system. It sets the tone for the system and all other elements fall into place around it. The SEDL
Afterschool Training Toolkit fittingly summarizes the importance of the homework environment.

“Research shows that students are more successful when they
devote regular, set amounts of time to homework, and when
they are able to work on their homework in a structured,
self-selected space. When the homework environment is
organized and managed effectively, students know what
to expect, begin working promptly in their designated
space, and are less prone to distraction. Routines, clear
expectations, and well thought-out space configurations
reduce behavior problems and disruptions, leading to more
productive use of time and increased achievement.”
(SEDL Afterschool Training Toolkit, 2008)
— 11 —

The Homework Space
Select a space within the program that is dedicated for homework completion. This space should be a quiet
area with limited distractions and differentiated from other program activities. Because a successful homework
experience is a shared goal for both the afterschool program and the school, consider partnering with the
school to discuss an alternative space for homework, if the current space is not ideal.
After selecting the homework space, determine how to arrange the space to be most conducive to homework
completion. The type of homework system selected, as well as the specific work styles of the students, will
guide how to arrange the environment. For example, some students prefer quiet, while some work effectively
with music or light noise. Some students prefer working at a desk and chair, while others enjoy a more
relaxing work area with soft rugs and pillows. In the Afterschool Training Toolkit, SEDL recommends arranging
three distinct areas within the homework space: (1) an area for independent study for students to work
uninterrupted; (2) an area with tables for small groups of two to four students to work; and (3) a comfortable
area for independent reading and relaxation (SEDL Afterschool Training Toolkit, 2008). The following tips
provide additional guidance for arranging the homework space.

Create a map of the homework

Determine a plan and a place for

Develop expectations for student

space arrangement, especially

students who complete homework

behavior while in the homework

for programs whose location is

before others or do not have

space and clearly communicate

transitional, for staff to reference

homework to ensure the integrity of

these expectations to students.

during daily set up.

the dedicated homework space.

Determine a homework space and

Make the space appealing, inviting,

Ensure the arrangement allows for

arrangement that accommodates

and comfortable in a way that also

students to easily move throughout

low noise levels. Use partitions

conveys flexibility for students to

and has ample lighting.

to create quiet zones, but

take breaks as they need and work

ensure students can be properly

at their own pace.

supervised.

Involve the students in the
design of the space arrangement
and development of the behavior
expectations when working in the
homework space.
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Homework Materials
Student completion of homework is often dependent on having access to adequate materials and the appropriate
type of materials. Having access to materials also helps students stay on task and adhere to the behavior
expectations while working in the homework space. Refer to the results of the participant surveys, as well as
the homework system selected, to determine the materials and supplies to stock in the homework space so that
students are provided materials that accommodate their specific curriculum and assignments. Brainstorm a list of
supplies and materials to equip your homework system. Categorize these materials and supplies into three groups:
(1) furniture; (2) reference materials; and (3) supplies and games and create a plan for how to obtain these materials
within your program budget (Weisburd, 2004). Examples of supplies within each type of category are:

1

2

3

Furniture:

Reference materials:

Supplies and games:

tables, chairs, rugs, bean bag chairs,

dictionary, thesaurus, atlas,

pencils, pencil sharpeners,

floor pillows, computers or tablets

maps, charts, globe, almanac,

erasers, highlighters, index cards,

encyclopedias, newspapers,

variety of paper (notebook, graph,

magazines

construction, etc.), colored pencils,
rulers, markers, scissors, glue,
crayons, calculator, protractor,
compass, flash cards, educational
games (Scrabble, Bananagrams,
Tenzi, Equate, etc.)

Utilize the following tips as a guide for determining
supplies and materials and equipping your
homework system.

Obtain a copy of the class supply lists of the students

Create a specialized portable homework caddy

in the program that are provided to families at the

filled with frequently used supplies that can be easily

beginning of the school year and become familiar with

transported when setting up the homework space or

the type of supplies required per grade level.

moving from one location to another.

Ask teachers for suggestions about the type of

Use tri-fold boards to create a display of resource

materials that would best support the students’

materials, such as maps, alphabet charts, or

homework experience. Ask for extra sets of textbooks

multiplication tables.

to use as reference, if available.
Have materials and supplies available that encourage
Be sure homework supplies are readily accessible

low noise level activity, such as puzzles, literacy activities,

and are dedicated to homework activities. Separate

and brainteasers, for those students who complete

these supplies from all other program materials.

homework before others or who do not have homework.
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Technology
Technology has become a key resource in many ways in the homework experience. Nearly 50% of 4th through 12th
grade students surveyed in 2015 expressed needing internet access to complete work outside of school time. Onethird of these same students reported that they needed technology two to five days a week after school (NAA, 2017).
Unfortunately, not every student has the same access to internet or technology resources. A 2015 survey revealed a
lack of internet and computer access impeded nearly half of all students from completing homework (NAA Tech Toolkit,
2018). In addition, a Pew Center Research Analysis found a lack of internet access in the homes of five million school
age children, most commonly encountered in low income homes (NAA, 2017). This lack of technology access can not only
build upon the homework gap between students, but also create and deepen the digital divide. The National Afterschool
Association defines the digital divide as “the socioeconomic and educational disparity of those who have opportunities
and skills enabling them to benefit from digital resources and those who do not” (NAA Tech Toolkit, 2018).
The good news is that afterschool programs are in prime position to effect the digital divide among students. Afterschool
programs not only offer a place to support the homework experience, but also serve millions of students, including
low income students who are impacted by the disparity in technology access (NAA, 2017). The National Afterschool
Association recommends that afterschool programs can support the homework experience in the following ways: provide
internet access, allow time for students to work on basic computer skills, provide software in which students utilize
higher order thinking skills, and ask students how technology could be used for homework (NAA Tech Toolkit, 2018).
As you consider how to incorporate technology into the homework system and impact the digital divide, begin by
referring to the technology needs expressed when surveying students and families about homework goals. Discuss
technology recommendations for completing homework assignments with school personnel. Also keep in mind the
homework system selected and what technology would best complement that system. After considering each of these
factors, develop a list of the technology most beneficial to the students’ homework experience. Create an inventory
of the technology already available in the program and the technology needed. Prioritize each technology component
needed based on the feedback collected from all homework participants.
The next step is acquiring access to the technology that has been identified as a need. Access to technology can
be challenging for afterschool programs, just as it is challenging for families. Afterschool program have budget
constraints, space constraints, storage constraints, or other aspects that impact the accessibility of technology.
Begin acquiring technology by partnering with school personnel to determine how they can help the students access
technology. What better for the students than having access to the same technology they access during the school
day? Once it is known how the school can assist, begin to consider other avenues for acquiring technology. Analyze
the program budget and the cost of the desired technology to determine what the program can purchase. Research
discounted technology options as well as organizations who sell recycled or refurbished technology. If working
within a limited budget, consider partnering with community resources or corporations to help sponsor and support
acquisition or use of technology.
The technology incorporated into the program will require both skill and knowledge to effectively implement. Afterschool
staff have varying levels of experience, aptitude, and comfort level with utilizing technology. Find out which staff have the
technological desire and skill and encourage them to lead the way in coaching and supporting other staff to effectively
integrate technology in the homework system and afterschool program. Keep in mind that afterschool staff may also
require additional professional development opportunities in order to become competent and confident facilitators of
technology. Look within the community and school resources for development opportunities and support.
More information about how to incorporate technology into the afterschool program can be found in the
National Afterschool Association’s Tech Toolkit. https://naaweb.org/afterschooltechtoolkit
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Homework Resources:
Community and School Partnerships
Afterschool program staff are the main support resource for students in the homework system.
The homework system chosen will determine the level of support needed by afterschool staff.
For example, the homework as an activity choice system requires less dedicated, individual staff attention
than implementing a tutoring component system. It can be a daunting task for staff to facilitate the
homework system and provide adequate support while operating all other aspects of the afterschool
program. This is when afterschool programs should look toward alternative support resources to provide
assistance when needed. Consider the homework system chosen and determine what type of partnerships
might work well within the system. Potential partnerships include school personnel, community volunteers,
high school student volunteers, peer mentors, and families. Whatever partnerships are incorporated
into the homework system, it is important to periodically assess and evaluate the effectiveness of the
partnerships and consider making changes, when necessary, so the students get the most benefit to their
homework experience.

School Personnel
Earlier in this guide, it was recommended to build connections with school personnel by first asking about their
expectations regarding homework and then seeking their support with space, materials, and technology for
students’ homework experience. School personnel can also provide direct support within the homework system and
insight about the students. Discuss with the school who may be available to support students during afterschool
hours and in what capacity. It is recommended within the SEDL Afterschool Training Toolkit to invite personnel to
periodically participate in your homework system to provide direct support on homework assignments and assist
with instituting priorities and procedures (SEDL Afterschool Training Toolkit, 2008). School personnel can also coach
afterschool staff and students on directions and key points for assignments, facilitate small group work, conduct
individualized student support sessions, and serve as experts for their particular subject area or grade level.
Any type of support school personnel can provide will help to maintain a continuum from the school day to the
afterschool program. These opportunities help strengthen your relationship with school personnel, benefit students
with access to those who have first-hand knowledge of their school subjects, content, and learning strategies, create
opportunities for more individualized support, and can impact student achievement on homework.

Community Volunteers
There is a wealth of partnership possibilities with businesses and organizations within your community. Connect
with libraries and museums whose programming may complement the students’ homework content, with businesses
who may offer homework incentive programs, and with any organizations who may be willing to sponsor the
purchase of homework materials, supplies, and technology (SEDL Afterschool Training Toolkit, 2008). One of the
key benefits of building community partnerships is obtaining volunteers to mentor, tutor, and assist students when
participating in the homework system. Use of community volunteers allows opportunities for small group assistance,
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subject or grade specific support, and individualized student guidance with assignments, clarification of directions,
skills practice, and review of completed work. Community volunteers can offer a level of consistent support for
students as well as help impact student performance and understanding of homework assignments.

High School Student Volunteers
High school students can be a valuable resource to elementary and middle school afterschool programs.
Younger students can identify with high school students. These students likely have experience with the
content and learning strategies in which the students are engaged. They can share the knowledge they have
learned about subject matter content as well as mentor and coach students around the life skills, such as time
management and organization, they have developed that help them be successful in the homework experience.
High school students can assist in the homework system by mentoring, coaching, tutoring and guiding students
through small group and individual homework practice, benefiting student understanding and success with
completion of homework assignments.

Peer Mentors
Within the afterschool program is a very powerful resource – the students themselves. Take advantage of this
resource by implementing a peer mentor approach within homework practices. Peer mentors are students
who have lived through the homework practice and can share their experience with students who are new
to the practice. Mentorship would most likely occur between older students and younger students, but could
also be same-grade mentoring. When considering possible mentors, look for students who are prepared, have
good time management and organizational skills, are effective communicators and listeners, and are objective
and compassionate. Be considerate when pairing mentors with peers so that the relationship will be mutually
beneficial to both students. Aside from the academic benefits of the mentor partnership, students cultivate
peer relationships and learn how to navigate these relationships. Peer mentoring encourages development
of leadership skills, reinforces a sense of responsibility, and strengthens self-esteem and confidence in both
mentor and mentee. Peer mentors can coach students on organizational techniques and help with reading and
understanding of assignments. They can collaborate on similar homework assignments and be subject matter
experts in the subject areas they are most successful.

Families
Afterschool programs are often filling a familial need for youth to be in a safe, engaging environment when
they cannot be at home. This makes family presence in the afterschool program difficult to arrange. However,
families are most involved in their student’s academic world through homework and family participation in your
homework system can bridge what is taking place in school with the home. Invite families to participate whenever
possible in your homework routines. Model your coaching and support practices for family members so they can
incorporate these practices at home and create a positive homework environment for their students. Utilize these
visits to emphasize the importance of instilling structure and accountability in students through the tracking,
organizational, and time management processes teachers and school have recommended. There are other efforts
to be made to encourage family participation in your homework practices that include: coaching families how to
talk with teachers, providing resources in the languages of the families in your program, visiting families at home,
and providing continuous communication and opportunities for families to share their input (Diedrich, McElvain,
and Kaufman, 2007).
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Organizing and Managing
Homework Systems
Establishing the homework system framework and preparing homework resources is the catalyst to the
success of the homework system.
Next comes the operation and management of the system on a daily basis. A well-operated homework system
requires structured practices, consistency, and clear communication among all involved. Utilizing positive guidance
and motivational techniques with students will help them navigate their way through the homework experience.
Regular evaluation of the effectiveness of homework practices will provide opportunities for continual improvement
to benefit the students’ experience and success with homework.

Schedule
According to the 2007 MetLife survey 77% of students spend
at least 30 minutes on a typical school day doing homework
and this time increases by grade level (MetLife, 2007).
Research guidelines for the amount of time students should
spend on homework is 10 minutes per day per grade level,
so that first grade students spend 10 to 20 minutes per day
and twelfth grade students spend at least 120 minutes per
day on homework assignments. This means homework can
require a significant amount of time for students, depending
on their grade level. Regardless of the homework system
selected, time will need to be devoted to homework. Utilize
the research guidelines to determine the amount of time to
dedicate to homework in your program on a daily basis. The
structure for how to use that time will be determined by the
selected homework system.
The amount of time determined to dedicate to homework
should be incorporated into the overall program’s daily
schedule. Look at all needs of the students to determine
the opportune time to schedule homework. Consider when
students need to recharge with a snack, recreational time,
or socialization and plan homework around these times.
Cleary communicate the homework schedule in writing and
verbally and keep it consistent so that students and families
know the daily expectations and can effectively manage
their time and routines. Be flexible and accommodating to
those students who choose to work on homework outside of
the scheduled time, either by need or by preference.

— 17 —

Staff Guidance
One of the main roles of afterschool staff within the homework system is to assist, guide, and encourage students
as needed when completing homework. It is good practice to ensure at least one staff is devoted to student
homework support during the time planned for homework within the daily schedule. Staff should continuously
circulate throughout the homework environment to ensure they are accessible to all students and to monitor
behavior and task completion. Staff should pay close attention to both verbal and non-verbal cues of students
who need attention and be aware of how students are progressing through their work. This will give staff the
opportunity to gain a better understanding of each student’s strengths and areas of challenge. Staff will want to
assist students individually as they need help or include other staff or support resources to help, if necessary.
The best way for staff to assist students is to ask open-ended questions and allow them time to think through
their answers as well as guiding them to find answers instead of supplying answers and completing work for them
(Johnson and McComb, 2008; SEDL Afterschool Training Toolkit, 2008). Staff can demonstrate and model how
to use resource materials, such as a textbook, dictionary, or internet searches, to obtain answers. If staff have
difficulty assisting students, they can review students’ notes or sample problems to gain a better understanding of
the assignments or highlight problems to ask classroom teachers for additional clarification.

Supporting Learning and Study Skills
Many of the study and learning skills students need for homework
completion are not taught during the school day. Afterschool staff are
instrumental in encouraging and supporting the development of these
skills. These skills include time management, organizational skills, problemsolving skills, research and note taking skills, and test preparation skills.
These skills are not intuitive to all students and many will need to learn
techniques that promote these skills. The following techniques are just a
few that staff can incorporate into the homework routines to help students
develop these learning skills (SEDL Afterschool Training Toolkit, 2008).

Discuss how to divide a large assignment into more

Show students how to create a study guide for

manageable smaller tasks and devise a plan and

nonfiction text by writing down or highlighting words

timeline for completing each smaller task.

emphasized in the text (bold, italicized, etc.).

Encourage students to set goals for homework

Assist students in deciphering the information

completion and correctness. Guide them in prioritizing

they should study for a test or quiz and review

assignments, creating a plan for completion within

possible questions that might be included in the

their allotted time frame, and assessing their progress

test.

and success.
Research resources about study skills and
Demonstrate how to use calendars and homework

identify additional skills in which your students

logs to schedule homework assignments and track

need support. Allow students to access these

completion.

resources.
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Modeling Positive Behaviors
Staff serve as a model to students in the afterschool program. Displaying positive behaviors is important to student
success in the homework system as well as the entire afterschool program. O’Connor and McGuire identified several
positive behaviors that staff should model when assisting students with homework. These behaviors will cultivate
the relationship between students and staff and ensure that students are comfortable and trust the staff supporting
them. Staff should be encouraged to engage the following behaviors on a daily basis when working with students
(O’Connor & McGuire, 1998).

•

Patience

•

Make self available

•

Respectfulness

•

Encourage students to try different approaches

•

Address a problem step-by-step

•

Discover what students know

•

Ask open-ended questions

•

Guide students to answers

•

Counsel and coach

•

Express a positive attitude

•

Exemplify how to do problems without doing them

•

Provide encouragement and praise

to difficult problems
•

Use effective listening skills

•

Provide specific feedback and real-life examples

•

Do not label work as easy or difficult or judge
completed work

•

Be aware of body language and how it might be
interpreted

•

Admit to mistakes or when you don’t have the
knowledge

•

Implement realistic expectations

Monitoring Student Progress
All participants in the homework experience want to ensure that students are successful with
their homework. Monitoring student progress allows participants to gauge student achievement
and areas for improvement. Each participant has a role in the process, whether significant
or small. Afterschool staff can monitor student progress when they are participating in the
program’s homework system by reviewing completion and quality of homework, determining
content areas that require support, and teaching students how to self-assess their own
progress (Johnson and McComb, 2008). Communicating student progress while in the program
to both classroom teachers and families adds another layer of monitoring students. Consider
implementing a process for family conferences to discuss homework progression. Determine a
schedule for communicating feedback regarding student success with completion and quality
of homework with classroom teachers on a regular basis. Utilize homework logs or rubrics as a
method for students to track assignments and assess their work. Share these tracking systems
with classroom teachers and families as evidence of homework progression and to note areas
for improvement.
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Supporting Students with Disabilities
It is important to ensure that every student in your program has support to meet his or her individual learning
needs. Be aware of those students in the afterschool program who may need additional or modified support as well
as any accommodations that they require. The following recommendations provide guidance to adequately support
students with disabilities (O’Conner and McGuire, 1998).

Be conscientious of modifications that may need to

Develop strong communication systems with

be made to the environment so that it is conducive

families and school and provide frequent feedback

to the student.

about successes and any difficulties students have.

Regularly check on student progress and review

Seek out a tutor for individual support when

completed work.

needed.

Immediately acknowledge successes and provide
incentives.

Homework Agreements
Homework agreements are a tool that allow students, families, and afterschool staff to communicate expectations
for achievement within the homework system of the afterschool program. When creating a homework agreement
consider what expectations should be included for each participant. For example, expectations for students may
include having all necessary materials and assignments ready, following the guidelines established within the
homework environment, and feeling comfortable to ask for help when needed. Expectations for families may
include checking completed homework assignments, assisting students when needed, and communicating student
progress with afterschool staff on a regular basis. Expectations for afterschool staff may include providing students
with an appropriate homework environment and materials, providing appropriate assistance when needed, and
communicating with families about their students’ progress. When an agreement has been made, be sure that
all participants have access to the agreement to reference to if expectations are not being met. Consider sharing
agreements with classroom teachers to not only inform them of the expectations that have been agreed upon, but
also to strengthen partnerships for the benefit of students’ development.

ALL PARTICIPANTS IN THE
HOMEWORK EXPERIENCE
WANT TO ENSURE THAT
STUDENTS ARE SUCCESSFUL
WITH THEIR HOMEWORK.
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Student Motivation
Homework is often an undesirable and tedious task for students after a long day of classroom learning. Finding
ways to keep students motivated is essential to their success with homework. Motivation can be reinforced by
establishing an open and positive homework environment where students feel they are valued members of the
program. Boosting student self-esteem by providing frequent, positive feedback and acknowledging students’
strengths can also increase motivation (Johnson and McComb, 2008). Consider the following recommendations for
implementing motivation strategies.

If utilizing homework agreements, keep in mind

Collaborate with teachers to learn the motivation

any motivation plans or incentives that have been

strategies they use in their classrooms. Directly support

identified within the agreements in order to follow

their systems or implement a complementary system

through on those expectations.

to encourage consistency from classroom to the
afterschool program.

Consider establishing goals for homework in which
the whole group works together to achieve the goal.

Once the motivation system has been determined,

Incentives earned are awarded to the whole group.

consider creating a display to track accomplishments

Examples include inviting a favorite classroom teacher

and provide visual recognition of students’

to assist with homework or playing a valued game or

achievements.

activity that is considered a special event.
Incorporate the interests of students and things
Invite students to have ownership of the motivation

they find of value within the program as motivation

strategies by allowing them to determine strategies and

strategies. Examples include participation in an

how they should work.

activity that is considered a special event, increasing
student responsibility by employing them as homework

Encourage families to have input into recognition

specialists, or allowing students to bring a personal

methods or incentives that they feel will have an impact

item or choose a music selection to listen to.

with their students.
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Program Evaluation
A key step in implementation of any system is evaluating its effectiveness. Continuous assessment allows afterschool
staff to identify aspects of the homework system that are working well and those that need improvement to better
meet student needs. When evaluating the homework system, plan to conduct an assessment early in the school
year to allow enough time to make necessary adjustments that would benefit students throughout the remainder of
the school year. Close the school year with an assessment to determine if the mid-year adjustments contributed to
improvement and to identify successful components to continue into a new school year.
Invite all participants involved in the homework system to evaluate and provide feedback, including students,
families, classroom teachers and afterschool staff as each will have a unique perspective about the system that can
benefit students. One singular method for gathering feedback may not work for all, so determine a method for each
participating group that is convenient and most effective for eliciting responses for that particular group. Possible
methods include focus groups, individual conversations, or surveys.
Use a holistic approach to evaluation by examining all aspects of the system. Consider asking participants their
thoughts on the following components.

The effectiveness of the homework environment and

The appropriateness of the supplies in the homework

ideas for improvements

environment, how they are used, accessibility of adequate
type and quantity, and ideas for additional supply needs

Time available to complete homework

Most liked aspects of the system

Least liked aspects of the system

Ideas for changes that could improve the homework
system

Type of assistance provided, accessibility to the
assistance, and frequency of assistance

Ideas for improving the assistance and support
provided within the homework system

Ideas for improving the effectiveness of
communication

Student outcomes as a result of their participation in
the homework system
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Communication with
School and Families
Communication is the link between all parties involved in the homework experience. Developing
this link is always to the benefit of the students and their success both with homework and in the
afterschool program.
Research tells us that students are more engaged and focused on homework and have a higher completion rate
when all participants in the homework experience regularly communicate. In addition, regular communication
incentivizes students to become more accountable and increases the likelihood they will acquire the skills utilized
for homework (SEDL Afterschool Training Toolkit, 2008). Communication builds consistency among all supporting
parties, encourages them to gain an understanding of the school curriculum and homework policies and invites
the use of a common language familiar to students. All participants become informed about students’ successes
and challenges, achieved milestones, actual time students are engaged in homework and students’ feelings about
homework in an effort to reduce frustration of the unknown and be able to address difficulties as they occur.

There is no one method of communication that will work for all participants. Be open to exploring various ways
to communicate with both families and classroom teachers. Look to the results of the homework surveys to learn
the preferences for methods of communication and type of information to be shared regularly. Whatever the
communication routines you determine to use, implement them early to ensure students are receiving targeted
support from all participants. Consider the following recommendations for establishing communication routines
with families and school.

1

2

Consider utilizing existing communication

Clearly communicate the afterschool homework

routines that have been proven successful.

system and completion expectations with teachers.

Continuity of these routines eliminates confusion

Invite teachers to share their expectations for

and streamlines efforts.

homework and the curriculum standards and framework
to help you gain a better understanding of the student
requirements.

3

4

Consider regularly scheduled conversations with

Have open dialogue with teachers to discuss homework

teachers to discuss barriers to and successes of student

assignments that seem too hard, repetitive or easy,

progress within the homework system, challenges and

instructions that are confusing, students who seem

opportunities with implementation of the homework

overcome by the amount of homework, students who

system, and forthcoming school events that might

need an alternative schedule for making up work missed,

impact students and the homework system.

student learning styles, and students who need the most
homework support (O’Connor and McGuire, 1998).
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5

6

Utilize the afterschool program newsletter or other

When first implementing the homework system, invite

news-sharing resource to provide information about

families to an information session to describe how the

the successes of the homework system, opportunities

homework system works and each participant’s role in

for improving or supporting the system, or general

the system.

information about how the homework system works.
Share this newsletter with teachers to keep them
informed of the communication shared with families.

7

8

Create a messaging system for families in which staff

Assist families to devise communication routines with

and students report on daily homework progress and

their students’ teachers in order to stay current with

completion, such as how much homework was completed

their students’ homework assignments, their progress,

during afterschool and areas that need additional support

and any challenges they have with homework.

at home. Also offer opportunity for families to discuss
individual student needs, successes, and areas for
improvement in more depth when necessary.

9

10

Be a support resource for families who have barriers

Collaborate with families and teachers when issues

communicating with school personnel, such as language

arise to find a resolution that all are comfortable

and confidence level, and help them navigate processes

with. Be sure all participants are clear on the solution

and contacting the school.

and what they have agreed to and any other persons
who need to be aware of the solution have been
communicated with. Conduct a follow up evaluation
with all participants to make sure the solution is
effective or needs modification (O’Connor and
McGuire, 1998).
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Summary
One of the essential offerings
an afterschool program can
provide to students is homework
support.
We know it is inevitable that students
will have homework, so the ways in
which to address homework support
become the main concern. By asking
students, families, and school personnel
their thoughts and needs around homework,
afterschool programs can target a homework
system that best matches their goals and
expectations about homework. The type
of homework system selected will guide the
structure of the environment, the materials and
technology utilized, and the people resources
integrated into the system. Once these elements
are in place, afterschool staff manage the daily
support provided to students using respectful, positive
guidance and engaging motivation strategies. As with
any system, open communication amongst all those
involved, students, families, and teachers, is the glue
that holds all the pieces together and nurtures students’
homework success.

The type of homework system selected will
guide the structure of the environment, the
materials and technology utilized, and the
people resources integrated into the system.
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