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HOMEWORK IN PRIMARY SCHOOL: 
COULD IT BE MADE MORE  

CHILD–FRIENDLY?

KJERSTI LIEN HOLTE

Abstract
Homework plays a crucial role in the childhood environment. Teachers argue that homework is important  
for learning both school subjects and a good work ethic. Hattie (2013, p. 39) referenced 116 studies from 
around the world which show that homework has almost no effect on children’s learning at primary school. 
Some studies have also found little effect on the development of a good work ethic or that homework may  
be counterproductive as children develop strategies to get away with doing as little as possible, experience 
physical and emotional fatigue, and lose interest in school (Cooper, 1989; Klette, 2007; Kohn, 2010).  
The present article argues that the practice of homework in Norwegian primary schools potentially threatens  
the quality of childhood, using Befring’s (2012) five indicators of quality. These indicators are: good  
and close relationships, appreciation of diversity and variety, development of interest and an optimistic future 
outlook, caution with regards to risks, and measures to counteract the reproduction of social differences. 
The analysis builds on empirical data from in-depth interviews with 37 teachers and document analysis  
of 107 weekly plans from 15 different schools. The results show that the practice of homework potentially 
threatens the quality of childhood in all five indicators. The findings suggest that there is a need for teachers 
to rethink the practice of homework in primary schools to protect the value and quality of childhood. 
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Introduction

Homework is defined as work teachers tell pupils to do outside of school 
hours (Cooper, 1989). Amounts of homework vary among teachers, schools, 
and countries. There’s little data on how much time primary school pupils 
spend on homework, but according to the Organisation for Economic  
Co-operation and Development (OECD) and various educational research 
partners there are large differences among countries in how much time 
15-year-old students spend doing homework. These numbers are based  
on students’ self-reports on time spent per week doing homework or other 
studying assigned by teachers (OECD, 2014). As seen in Fig. 1, Finland, 
Korea, and the Czech Republic are the three countries with the lowest reported 
weekly times spent on homework. Norway is in the middle. 
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Figure 1: 
Self-reported time spent on homework by 15-year-old students (based on data from OECD, 2014).
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These numbers are based on self-reporting from 15-year-old students, and 
we cannot be sure about the degree to which this is also the case for primary 
school pupils. In the case of Norway, numbers from the Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 2007 show that 50% of pupils  
in fourth grade spent less than 1 hour per day doing homework. A further 
28% spent between 1 and 2 hours per day on homework, and 10% spent as 
much as 2–4 hours per day (Rønning, 2010).
 In Norway, teachers are, in theory, free to choose whether or not to use 
homework with their students. At the same time, legislation instructs 
municipalities to provide 8 hours of homework support per week at school. 
Non-governmental organizations such as the Red Cross provide homework 
support to help children and families who have problems. It has also  
become big business to sell homework support to families who are struggling 
or who want something else from their family time.
 Results from the TIMSS from 2003 to 2011 show that the volume of 
homework has increased over time (Valdermo, 2014). In 2009, Grønmo and 
Onstad presented TIMSS results showing that homework was corrected  
and given feedback by teachers to only a small extent. These authors argued 
that if homework is not corrected or connected to what is going on in the 
classroom it might leave the impression that homework is just something  
that should be done and not something from which to learn. They argued 
that Norwegian teachers should rethink homework in all subjects and  
make it more useful for learning (Grønmo & Onstad, 2009). What is surprising 
is that the idea of leaving an impression that homework is just something  
that should be done does not seem to be a problem that teachers and schools 
relate to. Doing something because it should be done is based on the idea 
that homework is a tool for teaching pupils a good work ethic. This is rarely 
mentioned in educational research and seldom subject to discussion. One 
explanation may be that schools as institutions have a strong need to  
maintain their hegemony and therefore feel endangered when academics ask 
critical questions about the school as an organization or about pedagogical 
practices (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1993). Apple (1982) argued that teachers  
and schools often blame problems on pupils or parents to avoid rethinking 
their practices. It is therefore of great academic importance to address these 
topics. The enormous gap in qualitative research on homework also makes 
it important to conduct research in this area.
 Rønning’s analyses of the TIMSS results for Norway from 2007 showed 
that pupils from low socioeconomic backgrounds who were assigned  
a large amount of homework had lower achievement than pupils with similar 
backgrounds who were assigned less homework. The study also showed  
that among the pupils who did homework, pupils with low socioeconomic 
backgrounds spent more time doing homework than pupils with high 
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socioeconomic backgrounds did. There were also more pupils with low 
socioeconomic backgrounds who reported that they did not spend any time 
on homework (Rønning, 2010). This means the practice of homework has 
ethical issues that make it important to examine the practice in depth. 
 This article will present results showing how the practice of homework 
can endanger childhood in different ways. The health sector in Norway 
 has reported an enormous increase in stress-related diseases among children 
over the past five years. It is now expected that 30% of children will have 
stress-related diseases during their childhood and that for 10–15% of them 
the disease will be so serious that they will need health services (Brøyn  
2016). After Hattie’s (2013) findings, one cannot argue that this is the price 
we have to pay for children in primary school to learn, but some will argue 
that it is the price that must be paid to teach children a good work ethic.  
This article therefore includes reasoning about work ethics. 
 Before describing the present research, I will first consider what is implied 
by work ethics and consider previous research on homework and work  
ethics. I will then discuss Befring’s (2012) five indicators of a high-quality 
childhood, namely: 
 1. Good and close relationships,
 2. Appreciation of diversity and variety,
 3. Development of interests and an optimistic future outlook,
 4. Caution with regard to risks, and
 5. Measures to counteract reproductive processes.

Work ethic

The Norwegian general curriculum states that “pupils’ achievement is clearly 
influenced by the work habits acquired during their early years at school.” 
Moreover, “good work habits developed at school have benefits far beyond 
the school framework.” This is justified by the premise that school should 
prepare children for “the tasks of working and social life” (The Norwegian 
Directorate of Education and Training, 2015, p. 27). The curriculum does not 
describe what is meant by good work habits. So, what is meant by good work 
habits or a good work ethic and what does research say about the statement 
“pupils’ achievement is clearly influenced by the work habits acquired during 
their early years at school”?
 Work ethics are traditionally linked to adults’ work and social lives. Weber 
laid much of the foundation for discussions of work ethics in his book The 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, published in 1904–5. The capitalist 
work ethic was then understood as the driving force behind industrialization, 
economic growth, and capitalism in North-west Europe and North America. 
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A work ethic may be defined as “beliefs about the moral superiority of hard 
work over leisure or idleness, craft pride over carelessness, sacrifice over 
profligacy, earned over unearned income and positive over negative attitudes 
toward work” (Andrisani & Parnes, 1983, p. 104). Research has shown that 
the capitalist work ethic is now shared universally, albeit with cultural 
variations (Modrack, 2008, p. 7). 
 The capitalist work ethic consists of four dimensions. These are belief  
in hard work, avoidance of leisure, independence of others, and asceticism, 
i.e. abstaining from pleasure and enjoyment and even causing oneself  
distress. The same dimensions can be found in Islamic work ethics, but unlike 
capitalist ethics, here time is divided into three parts: one for rest, one for 
work, and one for religious, social, and family activities (Modrack, 2008; 
Rice, 1999; Shirokanova, 2015, p. 618). Good work ethics are also regarded 
as including not wasting time, being honest and diligent, persevering, and 
aiming at perfection. 
 Asian cultures are known to have high work ethics. A survey showed that 
one in five Japanese companies reported staff who are in danger of dying 
from overwork. “Karoshi” means death from overwork and such cases began 
being recorded in 1987. Every year, there are hundreds of deaths recorded as 
karoshi (E24, 2016). 
 The values   of the capitalist work ethic have been criticized for not having 
any value in themselves but merely being an instrument for the reproduction 
of social inequality as a precondition for the organization of production  
in society ( Juul, 2010; Befring, 2012). Increased production and economic 
growth have resulted in threats to the environment and people’s health.  
The French philosopher André Gorz argued that a work ethic as we know  
it is passé and can no longer be said to be relevant to current or future work 
or society. He argued that such a work ethic has become obsolete and that  
it is no longer true that increased production means increased work or that 
increased production will lead to an improved way of life. According to Gorz, 
current and future working life and society require us to produce and work 
differently. In light of this perspective, two new approaches to work ethics 
have appeared: “a work–life balance” and “working smart” (Ford, 2014). 
So what does a work–life balance mean and can it be called a work ethic?  
A work–life balance approach to work ethics emphasizes, similarly as with 
Islamic work ethics, a division between focus at work and focus on being  
a human (Goleman, 2013). In Islamic work ethics, religion is the reason for 
doing various things during a day. With a work–life balance, activities are 
based on what research has found to be the most efficient for people to  
be able to focus on work and work smart when working. Research has 
concluded that a balance in life is important for efficiency. This approach 
differs from that of the capitalist work ethic, which emphasizes working  

KJERSTI LIEN HOLTE



19

as much as possible and that working more will help you work better. Since 
the main argument for a work–life balance is that it will make people more 
efficient, it shares the main goal of a capitalist perspective on work ethics. 
Research has shown that meditation, spending time in nature, and doing 
something truly enjoyable are the most important things we can do in our 
spare time in order to work smarter when we work (Goleman, 2013). For 
some people, this will mean activities such as spending time with family  
or friends, praying, and being outside. We see that this runs contrary to the 
familiar work ethic of working hard, disconnecting from nature, and  
avoiding anything that is fun or pleasurable. 
 There is research showing that homework can help pupils develop good 
work habits, such as following instructions, setting goals, organizing work, 
allocating time, and discovering strategies for dealing with mistakes, 
difficulties, and disturbances (Bempechat, 2004; Cooper et. al 2006; Corno 
& Xu, 2004) but the literature is not unambiguous. There are studies  
showing a negative correlation between homework and the acquisition  
of good work habits and work ethics. One literature review studying 100 
articles and books about study techniques for pupils found that 88–95%  
were about organizing time, reading techniques, test preparation, and note-
taking techniques (Hadwin & Tevaarwerk, 2004). It remains up for discussion 
how useful these skills are for students’ future working lives. In a video 
observational study of a fifth-grade classroom, Klette (2007, p. 352) found 
that a group of observed boys had established what she called a minimum 
strategy culture regarding homework. She also found that some pupils  
finished their maths homework immediately and some procrastinated on it. 
There were few indications of pupils doing some work every day in accordance  
with the idea that long-term and repeated work would lead to good results. 
This study found that both students who did things quickly and those who 
procrastinated sometimes could go for up to 12 days before they did any 
maths after school hours. This shows the importance of being clear when 
assigning homework about what is actually meant by a good work ethic  
and good work habits. 

Quality indicators of childhood

Childhood has two functions. First, it has great intrinsic value because of  
its essence that is fundamentally important to protect. Second, childhood is 
the foundation for personality development throughout life (Befring,  
2012, p. 30). Although childhood is primarily part of the private family,  
it is also institutionalized in that the child spends considerable time at school.  
Children at primary school stand with one foot in their family and one foot 
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in their school. Homework can be a tool to create cooperation between the 
two realms. 
 Befring (2012) introduced five quality indicators of childhood: good,  
close relationships and networks; appreciation of diversity and variety; 
development of interests and optimism; caution regarding risks; and prevention 
of reproductive processes. Most important for children are good, close 
relationships and networks. This implies that families need support and 
encouragement to manage their responsibilities. The family must have suitable 
working conditions for these responsibilities. It is important to emphasize 
that families are far less well prepared than school professionals are to work 
at learning tasks. The modern family is very serious about parenting,  
but it is stressful and demanding to combine this with work. There may also 
be financial or personal problems in the family. 
 Appreciation of diversity and variety is also an important indicator of a 
good childhood; this involves nurturing the particular qualities of each 
individual child. The greatest threat to this is what Befring calls the positivistic 
educational concept. This means one-dimensional teaching that tries to force 
all learners into a single mold, and Befring argues for renewal in this area. 
An important point is that children are not small adults. Children are very 
different from adults in terms of their perceptions of the world, their interests, 
and their activity and other life needs. Play is important in understanding 
children’s basic characteristics (Befring, 2012). Good conditions for play can 
be very important for harmonious cognitive and socio-emotional learning 
and development (Smith, 2003; Dale, 1996). 
 The third indicator of a good childhood is the development of interests 
and optimism. Children need something to be involved and interested in, 
and this is where play and leisure activities are key. According to Vygotsky 
(1978), pleasure is the most significant feature of play. Play is also characterized 
by the creation of imaginary situations with imaginary activities. Because 
their actions are detached from the environment around them, children can 
act independently of what they perceive. When children play, they rise above  
the physical limitations of their environment. In play, the environment ceases 
to dominate the child. Play is a state where the child shakes off reality for  
a while and has the opportunity to try out ideas and realize wishes in “another 
kind of make-believe world” (Vygotsky, 1978). Because play is such an 
important part of childhood as well as being important for sound learning 
and development, it is essential to allow children time to play freely and to 
include the form and content of play in educational methods to some extent. 
The second part of this indicator is an optimistic outlook. The key here is 
experiences of mastery and the development of a belief in self-efficacy 
(Bandura, 1997).
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 With regard to children’s interest, Montessori has presented some 
interesting perspectives. One of the most profound observations made by 
Montessori was that it is natural for children to work and that they love  
doing so (Montessori, 1936, 2009). She was convinced that children had 
hidden abilities that were overlooked by educators, and she spent her life 
trying to show how these abilities could be activated. Montessori found  
that children had great capacities for self-training as well as for concentration 
and self-discipline when their work suited their stage of development.  
She also noticed that children had a great ability to persevere and repeat 
activities. She viewed this as an internal resource for the child to retain and 
develop what was learned, noting that such an internal resource could not be 
forced. The teacher’s role is crucial in this; according to Montessori, inner 
motivation is aroused by exploration and testing in school, nature, and the 
community.
 Caution with regard to risk is the fourth indicator. Deadlocked issues in 
family interactions are a specific area where caution is needed. Families who 
experience such problems must not be left to themselves but need to receive 
help as soon as possible (Befring, 2012, p. 108). Another risk factor is learning 
difficulties, where early interventions are needed, tailored to the individual 
child. 
 The fifth and final indicator is about prevention in terms of systematic 
efforts to prevent harm, limit risks, strengthen children’s resilience to risk, 
and provide support to those with unacceptable behavior. These points are 
generally relevant to homework, but it is perhaps more important to work 
proactively to prevent the reproduction of social inequality because of the 
enormous consequences involved. 

Method

This article is based on data from a qualitative study involving in-depth 
interviews of teachers and a document analysis of weekly plans for grades  
1 to 7 at 15 primary schools in Norway. The purpose was to find out why  
and how primary school teachers assign homework. Data were collected  
in a pilot study in autumn 2012 and in a complete study in autumn 2015.  
All project participants in the project signed a consent form that guaranteed 
anonymity and informed them that the interview data would be used in 
research into homework practices.
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Participants
Project participants were qualified teachers with primary school experience. 
All had experience with teacher–parent contact, except for one who was  
a subject teacher. Two participants also had further qualifications in special 
education. Two had become deputy heads and one was a headmaster.  
They were all asked to respond based on their experience as primary school 
teachers. There was a range of ages and years of experience. Each teacher 
interviewed was also asked to submit three weekly plans. All weekly plans 
were from the autumn term, as that was when the data were collected.  
Ten people were interviewed in 2012. Four interviews were lost because  
of problems with the recordings. Other work demands meant that it was  
three years before I had the opportunity to involve students in more  
research. In 2015, 32 additional teachers were interviewed. One teacher 
participated in both data collections. The analysis included 37 interviews;  
26 interviewees were women (aged 30 to 67 years) and 11 were men (aged  
28 to 62). Participants were from 15 schools, all of which were used for 
teaching practice by Østfold University College. 

Sample
The selection criterion for study participants was primary school teaching 
experience. One criterion for selection in 2015 was not having participated 
in the 2012 pilot study. This was to elicit a wide variety of responses,  
not because they could not provide important information after some  
time. I chose to include both interviews with the single informant who 
participated in both 2012 and 2015 because the questions were different 
between the two interviews. Using random sampling seemed to be a good 
strategy because students had been asked to find respondents at their training 
schools. I also assumed that most teachers could give valuable information 
about the topic. 
 First, the schools and training teachers were informed about the research 
project at an informational meeting at Østfold University College. They  
were told that students would make contact to conduct interviews for the 
project. All informants worked at teaching practice schools, but not all were 
practice teachers. The students made contact and arranged for the interviews. 
 The study was based on a small sample of teachers and schools and thus 
does not provide a basis for generalization to all Norwegian schools or 
teachers. However, the design forms the basis for analytical generalization 
(Yin, 1994). 
 The criterion for selecting weekly plans was that they should represent 
ordinary weeks and the usual way of assigning homework. Informants could 
choose the weeks included. All of them submitted weekly plans except for 
one informant whose homework practice did not involve weekly plans. 
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 The study might be criticized because students in basic courses were used 
as research assistants. There were many variables related to data collection 
over which I had no control. In 2012, I received the audio files and transcribed 
them myself. In 2015, in contrast, students submitted transcriptions from 
interviews, not audio files. This had the advantage of students gaining  
valuable experience by doing work for a real research project and reflecting 
on the topic at the same time as providing valuable data collection that  
could be used by undergraduate students as well as my colleagues and me. 
The final database was made available to one bachelor’s degree student  
in 2013 and six in spring 2016. Student involvement enabled in-depth 
interviews with many more teachers from more schools than if I alone had 
been responsible for all data collection. To ensure optimal quality, students 
received a detailed introduction to the interview method and transcription 
with practical exercises. They were also provided with an interview guide  
and were asked to stick to the questions provided. At least two students 
conducted each interview together. 

Semi-structured interviews
I decided to use semi-structured interviews to aid in the comparison of data 
emerging from the interviews. Two interview guides were used, one for each 
data collection. These were developed in a workshop in collaboration with 
the students who were to conduct the interviews, after which I assessed  
them for quality. The interview guide used in 2012 was slightly shorter and 
had rather more open questions on how and why homework was assigned. 
There were also questions about the respondent’s attitude regarding the  
public debate about homework. This is why I call this study a pilot study.  
The 2015 interview guide was used to elaborate on some issues that arose 
after the data collection in 2012; these included opinions on a homework-free 
school, what were considered examples of good and bad homework, how 
respondents felt about the critical reflection on the practice of homework, 
and whether they felt they had real freedom in methods. It could be argued 
that using the same interview guide for both data collections would have 
been preferable, but, inspired by grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1999), 
I chose to use the second data collection to go into greater detail on the data 
that had emerged from the first collection, which had been more like a pilot 
study. 
 With so many different interviewers, the quality of the interviews varied. 
In one of the interviews from 2012, one student went too far in asking leading 
questions to try to convince the given teacher that homework was not good. 
These efforts apparently did not affect the teacher’s opinions, but it may  
have affected the clear way in which she expressed them. I believe that the 
asymmetry between the teachers and students in the interview was positive 
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in that leading questions would inf luence the answers. As mentioned  
earlier, I lost four interviews from 2012 due to damaged audio files. In 2015, 
the transcriptions show that most interviewers did a good job of following 
the interview guide and asking follow-up questions. In some of the interviews, 
it was clear that the interviewer was not very committed to the questions. 
The atmosphere seemed somewhat formal and the answers were short  
and revealed little information. The interview guide encouraged interviewers 
to ask for examples and follow up answers. The transcriptions show that on 
several occasions they did so. Some interviews resulted in more information 
and stories than others did. I believe that would have been true in any case. 
All interviews were included in the data collection.

Design

For this qualitative study, I chose a design that combined in-depth interviews 
with an analysis of weekly plans because sometimes informants provide in 
interviews a representation of their practice that is more politically correct 
or positive than a faithful description would be. Analyzing weekly notes in 
addition to the interviews should enhance the reliability of the study  
(Glaser & Strauss 1999). 
 Another way of ensuring reliability was collecting data on a larger scale 
after several years (Tjora, 2010). Expanding the range of teachers, grades, 
and schools has strengthened the data. To further enhance the data, I could 
have chosen to observe teachers’ practice of assigning homework in the 
classroom and their meetings with parents, but this was not possible at the 
time. Klette (2007) has also used video observational studies to examine how 
work schedules are prepared and followed up. Interviews with pupils and 
their parents also could have provided a more comprehensive understanding. 
Such interviews are planned as well as potentially observations of pupils and 
parents. The analysis combined open, selective, and axial coding of the data 
(Robson, 2002).

Results

In terms of work ethics, the results show that one reason for assigning 
homework to primary school pupils is to enable them to learn a good work 
ethic that would benefit them later in life. One teacher said, “I think about 
work ethics and making an effort and taking responsibility for homework ... because you 
can’t get everything for free in this world and they need to find out that it costs something.”
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 The results also show that the predominant way of assigning homework 
was in line with what Befring (2012) called the positivistic school tradition. 
Some teachers said that they practise in this way even though they do not 
think it is a good method. One teacher said: 

We often base general homework on the textbooks. It gets to be very automatic. 
It would probably be a good idea to shake up that mindset a bit. It’s been the 
same for at least the 10 years I’ve been working. ... You often just take the next 
three exercises in the book and assume that it’s good enough homework. 

Analysis of weekly plans shows that the most homework was assigned  
in Norwegian, mathematics, and English classes, with homework sometimes 
being assigned in religious education, social studies, and science classes  
and seldom or never in practical subjects such as arts and crafts, physical 
education, and food and health. The usual way of assigning homework  
is to assign the same work to all pupils in a class. Pupils with special needs 
often get their own weekly schedule; there are typically three or four of these 
per class. Homework is assigned on average 15 times per week to primary 
school pupils, regardless of age. Such homework primarily consists of 
reproducing information and is taken from the textbook or sheets of paper 
copied by teachers. Learning vocabulary, reading, words of the week,  
practice for dictation, handwriting, and sums are the most usual types of 
homework. “Revision of familiar material” is often the justification for the  
choice of exercises and the practice of homework. The consequences of not 
doing homework are reported as: being required to do it during a break, 
detention, a letter to parents, or no consequences at all. Analysis of the weekly 
plans also shows that it is the pure capitalist work ethic which is being 
cultivated, while we see no trace of elements such as meditation, being  
in nature, or doing something enjoyable. Rather, the results reveal scant 
appreciation of the value of what pupils really enjoy. 
 In terms of good, close relationships, several teachers mentioned pupils 
and parents who go too far when homework is to be done, meaning, for 
example, that the homework is done because the pupil has a guilty conscience 
or is afraid of negative consequences and/or that the parents push their 
children too hard. One teacher said, “It’s not a matter of life and death to do the 
homework. It should only be done if it’s a positive experience for the kids. You don’t learn 
anything when mum and dad are sitting there yelling at their kids to do their maths.”  
The interviews contained many examples of conflicts due to homework, often 
because it was difficult for students to get help at home. One teacher expressed 
this idea as follows: 

You might have parents who force their child to sit for two hours doing homework 
that they may not understand or that they find difficult because homework has 
to be “perfect” and “look nice”. And that leads to a bad atmosphere and maybe 
some wet eyes, and then I kind of think you’ve gone a bit too far. 
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The results show that maths homework in particular made parents feel 
incompetent and inferior, and they contacted teachers about their challenges 
in helping their children. Some teachers stated that they had managed to 
create a good culture where parents were welcome to contact them and say 
they are having problems. Several said that such problems for parents  
normally increase with their child’s age. They said that things are fine for 
most parents when their children are in first or second grade, that this is often 
followed by more problems from third to fifth grade, and that it can be very 
difficult for parents to help sixth and seventh graders and so the level of 
conflict increases. 
 The interviews reveal that many teachers found that families have  
problems with stress and time pressure after school hours due to recreational 
activities. Yet, the common perception is that pupils should spend 30–60 
minutes per day on such activities. 
 With regard to the appreciation of diversity and variety, the results show 
that this is given little attention in homework practices; all pupils generally 
get assigned the same homework. In maths, pupils are sometimes allowed  
to choose the level of difficulty. Moreover, there may be voluntary exercises 
in addition to the mandatory ones. The type of homework does not vary 
much: great emphasis is placed on reading and writing in all subjects. 
Homework requires reproduction of knowledge rather than allowing pupils 
to involve their own world. There also seemed to be a widespread belief that 
homework should take priority over both family life and leisure activities. 
One teacher said, “I make it clear that homework should be given priority over other 
things. And if homework is neglected repeatedly, we contact the home.” 
 Interests and a positive future outlook were also rarely catered to in 
homework practices. Pupils were mostly assigned the same homework 
irrespective of their level, leading to great variation in self-efficacy behavior. 
Responsibility for adapting work was usually handed over to pupils and 
parents; they had to contact the teacher if they thought the work was too 
much or too difficult. However, teachers’ opinions of very good homework 
were that it should give pupils a feeling of mastery and be about topics  
they could investigate and find interesting. Very good homework, according 
to the teachers, should satisfy the following criteria:
 • Be adapted to the pupil’s interests and abilities. 
 • Provide challenges and opportunities for mastery. 
 • Include exciting, investigative work involving the student’s house, family, 
       or friends. 
 • Inspire creativity through drawing or technology. 
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In relation to caution regarding risk, some teachers said they are reluctant to 
be too hard on pupils who have not done their homework because they  
may have all sorts of reasons for not doing it. Some pupils have their own 
homework plan. None of the teachers took special account of differences 
between families before assigning homework; everyone was assigned the 
same work. Teachers had three different views of parents’ role in homework. 
One group thought parents should not play any role and pupils must cope by 
themselves. For another group, the parents’ role is to make pupils do 
homework and check if it has been done. A third group believed that parents 
should make pupils do homework and help them with it. They will find the 
solution, but few reflected on how homework poses a risk in itself because it 
is done outside of school hours in a learning environment that the teacher 
has little control over. There was a naive belief that the learning environment 
at home is better and quieter than that at school. 
 Teachers generally believed they could always find a solution for a pupil 
to get homework done or to do less. Few considered not assigning  
homework. This is illustrated in the following example: 

Many of them have a hard time at home. Cramped space and no room for any 
good experiences around [homework]. You find marital breakups and lots of 
that difficult stuff when you mess around with people’s spare time. So you need 
to be sensitive; I think that’s really important. So we don’t tell people what to 
do in their private lives. Then homework doesn’t work in a positive way. Then 
you just have to react quickly. 

Finally, the results revealed little ref lection on the prevention of the 
reproduction of social inequality in homework practices. Nevertheless, many 
teachers mentioned examples of this. One problem is that parents are 
responsible for helping pupils and contacting the teacher about adapting  
work to their child; many will not call or will wait too long before contacting 
the teacher. One teacher explained that he is happy to get calls from parents 
who do not understand the homework: 

There may be some who don’t get so much help at home, and if they didn’t 
understand it at school, then they struggle. I’ve had calls from parents asking 
if I can explain it to them because they didn’t understand it themselves.  
It’s mostly weak pupils who struggle, and their home may not be very nice, so 
they haven’t got the knowledge to learn it. Then they ring me. I say, “If you 
have any questions, just ring me.” We’re a small school so I know most of them. 
So if they talk for 15 minutes, it’s OK with me. 

Another teacher explained how social inequalities could increase through 
homework: “The ones who have too many leisure activities care less about school. ... And 
then it’s the weakest ones who opt out of homework and the best educated parents who might 
get even better pupils because they help their children to a very different degree.” 
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Discussion

This article examined how homework is used as an instrument to teach  
pupils a good work ethic and how this threatens a high-quality childhood. 
The results reveal a need for more child-friendly homework practices.

Good, close relationships
The results show that teachers clearly realized that homework can threaten 
good, close parent–child relationships because it may lead to conflicts.  
These conflicts are connected to finding time for homework, getting started, 
completing it, and sometimes how it should be done. This is consistent  
with findings from other studies. In a survey of 500 US parents, 30% reported 
that homework was one of the main sources of stress and disagreements in 
the family (Blazer, 2009). In another survey, 50% of parents reported 
discussions with their children about homework that involved crying  
and shouting, and 22% admitted that this frustration had led to their doing 
the homework for the child ( Johnson et al., 2006). 
 If homework is to support good, close relationships between parents  
and children, it should not be excessive. It is also important that both parents 
and children perceive homework as being meaningful and useful. One way 
to achieve this could be to assign homework in different subjects, involving 
fewer repetitive exercises. Teachers are responsible for working out how 
homework can enhance child–parent relationships. 

Appreciation of diversity and variety and the opportunity  
to develop interests and optimism

Kohn (2007) argued that most teachers assign homework based on  
a philosophy where they say, “We’ve decided ahead of time that children will 
have to do something every night (or several times a week), later on we’ll 
figure out what to make them do.” This involves little emphasis on choosing 
work that pupils will enjoy or benefit from or that will meet parents’ need  
for information about their child’s development. 
 Teachers have a clear idea of what is meant by very good homework.  
It should be adapted to the pupil’s interests and abilities; provide challenges 
and opportunities for mastery; include exciting, investigative work involving 
the student’s house, family, or friends; and encourage creative activity.  
The major challenge is what prevents teachers from assigning such homework. 
If these criteria are to be met, it will be difficult to assign all pupils the same 
homework. Pupils will have more influence on homework and the teacher 
will risk encountering resistance from colleagues and parents who want to 
maintain the old system. Given Montessori’s theory of pupils’ innate desire 
for learning and Vygotsky’s arguments for the benefits of play, there are more 
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than enough pedagogical arguments for the new criteria. Since arguments 
that traditional homework does not promote learning have been insufficient 
to change practice, teachers may lack arguments that very good homework 
encourages the kind of work ethic that work and society need and is in 
accordance with indicators of a good childhood. Parents could be told that 
the capitalist work ethic can also be learned at home or in leisure activities. 
Kohn (2007) argues that it is better to learn the value of repetition and hard 
work in leisure activities because it is easier to see the purpose of the practice 
and to achieve results quickly.
 Instead of downplaying children’s leisure time, teachers and parents should 
look to transfer its value to school. A Norwegian study found a positive 
correlation between school performance and sport participation among 
adolescents, while those who spent substantial time on computer games did 
well in English (Sletten, Strandbu, & Gilje, 2015). 

Caution with regard to risks
One negative effect of homework is that parents often give inadequate or 
poor help. The current study shows that teachers have a varied set of parents 
to deal with. Berglyd (2003) divided parents into groups: positive, helpful, 
and skillful ones; critical ones; uncertain ones; irresponsible ones; and those 
with illnesses or problems. Educated parents can found be in all of these 
groups. All pupils are assigned the same homework, irrespective of such 
differences. In this regard, teachers show caution if a pupil has not done  
the homework, but not by adapting the content, translating the weekly 
newsletter for immigrant parents, or assigning no homework to children  
with sick parents or parents with bad experiences from their own schooling. 
What happens when simple homework such as the word of the week meets 
crit ical or uncertain parents? What happens when one pupil learns  
vocabulary with positive, well-educated parents, while other pupils learn it 
with uncertain parents? Clearly, the home and family is a variable that  
involves risk. In order to exercise caution in relation to this risk, it is necessary  
to assess when parents can definitely provide good help with homework.  
One teacher said that textbooks should include guidelines for parents to  
help them feel more secure about what they are doing. Another teacher 
distinguished between three levels of solving a task. The lowest level is when 
a pupil solves it by seeing others solve it. The second level is when a pupil 
can solve it by asking or cooperating with others. At the third level, the pupil 
can solve it alone. This could form the basis for what we might call confidence 
steps. Only when a pupil is at the third step can he or she do the work at 
home without being at risk of poor parental help. The key here is that pupils 
cannot be assigned the same homework, but their teacher must ensure the 
quality of their homework in advance. For example, parents should not be 
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reading tutors for pupils who cannot read or who read with difficulty.  
The purpose of homework could be to inform parents of what the pupil is 
able to do. This way of thinking about confidence allows for more exploratory 
and creative tasks without definitive answers, while repetitive work is done 
at school with professional help. 

 

At school

• Manage to 
solve a task 
by looking at 
or copying the 
teacher 

At school 

• Manage to 
solve a task in 
cooperation 
with others

Can be done 
home

• Manage to 
solve a task 
alone without 
help 

Figure 2: 
Confidence steps illustrate how good parental homework help can be ensured if teachers assign 
homework they know the child can do alone. 

Using these confidence steps could also help to prevent the school from 
reproducing social inequality, which is the fifth indicator of a good childhood. 
Self-instructive learning can be done at home. Several of the teaching aids 
originally created by Montessori are now available as apps and computer 
programs. 
 The results show that the practice of homework has a bias towards theory 
that needs to be remedied. Befring argued that pupils choosing vocational 
jobs may feel inferior and unhappy because they are not good at theory.  
He wrote that in practice, despite good policy goals, schools are organized 
such that pupils who will make important contributions to society through 
practical work must first fulfil educational duties where they are subdued and 
degraded (Befring, 2003, in Befring, 2012, p. 219). It is very important that 
homework is not practiced as such a duty but instead allows for diversity, 
variety, interest, and optimism for all pupils. In primary school, it is vital to 
consider how play and pleasure can be more prominent: if not at school, at 
least in leisure time. According to Vygotsky, this is important for children  
to be able to process their learning. Goleman argued that it is important to 
do something enjoyable so as to be able to focus better when it is time to 
work, even for adults. Montessori claimed that she had identified resources 
in children which teachers had not noticed. Perhaps some of these resources 
will become more visible if homework practices are based on children’s 
perspectives. 
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Conclusion

This study reveals that the practice of homework in primary school rests on 
an ideology linked to the capitalist work ethic that there is good reason to 
reflect critically on. This work ethic threatens key quality indicators of 
childhood, such as good, close relationships; variety and diversity; optimism; 
caution regarding risk; and the prevention of reproductive processes.  
The capitalist work ethic has also outlived its usefulness for future society 
and working life (Ford 2014). 
 Homework is too widespread and risky to have key documents be unclear 
as to how and why it should be practiced. Educational plans should have  
a clear policy to ensure that homework also enhances pupils’ health, well-
being, and learning. In connection with this, the concept of confidence steps 
should be involved and homework should be linked to the three factors  
that lead to smarter work and a better work–life balance, namely meditation, 
time in nature, and doing something truly enjoyable (Goleman 2013). 
 There is still very little research on pupils’ and parents’ thoughts on why 
and how homework is practiced, and more research is clearly needed. Teachers 
in this study emphasized the enormous time pressure they are under, which 
means that pupils must do homework to complete the syllabus. Is the syllabus 
too big and the school day or year too short and, if so, is homework the ideal 
solution? This area also requires greater understanding and more research. 
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