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In what ways can we differentiate homework to
increase student achievement, motivation, and
integrity?

Some background...
Like many of my colleagues I am aware of Carol Dweck’s work on growth mindset. I recognize the
need to meet every student at their current level and appropriately challenge them to reach their
greatest potential. To do so often means that lessons have to be differentiated and that students need
to be assessed in a variety of ways at different intervals.
In addition, our school has been closely working with Stanford’s Challenge Success. One of our
goals has been looking at the daily demands placed on students’ time and working towards ways to
help students minimize stress and anxiety. In particular, my classes participated in a survey of classes,
designed by an administrative team, analyzing our students’ habits and time commitments related to
homework.
Within my own Math Department, the focus continues to be on helping students develop the Habits
of Mind (such as persistence, utilization of prior knowledge, flexibility, resilience, metacognition,
communicating with clarity and precision) as described by Arthur L. Costa and Bena Kallick. We
continue to value a problem-solving approach where the emphasis is on making connections,
developing a deeper and more conceptual understanding of topics, rather than an algorithmic recall of
facts, sharing these ideas with others through strong oral and written communication, and relating
mathematics to its real-world applications.

What led me to this research?
In the last few years through IOP I have made many changes to how I teach Math. Students now work
collaboratively at round tables, instead of traditional, individual desks. More lessons are differentiated not only for
academic levels, but also offer choice based on interest or how a student wants to present their learning to others. I
have reached out to students to develop a set of class guidelines which positively frame the behaviors and habits that
lead to a classroom valuing risk taking, learning from mistakes, and collaboration. I have used Standards Based
Grading in some of my classes, opposed to a traditional grading system, which allows students to be more cognizant of
their areas of strength and those areas that need further work and remediation. I allow for multiple opportunities to
retest and show personal growth. I now focus on making my lessons inquiry based where students are more
independent in their learning and my role is more of a facilitator. There have been many revisions and my students are
very much part of each shift I make in the classroom.

This year I wanted to look more closely at homework. I started by first reflecting on my own beliefs.
Why do I give homework? What purpose does it serve for me? How does it benefit my students? What
expectations do I have and do they match those of my students? I started with a general survey assessing
the views of my students regarding current homework practices they have encountered in Math and other
disciplines.

The first survey related to homework in general and was given in late September. The survey was
given to five freshmen classes of varying levels.
●
●

●
●

Almost 58% felt that homework was very important to classroom success, 28% felt that it was
somewhat important, and 14% felt it had little or no impact on classroom success.
A little more than 77% felt the primary purpose of homework was to practice skills/concepts
learned in class, another 9% felt its primary purpose was to give a grade besides
tests/quizzes, 7% thought it was to be sure students completed readings or classwork, and the
other responses were varied.
The amount of homework assigned varied greatly, as did whether homework was usually due
the next day or over time. The breakdown seemed more consistent subject by subject.
About 54% of the students felt that they were consistently given choice or some flexibility with
assignment topics.

I then met with subgroups of students in mid October and the following were some comments which came from those
discussions.
“I definitely have more homework than I did before, but it tends to be spread out. I sometimes wait until it is really due and
then it adds up. “
“ I like that some teachers let you do a rewrite. It lets me see the mistakes, get better, and also get a better grade. Some of
my friends just see this as extra work.”
“I am realizing that I can’t wait to do it right before like I used to. Some teachers don’t check it, so I do the checked
homework first.”
“I admit I have copied homework. (laughter from group) I think most people have. Some teachers just want to see work
completed and there isn’t time so I copy. I do that more in subjects that are easy and I could have done it, but I needed
time for the harder ones. Even if I copy, I do know that work.”
“ I don’t think I NEED most of the homework I get. I understand writing up labs, but most of my other homework I don’t find
helpful.”
“ My problem is that I do the subjects I like first because they are fun or easy. Then I am too tired to do the hard ones.
Teachers don’t count homework as much in HS, so I guess I don’t work as hard on it.”

After reading my students’ responses and interviewing a few others for more clarification, I
decided to focus on three areas related to good homework practices: student achievement,
motivated students, and students practicing integrity.
Actions Taken

I read many articles related to homework, particularly related to differentiation.
I decided to pursue 4 different areas: technology related (Delta math),
problem-based learning (Portfolios), traditional with differentiated options
(menu), and real life applications (end of task projects and presentations).
Each is described on the following pages along with particulars on how I
used these to assess.

1. Delta Math
●

The website deltamath.com is easy to access and use. There is currently no subscription fee.

●

Includes many leveled skill-based questions for Math 8-12. Easily customized.

●

Students can ask for a similar sample question to be shown with all steps and an explanation.
Based on student progress, difficulty level adjusts.

●

Gives students immediate feedback and if incorrect, will show a correct completed response so students can
find their error(s).

●

Records for teacher student responses. Easy to reference a particular topic for student remediation.

●

I usually gave students 4-7 days to complete for assignment. Graded for COMPLETION only.

●

In general, assigned Delta Math 1-4 times per marking period.

●

Suppose students had 5 questions to complete. Stronger students did 5 and were done. Others may need to
complete 8 or 12 or 25. Had no effect on grade, but allowed for more practice to those who needed it most.

●

Students could revisit any topic previously assigned and do additional practice/review.

Sampling of Delta Math Topics

Sample Assignments and Information Available to Teacher

Sample shown to students who need help starting

Customize topics

Quick overall view of class understanding
Individual Analysis of Each Student

2. Portfolio Homework
●

Delta Math was very skill based and I needed students to work on problem-solving and
applications of concepts.

●

Throughout unit students were given more “interesting” problems to explore. Any time up to 2
days before it was due, students could come after school and ask for feedback.

●

Allowed me to have students see interesting questions that could be too time-consuming in a
normal class period.

●

Encouraged students to plan time better. Waiting to the last minute meant little to no feedback
from me before grading.

●

Allowed for flexible approaches and risk taking.

●

Grade included accuracy, presentation, use of mathematical language and notation, ability to
connect concepts and problem-solve. Generally assigned 1-2 portfolios per marking period.
Number of portfolio questions varied depending on difficulty level and topic being studied.

●

At times, similar questions were placed on exam to help assess if students had gained
understanding and the work they were submitting was their own.

Sample Question

Note: Activity Adapted from Exeter Academy, NH Mathematics 2

3. Menu Selection
●

All students received the same “menu” of problems.

●

Menu questions were grouped with their “price” (numerical point value). Easier questions were assigned
lower point values and prices rose in response to the challenge level.

●

Every student had to ‘spend” a minimum number of dollars assigned by me.

●

At first students chose independently, but later I intervened a bit more when students were not spending
‘wisely”. For example, a student who should have chosen more challenging questions chose to do more
of the easier level because it was faster. Students who struggled wanted to do 3 challenging instead of
7 easier because of fewer problems, and then became frustrated.

●

This choice underwent several major revisions throughout the process. Many times it was not meeting
the goals I intended and I had to rethink the process, I also had a colleague use it in their classroom
and they encountered some of the same issues. Due to this, I was only able to implement it about 5
times this year.

●

I usually didn’t assign a formal grade, but often collected for personal analysis.

Portion of a Student Menu

Tonight’s Restaurant: Le Cafe de Trinomial Factoring
Must spend a minimum of $20

I purchased items __________________________________________________ for a total of $ __________

4. End of Task Projects and Presentations
●

For each unit (my class refers to these as tasks as we are using a problem-based
approach) students were placed into new collaborative groups (referred to as teams). At
the end of some tasks students had to use their knowledge and apply it to a real-world
situation. They then presented their findings to the class through a 10-20 minute
presentation.

●

We had 5 tasks end in presentations.
Some highlights: students using coordinate grids and coordinate geometry to calculate
the average distance traveled by an average freshman during the school day, logic
gates, logics related to circuits, using facts about concurrency to discuss “balance” in
sculptures, practical applications of similarity and trig in land surveys.

●

Tessellation project: interdisciplinary

●

Each were graded for content, effective communication, and creativity.

Some student work from “ How many steps does an average student take during the school day?”

Tessellation Project
Part 1: Researched the Dutch artist M.C. Escher. Chose two his works (one a tessellation and
one not) and discussed the medium used and interesting observations about the works. - ART
Part 2: Worked through activities related to the interior and exterior angles of various polygons.
Also developed understanding of transformations such as translations, reflections, rotations, and
dilations. Determined under what conditions polygons would tessellate a plane. Created
computer generated geometric tessellations.- MATH
Part 3: Explored the role of tessellations in Islamic and Moorish architecture and tilings. Wrote
about the historical and religious significance of the shapes, styles, and colors used. Also explored
pictures of the tilings and mosaic designs found in the Alhambra in Spain. - HISTORY
Part 4- Watched videos on how to create their own tessellation. Given a rubric and submitted
individual works. Works titled and displayed in the classroom as a gallery.-PERSONAL
EXPLORATION AND CREATIVITY

A Sample of Tessellations Created by hand by the Students

Additional Student Work

Students working on circuit board

Overall Observations and Conclusions
During each quarter students completed reflections addressing many aspects of my classroom practices. I focused
this time on their responses related to homework and assessments completed outside of class. I also had a post
survey about homework to see if any of their views had changed and if I had made any progress in my areas of
interest.

Here are some of the students’ comments...
** I like Delta Math because I can do a little whenever I have time. I can even work from my phone. Getting credit for
having it done no matter how many mistakes I make takes the pressure off.
**At first I hated the Portfolio because I waited to about a day before it was due and the questions were hard! I could
have come in if I had started before that. I did that on the next few and your suggestions helped a lot. I actually liked
the questions near the end.
**I have had group presentations in other subjects, but not Math where we could basically do anything matching the
topic. I really didn’t like my team for the third one, but that actually was our best. Even though I didn’t pick them, they
had a lot of different ideas than mine. I would work with them again actually.
**I am pretty strong in Math and hate when teachers make you do a lot of simple questions over and over. The menus
and delta let me not waste time. I still wish Delta was totally optional. I did like the portfolio questions. They were
challenging, but we had time.

** Math is my worst subject. No offense. I study a lot but the tests are hard. Delta Math was my favorite because I
could go slow if I needed. There were examples I could follow. I liked that you could see the ones I got wrong when I
came for extra help. If you had counted right and wrong instead of just finishing it, I would not have liked it as much
because I got a lot wrong. I wait in the car for my sister to finish dance and I could do extra Delta practice on my
phone.
**I did not like the menu because it was hard for me to choose which ones I should pick and I ended up doing more. I
would like it more if you assigned different kids different problems and we didn’t pick.
**The portfolios were SO MUCH WORK!!! I did like that we could come to you with questions before it was due. I
think it was very helpful that we could talk through the problems with our team. I think that helped when I saw harder
questions on test. For all the work, I wish it was worth more points.
**I loved my tessellation. Even though I take honors Math, I am an art kid at heart. It was nice when students
commented on my piece after the gallery display. I don’t feel like the smartest kid in this class (even though I try), but I
loved this project and I even used the Alhambra information for Spanish and Global discussions.
**I think it was fun seeing how the other groups presented. It made me want to do a better job on mine. I am not
someone who likes to speak in front of other people, but I felt better with these presentations because it was a topic I
likes and I had my friends with me. I think it helped me improve and that will be helpful for Science research if I need
to present.
**I know you asked us if our attitude toward homework changed and I still don’t like it. I will say that you gave us many
ways to do homework and that was positive. You also let us explore things like circuits and coding, which was fun. I
realized I remembered more from the projects than the written work. I also appreciate that you tried to make sure we
actually didn’t waste time doing homework.

Overall, I think the homework options worked well.
Delta Math was received positively by almost all students in all levels. Many students mentioned they
liked that it was graded for completeness only. The stronger students appreciated that when they showed
they understood a topic, they were able to move on and not have a lot of repetition of basic skills. It was
also mentioned various times by students that the immediate feedback allowed them to catch mistakes
before they made the same mistake over and over and had to redo many problems. It was very easy to
use for the students to use and allowed me to see where individuals struggled or if a particular topic was
difficult for a large group and needed further work from me. I think this is one of the easier ways to
differentiate skill set assignments. To me, the negatives would be that it does cover only skills, so you
definitely need to supplement with higher order problem-solving assignments and that you need to make
sure that students are writing their work somewhere since the program only shows which questions
students got right or wrong and you still need to analyze errors in person.
The Portfolio assignments were only given in the 3 Geometry classes (accelerated and A level). The
first one was done poorly for the most part. Many of the students admitted they had waited too long and
then never had the opportunity to come in for feedback. This changed right away with the second one due.
More students were coming in after school to work with their peers or get feedback or suggestions from me.
I found through the surveys that this type of assignment gained popularity as the quarters progressed.
Students became more familiar with my expectations and began to value the more non-traditional
questions. I often let students present their varied approaches to the class and I saw students begin to
more flexible in their thinking. It was through portfolios that I saw the greatest increase in the habits of
mind.

The menus were an idea that didn’t pan out the way I hoped. They took a great deal of time to write
and students complained the most about them. Some of the stronger students worked quickly and just did
many of the easier problems, while those who needed those easier starters chose to do the harder
problems, limiting the amount of problems they needed to do. I had to have many individual conversations
and there were some problems that never got done by anyone. I had to abandon this halfway through the
year, but will reflect on better ways to make this possibly work. I used this mainly in the on level classes
and it was overwhelmingly their least favorite at the end of the year.

I think the projects and tessellations were quite successful. Students became more of a community
as the year progressed because for each task they were assigned a new team with new members.
Almost a third of the students mentioned that they were not entirely pleased with the team members at
first, but came to appreciate the talents and insights of their peers. Students definitely worked the
hardest on these with little intervention from me. The students looked forward to the 2-3 presentation
days for the tasks and I noticed a positive difference in their ability to present as the year progressed.
Throughout the year, I found students referencing the concepts from past presentations (both their own
and those from other teams). They rated this homework highest for choice and interest. I also liked
hearing from seven students who told me they used concepts they researched in Math and applied
them in other subjects. My favorite moment this year was a team who used their phone during our class
planning time to facetime in a member who was home sick, but still wanted to work on the project with
her team!

In what ways can we differentiate homework to increase student
achievement, motivation, and integrity?
The biggest changes I made to my homework practices involved:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

offering more choice
allowing for collaboration
giving more time for completion
allowing opportunities for feedback BEFORE the final product was handed in
grading skill based assessments for completeness
constantly reflecting if homework was meeting the needs of both my students and myself
looking for opportunities to differentiate

As I move forward to next year, I will delve deeper into my students’ responses during the year
and look for more ways to help my students see a value in homework. For me, it is not about
assigning more or less, but rather finding ways to motivate my students to practice, explore,
and question more on their own outside the classroom.

