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Homework Stinks. Time for an altogether different bouquet?
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[image: image1.jpg]



Contents

Project overview

Literature review

· Homework usages

· Problems with homework

· A proactive parental view of homework

· Student View

Methodology review
· Ethnography

· Critical discourse

· Action research
Cycle 1

Phase 1
· Research 

· Primary data collection
· Survey Monkey questionnaire and results

· Conclusions and Summary
Phase 2 
· Getting organized
· Action Plan

Phase 3

· Rolling out the tasks
· Collecting evidence

· Marking the work

· Student evaluations

· Focus group
Phase 4

· Reflection

· Student Progress

· Individual student G reflection
· Summary/conclusion of findings
Cycle 2

Phase 1
· Back into the breach

· Usage of gaming in education research
Phase 2 
· A cunning plan

· Homework fighter

· Homework invaders
Phase 3 

· Did it work?
· Student focus group

· Homework invaders
Phase 4

· Reflection

· Colleague project/homework policy presentation

· Final Homework Policy proposal

Final project conclusions
· The smell of success?

All supporting materials to be found in blog format at: ryanunit3.posterous.com
Word count - 10284
Overview
It has existed for decades, suffers from an image problem… and it stinks. Generally parents love it, but students and young people hate it. I believe it is fair to make a comparison between the issue of homework and the dated gentleman’s after shave Old Spice.
Over the course of my teaching career, the lingering odour of homework has remained a persistent problem. The time invested in homework is spent wrestling with the value of the work being produced. There are instances in which the work received is of such poor quality, that the favourable option would be to not set homework at all. I have become increasingly disillusioned with individuals in my teaching groups that regard homework as a lower form of schoolwork, making the decision to opt out of completing homework regardless of benefits or berating. There is a circle of negativity that surrounds homework in the way it is perceived, but also the way it is dealt with it when it is not handed into us on deadline day. Sanctions perpetuate the negativity and students remain cynical about its function. Further examples include tired excuses and simple disengagement from homework at all. The multitude of factors affecting this issue compounds the problem making it a worthwhile sphere to research. 
This action research project will attempt to investigate the perception of homework and tackle the problem of getting Year 10 students to engage with Media Studies homework. Through researching the current (and perpetual) negative view of homework, I undertake a range of methods of research and pragmatic approaches in the face of nurturing the ideal of creativity and intrinsic exploration within the students. At the center of this research is the analysis of the student’s approaches to homework, but also considers the contributing factors of my own teaching practice. Therefore in hypothesizing ‘action’ elements attempts to positively influence my own personal engagement in the long term.
I will ultimately be asking “Are there ways to acclimatize students to the pungency of homework or should we substitute the issue with an altogether different bouquet?”
The project is aimed at my departmental colleagues as a form of proposal to influence homework usage positively across the department of Media, Film and Photography, but ultimately it is intended to improve our practice from a student centric perspective. 
Literature Review

“I have a solar powered calculator and it was cloudy” (English, 2008)
In terms of researching problems associated with homework and its deployment, there are a multitude of sources that have already discussed the benefits and disadvantages of homework. The recurring issue of homework’s effect on students has been debated throughout the twentieth century and continues into the twenty-first. A lack of rigorous high-school homework was even blamed for the Russians beating America in the launch of ‘Sputnik’ in the nineteen-fifties.

On the surface of the debate is the notion that generally government, teachers and parents value homework as a worthwhile process used to extend learning past the confines of the school gates. Any teacher that has ever received a class-wide groan when setting a Friday afternoon homework task will know that their students sit firmly in the opposing camp.

Homework usages

In Homework (1989) Harris Cooper defines usages of homework and divides his findings into two distinct sections:

Academic:

•
Practice homework (reinforce material from classroom instruction)

•
Preparation homework (prepare for new classroom instruction or lesson)

•
Extension homework (enables students to use learned skills to different contexts)

•
Integration homework (project which applies several skills) 

Non-academic:

•
Personal development homework (improve behavioral skills)

•
Communication homework (help develop communication skills with peers and family)

•
Peer interaction homework (to improve team building)

•
Policy homework (to fulfill mandated homework requirements by administration)

Cooper recognizes the deeper aspects of homework application reach further than the simple completion of tasks, and goes on to diversify usages to include social normalizing in the Non-academic group (See above). What Cooper doesn’t include in this list is the sometimes-negative punitive usages that commonly occur in mainstream teaching, for example, the threat of extra homework as a motivational tool to ensure students complete classwork. This approach has the potential to perpetuate the negative image of homework and disengage students from accessing further learning.

Cooper also makes a link between homework and a positive school experience. He explains if there is adequate consideration for how it is used, how much is given and the type of assignment, there is real opportunity to improve homework, engaging them further into subject and making them feel homework is worthwhile, not a tack on exercise. 
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The diagram demonstrates there are similarities between Corno and Cooper’s research. Lyn Corno identifies more usages that are intrinsic to students’ personal development. Corno’s interpretation of homework usages even suggests strategic teacher thinking with intent to tackle TV watching as a threat to student learning. As a Media teacher, this kind of thinking seems alien as a large proportion of the Media Studies curriculum focuses on TV based learning exercises (Textual analysis, marketing, gender studies etc.), so it is hard to incorporate this into strategies to encourage engagement.
In Homework: is it really worth all the bother? (Faulkner and Blyth) the study carried out by the pair on a British sample of students suggests that appropriate homework usage (content and deployment) “can be a valid component of the learning process” (p448). “Homework can stimulate the pupil’s recall skills, enhance retention and generalization, consolidate what has been taught in the day, assess performance and provide important feedback”. On a deeper level, Faulkner and Blyth discuss the further long term benefits in students being able to make the transition from “external rewards” (gold star/specific grades for example) to internally motivated habits that become an expression of intrinsic development. 
Parental involvement with their child’s homework also dictates a proportion of the negative attitude towards homework. Parents often see it as “necessary, regardless of the conflict it frequently generates at home when children are reluctant to complete it” (p449). Faulkner and Blyth continue to highlight parental involvement as a key motivator in the student’s attitude towards homework completion “a lack of interest or confidence in their own ability to help their children, will produce a lack of interest in the pupil and the failure to place any importance of the homework tasks set by the school”. (P449)
Upon further reading, it has become evident that there is a growing contingent of educators, academics and parental groups that see the homework differently and in some cases as a negative part of the school education system. Some see it as an arbitrary process that can hamper a student’s development and disengage them from education in general. 

A proactive parental view against homework

In The case against homework: How homework is hurting our children and what we can do about it (Bennet, Kallish 2006), the pair argue the case against homework from a parental point of view. Their argument begins by accusing homework of “compromising parental choices, jeopardizing children’s health and robbing precious family time.” (P2) Bennet and Kalish’s defensive tone is evident in terms of the language used and sets to crusade against the “evil” that is homework. There is a degree of sensationalizing homework effects to the point in which it is blamed for “nightly crying fits, stomach aches and facial tics”. (P3)
Not all parents take this standpoint and those negative of homework (despite this current trend) are still in the minority. 
Student view

In Teaching Digital Natives Prensky talks of a survey conducted from a sample of students from all strata. His interview asked the question “What do students want from school?” In their response he summarizes the findings:
· They do not want to be lectured to.

· They want to be respected, to be trusted and to have their opinions and values count.

· They want to follow their own interests and passions.

· They want to create using the tools of their time.

· They want to work with their peers on group work and projects (and prevent slackers from getting a free ride).

· They want to make decisions and share control.

· They want to connect with their peers to express and share their opinions, in class and around the world.

· They want to cooperate and compete with each other.

· They want an education that is not just relevant but real.

I considered these points as philosophical starters for developing homework content. In terms of looking at the way homework is developed for students, I perhaps think we overlook the potential for tailoring content in out of lesson contexts. This secondary qualitative data was crucial in terms of improving student engagement with homework.

My own personal standpoint is with the positive, current and relevant ideas of Prensky, Cooper, Faulkner and Blyth. I have also recognized that the application of homework should be tailored to the student’s increasingly mediated lifestyle. Policy writers have to be realistic and progressive and try to move away from perpetuating dated traditional methods. 
Methodology review
In terms of finding the methodology best suited to this project, I considered the following approaches: 

Ethnography
Critical Discourse Analysis
Action Research

Ethnography
Often used for collecting information of the behaviour (or customs) of people and cultures, ethnography exists to understand the nature of human conduct. According to Ethnographic research (Wortham) the goal of ethnography is to “make the familiar strange” Originating from the field of anthropology, ethnography seeks to understand the world as it is. 

In terms of the analysis tools (methods) utilized, ethnographers use a combination of interviews, observations and surveys. The emphasis of the research is one of distance in which researchers will endeavour not to influence the research sample or data in any way. Often surveys will be conducted anonymously and without the presence of the researcher preferring to practice long distance method gathering.

Ethnography is described also as “the attempt to write culture with an eye to the difference between insider and outsider perspectives”(Rebecca Moore Howard)
Based upon the intentions of this project conducting an ethnographic study would not be the best approach. It would in fact be detrimental in terms of the defining ‘change’ aspects of the project. The pre-existing relationship between my students and myself invalidates the ethnographic research model by needing the ethnographer to keep his distance in trying to understand existing behaviour. I am already too involved to ensure impartiality and I already have preconceptions of the outcomes from certain students.
Critical Discourse Analysis

Driven and developed by Norman Fairclough and Ruth Wodak, critical discourse analysis is concerned with studying the use of language within social and political rhetoric. The CDA researcher collects and analyzes linguistics, often applying thinking derived from theorists such as Karl Marx, Foucault, Gramsci etc., Linking language and power to spoken, written and reproduced words and text. Critical discourse has leanings towards identifying social problems or political agenda and focuses on identifying these structures.
According to Fairclough and Wodak, (1997 271-80) the main principles of CDA are:

· CDA addresses social problems

· Power relations are discursive

· Discourse constitutes society and culture

· Discourse does ideological work

· Discourse is historical 
· The link between text and society is mediated

· Discourse analysis is interpretative and explanatory

· Discourse is a form of social action

This methodology is not suited to this project due to its emphasis on recognizing social or political structures that have little bearing on my intended research route. Due to time constraints, I am not trying to bring on regime change within my institution, only inside my students intrinsic approaches.
Action research
Kurt Lewin first defined the term “Action research” circa 1944, but it wasn’t until his 1946 paper “Action Research and Minority Problems” that he defined the term in detail. Describing it as “a comparative research on the conditions and effects of various forms of social action and research leading to social action” that uses “a spiral of steps, each of which is composed of a circle of planning, action and fact-finding about the result of the action”.
In What is good action research? (Huang, 2010) Hilary Bradbury Huang defines her understanding of the term. “Action research is an orientation to knowledge creation that arises in a context of practice and requires researchers to work with practitioners” (p93). In the context of this project I am in the position to be both researcher and practitioner. I feel that the role of educators to observe and bring change to a problem is inherent and commonplace to being an effective learning facilitator. In Jean Mcniff’s Action Research for Professional Development - Concise advice for new action researchers, she writes “One of the strengths of action research is that it begins in practice, and people generate their own theories out of their practice. Action researchers are real people in real situations”. The opportunity for me to assess my methods alongside the affected output from my students makes action research stronger than other methodologies such as ethnography where the outcomes explain behaviour rather than acting upon them.

“Action research emerges from working with practitioners, hence the core emphasis on partnership and participation”(Huang, 2010).
Implementing an action research approach will allow the students I teach, departmental colleagues and my own methods of practice to become contributors to the research and validity of the project. Through two-way feedback, using data collection methods such as surveys and small focus groups there is potential for real positive impact on my own methods and the progress in those I teach. Mcniff states “You can let the voices of others come through to explain how their learning has improved because of your intervention. If they say that you don’t seem to be helping them, you can try to change the situation so that you are”.
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Mcniff Action Research Cycle

Jean Mcniff’s Action Research cycle illustrates that the process consists of four overt stages that (depending on the experiment) can be started at any point in the cycle. The Identification stage deals with recognition of a problem that needs to be solved. The research stage tackles looking into the problem at its cause. The action plan deals with the steps to be taken and the reflection stage allows conclusions to be drawn from the previous steps. The process then returns to the first step in the process.
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Detailed Action Research Model adapted from Susman model (1983) 
The Susman approach to action research consists of five steps in a cycle of ‘action’ but essentially all variations of the model work in a similar fashion. The additional Specifying learning stage is a nuance derived from bisecting the evaluative stage of the research. 
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An extended action research model (modified from McNiff and Whitehead, 2002 and Costello, 2003)
This variation demonstrates an action research spiral that works upon the principal of accumulative action. Each spiral is a continuation of the last and is perhaps a better way of understanding an effective research project.
Action Research is clearly the best-suited methodology for the project. Its multi facetted flexible approach allows real qualitative research to happen with the opportunity to assess the dynamic variables and act and record them accordingly. The nature of the ‘cyclical’ or ‘refinement’ process in the recurring stages brings greater opportunity for long-term change.
Cycle 1, Phase 1 
“I didn't do my homework because of my eyes.....I couldn't see any reason to do it.” (Irvine 2007)
In order to ascertain the scale and intricacies of homework I formulated a questionnaire to understand the student view of this issue. My primary research gathering began with profiling Media Studies students on the subject of homework. The questions were non-specific to Media Studies, but sought to investigate the topic in a “whole school” sense. I wanted to expose the negative perception of homework in the school system and evaluate the findings as a way of addressing the situation.

I engaged qualitative and quantitative methods of questioning students through the use of online surveymonkey site.
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/5F5MMCF
(Username = Ribsy2) (Password = uturnuturn)
Accompanying the data I tried to ascertain causation of the findings as a way to improve the way homework is seen and improved at Kingswood school. It is noted that a survey on a larger scale within differing departments may change biases and final evaluative outcomes. The conclusions are pertinent to my groups as these are the students in which I can directly affect.
“Action researchers enquire into their own” (McNiff 2002)
Primary Data Collection
The sample consisted of 43 students across 3 different Media Studies groups, one of which was my teaching group and two others belonged to my department colleagues. 
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1. What is your opinion of the homework you receive at Kingswood School?

The first question was designed quantitatively to bypass negative responses to the subject matter. The sub-questions attempted to pose the questions neutrally without bias to influence the results. In this sample there was a validation of my earlier hunches in students responding positively to creative homework and homework that utilizes technology. I was mindful that Media students could have a natural bias towards creative technological approaches, as is the nature of Media Studies. As it was my intention to work on a micro level with these groups, I decided to overlook this as a negative facet. This allowed me to develop these approaches later on in the project. 
Other revealing information included that nearly half of the sample (twenty students) did homework at school. Upon elucidating this response they explained to me that they often needed to use the Media suites or specialist equipment for coursework (Digital cameras, SLR’s, editing software such as Final cut pro etc.). I considered group tasks to have an additive influence on this statistic. Many students don’t have easy access to transport so will resort to staying in the Media suites to complete group coursework/homework tasks. 
The majority of the sample (fifteen) expressed that they strongly disagreed with the statement “My parents sometimes help me with homework” but there was a balanced response rate across the remaining ascending questionnaire options (four, eight, eight and eight respectively). I surmised the factors that could have affected this response: 
· Age of the students.
Parent’s expectations for the students to be able to complete their homework without help (The research sample were in year 10).
· Ability of the parents.
Parents without the relevant skills to help positively.
· Parent's adeptness with technology or terminology. 
In the example of Media Studies or IT where those subject’s skillsets had not been as prevalent.
· Students taking ownership of their projects. 

Personalizing and not giving away the opportunity to work on their project (idealistic).
· Parents not taking an interest in the homework. 
(Contentious and difficult to accurately prove).
Thirty students agreed (seventeen) or strongly agreed (thirteen) with the statement “I would rather do all work required in lessons”. Retrospectively this question appears to me to be more loaded than initially considered. If as a student I felt I had the opportunity to participate in a questionnaire that could prevent the receiving of homework, I think I would also pick this option. Additionally this became revealing in terms of the way that the students perceive the function of homework. 
Lastly in this question matrix the majority of the students (twenty – nearly half the sample) disagreed with the option of substituting homework for an extra hour of school. Results would be affected by factoring existing amounts of homework the students receive, ultimately pushing the students to make a decision on which was the ‘better deal’. If students considered themselves to be overloaded with homework, removing that burden would seem the better option.
2. Which subject gives you most homework?
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Wordle representation of question findings – The larger the text, higher the frequency.
This was asked to find out if there was a connection between the frequency of homework and the subject giving the homework.

In the sample’s opinion, the highest number came from core subjects. Science came in highest with eleven participants choosing the subject, Maths had nine and English had six. Out of the entire sample, no students mentioned the ‘Arts’ subjects (Media, Dance, Drama, Art, Music) as giving ‘the most homework’. I asked myself: Are these subjects responsible for the way students see homework? Are we as teachers of the ‘Arts’ not giving enough homework to our students? Is it brazen to suggest we can do the job in lesson time alone? Or are pressures different and greater in the core subjects?
3. How would you judge the quality of the homework tasks you receive?
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55.8% (twenty four) of the sample judged the quality of homework as ‘good’. 
Again I would believe there would be a stigma attached to rating homework as excellent in the majority of students. I admit to having preconceived ideas that the sample would opt for ‘poor’ option.
4. Describe a homework task that you have enjoyed. (If you can remember one!)
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Wordle representation of question findings – The larger the text, the higher the frequency.
Largely the sample answered negatively choosing to answer ‘none’ or ‘can’t remember’. However, in analyzing the positive responses I noticed that a significant amount discussed creative homework with emphasis on artistic production of artifacts. “Designing a loyalty card, presentations, and finding images” exemplify this. Other negative responses include “The part where I set it on fire” and “Next joke…”
5. What is it that you dislike about homework the most? 
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58.1% (25 students) communicated that homework took too long to complete. This finding points to trying shorter homework tasks with the students, but to what end? Reinforcement/practice exercises help students to hone skills (Cooper), but with that comes perpetual tension between theory and practice. At what point does skills development become repetition and potentially disengaging for students? Is it the facilitator’s job to identify this plateau and build higher peaks? 
51.2% (21) thought it got in the way of other interests outside of school. This significant figure had parity with the previous finding in that there is a clear boundary we should consider before we cross over into ‘after school’ or ‘free’ time.
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Phase 1 findings
The findings of my research have reaffirmed that that the sample holds a negative attitude towards homework in general. It is clear that the sample have leanings towards tasks that promote creativity and technology, often being a combination of the two. In these findings and through my own experience of teaching, I know that students enjoy using technological approaches to tasks if there is a way to complete or present information to a higher visual level than they are capable of reproducing by hand. The results also point to the necessity for tasks to be short with bias towards student’s own interests.
Summary of homework problems

· Students manifest negativity towards homework and its deployment.

·  Students not investing time or effort into homework.

· Personal (teacher) reservations in setting ‘unnecessary’ homework due to school policy. 

· Undervaluing homework by not investing in developing new approaches.

· Inconsistency in feedback from teacher.
· Stealing ‘out of school’ time from students and expecting the results to be positive (homework crossing over into time that students see as their own)

The conclusions and data from the research were communicated to colleagues as part of a department meeting. The discussion that followed was beneficial in terms of putting the project into context for my colleagues who were happy for me to develop approaches to tackle homework issues. It was also mooted that if the project appeared successful there would be opportunity to apply the methods department wide extending the impact and reach of the work. This meant that my project had to be easily adaptable and had to be sturdy enough to transition over all students taking Media. 
Cycle 1, Phase 2 
Getting organized
In one sense this was the most important step of the project. My own motivations to make homework for the students interesting and engaging had to be cultivated as I considered they were part of the research and reflection process. I developed a number of homework approaches that were designed to develop my students’ creative Media skills.
I summarized my conclusions from the research and refined them further.

Tasks need to be short

Tasks need to be creative/pro technology

Tasks need to be inclusive of their outside school interests

Tasks should not have a negative tone or be about punishing students

Tasks should allow choices in how they are completed

Tasks should encourage personal intrinsic development

At the beginning of this academic year, my department decided to switch our coursework submission platform to an online blogging format (as recommended by the A-Level OCR Media Studies specification). We had previously resisted as we found the blogging systems that existed had more problems than solutions. I had trialed ‘Posterous’ previously as part of my master’s submission and found the online tools user friendly. We saw excellent results in our A-Level student’s usage of the system, and in terms of the more talented individuals, they pushed themselves incredibly hard in their studies (one student wrote a dissertation length blog). Other advantages we found included:

Twenty-four hour access to the system
This allows students to post work at a time of their choosing, not being held back by limited time with institution specific software/hardware.

I observed that some students posting up work in the early hours of the morning.
Non-specific computer platform access 

Posterous requires an Internet browser and experience is the same regardless of available Mac or PC hardware. We recently had problems in students handing work on incompatible formats.
Students always have somewhere to save work
The online ‘portfolio’ model Negates the need for USB/Portable hard drive solutions. 
Teacher can access their student’s work from any Internet access point 

This includes mobile browsers on Android/IPhone platforms.

Relatively large files can be uploaded with minimal restrictions from Posterous.
Posterous operates a 100mb limit per file per upload, giving ample room for any task to be posted. Most popular video formats are catered for.
Potential for collaborative sharing of work or ideas within homework context. 

Students can check other students work if unsure of how to approach tasks.

Posterous allows aspects of social networking (the function to ‘like’ and comment on work posted up on the site)
Implementing Posterous as the hub of the homework could allow students the freedom to be creative, but also reduce potential for students to hit walls that can stop homework from being completed. 

I decided to trial a sample of year 10 students producing animation homework and uploading the results onto Posterous. This would allow students to engage on their terms. I chose Posterous due to its ease of use and it remains one of the only blogging sites that isn’t blocked by the schools Internet filtering system.
I was initially skeptical as to whether year 10 students would be able to use the site as successfully as our year 12 students but was willing to give the opportunity for the students to prove themselves. I had also observed the similarities in the Posterous system to social networking variants (Facebook/Twitter/Myspace etc.). The interconnectivity aspect of content feeds and subscription functionality has the ability to keep the students linked in to their work and others.
I complemented this process by planning a mini scheme of homework for my teaching groups. Following on from the findings of my initial research I concentrated on developing short, creative and online approaches to their animation projects. This plan was discussed with my department colleagues who became interested in their application department wide. The homework scheme was developed in conjunction with an existing animation unit. This can be found here: 

Scheme of homework can be found here: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/initial-scheme-of-homework
Cycle 1, Phase 3
Rolling out the tasks, collecting data
In creating the tasks there is an exemplification of action undertaken as a result of findings from the phase one research section “helping to prepare students for large units of work” (Corno), “creating with tools of their time” (Prensky) Also links to primary research finding (majority of students preferring tech/creative approaches to homework.
The sample consisted of two year 10 Media studies groups. The ‘option’ group consisted of fifteen students (four girls and eleven boys). The ‘Core’ group consisted of twenty-three students (eight girls and fifteen boys). 

Week one – Set up a Posterous blog and personalize your page.

Homework task: http://btecryan.posterous.com/setup-yer-own-posterous
This task was instructed through my own Posterous page (www.btecryan.posterous.com). I instructed the students to follow the blog instructions in order to complete the homework. I assumed that this was going to be one of the easier tasks for them to complete. Many of the students in my year 10 option group are statemented (six out fifteen) and struggled with the signup and registering process. For those students that failed to complete the task, I took them through the process in the following lesson. This would allow them to engage with the homework tasks that follow and was not seen as a non-submission that needed to be dealt with in terms of punishment or sanctions.
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Example of statemented student’s initial blog setup.
In attempting to incorporate Prensky’s findings of students wanting to create with “tools of their time” (i.e. Posterous) I had made the mistake of assuming that the use of these ‘tools’ would be inherent to the student’s skillset and ability. There is added tension in adding an extra layer of complication to the student work submission, especially in terms of motivating low ability groups. 
As the weeks went by, I observed that the use of the Posterous site was intermittent. Some students concentrated on the specific animation tasks as their animation skills improved. Unless explicitly instructed some students neglected their sites and as result there was a downturn on the upkeep of their individual blogs. I felt this was perhaps not guided enough by myself and had assumed too much of the students. Many of the students had just followed the homework tasks to the letter. I issued further instruction for them to ensure their sites were maintained with homework content. A blogger of the week competition helped to perk interest, but I was uneasy to continue this as the extrinsic reward went slightly against my ideals for the project. I wanted the motivations to be from within my students, but finally came to the conclusion that developing a mix of intrinsic and extrinsic ideals would be more realistic within the confines of this project.

Another positive benefit was the warm realization when the students created their own blog sites. There was a moment of glee when a proud female student became desperate to show me the site she had created. She was visibly proud and wanted to impress me with her work. 
Student Posterous website links:

http://lreadbtecportfolio.posterous.com/
http://lkaylorbtecportfolio.posterous.com/
http://lwellsbtechportfolio.posterous.com/
Week two – Create a bouncing ball animation using I Can animate software package. 
Homework task: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/homework-instruction-bouncing-ball-week-2-of
Using modeling NOT LECTURING approach (prensky)

Students had been briefed in how to use the animation software and had to now show their understanding by producing a simple bouncing ball animation and posting the results onto their blogs. I modeled an example of what I wanted from the students (I had further misgivings about what I would receive) but many of the group completed this homework extremely quickly (I observed one student completing the sequence within ten minutes).
In trying to explain this I came up with these possibilities:
· The homework was too easy and not challenging students enough.

· Homework was set at the right level and engaging the majority of the students positively. 
· Modeling the task had simply made the homework a copying exercise.
At this point the students began to ask for time in the Media suites at breaks and after school extending their exposure to the subject, my guidance and increasing opportunity to develop their media skills. This became a largely encouraging side affect I had not considered, but welcomed the students that showed willing to improve their homework in non-lesson time.
A keen female student from my option group informed me of how she had got her parents to buy the animation program for her and began to make her own animations at home. She found delight in showing me her work and this encouraged me that the homework approaches were having a positive effect. Could this be a break through? Is this a clear sign of student inspiration? 
This student’s work can be found here: http://lwellsbtechportfolio.posterous.com/. The work demonstrates rudimentary animation skills, but is clearly showing her own interpretation of the homework tasks. 

Week three – Create either a flick book animation or an I can animate animation based around the theme of anger. 
Homework task found here: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/homework-instructions-anger-week-3-of-6-0
(Tech vs. non-tech approach comparison)

This task was developed to measure the student’s approach to the task. I gave them a tech/non tech solution for solving the homework task, as I was mindful of the availability of the animation software outside the school environment. The sample was fairly split in their approaches to the homework and there were examples of good work in both tech and non-tech hand-ins. One girl handed in a flick book that was said to have taken five hours to complete. She had chosen to fully illustrate and colour every page of the A5 sized flick book. 
There was a bias for the females in the groups to complete their homework in flick books and the males to complete using the technological equivalent. The males that handed in low achieving homework had largely chosen the flick book approach (I had observed these males completing the homework in break time, just before the lesson) This week’s homework non-hand-in rate was also high (nine students failed to hand in the work). The level of impact my methods were having in these individuals was disappointing. 
For the following week I designed a ‘Homework non-hand-in’ form as a way of logging the non-submissions and justifications for not handing the work in. Admittedly I experienced inner conflict when designing the form, as I was keen to promote the image of homework, not associate it with negative consequences. I did however feel that as part of the research and as a deterrent, the students would be made to fill in the sheet if they failed to hand in homework. My rationale was in trying to find a way to make doing the homework more appealing and less work than not completing the homework. This worked in some cases as students got used to the idea. A familiarity with the weekly routine was helping to instill a homework ethic into certain students.
Homework non-submission sheet:

http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/homework-non-submission
The questions on the sheet were designed to make the student feel responsible for the work not handed in. They were made to complete this sheet in lesson time, but inevitably responses became lackluster as it became evident to the students that this was a punitive measure. The bare minimum of responses were recorded on the sheet and their justifications were in largely in the form of “Forgot” or “I’ve done it but forgot it” As the weeks went by, I questioned the effectiveness of this method and decided, I would tackle this as part of the second cycle of research.
Week four – Using three different camera shots, animate three different scenes that demonstrate your understanding of those shots.
Homework task: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/homework-instructions-camera-shots-week-4-of
The accompanying week’s lesson’s had consisted of students learning relevant identification of camera shots. They had been instructed to show understanding through animating objects or stick men using shot composition appropriately. This task highlighted the learning (or lack of) from the group. Students that had deeper understanding went on to use this in subsequent homework tasks and lessons well. This task was relatively straightforward in terms of a knowledge reinforcement/recap exercise (Corno). 
Week five – Find 3 “Awesome” links to animations on the Internet. Post those links onto Posterous and be prepared to explain, “why you think they are awesome”. 
Homework task: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/homework-instructions-anger-week-5-of-6
This was intended to develop “preparation homework” (Cooper and Corno) for the following lesson. The intention was that the class would observe each other’s findings and discuss collaboratively the processes and techniques used in order to be able to develop skills in the classroom. I wanted to be inspired by the information that my students sourced. There were a number of problems in its implementation.

Some students didn’t understand what was required from them due to the technicalities of the blogging system. Although I had considered the task to have been explained clearly, many students had trouble making links work. In part this was due to the schools Internet filtering system. For those students that got the links to work, the school system also stopped links from displaying animations and undermined the efforts of the students. I could tell which students had completed the homework, but lost a potentially valuable insight into their work. It is my view that the filtering (blocking) of video hosting sites such as ‘youtube’ and vimeo is detrimental in terms of sharing and collaborative exercises that relate directly to the students world. The move in educational institutions to blanket block these media portals sends us back to a pre-internet era that becomes more about instructional methods rather than the sharing of information. 
Week six – Create a flick book or an I can animate animation based upon the theme of Monsters or Aliens.
Homework task: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/homework-instructions-aliens-or-monsters-link
This task was criticized from female members of the sample who had perceived it to be too ‘boyish’. They were instantly disengaged by the sci-fi element, which was something I hadn’t considered before I gave them the task. Accepting this, I gave the group the further option of producing a task based upon something of their choosing, allowing them to take control. Having very recently read the relevant chapter, I incorporated Prensky’s partnering suggestion of allowing “different pathways to reach the same goal”, I allowed those female students to set their own homework brief. They opted to animate animals and nature themed content. Generally, the males flourished with this task and overtly stated that this was the “best of the homework’s yet”. There was a clear gender divide in the reception of the task.
At the end of this cycle I created a compilation of the student’s animation pieces. They were edited together and played to the group.
http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/greatest-hits-of-year-10-animation-option-gro
Marking the work

With all of the homework tasks given to students, there was explicit guidance in the expectations of the task. Students were given instructions in how work was going to marked and how they could reach higher grades. This followed conventions of the BTEC marking criteria in terms of students receiving a Pass, Merit or Distinction for their work. 
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Example of the explicit marking criteria for homework tasks
Students that were observably competitive got into the spirit of the work and tried to beat their peers. They had seen the opportunity to beat their classmates and thrived on these aspects of the task (this later influenced the cycle two progression relating to gaming). In the case of a number of boys in the sample, their attainment started to rise. In terms of feedback given, I largely gave verbal feedback as I judged which criteria the homework fit into (looking back I slightly regretted a missed opportunity in terms formative marking which later became part of the homework policy proposal).
Next for this phase, students completed an evaluation form that helped me to assess the process. Survey found here: http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/PJQFXRQ  (Username = Ribsy2) (Password = uturnuturn) 
A significant amount of responses were positive about the homework and importantly it led me to believe I was making positive changes to student development. In terms of feedback from the individual tasks, the data showed that the majority of students rated the tasks as ‘Ok’ or ‘good’ which is better than I expected. 
The difficulty level was also seemingly pitched well in terms of the majority picking “About right” in terms of the difficulty question.

In answering the skill development question, the majority of students thought that they had improved more in lessons than in homework tasks.
The feedback was useful in terms of recognizing student attitudes towards homework. It allowed me to reflect on homework content and develop deeper focuses in terms of thinking about the forthcoming second cycle.
A focus group that garners conclusions from cycle one and two can be found at: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/focus-group-end-of-cycle-2
N.B. For balance, conclusions for this video reside in the cycle two/phase three section.
Cycle 1, Phase 4 
Reflection
In giving the sample consistent regular homework tasks, there were clear signs that they had engaged with the basics of animation and the technology involved. Whilst there were no initial artistic tendencies within the group, there were individuals that had been allowed through the homework to express themselves creatively in this context. I was genuinely touched by ideas emanating from the group. Many lower ability students were expressing their potential in ways that wouldn’t be possible given the minimal time allowance they would receive in the school timetable. Students had also been given the opportunity of increased exposure to computer suites and to my extended guidance in terms of technical queries.
On a personal level, there was also an impact on my understanding of the ability of the students in my groups. Due to the (intended) nature of homework being completed at home, there was less potential for students to simply observe and copy the methods of the person they sit next to in class. There became a clearer view (from my perspective) of what students are actually capable of. It became easier to identify students with differentiation needs, which can differ from the school-wide information given by the schools networked Sims system. Many low ability students are given the opportunity to achieve high grades through the BTEC media course due to the absence of examinations. There is also an emphasis on the development on the production based skills development.

Study of student work (G)
Student G is statemented with an EBD (Emotional Behavioural Disorder) and became of interest in this sample due to the meticulous patience he displayed in terms of animation homework tasks. Student G struggled with concentration issues in previous modules and has poor written ability.

Student ‘G’ chose to complete the homework tasks digitally, spending much of his free time in the media suites. Student ‘G’s’ animation’s consisted of movie influenced themes that concentrated on transformative content such as Transformers or Hulk sequences and notably complex animations that required a large amount of patience. Student ‘G’ handed in all homework tasks on time and even sought out the homework task when he was absent (indeed a rare occurrence in my institution) Student G responded well to praise, seemingly spurring on his efforts but Student G’s concentration issues eventually manifested themselves by ‘G’ getting frustrated when the animation process didn’t go as he planned. I observed ‘G’ repeatedly starting new animation projects and invariably discarding what I considered to be worthy work. I had been able to engage with ‘G’s’ homework output to a greater extent through my approaches and it helped me to gauge his work artistically. There was evidence to suggest that his classwork attainment had improved through his contributory homework skills. George attained highly in the homework tasks.
Examples of G’s work exist at: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/george-holland
It should also be said that there were still a significant proportion of students (See ‘homework log’ in appendix) that chose not to engage with homework fully. Students completing homework to a poor standard or not completing homework at all is a persistent frustration of mine. 
Homework Log

Homework log: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/homework-log 

The homework logging information helped to track student progress on a weekly basis and helped me to identify those struggling with homework. I was able to highlight progress on a weekly basis, which helped particular students to put their progress into context. Getting the students organized with the homework helped in terms of the quality and amount of homework I received back from them.
Students began to question the regularity of homework received on a weekly basis. One of the difficulties of carrying out a homework experiment such as this is the conflict of the action researcher with the desire to collect as much data as possible whilst attempting to improve the image of homework. I felt an increasing need to justify regular homework to students, which in some cases was proving to have an adverse effect on the quality of homework returned. There were groans and questions such as “Are we going to get homework every week now?” I hadn’t factored in a homework overload, adding in to the equation. 
In attempting to engage the students with creative/technology homework I had the idealistic notion that all the students would ‘jump on board’ with these approaches but I still found recurring problems with students not completing homework. There was perhaps a naivety on my part that there would be a magic pill, or a solution that would jump out of the research. 
Regardless of my intervention, I still felt my approaches weren’t affecting the majority enough. I had wanted to change student attitudes towards homework, but it was more in the region of minority numbers.
Were my expectations too high, or were they not high enough?
Cycle 2
Cycle 2 Phase 1
Back into the breach

Much of the work done within cycle two is the culmination of reflection and consideration of how to build upon facets of cycle one. There is a continuation of ‘deodorizing’ homework through attempts to increase student engagement but concentrates on developing motivators that students will respond to. In cycle two I had a ‘hunch’ that I could experiment with gaming aspects in the way my media students considered homework.
In completing the first cycle, there were still aspects of the project I was unhappy with. These were:

Still not having full homework engagement from certain students

Students were still not handing in homework

Students dismissing homework (Not taking responsibility for the work)
These points became my main focus for cycle two.
My starting point for the research in cycle two was looking at the potential of increasing engagement by using video games and gaming metaphors in my approach to homework setting.
In Understanding Media: The extensions of man (1994) McLuhan defines the usage potential of games in everyday life:

· For games to be welcome they must convey an echo of workaday life;

· Art and games enable us to stand aside from the material pressures of routine and convention, observing and questioning;

· Art and games need rules, conventions and spectators;

· Games are a translator of experiences;

· Games shift familiar experiences into new forms, giving the bleak and the bleak side of things sudden luminosity;

· Games are contrived and controlled situations, extensions of group awareness that permit a respite from customary patterns;
· Games are situations contrived to permit simultaneous participation of many people in some significant pattern of their own corporate lives.

Marshall McLuhan identifies the transformative potential of games (or gaming) to make everyday processes seem unique or engaging for the participants. This fits well with my desire to update homework’s image in this context. 
In examining the way video games work, the structures within educational content have parity in terms of developing the player (student) and challenging them throughout the game (their education). As long as the rules are clearly stated and fair to all participants, there should be potential for implementation by the designers (teachers). As educators in the position to develop engagement strategies we can use the games design model to ensure that students strategies in attempting tasks are challenged and new combinations of skills are encouraged in gaming contexts. Common game structures work in terms of increasing the levels of difficulty that the user is subjected to. Similarities between this and the increasing difficulty tiers of curriculum content are clear to me and are of interest particularly in this project.
In On Game Design (2004) Chris Crawford observes how curriculum designers could use the methods of game designers to engage students in new methods of skill development.
“Games are designed to help players develop new skills and tactics that can be layered and manipulated to evolve strategies to create the player’s desired outcome. Once a player develops a skill and uses it tactically, in many cases the game is designed to make the player change their strategy and use the skills and tactics in novel ways so that pure trial and error is not enough to win.”

“We should begin to look at games as being similar to experimentation and curriculum: if the rules and context are well designed, behaviors will manifest, hypotheses can be tested and observed, and predictions about human learning can be validated.” (Video Games as Metaphor for Learning and Curriculum Design Dubbels, 2004)
In terms of additional primary research I reverted back to the homework log, which allowed me to decide which students I was going to target with the subsequent approaches.
Cycle 2 Phase 2

A cunning plan
In recognizing that video games can be key motivators for students (“giving the bleak side of things sudden luminosity”, McLuhan), I started to look at trying to develop alternate methods to get students to complete homework. My plan was to use video games as part of homework process (Still within the animation unit). Using universally known video games iconography, I developed visual stimuli to engage attitudes towards completion and increase the quality of homework. This would be shown in lessons as a way of increasing the importance of the homework process.
The plan

Incorporate video game themed content into homework approaches.

Use it on the students

Get student response

I worked with two video games genre: The ‘Beat em up’ and the ‘Shoot em up’ variants. Within Keynote, I designed two separate examples that utilized recognizable content from Street Fighter 2 and Space Invaders.
Homework fighter: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/kingswood-fighter-test
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The Street Fighter 2 (or Homework fighter as it became known) was intended to highlight when students failed to hand in homework on deadline day. I showed this to my colleagues that were supportive, but highlighted its limitations in terms of usage. I agreed that I needed to work more on actual gaming elements of the project. I was pleased with the aesthetics but there needed to be more depth in how it was used with students. It must also be said that creating this resource was time consuming and involved extra work when inputting the names of the students into keynote. In further discussion with my colleagues we discussed the possibility of involving more students at once so as to reduce the time spent on creating this resource.
I worked on prototype number two, which used Space Invaders as its key gaming influence.

This incorporated gaming elements into the homework and the working example can be viewed from the link below.
Homework invaders prototype with accompanying dialogue/demo

http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/homework-invaders-progress-prototype
(Video also contains elucidation of content and usage)
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Homework invaders game rules

All students begin with one life

If the students meet the ‘Distinction’ grading criteria they gain a life

If students fail to hand in homework or fail to reach pass standard they lose a life

If students lose all lives, they receive a break detention

If all students in the group complete homework to at least pass level, then the class receivesa non-homework week.

All students had the rules explicitly described to them in the classroom upon its introduction.
Cycle 2 Phase 3
Did it work?
The usage of Homework Invaders worked well in terms of the group engaging with the gaming aspects. In a range of students I observed their positive progress and competitive natures manifesting in their homework approaches. They instantly recognized the space invaders theme and were able to interpret its usage into homework. As students saw their peers’ names being wiped out by a Space invader it visibly engaged their homework hand in the following week as they sought to ‘win’ in the homework context.
Students worked out that they could exploit the framework of the rules and were working to gain lives (by earning distinction grades) in order to have weeks off from homework. I considered this to be part of the appeal of the game and was happy for them to ‘play’ the homework this way. Not all students were in tune with this approach (As is the cynicism of teenage boys and girls), but I made it clear to them that this was what we were going to do from now on. My commitment to the project felt as if it was paying off.
Student Focus group

I conducted a student focus group that evaluated the success of the homework approaches. 
Full video: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/focus-group-end-of-cycle-2
Focus group questions: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/cycle-2-focus-group-questions
N.B. Due to time restraints, the sample were asked to participate at break time. There are visible signs that students want to leave the room and answer the questions impatiently. In some part I feel this limited responses to the questions but have summarized key parts of the conversation below.

The response was initially positive in terms of the group’s opinion of the homework tasks. In asking the question “What was your opinion of the homework you were given?” Richard went as far as to say “It was the best homework I’ve ever got”. When asked to explain why, Richard responded “Because all the others are writing and I don’t…. do writing”. For this student, he found a way to engage with homework despite his reservations in terms of his own writing. The practical nature of the tasks suited his ability level (Statemented with an EBD)

Leah responds to this question stating “Yeah I didn’t like the flick book ones”. When asked why, she states, “because I can’t draw” This student has made a distinction between drawing on paper and drawing on the computer, in fact not considering the usage of the computer to be a form of drawing. Her use of technology had overcome her misgivings of her drawing ability. 

On the theme of Homework Invaders, the group was largely positive about its use. Richard commented on the ‘fairness’ of the game, focusing on the fact that students were given chances to complete work, “if we ran out of lives then we got a detention”. It was clear that they understood and were abiding by the rules of the game.

In asking the group of the difficulty of the tasks, the answers ranged between ‘easy’ and ‘about right’. This I feel was due to options in the way the students could strive to push themselves harder and attain at their discretion (depending on lives left in the game and the Pass, Merit and distinction criteria)

I asked the sample “Do you think you’ve got better at animation through the homework you’ve done?” “I got a distinction”, replied Leah.

“We were allowed to take our own time in practicing. It sort of gave us more time to learn more about it just doing it in lesson time” - Sven
In asking the group the question of homework feedback there was a collective agreement that verbal feedback was adequate.

The group had interesting things to say about making the homework better.

Interviewer: “What do you think would make Media homework better?” 

Alex: “Less”

Interviewer: “Did you think there was too much?”

Alex: “Yeh, like every week”

Lucy: “Its not fair on everyone else that does their homework and the people that don’t do it, I think that they should just have homework and we should get homework every two weeks”

Interviewer: “But Richard got a break detention”

Richard: “Yeh, I got punished!”

Lucy: “If you do your homework to distinction or merit, then I don’t think you should have it again [Every week]. If it’s not as good as it should be then….

Alex: “But that’s like punishing someone for not being very good at it..”

Lucy: “But you know what I mean, if you can tell that they’ve rushed it and done it in five minutes”

Sam (off camera) “But how can you tell?”

Lucy “Because you can…”

Driving the conversation, Lucy (who is a good student that always handed her homework in) highlighted the injustice of what happens to students when homework is not completed. Her point of rewarding good students with less homework sounds like a good incentive, but would perpetuate the negativity issue surrounding homework sanctions or punitive measures. There is still a stigma attached to the completing homework for the students, and the complexities are still to be solved. 

In general this focus group helped to confirm that the approaches I had undertaken had positive outcomes (at least with the students in the sample) If I was to continue into a third cycle, I would try to implement these suggestions as a way of making further student-centric changes.

Cycle 2 Phase 4
Reflection

Cycle two applied the use of video game content directly to the work done in cycle one. In doing so, it allowed students to think of homework in a different way. Students responded well to the gaming content which led me believe there is room to implement further pedagogic gaming research into Media Studies. I think it is clear from evidence in the homework log and the focus group that students were getting more involved and spending more time thinking about homework. The positive use of language relating to homework in feedback was encouraging and I came to the conclusion that even though not every student had completed set homework or produced mind-blowing results, I was happy to find project affirming development in individuals that invested in the process. I was not searching for ultimate compliance, just a deeper understanding of making the process better for everyone involved.
Colleague presentation

At the end of this section I presented my findings to my department followed by Keynote Presentation of a proposal for a Media Studies specific homework policy.
This presentation can be found here: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/homework-policy-presentation
In the resulting discussion with my colleagues, this presentation became the basis for a new policy that would be put in to place at the start of the next academic year. No specific Media Studies homework policy existed up until this point.
The current Kingswood (whole school) homework policy document can be found here: http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/the-kingswood-school-homework-policy
The existing Kingswood School Homework policy is aimed at encouraging the ‘good practice’ of teachers at Kingswood School. It is broadly prescriptive of usages and content, giving some flexibility in its’ interpretation allowing for ETHA’s (Extended task homework assignments) which I feel is a nod towards the ‘Arts’ subjects. However, I felt that there was room to improve specific needs of the Media Studies department regarding homework. The new policy is shaped around the findings in this project and specific to practice within the department. It clearly spells out the non-conventional attitude towards Media Studies homework.

 I identified the potential to have two versions of the homework policy. One would be intended for department colleagues and the other would be aimed at Parents/students. This would allow nuances of the language to be more specific. I considered this to be essential as these documents are downloadable from the schools website. 
The new Media, Film and Photography homework policies can be found here:

http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/homework-policy-colleagues (Departmental version)
http://ryanunit3.posterous.com/homework-policy-studentsparents# (Students/parent version)

Final conclusion – The smell of success?
In reflecting on the work undertaken in this project, I feel there has been significant, positive progress across both cycles. I will admit that there were occasions in which I felt I was fighting a losing battle in dealing with negative student attitudes towards homework, but it made me realize the image of homework is something that is incredibly hard to improve, especially from a teacher perspective. Setting of homework is a universally unpopular move by any educator, as most students will always agree.

In my approaches to the project I will not make the mistake of suggesting that I found a single magic solution to solving the issue. (I surmise there would need to be a massive cultural change that would exist on a global scale - think what High school Musical or Glee did for singing in schools). The issue is as complex as society itself, being affected by factors such as environment, attitude of peers, parents, self-motivation, ability, etc. 
I am however suggesting we can make small steps in the right direction. Engaging students to motivate themselves by any means, be it within video games, movies or social networking, (to name the latest in moral panic) helps us stay in touch with our students and closer to being a relevant aspect of their lives (If we can’t maintain relevance, then what’s the point?) With these intrinsic ideals in place we may be able to forge better relationships that mean our students are more receptive to out of school learning.
I argue that a variation in approaches and a genuine belief in the work you ask your students to complete is key. In turn, we must foster self-awareness in how to deal with the problems that arise, putting ourselves in the position to manoeuvre and bend around those issues. As the saying goes, there is strength in flexibility. Our approaches to homework have to be considered by the value potential they offer to our students for future development in skills and careers that have yet to be invented. 
I propose we settle for the smell we know (but don’t always love) in the form of a rebrand, a kind of homework 2.0 that holds pertinence to future education. It will still smart on the nostrils but the mutual benefits for student and teacher emanate glorious rewards. 
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