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Is Homework the Reason for Sleep-Deprived, Stressed-Out Students?
Jessie Cole (not his real name), a junior in high school, has just finished the school day.  He has twenty minutes to grab a snack and change for basketball practice.  At 5:30 p.m. the practice ends, and he races straight over to choir practice, which ends at 7:00 p.m.  Since baseball conditioning has just started, he meets with a fellow teammate, and they condition together.  In response to the number of activities he participates in, Jessie says, “I really love sports, I have a competitive spirit.  And singing is also just as important to me.”  Jessie finally gets home at 8:30 p.m., when he takes a shower and eats dinner with his family.  On completion of eating, he then starts on his homework.  He is in two honors classes that allot about three hours of homework time and another one or two hours of homework from the remaining classes.  This seems to be an extreme example; however it is not rare.  Many students, as well as some parents, feel than an excessive amount of homework is assigned, causing the students to have too little sleep and more stress.


I would like for all educators to be aware of this growing concern that has always been joked about.  Most teachers think of homework as being necessary for students to increase knowledge.  But an excessive amount of homework could hinder students from K-12 more than it could educate them.  As a student for seventeen years and soon-to-be teacher, I have been on both sides of this issue.  First I was an overworked student and now I’m becoming the teacher who has the passion to enrich the minds of our children.  I am going to be addressing three major points.  First I will investigate to see if typical homework assignments are a worthwhile activity that does enhance learning; second, if there is an excessive amount of homework being assigned and why teachers assign homework; finally, if homework is the culprit for sleep-deprived, stressed-out kids.


According to Marshall (2002), Herbert J. Walberg, a professor of education at the University of Illinois and a graduate of Hoover Institution, claims that homework does enhance learning.  Walberg says, “More than 100 studies indicate that the more you study the more you learn.  How could you say that more studying actually hurts learning?  If you look at anybody who is actually accomplished in life – attorneys, people in ballet or chess – they don’t do it only an hour a day.  They do it by devoting their lives to it.”  Walberg does make a very good point and seemingly a good argument.  However, when he refers to K-12 students learning each subject only an hour a day, he fails to realize that these are just kids.  He makes a false analogy by comparing K-12 students to accomplished professionals.  Students should not have to devote their lives to every subject that is taught in school.  They should be developing a broad knowledge of many subjects so they can decide what their interests are in order to devote themselves to a particular interest once they graduate high school.  Marilyn Harring, dean of Purdue University’s School of Education says, “Meaningful homework helps a student achieve mastery by practicing new skills, and parents should be prepared to participate in it (Marshall, 2002).”  Practice may make perfect, but how does it help the child if the parents have to help them with it?  Also how do teachers expect parents to help their child on homework when they have put in a full day of work and may not understand the assignment themselves? 

Even homework advocates believe that the effectiveness of homework varies at different levels.  They tend to agree that, in elementary school, homework is not as effective as in high school.  Patty Barth, a senior associate at the Washington D.C. based Education Trust says that, “Homework has almost no effect up until about fifth grade, and some data suggests that it actually produces diminishing returns in young children (Marshall, 2002).”  According to S. Stegall (personal communication, November 29, 2003), single mother of a second-grader, she said that her daughter is so frustrated with the problems on the homework worksheet that she gives up completely and the mother has to finish it for her so she will receive a good grade.  So here is a student who does not even benefit from the homework assigned because she was confused before she even brought it home.  From this interview, I realize that some teachers may be unaware of the ineffectiveness of homework.  

So why do teachers assign homework?  According to the article in CQ Researcher, teachers have four reasons for assigning homework: to increase academic performance, to teach self-discipline and responsibility, to fulfill parental expectations, and to ease time constraints on the in-school curriculum (Marshall, 2002).  From personal experience the most effective types of homework makes me think and it reinforces ideas I have recently learned in school.

Could there be too much of a “good thing?”  Some students and parents are afraid that the excessive amounts of homework being assigned will cause a burnout of education and students will be reluctant about continuing education into college.  A study by the University of Michigan in 2000 found that between 1981 and 1997, the amount of homework tripled for children ages 6 to 8 years old (Magnuson, 2001).  In a survey of 100 homework studies, University of Missouri researchers found that, while middle and high school students who do a lot of homework score better on standardized tests, it doesn’t seem to make a difference at the elementary level.  Harris Cooper, a psychology professor at the University of Missouri, studied 709 student-teacher-parent “triads” and found that, at the elementary level, more homework was associated with negative student attitudes.  Cooper says, “It may be better to give younger kids a short assignment that can lead to success, so that they can say ‘I got it done (Vatterot, 2003).’”  A “rule of thumb” that has seemed to develop in many school districts is that students should complete ten minutes of homework per grade each night (Marshall, 2002).  So for example, a first grade student would complete ten minutes of homework each night and a twelfth grade students would complete 120 minutes or two hours of homework each night.  The reality of the matter is that with the short attention span of younger students and the busy lives of high school students neither of the estimates seem to be fair.  A student spends seven hours of his or her day in school and this is where he or she should be learning.  

What is keeping teachers from teaching everything needed during the school day over the course of the year?  According to Linda Shalaway (1996), author of “Learning to teach…not just for beginners,” a teacher may not have as much time as they think they do to teach.  “Lunch, recess, breaks, down-time between lessons and activities, moving from one classroom to another, interruptions, and other periods of non-instructional time account for at least 27 percent of an elementary school day.”  Also some classrooms had around 40 percent of their day as “non-instructional time.”  She found these studies at the Far West Laboratory for Educational Research and Development, and the former Institute for Research on Teaching at Michigan State University.  Shalaway gives some suggestions to increase teaching time during the school day.  “Decrease the time allotted for breaks and social activities.  Find out which aspects of school time you can control.  Schedule solid blocks of teaching time for each day.  Plan for smooth transitions between lessons and always try to have materials ready for each lesson or activity.  And reconsider how you schedule restroom breaks.”  These short interruptions can add up quickly.  When 27 percent of the time is wasted we are looking at almost two hours for a seven-hour school day.  If teachers could cut this non-instructional time down, then that would make up the time needed for homework.  This would allow kids free time and the luxury of going to bed earlier so they can get a full night of sleep.

Is homework the culprit for sleep-deprived, stressed out kids?  I talked to forty-seven elementary, middle and high school students to find out if they are sleep-deprived or stressed and, if so, what is causing it.  My subjects included five K-5 students, eleven middle school students, and thirty-two high school students.  My findings were what I expected.  The general trend from my study was that the higher the grade level, the more stress or sleep-deprivation.  The elementary school students showed no signs of stress or feeling deprived of sleep.  The fifth grade students, however, seemed to not have as much excitement for learning as the second graders.  From what I discovered, they felt bombarded with so much homework that was not enjoyable for them that they lost some of their enthusiasm for learning.  As a fifth grader said, “I hate school now because I have a lot of homework and I don’t get to have any fun at the house.”  With the middle school students, I found that they felt sleep-deprived, but none felt stressed due to homework.  They blamed this lack of sleep on too much homework.  I also discovered that these students are very active in sports or other extracurricular activities.  Then throw in the fact that they like to play video games and watch television shows that interfere with homework time, causing them to stay up later to finish.  

The high school level had the greatest number of students that felt they got too little sleep.  A tenth grader said, “Each year it seems like I have more homework.  I had two big projects due this week, as well as, my other homework.  I don’t have enough time in the day, so I lose out on my sleep-time…I almost fell asleep in class today.”  There were several I talked to that felt stressed out as well.  This is not a recent phenomenon.  We have known for the past two decades that teens do not get enough sleep.  Researchers from Stanford University found in a 1986 study that, 90 percent of teenagers do not get enough sleep.  They recommended that teens sleep a minimum of nine hours a night (1986).  In my study, every one of the students blamed sleep-deprivation on excessive homework.  I want to list other factors, though, that they told me about that could have added to these problems.  I found that several of these students participated in two or more sports, or one sport and a few clubs, or several clubs where they hold an office in one or more, or an after-school job.  I then asked the students if they thought that any of these activities contributed to the problem.  The students all seemed to feel that these activities were necessary for them and homework was not. 

Students who are involved in after-school activities tend to have very busy schedules. Then when you add excessive homework, you find students who are sleep-deprived and stressed out.  This leads me to believe that academic learning should only occur during the school day and when the last bell rings the students should be free to have fun, make money, or just kick back and relax.  

References
(1986).  Stethoscope: Health news we’ve just heard.  Current Health.  Retrieved December 11, 2003, from http://firstsearch.oclc.org/WebZ/FSFETCH?.

Magnuson, P.  (2001).  When is enough, enough?  NAESP.  Retrieved November 16, 2003, from http://www.naesp.org/magnuson/contentID.htm.

Marshall, P. (2002, Dec 6).  Homework debate. CQ Researcher, 12.42.  Oct 20, 2003 http://library.cqpress.com/cqresearchers.

Onderko, P.  (1999).  Tired teens: The health risk high schools ignore.  American Health.  Retrieved December 11, 2003, from http://firstsearch.oclc.org/WebZ/FSFETCH.

Shalaway, L.  (1996).  Time management.  Learning to teach...not just for beginners.  Retrieved December 5, 2003, from http://teacher.scholastic.com/professional/futureteachers/time_management.htm.

Stegall, S.  (2003).  Personal communication.

Vatterot, C.  (2003).  There’s something wrong with homework.  NAESP.  Retrieved November 14, 2003, from http://www.naesp.org/ContentLoad.do?contentID.htm.

