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Designing Homework for Parental

Involvement
By Michelle Schira Hagerman

As you think about your curriculum design, consider finding ways for
parents to be regularly involved in your students” homework.
“Involved” doesn’t mean designing homework for parents to do;
they're not the ones going to school, after all. It does, however, mean
creating opportunities for parents to contribute in meaningful and
clearly defined ways.

Research shows that parents, particularly those who had poor school
experiences themselves, can feel rather intimidated by high school.
When they're already feeling the pressures of complicated work
schedules, financial worries, parenting, language and cultural barriers,
it's easy to understand why parents, who may be feeling that the
curriculum is above their skill level, are less involved in their teen’s
schooling than teachers might like. Plus, if we think about the
messages parents get from their teens and the school to back off — or
rather, allow their child to become more independent — lower parental
involvement in high school seems almost justified.

The irony is that teens, who are in the throes of major social, academic
and developmental transitions, need strong parental guidance more
than ever. That guidance needs to extend to school. And yet, parents
struggle to know what to do and how to do it right.

That's where teachers can make all the difference. But beware;
homework can be a lightning rod for conflict between teens and their
parents, particularly if the expectations are too vague or too great.

How can you design homework assignments that encourage positive
parental involvement? Here are some strategies, based on research by
Kathleen Hoover-Dempsey and her colleagues at Vanderbilt University
and Joyce Epstein. (See sidebar.)

Teachers Involving Parents in
Schoolwork is an interactive
homework program developed
by Dr. Joyce Epstein of Johns
Hopkins University. It works for
students and families at all levels,
including high school. The
program has five goals.

1. Build students’ confidence by
requiring them to show their
work, share ideas, gather
reactions, interview parents,
or conduct other interactions
with a family member.

2. Link schoolwork with real-life
situations.

3. Help parents understand
more of what their children
are learning at school.

4. Encourage parents and
children to talk regularly
about schoolwork and
progress.

5. Enable teachers and parents
to frequently communicate
about children’s work,
progress or problems.

To see these goals, get more
information, resources and
sample homework activities,
check out the National Network
of Partnership Schools website:
www.csos.jhu.edu/P2000/tips



http://www.csos.jhu.edu/P2000/tips

1. Communicate early and often with parents. Let them know
that you'd like them to be involved with their teen’s homework
right from the start of the year. All communications should
clearly outline exactly what parents are expected to do. If it's in
writing, teens can't sell their parents some other story.
2. Tell your students to ask their parents for help. When teens
invite their parents to help, parents are more likely to get
involved. Make sure your students know exactly what their
parents are supposed to do, too. Again-less room for
negotiation and teens get the message that their parents play
an important role in their success at school.
3. Reassure and validate parental involvement. When parents
are informed of the deep value their participation adds to their
child’s learning, they're more likely to contribute. Let them
know that the assignments won't be based on specific
academic knowledge of your subject and that every parent’s f
contributions are valued, welcomed and respected.
4. Keep it small and simple. Don't expect parents to have a lot of
time. The smaller and more simple the task, the more likely it
will be for parents to contribute.
5. Design assignments that encourage parent-teen closeness. f
Keep in mind that parenting a teenager can be really, really
hard. After years of nurturing this little person, it's often heart-
breaking for parents to feel less needed. It's life, but most
parents appreciate opportunities to connect with their teenage f
children in positive ways. Small but meaningful conversations
can impact other parts of their lives too.
6. Create a schedule. It's easier for families to work together on
homework if they know when they’ll need to do it. Assign
“parent” homework on a regular and predictable schedule
(once a week or once every other week). Give enough time for f
the assignment to be turned around. Weekends help.
7. Work with a colleague. If you team-teach or work as part of a
grade team, consider working with your colleagues to
brainstorm common homework assignments that involve
parents.

8. Invite parents to give you feedback. ||| GGG f
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