Whose Homework s It Anyway?
MORE ASSIGNMENTS PLUS LESS TIME EQUALS LOTS OF

ARGUMENTS WITH YOUR SCHOOL-AGE KIDS. WHAT'S A
WORKING MOM TO DO? BY MELISSA KANTOR

SARA MCGINTY, a town justice, lawyer, and mother of two in
Rosendale, New York, is never so naive as to think her house will
run as smoothly as her courtroom. Still, she was totally unprepared
for the “fun” math project that turned into the homework assign-
ment from hell. “My sixth-grade daughter’s assignment was to
spend a hundred thousand dollars on random items, with no sin-
gle purchase that exceeded five thousand dollars, and to keep a
ledger, including canceled checks and clippings that substantiated

purchases,” McGinty says. “Sounds
straightforward—but after we worked
on it together for a couple of days, it
began to dawn on us how complex and
impossible this project really was. When
we finally finished, at about eleven
o'clock the night before it was due, there
were tears, fighting—the works.”
Nothing like a quiet night at home.
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The often overwhelming amount
of homework being assigned these days
is a relatively new development. So is
the part parents are expected to play in
getting it all done. From 1981 to 1997,
the weekly. homework load for kids
ages 3 to 11 increased by 50 percent,
according to a study by the University
of Michigan. And more than half of all
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parents help their children with home-
work nearly every day, a 1999 NPR/
Kaiser/Kennedy School of Education
Study found, surveying 1,422 families
at random, nationwide.

All this puts working mothers at a
distinct disadvantage. More homework
plus harder assignments plus a mom
who's not getting home until dinner-
time equals guilt, stress, and fights.
“Many working parents feel they don't
have enough time to do the things they
want to with their children,” says Ruth
Wooden, former president of the Na-
tional Parenting Association. “They end
up only able to scratch out enough time
for the negative part of parenting—like
arguing about homework.”

The increase in afterschool assign-
ments and parental involvement stems
in part from external pressure. “Because
American students are underachieving
at unprecedented rates relative to their
peers in other industrialized nations,
some experts believe we should place
more emphasis on homework,” says
Janine Bempechat, author of Getting
Our Kids Back on Track: Educating Chil-
dren for the Future (Jossey-Bass). Home-
work’s getting harder, too, Bempechat
says, due to a greater focus on “higher-
order thinking—the ability to analyze
and integrate information,” as opposed
to rote memorization. Clearly, this is
good for our children’s intellectual
development, but theyre going to need
more help to do it. And, by default, that
help has got to come from us. Adding to
the afterschool workload is the push for
nationwide standardized exams, which
tend to test breadth of knowledge.

But we also can’t ignore the fact
that a good deal of the pressure on our
children is coming from parents. We've
become intimately involved with our
kids’ schoolwork—as well as their

“sports, activities, and friendships—
because we think that’s what good
parents do. “Recent research creates the
impression that, even before concep-
tion, everything we do with our kids
matters, and we need to pay attention to
every detail of their lives,” says Nicole
Wise, coauthor of The Quer-Scheduled
Child: Avoiding the Hyper-Parenting
Trap (St. Martins Griffin). “This kind
of pressure—unknown to our own
parents—sets us up for thinking that we
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HOW TO HANDLE IT Turn homework
time into family time by bringing home
some of your own work—and doing it
alongside your kids.

If getting home early is impossible,
start making a daily four o’clock phone
call to your kids to help them get orga-
nized, says Bempechat. Decide together
which assignments they can do before
you get home and which ones they
can't. And put together a “homework
briefrase” for your child, full of tools like
paper, tape, pens, and a glue stick, sug-

gests Deborah Diffily, PhD, an assistant
professor of education at Southern

Methodist University in Dallas. “That

way kids don’t have to waste time
searching for stuff they need—or calling
you at work to ask where everything is.”

HOMEWORK HASSLE “My child’s
teacher sent home a letter saying that
it’s best for kids to have a ‘workstation’
in their rooms, where they can concen-
trate. So I got a desk and shelves—but

my son hates working there. And since
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his homework takes so long, T feel like
I never see him.”

HOW TO HANDLE IT Lots of teachers
believe that students should work in a
quiet or isolated space—but lots of kids
feel punished when they’re sent to
their rooms, alone, to do their home-
work. In many homes, the workstation
of choice is the kitchen table. What’s
important is that a child has a place to
work without interruption and that
siblings, who may cause a distraction,
are otherwise occupied.

HOMEWORK HASSLE “Our high school
is extremely competitive, and my ninth
grader comes home with at least three
hours of work every night. I want to
make sure she’s keeping up, but when 1
ask her about homework, she blows up
and tells me to leave her alone.”

HOW TO HANDLE IT By now your
daughter has established her own work
patterns and may perceive your ques-
tioning as a lack of confidence in her
abilities. Rather than ask an older child
if she’s done a specific assignment,
compliment her when you see she’s
working hard on something. Even bet-
ter, instead of focusing on how much
she’s doing and how long it's taking,
“take a real interest in what shes
brought home,” says Kelly Hammond,
an English and history teacher in
Cincinnati. Your kid can tell when
you're really interested in the subject
matter or the project, as opposed to
simply being interested in her getting
the darn thing done.

Also consider giving your kad some
behind-the-scenes help by easing up on
her chores. According to Bempechat,
research shows that top academic
achievers have parents who make doing
homework—not doing housework—
their children’s top priority.

HOMEWORK HASSLE “There’s so much
homework, in so many subjects, with so
many deadlines. A lot of the time, my
son isn't sure what his assignments are
or when they're due, and it’s too late to
call the teacher.”

HOW TO HANDLE IT Use technology—
E-mail or Websites—to stay in touch
with your child’s teacher. Or pick up
the school directory and call another
parent in the class. »
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~can control everything, and that leaving
our kids alone to do their homework
and hand it in, warts and all, means
leaving them behind.”

Considering the amount and com-
plexity of assignments, the demands
on our time, and our anxieties about
our children’s academic success, home-
work is a perfect setup for frustration
and conflict. Here’s how to handle six
common homework hassles and ease
some of the day-to-day strain that it
puts on your family.

It’s been two hours and “the wheels an the bu."
are :-.vtlll g{}inf-' round and round.

HOMEWORK HASSLE “I feel like I'm
doing all of my kid’s homework.”

HOW TO HANDLE IT Figure out the
cause—why can't your child finish her
assignments by herself>—then manage
the situation according to her needs.

If your child can’t do her own
homework because it’s too hard for her,
then you've got to have a conversation
with her teacher (see “Talking to
Teacher”). Don’t wait for the first
report card; you don’t want to get half-
way through the year before finding out
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your kid’s in over her head. She may
need to get extra help at school, work at
home with a private tutor, or, if she’s in
high school, drop a class.

If, on the other hand, your child is
capable of doing his own homework,
but you just don't like the way he does
it, then it’s your problem, not his. It’s
hard to let your child hand in an essay
that seems poorly organized, or a di-
orama full of unrecognizable figures,
but realize that your expectations may
be different from the teacher's.
“Homework is about kids giving things
a try, not about getting it right,” says
Bengt Johnson, a junior high school
teacher in Upper Marlboro, Maryland.
So avoid “fixing” your kid’s homework
before he hands it in; otherwise, he
may think his efforts
enough. “Kids need to learn from their
mistakes—even the mistake of doing a
lousy job,” says Wise.

aren't good

HOMEWORK HASSLE “My kids are so
overwhelmed that I can’t get them to
start on their homework before 1 get
home to help them organize it. But by
then it’s late and we want to have din-
ner and enjoy a little family time.” »

Talking to Teacher

IS YOUR KID spinning his wheels aver
“had homework”? (See "Homework
That Works.") Then.it's time for you to
£0 to school. Here's how:

Go easy. Instead of grabbing the teacher
first thing in the morning, leave her a ]
note or send her an E-mail describing |
the problem. That gives her a chance |
to respond thoughtfully, |
stay calm. When you do meet with the |
teacher, "be open, ask questions, find |
out what's going on in school, and ex-
plain what you're seeing at home,”
says Bengt Johnson, a junior high school
teacher in Maryland.

Poll other parents. If the teacher isn't
responsive, survey other parents to
see if they're having the same trouble.
| Bad homework may be a classwide
or a schoolwide issue.

Take it to the top. Failing action from
the teacher, talk to a school administra-
‘ tor about the situation.







