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Scenario 7 – Homework that Varies

Ms. Zargapour has discovered that reteaching something students learned incorrectly is more challenging than starting from the point of inquiry and exploration for something not yet practiced. 
As a result, she’s changed the way she assigns homework: 
Each day, she establishes three homework pathways: “I’m going to assign ten problems for homework tonight. 
-If at the end of ten problems, you are confident that you have mastered the content, then generate three questions you think I should use on the test to check your learning. 
-If you are doing the homework and are not certain that you have the answers right, try three to five more problems and see if you can figure them out. 
-But if you become frustrated and confused when doing the homework (you have to try at least five of the problems), stop answering the problems and create a list of questions regarding your specific struggles so I can better help you tomorrow.”
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Scenario 8 – Homework as Optional

In Mr. Ngum’s classroom, all homework is not graded. He tells students that they don’t have to do it—it is there to help them practice so that they do well on the test. To show them that practice matters, he has students individually chart their results by each learning target that will be on the test. He reminds them that at the unit’s end, a summative assessment (which includes the targets they have monitored over time) counts as their unit grade. Of course, tracking growth is very hard to do with just a few quiz and test scores and students typically opt in to homework as a ‘self-check’ about their ability to demonstrate mastery regarding each learning target. To get them started, he gives them the tools to chart results and portfolio options for classroom

storage so they can keep track of their evidence. Because it is important to demonstrate that their own decisions need to be data driven, Mr. Ngum has students use their results to identify how much and what content should be in their homework for the next day. Achieving mastery on a learning target should mean little or no continued practice on that target, while missed learning targets should require additional practice.

For the several years he has used this process, Mr. Ngum has noticed a few benefits to his homework system:

Each year, he has a 100 percent turn-in on all homework by all students.

Regularly, students opt to do more than he originally assigned as they customize to

meet their own learning expectations.Students enter the test with a greater level of confidence and more accurate awareness of how they will perform on tests.
Students develop a sense of efficacy and learning literacy as they develop new skills

and habits to make healthy instructional decisions. They develop a learning orientation and use their homework demonstrate personal growth rather than rack up points.
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Scenario 10 – Personal Communication

Ms. Tanaka believes it is important to ask her learners daily to check in on their level of

understanding regarding the content she has been teaching. To do that, she uses some quick and ready strategies following the introduction of a major concept or at the end of a class period so that each day she checks in at least once with all of her learners. She uses the responses they give her to help her decide where she should focus her energies the next day for that class period.

Because she understands that students grow bored quickly with the mundane, Ms. Tanaka uses a variety of strategies to gather her information:

Ready, Set, Show – When Ms. Tanaka calls out “ready, set, show,” students immediately know to hold up a single finger if they feel terribly confused, two fingers if they believe they are starting to understand it, and three fingers if they think they have mastered the content.

Exit slips – Periodically, especially when the subject might be a little more touchy or

embarrassing for students, Ms. Tanaka will ask students to take out a piece of notebook

paper and write a quick note about 1 point of pain, 2 questions they still have and 3 points they want to remember based on the lesson they just had. This is always done at the end of class and students have to hand Ms. Tanaka the exit slip in order to leave the classroom.

Plus/Delta/Next – Sometimes Ms. Tanaka facilitates a quick (5 min) large group

conversation at the end of the day asking the learners what they feel they need to change about their learning that day (delta) and what they liked or gained for their learning that day (plus) and what they suggest they still need (next).

4 Corners – on a day when it might be clear that students are not grasping the content or that movement would be a good idea, Ms. Tanaka calls for 4 corners. Students move to the corner (corners are clearly labeled and maintain that consistent label with each use) that best represents how they feel about their learning in the moment. Their task once they arrive in the appropriate corner is to generate questions with their peers in that corner (quickly – they only get about 2 minutes total) about what they are learning and then to ask those questions in an effort to try to stump the teacher. Ms. Tanaka has found that the questions they ask truly reflect the level of understanding she would anticipate from each of the corners:

o Stop! (corner 1) – I am totally confused

o Slow Down (corner 2) – I understand some of it but couldn’t pass a test today

o Keep Moving (corner 3) – I’m getting it and I wish we wouldn’t have too much

homework about it

o Let Me Help (corner 4) – I understand it and could teach it to my friends

Each corner then reports out their questions. Ms. Tanaka has observed that the questions they ask seem to inform the thinking of the other groups, generating good class discussion and a healthy sense of collaboration.
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Scenario 9 – Homework as Qualifying

Ms. de Souza’s classroom is very diverse. She realizes that her learners return home to very different environments and levels of support for their homework. She has discovered it is as unfair to expect the same level of homework completion or quality from kids who live in negligent circumstances as it is to assume “deep understanding” in homework from kids who live in homes with over-involved parents willing to provide the right answers. Because she believes so deeply in practice, Ms. de Souza assigns homework each day, but it is not graded. Instead, she has the students use their homework as a “qualifying” ticket to enter her classroom and take the daily quiz. She discovered that this is a great ‘focus’ strategy that gets her learners immediately

on task for the day while she takes roll call. Once they are ready, they score the five questions immediately and go through each question, discussing answers, misunderstandings about answers, and so on. Ms. de Souza uses that data to inform her instruction for the rest of the class period. 

In her experience, there has been an increase in homework completion; still, sometimes a student might not have the homework done (though mostly now they make the attempt because they understand the value of the system in place to support them). In that case, she decided it is not helpful to make them explain why they don’t have it done. Instead, she still wants to learn about their understanding of the materials. “Ticketless” students enter the classroom and immediately begin doing missed homework or writing a list of questions regarding the confusion that stopped

them from completing homework.

Either way, Ms. de Souza is helping learners clarify their knowledge base so she can interact with them and support their learning needs.
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Scenario 11 – Requiring Proficiency

Mr. Billings has noticed that when he grades papers and returns them to the students they simply accept the grade and refuse his invitation for them to improve their score. “Thank you very much,” they’ll say, “but I’m fine with my C-“ To change this trend, Mr. Billings first learned to clarify his expectations for each project/assignment up front. Then, he altered his process:

papers and projects are no longer graded unless they meet a level of proficiency in his

expectations (earning a grade of A or B). If the work they turn in does not meet his stated expectations, he simply returns the work with specific feedback indicating what they must still do in order to earn a score for that assignment.
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Scenario 12 – Student Involved Grading
Ms. Abbott requires her learners to keep all of their work in a portfolio in the classroom. Each contribution to the portfolio is scored and students self-monitor (in addition to teacher monitoring), on the inside cover of the portfolio, their progress on mastering the identified learning targets. Students add academic goals and personal intervention plans to their portfolios, addressing their own learning needs as they progress through the materials. At the end of the grading period, students select the appropriate number of samples of their work (determined by Ms. Abbott) to submit for the grade. With each selected item, students are required to add a paragraph explaining why that artifact was selected and what it demonstrates regarding their learning of the content. They then ‘grade’ themselves using their own evidence. Ultimately, Ms. Abbott determines the grade, but students are involved in the process and they are confident that

their input does inform her final marking. To her surprise, Ms. Abbott has noted over time that the students typically grade themselves more harshly than she would have graded them. 
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