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Abstract

Despite questions and concerns having been raised about the benefit and effects
of homework in Ireland (IPPN, 2010; McMahon 2018), there is a “dearth of Irish
research” (O’Toole, Kiely, McGillicuddy, O’Brien & O’Keefte, 2019, p. 30) on the
topic. For this reason, this study, which focuses on the mainstream primary school
system, endeavours to generate insights into parental involvement with homework and
resultant parental perspectives concerning its value, efficacy and effects within the
home. A qualitative approach was utilised in the project, during which appropriate data
was gathered by conducting semi-structured interviews with eleven parents whose

children attend co-educational schools in Dublin in 2019.

The findings indicate, that despite a lack of direction from schools, parents adopt
a functional assistance role vis-a-vis their involvement with homework as their children
mature through the primary school system. As a result of their engagement with the
practice, parents value homework as a learning tool that has the capacity to improve
children’s academic abilities. In addition, parents acknowledge homework’s benefit as a
warning system that alerts them to any difficulties or deficiencies experienced by their
children in the curriculum subjects throughout the school year, which in turn facilitates
children receiving help at the optimal time to ameliorate these problems. Finally,
parents believe that homework does not adversely affect the relationship between parent
and child, even if it causes occasional stress. The proviso to this, however, is that the
outcome may be different in the event that homework related stress is more consistent
in nature. The study concludes by echoing a call for further research about homework in
Ireland, with a focus on obtaining information about the levels of stress experienced

during homework and the consequent effects of same.
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Chapter One: Introduction

This chapter introduces the background context and motivation for the topic that
was chosen for this research project. The aim of this study is to generate insights into
parental involvement with children in the mainstream Irish primary school system who
are assigned homework, focusing in particular on resultant parental perspectives
concerning its value, efficacy and effects within the home. For purposes of edification,

this chapter also provides an overview of the entire project.

Motivation and Research Question

When the researcher commenced her studies for the Professional Master in
Education (Primary School) (PME), she anticipated that the training would incorporate
some instruction in relation to homework so that, as a qualified teacher, she would be in
a position to competently deal with any queries and concerns from parents arising from
the practice. However, the absence of any reference to homework during the programme
prompted a number of realisations for her in relation to the issue. The first was that, as a
parent of two children in the senior end of primary school who had been assigned
homework regularly since junior infants, she had received little advice or direction
about any aspect of homework from teachers. The second was that she had not
questioned its value as a practice, but had simply assumed that there was an evidence
based, beneficial reason for it, namely to improve a child’s academic attainment. The
final one was that she considered homework to be a significant and intrinsic part of her
children’s school lives, which crossed the boundary into their home lives. These
realisations about homework were the genesis for research into the topic as the focus for

this project.



Initial reading around the area disclosed a lack of research in Ireland about
homework (O’Toole, Kiely, McGillicuddy, O’Brien, & O’Keeffe, 2019, p. 40). It also
revealed the complexity involved in investigating a practice that “constitutes one of the
most important linkages between home and school learning for the majority of Irish
children” (O’Toole et al., 2019, p. 29). As a consequence of reading and reflecting on
the topic, the researcher acknowledged the reality that, on occasion, homework had
been a source of stress in her home, for both child and parent. This led her to investigate
its capacity to have an adverse impact on relationships within the home and on a child’s
attitude to learning and school in general. Of note in this regard, was the fact that in
2010, the Irish Primary Principals’ Network (IPPN) had advised the Houses of the
Oireachtas that homework’s role in the education system should be seriously researched

and analysed because of the lack of evidence that the practice provides any real benefit

(p. 4).

Whilst research in the area would have to involve a number of stakeholders
including Boards of Management, principals, teachers, parents and children, recent
research in Australia posited that an essential precursor to homework reform is “the
collection of reliable and detailed information on what parents do and how effective this
1s” (Carmichael & MacDonald, 2016, p. 209). Consequently, and bearing in mind the
size and time constraints of this study, it was decided to narrow the thesis focus to
parental attitudes to homework arising from their experience of the practice with
children in primary school. Ultimately the following research question was formulated:
How are parents involved with homework at primary school level and what are their
resultant perspectives on its value, efficacy and effects within the home? The aim of this
study is to answer this research question with regard to a small cohort of parents (n =

11) based in Dublin in 20109.



Overview of Study

This dissertation is comprised of five chapters, inclusive of this introductory
chapter. In Chapter Two, international and Irish literature that is salient to this research
project is reviewed and an overview of homework’s position in the Irish education
system is detailed. Chapter Three provides a summary of the methodology used to
analyse the data collected in response to the research question, together with an
evaluation of the relevant ethical considerations, researcher positionality and limitations
of the study. An analysis and discussion of the data is the focus of Chapter Four, which
includes references to appropriate links to pertinent literature. Chapter Five concludes
the dissertation with a summary of the main research findings, together with a detail of

the conclusions and recommendations proposed as a result thereof.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This chapter critically appraises seminal literatures drawn from relevant Irish
and international literatures which relate to the nature and heterogeneous practices
governing homework in diverse educational settings. To effectively answer the research
question within agreed parameters, this review first charts the status of homework in the
existing education system in Ireland. From here, relevant empirical research which
investigates the possible attainment and other benefits conferred by homework will be
examined. The purported adverse effects of homework will thereafter form the basis for
discussion. Finally, parental attitudes to homework and their involvement with same
will be evaluated. To conclude, some of the seminal findings from the review and their

implications for educational theory and practice will be synopsised.

The Irish Education System and homework

Homework is referenced only once in the 1999 Primary School Curriculum
Introduction document, as an informal assessment tool for teachers (National Council
for Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA], 1999, p. 18). Prior to this, nine years earlier, a
circular was issued to all schools stating that parents should be advised of the school
homework policy and how to assist with same (Department of Education and Science
Primary Branch [DESPB], 1990). At present however, Ireland does not have a
departmental policy or official guidelines on homework (Stuart, 2019, p. 56; Jackson &
Harbison, 2014, p. 49). According to the Department of Education and Skills [DES]
website, specifically the document ‘A guide to the Irish Education System’, schools set
their own homework policies. Included in this document are a series of
recommendations for parents in relation to the supervision and execution of the practice

(DES, 2019, p. 16).

11



As each school currently sets its own policy, the myriad experiences of children in Ireland
vis-a-vis type, amount and frequency of homework may vary, since it is dependent on the
school they attend. This lack of uniformity is somewhat surprising, for the reason that
“homework represents a substantial part of overall schoolwork for many children” (ESRI,
2009, p.5). Information about this topic is limited at present as there is a “dearth of Irish
research on homework” (O’Toole et al., 2019, p. 30). However, findings from a relatively
recent small-scale Irish study (90 completed questionnaires) indicated that most children
in the primary school classes from junior infants to second class completed their
homework in ten to twenty minutes, though some children took considerably longer
(Jackson & Harbison, 2014, pp. 58-59). Results from the same study indicated that, for
most children in the middle and senior classes, homework took thirty to forty minutes to
complete, though notably for some children it took over two hours (pp. 58-59).
Interestingly, in another recent Irish study, when asked what changes they would make
to school if they could, most of the children involved in the relevant focus groups
suggested a reduction in their work load, including, for example, less homework

(Giannakaki, Flynn, Hayes & Fitzsimons, 2018, p. 45).

Of note, however, is that nine years ago, the IPPN (2010), in their Submission
on Curriculum Reform, called for in-depth research and analysis to be undertaken into
homework and its role in the primary education system (p. 4). The issue was raised
because of serious concerns held by principals and teachers about the effect of
homework, including an apprehension that it could be a source of stress between parents
and their children (IPPN, 2010, p. 4). It appears that their request has largely gone
unanswered, though recent research commissioned by the National Parents Council
Primary (NPC) did consider the role of homework in assisting parental engagement

with children’s learning in primary school (O’Toole et al., 2019). The aforementioned
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review concluded that its role was inconclusive, though possibly useful if pertinent to

the child and if parental involvement promoted independent learning (p. 71).

Definition and complexity of homework

Homework has been defined by Harris Cooper as “tasks assigned to students by
schoolteachers that are meant to be carried out during noninstructional time”
(Bembenutty, 2011a, p. 185). Though there is limited research in Ireland about the
practice, in the United States of America (U.S.A.) it is characterised as a “widely debated,
hot-button issue” (Gill & Schlossman, 2004, p. 175). Researchers have grappled for years
to ascertain what exact, if any, benefits accrue to children from completing homework.
The issue is a complex one due to the fact that the practice of giving homework varies
extensively vis-a-vis the amount and type given, when and where it is completed, whether
or not there is parental involvement and whether or not teachers grade it (Coutts, 2004,
pp. 182-183). Vatterott (2009) argued that research on homework is “especially
problematic” (p. 57) as researchers are studying the effect of something that is happening
not only outside of their control and direct observation but which also involves children

and homework environments that differ.

Homework and academic achievement

A large body of research has been completed in North America about
homework, including a number of synthesis studies conducted between 1983 and 2006
(Marzano, 2007, pp. 66-67). These studies often focused on whether or not homework
raises the academic standards of students. Wahlberg, Paschal and Weinstein (1985)

reported that a synthesis of fifteen empirical studies which had been carried out in the
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U.S.A. and Canada between 1964 and 1981 indicated that homework gave rise to a
consistent and large effect on the learning of both elementary and secondary school
students, particularly if the homework was graded or commented on (p. 76). Following
a subsequent in-depth synthesis study in the U.S.A., Cooper, Robinson and Patell
(2006) opined similarly that “it would not be imprudent, based on the evidence in hand,
to conclude that doing homework causes improved academic achievement” (p. 48). This
finding however, came with the proviso that there was a “much stronger” (O’Toole,
2019, p. 34) correlation between homework and attainment for students in older classes.
Notably, recent Turkish research has mirrored the 2006 findings of Cooper et al. (Bas,

Sentiirk and Cigerci, 2017).

Rudman (2014), however, citing a number of studies from the 1990s, argued that
research that attempted to find a link between homework and academic achievement has
“produced inconsistent and at times contradictory conclusions” (p. 14). Indeed, an
earlier analysis of homework by Cooper in 1989, had led him to conclude that there was
no evidence to show that the academic performance of elementary students was
improved by any amount of homework (Farrow, Tymms & Henderson, 1999, p. 324).
The validity of research on the issue has also been the subject of criticism. Trautwein
and Koller (2003) queried the bone fides of relevant studies due to “the
operationalization of homework and achievement” (p. 115) and the way in which data
was handled. It has also been suggested that, as Cooper and his colleagues have
completed extensive research in this area, there may be an overreliance on their work
with the possible limitations that may bring in terms of the interpretation of study
results (Vatterott, 2009, p. 64). Kohn (2007a), in fact, went so far as to suggest that in
studies in the area some researchers misrepresent research done by other people or do

not present their own data accurately (p. 79).
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Despite the criticisms aimed at research about homework and achievement,
Vatterott (2009) posited that ultimately the main findings from relevant studies indicate
that students who do homework score higher in tests than those who do none (p. 59).
Earlier this year, however, Bempechat (2019) argued that, as yet, a connection between
academic attainment for elementary school children and homework had not been found
(p. 38). The reality, it has been suggested, is that “no simple conclusions can be
construed” (O’Toole et al., 2019, p. 36) when the relationship between homework and
achievement is contemplated because of the complexity and sheer number of variables
that have to be taken into account. For those students who do homework, the correlation
between the amount of time spent on homework and attainment is unclear and
achievement may be affected by other factors such as the student’s ability and the
standard of teaching instruction received (Vatterott, 2009, pp. 60-61). Other
considerations to be taken into account include the volume of homework given, its

purpose and whether or not it is individualised (Doctoroff & Arnold, 2017).

O’Toole et al. (2019) also noted that research in this area suggests that academic
achievement is linked to “how students engage on homework™ (p. 40) and the
connection between engagement and student motivation, rather than to the volume of
homework completed. Interestingly, in this regard, Farrow et al. (1999) noted in their
research, that final year primary school children, who reported doing homework in
certain core areas only once a month, scored higher in tests than those who completed
homework more frequently (p. 336). In the circumstances, it is arguable that “the nature
and strength of the relationship between homework and achievement” (Trautwein &
Koller, 2003, pp. 142-143) is still uncertain and because of the complexity surrounding
the issue further research is required, particularly in relation to primary school children,

bearing in mind the scarcity of studies relating to this age group (O’Toole , 2019, p. 40).
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Additional benefits of homework

Though the link between homework and academic achievement may be
uncertain, researchers have proposed a number of other benefits for children and parents
which justify the practice. Despite his own research findings Cooper still recommended
giving homework to young children, as he posited that in the early elementary grades its
benefit lay in fostering positive habits, attitudes, and character traits, whilst reinforcing
the learning of skills taught in class and facilitating appropriate parental involvement
(Manzaro & Pickering, 2007, p. 77). This last factor could be particularly important as
extensive research shows that when parents are involved with their child’s education in

an active way, the child benefits (O’Toole et al., 2019, p.5).

Bempechat (2004), however, suggested that the advantage to homework lies in
the fact that it “plays a critical long-term role in the development of children’s
achievement motivation” (p. 189) which enables children to develop into mature
learners (p.195). She argued that completing homework gives children the time and
experience to develop strategies for coping with challenges, whilst at the same time
inculcating positive beliefs about achievement and study habits (p. 189). Other
homework proponents have asserted that homework enables parents to observe what is
happening in their child’s school and plays a role in the development of children into
lifelong learners by helping them to recognise that learning is not confined to school but

can happen in different locations (Bembenutty, 2011b, p. 341).

Corno and Xu (2004) took a different perspective as they related homework’s
value to the fact that it helps to prepare children for employment because of its
“potential to help develop a work ethic and important job management skills that are
highly valued in the workplace” (p. 233). These skills include being able to organise

time, forward plan, delay gratification and cope with mental and environmental
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distractions (pp. 229-230). In contrast, Kohn (2007a) queried these suggested benefits to
homework with the argument that there was a dearth of any evidence proving that

students’ attitudes or study habits improved because of homework completion (p .82).

Research findings in 2014 indicate that parents in Ireland view homework as a
multi-faceted practice with a wide variety of perceived benefits, including as a way of
involving them in their child’s education, as a means of assessing their child’s ability
and as a vehicle for alerting them to their child’s struggles and progress throughout the

school year (Jackson & Harbison, 2014, p. 54).

The adverse effects of homework

Research has indicated, however, that homework can have a number of adverse
effects too, ranging from facilitating dysfunctional parental involvement with
homework to damaging students’ attitudes to school (Cooper et al., 2006). It has also
been asserted that children experience stress because of homework (Kravolec and Buell,
2001). In 1998, Xu and Corno published research following their completion of six
case studies of children doing third-grade homework with their parents. This study
underlined how homework can become an “emotionally charged event in families”
(Corno and Xu, 2004, p. 232) following researcher observations of situations where
children became distressed because they made repeated mistakes or became so
exasperated with their homework that they had to stop doing it. Corno and Xu (2004)
voiced the concern that having too many negative experiences like these could cause

children to burn out prematurely or become turned off of homework (p. 232).

Interestingly, Katz, Buzukashvili and Feingold (2012) highlighted that daily

homework related stress, though seemingly minor in nature, might build up to the point
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that it could “cause emotional reactions that are greater than situational occasional
stress” (p. 408). In Ireland in 2016, in an online homework survey of 5,752 parents by
the NPC, 58% of the parents of junior/senior infants reported homework as stressful
sometimes or all of the time, as did 65% of the parents of children in senior classes
(Wayman, 2016). Jackson and Harbison (2014) also noted that almost two thirds of the
ninety parents who took part in their research in Ireland indicated “that homework
caused some friction at home” (p. 57), an issue which some parents identified as being

caused by the frequent assignment of homework that was too challenging for their child.

The aforementioned findings are very concerning and specific research around
homework related stress in Ireland is required without delay to evaluate the effect it is
having on children. The DES has acknowledged that schools do contribute to the overall
“physical, mental health and well-being of our young people” (DES, 2016, p. 1) and
research has indicated a link between learning gains and “children with higher levels of
emotional, behavioural, social and school wellbeing” (Smyth, 2015, p. 4). Homework
reform, therefore, may be urgently required if the practice is found to be having an

adverse effect on children.

Other perceived adverse effects of homework include the suggestion that parents
worry that they will be criticised for their level of involvement with their child’s
homework and that they resent having to “play the role of enforcer” (Kohn, 2007b, p.
35) to ensure it is completed. From a societal point of view, it has been asserted that
students from economically underprivileged backgrounds do not live in environments
that are conducive to successful homework completion and so they are disadvantaged
compared to students who are better facilitated to complete same (Marzano &
Pickering, 2007, p. 74). Finally, the argument has been made that if excessive

homework is assigned, children lose out on the benefits of leisure time which include
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time outdoors, family time, downtime and unstructured playtime (Vatterott, 2009, p.

22).

Parents’ attitudes to homework

Gill and Schlossman (2004) asserted that, despite frequent media reports to the
contrary, American parents had consistently supported homework (p. 180) with Ziegler
positing, back in 1986, that parents like schools to give homework as they see it as
evidence that a school is focused on its central purpose, that of teaching and learning
(Rudman, 2014, p. 19). Coutts (2004) contended that as a general rule, parents view the
potential benefits of homework as being related to academic achievement (p. 183) and
recently in South Africa it was reported that “there is overwhelming support for the use
of homework as a tool for learning among most of the parents in primary schools in
Johannesburg” (Ndebele, 2018, p. 8). In Ireland 98% of the parents involved in a recent
study noted that homework’s value was linked to a variety of reasons, including the fact
that it facilitates parental involvement in students’ learning, it familiarises parents with
teaching methods used in schools and it provides a link between school and home

(Jackson and Harbison, 2014, p. 54).

Parental involvement in homework

Parental involvement in education encompasses a multitude of activities based
on six types of participation ranging from parenting, communicating and volunteering
to decision-making, collaborating with the community and learning at home, which
incorporates helping with homework (Epstein et al., 2002, p. 25). Research evinces that

“increased student success, enhanced parent and teacher satisfaction, and improved
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school climate” (Durisic & Bunijevac, 2017, p. 149) all result from increased parental

involvement in the educational process.

Research focused specifically on parental engagement with homework suggests
that this involvement positively effects the type of attributes that can contribute to a
student’s achievement like self-regulation, attitudes to homework and perceptions of
personal competence (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2001, p. 206). Rudman (2014), however,
argued that not much evidence has been found to support the theory that parental
involvement in homework leads to academic attainment (p. 19). Interestingly, recent
research in Australia, based on a large longitudinal study, suggests that children’s
achievement was, on average, negatively affected when they received actual help with
homework from their parents, whilst positive effects were linked to other types of
parental involvement (Carmichael & MacDonald, 2016, p. 197). This seems to tally
with similar findings reported by Cooper, Lindsay and Nye in 2000. On the other hand,
Carmichael and MacDonald (2016) suggested that their negative findings might reflect
the ability level of the children being helped (p. 207), which might have an effect on

any conclusions that could be drawn from the research.

Parental involvement in homework covers a wide range of activities “from
providing materials through helping with the material to dictating work techniques”
(Bréu, Harring & Weyl, 2017, p. 65). Parents use different homework assistance
strategies and these have been categorised as functional or dysfunctional (Brdu et al.,
2017), alternatively described as supportive or intrusive help (Bempechat, 2019, p. 40).
Functional or supportive assistance is defined as help that fosters a child’s independence
and autonomy and as such is limited and mainly indirect, whilst conversely
dysfunctional or intrusive assistance is controlling for the most part, interferes with the

work being done by the student and ultimately may negatively affect a student’s
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development (Brdu et al., 2017, p. 65). Research has suggested that schools should
guide parents at all grades about how better to supervise and support their children
during homework as it is “most often supervised either loosely or too authoritatively by
adults” because they are not well enough informed in the matter (Corno and Xu, 2004,
p. 232). Rudman (2014) also highlighted that if parents put pressure on children or do
not know how to assist them with their homework then negative effects can occur (p.

18).

Therefore, it has been recommended that in helping at home parents should act
as supportive agents and mentors rather than as instructors or tutors (Pressman et al.,
2015, p. 311). It has also been suggested that if any guidance is to be offered to parents
in this area any interventions designed should foster involvement “that is autonomy
supportive rather than controlling, process rather than person focused, characterised by
positive rather than negative affect, and accompanied by positive rather than negative
beliefs about children’s potential” (Pomerantz, Moorman & Litwack, 2007, p. 399).
The rationale for this is that supportive help is linked to higher academic attainment,
while intrusive help is associated with the opposite effect (Bempechat, 2019; Cooper,
Lindsay and Nye, 2000). Interestingly, research has shown that while some students
prefer parental assistance when they were doing their homework, for others “parental
homework involvement is an important stressor” (Knollmann and Wild, 2007, p. 64).
Of note however, is that in 2013 58% of children who completed a Kids Life and Times
survey in Northern Ireland rated getting assistance with their homework as the most
helpful thing that their parents/guardians did to help with their education (Minogue and

Schubotz, 2013).
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Conclusion

Homework is a practice that is “variously regarded as a necessary component to
education, a worrisome reality for youth, and source of stressful interaction between
parents and children” (Pressman et al., 2015, p. 298). Despite the research that has been
completed internationally there is still a lack of clarity surrounding the benefits that it
may provide to children in terms of academic achievement or otherwise but it seems
clear that it can have some disadvantages, including being a source of stress for children
and parents. Research in the area is fraught with complexities because homework
practice has so many variables, including each child’s age, motivation and ability,
whether or not there is parental involvement and if so, the extent and type of the
engagement. Questions have also been raised about the validity of some research by
homework detractors like Kohn (2007b) who query whether homework persists not
because it can be shown to be valuable but because it is traditional (p. 38). Despite the
concerns voiced by the IPPN and regular newspaper articles detailing the difficulties
caused for primary school children and their parents by homework (Hogan, 2018;
McMahon, 2018) Irish research on the topic is very sparse while “giving homework
remains commonplace throughout our education system” (Jackson & Harbison, 2014, p.
48). It is timely therefore to consider parental involvement with homework during
primary school and resultant parental perspectives concerning its value, efficacy and

effects within the home.
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Chapter Three: Methodology

This chapter details the aim of this study, the relevant strategy which was chosen
to conduct this piece of research and the rationale for that choice. An explanation of the
research method utilised in the study along with the strategy chosen for sampling will
follow, in advance of a discussion of the pilot study and the process used for collection
of the relevant data for analysis. The chapter will then conclude with a consideration of
the reliability and validity of this piece of research, an examination of the positionality
and philosophical worldview of the researcher, together with a reflection on appropriate

ethical considerations and the study limitations.

Research design

The aim of this study is to accurately determine parental involvement in, and
resultant parental perspectives on the value and efficacy of homework in primary school
and on its effects within the home. O’Toole et al. (2019) noted that “homework is an
area of children’s education that could be said to almost universally affect children and
parents” (p. 29). However, the practice is so complex that it would be unreasonable to
expect that any research on the subject will produce a straight forward, general finding
which applies to all children (Cooper & Valentine, 2001, p. 144). Research in the area
is arguably therefore more suited to a qualitative approach, rather than one based on
numerical research, as using a qualitative approach facilitates the extraction of “an in-
depth opinion from participants” (Dawson, 2013, p. 15) as part of an exploration of their

experiences, behaviour and attitudes in connection with a particular issue (p. 14).

23



Chosen research approach: Semi-structured Interviews

Following an examination of the attributes of a number of qualitative research
methods used for collecting data, it was decided to utilise interviews for this research.
As a tool for data collection interviews are flexible, in that they allow the interviewer to
retain control over the interview, whilst at the same time allowing for spontaneity and
the interviewer has the opportunity to record information communicated in a number of
multi-sensory ways (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018, p. 506). Most importantly,
interviews enable an issue to be explored in depth and consequently give the interviewer
an insight into why and how people make connections between different events, ideas,
values, behaviours and opinions (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 506). It has been posited that
one of the greatest strengths of an interview is “its capacity to seek explanations by
exploring individual view-points” (Drever, 1995, p. 5) and this merit was considered

particularly relevant to the topic being explored in this research.

There are a number of interview types, including structured, semi-structured and
unstructured (Bell & Waters, 2018, pp. 211-213). After analysing the pros and cons of
the aforementioned options, it was noted that semi-structured interviews are particularly
suitable for investigating “issues in educational policy and practice” (Drever, 1995, p.
17). With a semi-structured interview, the interviewer has an agenda of issues and
questions to be discussed and answered but the order in which the topics have to be
addressed is not strict and this flexibility allows the interviewee to develop their
thoughts and ideas and, in the process, elaborate more extensively on the issues raised
in the interview (Merriam, 2009, p. 90). This is facilitated by the interviewer’s ability to
probe the interviewee for information and “investigate motives and feelings” (Bell &

Waters, 2018, p. 210) during the process of teasing out a response to open-ended

24



questions. Ultimately therefore the semi-structured interview was chosen as the most

appropriate method for this small-scale research project.

In addition, it was decided to conduct one-to-one interviews with parents, as
opposed to group interviews. The rationale for this included ease with regard to making
interview arrangements with parents and also for interview control, as the interviewer
only has to question and guide one person at a time through the interview process and
then make sense of one person’s responses (Denscombe, 2011, p. 176). In addition,
transcribing an interview involving one interviewee is easier than transcribing one with
a number of voices overlapping and crucially, in the subsequent data analysis, it is far
easier to link specific ideas with specific individuals, if each person gives their opinion

in separate interviews (Denscombe, 2011, p. 176).

Sample selection (n =11)

In order to select a sample of parents for interview it was decided to use a
purposive sampling strategy which is “a non-probability form of sampling” (Bryman,
2012, p. 418). This decision was made with the knowledge that the sample chosen
simply represented itself and not the wider population (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 217),
which imposed consequent limitations vis-a-vis generalisation. The criteria for sample
selection was that the parent had at least one child attending mainstream primary school
in Dublin, who was assigned homework regularly and that the said parent was involved
with homework to some extent. The strategy incorporated an initial convenience
sample as the first three parents who were chosen for interview were “simply available
to the researcher” (Bryman, 2012, p. 201) from an accessibility point of view. The
children of these parents attended three different schools in Dublin. Snowball sampling

was utilised thereafter, whereby the aforementioned three parents identified and
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facilitated contact with other parents who qualified for inclusion in this research project
(Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 57). Eight parents, who had been contacted in this way, were
interviewed, giving a total of eleven interviewees on whose interviews the results of this
research are based. The children, whose parents participated in this study, attended six

mainstream schools in Dublin.

Data Collection

Following the design of an appropriate schedule, a parent known to the
researcher completed a pilot interview to facilitate a trial run of the interview in a
realistic manner and to obtain relevant information from this parent regarding their
interpretation of and reaction to the interview questions (Drever, 1995, p. 56). The
responses collected in the pilot interview did not however form part of the research data
which has been analysed in this thesis. In light of the pilot interview though, the original
interview schedule was very slightly amended with regard to the phrasing of some of
the questions. The amended schedule was then used in the subsequent interviews with
the eleven participants with the aim of obtaining rich data for analysis in relation to the

research objective (See Appendix A).

Interview questions explored the participants’ views and understanding of the
purpose and efficacy of homework and their opinions of the benefits and challenges
relating to same. Participants were also asked to detail their involvement with their
children with regard to homework completion and their opinion of whether homework
had an effect on the relationship between parent and child. The interviews were
completed over a three-week time frame and took place mornings and evenings
midweek, with the interview location being either the interviewee’s home or the

researcher’s home, depending on each interviewee’s preference from a convenience
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point of view. Each interview was recorded on two devices after consent had been
obtained. From a data collection perspective, it was noted that field notes taken during
an interview are advantageous Vvis-a-vis participants’ non-verbal communication
throughout the interview process, in that “they can fill in some of the relevant
information that a recording alone might miss” (Denscombe, 2011, p. 187). Therefore,
field notes specifying significant features of the information both heard and observed

throughout each interview were also taken (Bryman, 2018, p. 447).

Data Analysis — Thematic approach

Analysis of the research data was an iterative process. It involved the initial
preparation of the information, the subsequent implementation of “different analyses,
moving deeper and deeper into understanding the data” (Creswell, 2009, p. 183),
followed by a representation of the information and finally the interpretation of its
larger meaning. To begin with, the recording of each interview was transcribed which
brought the data closer for analysis (Denscombe, 2011, p. 275). In total eleven interview
transcripts were transcribed and then collated with the information detailed in field
notes taken at each interview. Once the raw information was available in written form
the researcher began a “process of ‘immersion’ in the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p.
204) by reading and re-reading it to formulate an overview of the research and to form a
general impression of what the participants had communicated during the interview

process (Creswell, 2009, p. 185).

Thereafter a thematic analysis approach to the data was adopted in order to
discover, interpret and report patterns existing therein (Spencer, Ritchie, Ormston,
O’Connor & Barnard, 2014, p. 271). In effect, the content of the interviews was coded

in order to “cluster” (Bell & Waters, 2018, p. 271) key issues arising from the research
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together. This involved categorising all of the sentences of the text data from the
interviews, labelling each category and then using this coding system to generate four
themes which represented the main findings of the study (Creswell, 2009, pp. 186-189).
The data were then represented by means of an in-depth discussion of each of the
themes, inclusive of “multiple perspectives from individuals, and quotations” (Creswell,
2009, p. 189). In the final step of the analysis, new questions that arose from the

research were noted.

Reliability and validity

All research is limited by bias (Crowley-Henry, 2009, p. 60) and in the
qualitative research paradigm, any knowledge produced reflects the subjectivity of the
parties taking part in the process “even if only in some very minor way” (Braun &
Clarke, 2013, p. 36). However, it is posited that by minimizing bias, greater validity can
be achieved in interviews (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 271). To minimize bias in this project
the researcher was very well informed on the subject matter, structured the stages of the
interview clearly, formulated the questions carefully so that there was no confusion
about the meaning of each one, listened carefully in a sensitive and empathic way and
allowed the participants the space and opportunity to answer questions at a speed and in

a way that suited them (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 273).

With interviews, Bryman (2012) highlighted the issue of the social desirability
effect, wherein interviewees might answer questions on the basis of “their perception of
the social desirability of those answers” (p. 228). Accordingly, every effort was made
to create a non-judgemental atmosphere at all times throughout the interviews and the
interviewees were regularly reassured of the confidential nature of the process. From a

validity point of view, it is posited that the findings which emerged from this study are
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solidly founded as a relatively long interview period (an average of twenty-seven
minutes) was spent with each parent during the collection of the empirical data

(Denscombe, 2011, p. 299).

Researcher positionality

This research project was completed by a final year female PME student in
Marino Institute of Education (MIE), who is the parent of two children in the senior end
of primary school who receive homework regularly. As a parent, the researcher
considered that homework comprised a significant element of her children’s school
lives, one which extended beyond the classroom and into her home. She was interested,
therefore, in the reality that very little research has been completed in Ireland in relation
to the educational practice (O’Toole et al., 2019, p. 30) and the fact that, during her
teacher training programme, no guidance was provided to students pertaining either to
the rationale for setting homework or to considerations to be taken into account when

assigning it, including differentiating for individual students.

Ethical considerations

The Marino Ethics in Research Committee of MIE granted full ethical approval
for this study and the steps proposed in the application process were adhered to
scrupulously. In addition, the study was completed in line with the fourth edition of the
Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (British Educational Research Association,
2018). Particular emphasis was placed on treating the study participants respectfully at
all times (Dawson, 2013, p. 149). Prior to interview all participants were furnished with

a letter of information which set out both details of the research being undertaken and
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the role they would play in the study (Appendix B). The participants were informed that
interviews would be recorded, transcribed and stored thereafter for a limited period. In
addition, they were given the option of choosing the interview location and advised both
verbally and in writing that they were free at any time, without the need for any
explanation, to withdraw from the study, in which case all information received from

them up to that point would be destroyed immediately.

Participants were also assured, both in written and verbal form, that their
information would be kept confidential at all times during the process (in compliance
with GDPR guidelines) and no one would have access to the information they provided,
save for the interviewer. In this regard, pseudonyms were used instead of real names
during the project. Consent forms were signed before each interview commenced and
these are kept in a locked filling cabinet in the researcher’s residence. In addition, the
transcripts of the interviews together with the original audio recordings are contained on
an encrypted personal laptop and these will be destroyed in due course as per MIE

requirements.

Limitations of the methodology

This study had to be completed in a relatively short length of time. The reality
therefore was that a practical research method and sample size were chosen to ensure
the relevant data collection and analysis would be completed within the time limitations
of the course. The sample was therefore restricted to eleven interviewees and as the
sample chosen was not representative of the wider population, there is a negligible

chance of generalising the results of this study (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 218).
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During each interview every effort was made by the interviewer to present
herself as neutral and not reveal any of her biases and values (Cohen et al., 2018, p.
517) but it could be argued that the three parents who knew her were already aware of
these. However, she was confident she had not ever discussed her attitude to homework
with these parents and any one or all of these interviews would have been discounted if

she had formed the opinion that they had been compromised in this regard.

A final limitation relates to one of the questions in the study which involved
parents disclosing information about their relationship with their child. It is possible that
parents may not wish to disclose anything negative in this regard to any researcher and

therefore their answers to this question may be tempered accordingly.

Conclusion

This chapter has detailed the rationale behind the selection of the research
paradigm used to obtain the project data and the methodological steps taken throughout
the process of thematically analysing same. Furthermore, the reliability and validity of
the research, its limitations and relevant ethical considerations have been scrutinised,
paying particular attention to the merits of each epistemic position. Finally, the
researcher’s positionality has also been disclosed to reveal all information that may be

pertinent to the study.
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Chapter Four: Discussion and Analysis

The purpose of this chapter is to examine, interpret and discuss four main
themes that emerged following the thematic analysis of data generated during semi-
structured interviews with parents of children, who attend mainstream primary schools

in Dublin, and who regularly receive homework.

Data Demographics (n=11)

The parent who completed the pilot interview and the sample group of eleven
parents (n = 11) interviewed for the study were female, which was not an intentional
arrangement. It is submitted that this may have arisen as the three parents known to the
researcher, who facilitated the snowball sampling selection, were female and they
recommended parents known to them who were eligible for the study. The
interviewees’ experiences of homework at the time of the research related to twenty-one
children (twelve boys and nine girls) who represented all classes within the Irish
primary school system. Seven boys and three girls were students in classes ranging from
junior infants to second class and five boys and six girls were students in classes
ranging from third class to sixth class. The children attended six mainstream, co-
educational schools in Dublin. Two of the schools had a DEIS Band Two status but it is
proposed that this has no statistical relevance to this study as the parents whose children
attended these schools did not present as more socially disadvantaged than the other

parents in the study.
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Data Analysis

The research data was thematically analysed, using a system of coding of the
answers provided by the parents during the interviews and recording the emotions they
displayed throughout the process. The information was subsequently collated to group

the collected data under common themes. Four main themes emerged as follows:

e Parental beliefs in learning gains from homework.
e Homework as an early warning system for problems.
e Homework, even if linked to occasional stress, does not have an adverse effect

on parent/child relationships.

e Parental involvement in homework: a positive functional approach as children

mature.

Parental beliefs in learning gains from homework

A key theme to emerge from this research project is one of strong parental
beliefs that homework completion has the capacity to assist primary school children to
improve their academic achievement in curriculum areas. Most parents in this study (n
=9/11) opined that homework gave them an insight into their child’s academic ability, a
benefit also noted in earlier Irish research (Jackson & Harbison, 2014, p. 54). The same
parents (n = 9/11) also advised that, in their opinions, completing homework helped to
improve their children’s academic performance. Parent # 2 recounted that her daughter
“had difficulty with reading at a certain time and particularly when maths became
problems as opposed to just pure numbers”. This participant attributed a one hundred
per cent improvement for her child in these subjects to the practice she did through

homework as she felt “the more she did homework, the more it benefitted her”.
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On questioning, this cohort of parents (n = 9/11) credited this improvement in
attainment to the fact that homework engaged their children in repeating work and re-
practising skills they learned during the school day, a perspective illustrated by Parent #
4 who advised that “systematically doing something similar every day helps them learn
and it reiterates what they are learning in school”. Parent # 7 opined that it made sense
that improvement would happen through daily homework repetition when learning
phonics, reading and writing as “doing something twice is better than once”, with parent
# 5 agreeing that homework benefitted her children academically as it acted as “a

practise session for the learning” that was done in the classroom during the school day.

This parent group (n = 9/11) were mindful however that homework does not
necessarily provide an equal learning gain at all times or to all children because, as
parent # 5 put it, “the experience of homework and if it’s of benefit to your life is
dependent on you and how you are doing it”. The relevance of the individuality of the
child was highlighted by all nine parents (n = 9/11), with parent # 2 noting that
“homework benefits the child in the subject that they’re least proficient in”. From the
point of view of context, six parents (n = 6/11) indicated that there was no advantage to
be gained by completing homework if a child was too tired to engage in the process
properly and five parents (n = 5/11) noted that homework should not be too long or

otherwise, as parent # 6 reported, children get “jaded” and lose focus.

As evidenced in chapter two, more research is required to clarify whether or not
homework contributes to academic achievement in primary school and if it does, in
what format, under what conditions and to what extent. In 1989, Cooper had concluded
that achievement gains in elementary (i.e. primary) school had no association with
homework (O’Toole, 2019, p. 34). However, subsequent research findings support the

view that there is a positive link between homework and academic attainment, with the
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proviso that the correlation is not as strong for younger students (Cooper et al., 2006;
Bas, Sentiirk and Cigerci, 2017). The finding from this study would appear to support
the research that corelates homework with academic attainment. However, it is relevant
that this finding is based on nine parents’ (n = 9/11) personal perceptions of
achievement gains made by their children as a result of homework completion and it is
not based on any form of objective testing. For this reason, it is important to exercise

caution and resist generalising this finding in any way.

Homework as an early warning system for problems

The second theme to emerge from this study is one of strong parental views of
homework as a useful process for flagging any academic issues that arise for children
during the school year. Eight parents (n = 8/11) opined that a significant benefit of
homework was that it acted as a means by which a parent was alerted if their child was
finding a particular curriculum area or skill being taught at school challenging or if
there was a gap in the child’s learning, with parent # 2 describing it succinctly as “an

early warning system” for problems.

Interestingly, seven of the aforementioned parents (n = 7/11) reported that one of
their children had struggled with an aspect of school work at some stage since starting
school (with five reporting challenges within the mathematics curriculum). All of these
parents (n = 7/11) noted that the issue came to their attention during homework, with
parent # 5 recounting that “I did see that N had a lot of his sums wrong and I thought
‘why are you getting so many wrong?’ So, I asked him to show me what he was doing”.
Some of these parents (n = 6/11) then took the opportunity to personally help the child
with the specific issue if they felt they could. Parent # 10, who realised her daughter did

not understand subtraction, advised that she “took about five minutes to explain it and E
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got it...it wasn’t actually difficult one on one”. Recent research queries the
effectiveness of parents giving direct help with homework, but it is possible that the
relevant findings may be linked to situations where parents help “more than five nights
a week” (Carmichael & MacDonald, 2016, p. 207) as opposed to occasional direct help
when a specific difficulty arises for a child. As an alternative to helping directly, or in
addition to this, six parents (n = 6/11) requested and obtained assistance from the class
teacher, with parent # 9 noting that her daughter received extra help in school with
mathematics after the teacher was advised of the child’s difficulty with related
homework. Some participants in Jackson and Harbison’s (2014) recent Irish research
ostensibly referenced this benefit of homework too, when they referred to it as “a way
of identifying their child’s weaknesses and strengths” (p. 54) but the prevalence of this
opinion is not clear. As noted previously, this study is so limited that generalisation of

the finding is not possible to any extent.

During her interview, parent # 3 suggested that this benefit of homework could
be linked to an academic benefit for her children, because if issues arose “I might be
able to help them more”. In addition, parent # 8 reasoned that if a problem for her child
became evident through homework, she could act as an “advocate” for the child with
the teacher and ensure that, as had been the experience of parent # 2’s daughter, “she
got the right help at the right time”. This parent was keen to stress that if an issue for her
child only became apparent in an end of year school report, it would be too late to help
as “you can’t go back on the time then”. It is arguable therefore that if homework
facilitates a child receiving help with academic struggles as they arise throughout the
school year, this would have a knock-on benefit for the child in terms of academic
achievement as any gaps or misunderstandings in learning would be identified and
remedied promptly. This may be of particular relevance to certain children. Parent # 2

advised that her daughter “C was very quiet so she wouldn’t actually tell me anything
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that was going on in school”. It is posited therefore that this benefit of homework may
be especially important if a child is unable or unwilling for any reason to self-declare

any difficulty that they are experiencing with academic studies.

Notably, when the subject of homework benefits was discussed, none of the
parents (n = 11) referenced its potential to develop children’s motivation (Bempechat,
2004) or to develop children into lifelong learners (Bembenutty, 2011b) or to develop
children’s work ethic and job management skills (Corno and Xu, 2004). In fact, eight
parents (n = 8/11) listed homework’s only benefits as those of a learning tool and a
warning system for academic problems. It might be worth researching therefore whether
parental perspectives on homework would change if parents were informed of relevant
evidence-based research about it and if the possible benefits and disadvantages of the

practice were highlighted appropriately.

Homework, even if linked to occasional stress, does not have an adverse effect on

parent/child relationships.

Another key theme to emerge from this study is one of strong parental beliefs
that homework, even if linked to occasional stress, does not detrimentally affect
parent/child relationships. In 2010, the IPPN highlighted the possibility of homework
causing a lot of stress between children and their parents (p. 4). In this study four
parents (n = 4/11) reported that their children never found homework a stressful
activity, while six parents (n = 6/11) advised that their children found it stressful on
occasion only. However, parent # 11, who has a child with special educational needs
(SEN), advised that her son was regularly overwhelmed by his homework and though it

was differentiated somewhat, it still caused him consistent stress.
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The parents of the children who experienced homework related stress (n = 7/11)
advised that the main reasons it arose was either a child’s tiredness or his/her perception
of having excessive homework. Parent # 3 noted that her son occasionally left most of
his writing assignments to the end of the week, which “was really stressful, because in
his head, having to write six sentences and then find all the words and then draw the
picture...in his head, that seemed to be a huge amount of homework”. Interestingly,
these parents, bar one, (n = 6/11) indicated that homework stress was rarely related to
the actual content. This seems to contrast with Jackson and Harbison’s (2014) study
wherein homework that was “consistently too difficult for the child” (p. 57) was

reported as one of the reasons for causing friction in the home.

The parents’ experiences, unsurprisingly, matched those of their children, with
four parents (n = 4/11) reporting that they never found homework stressful personally.
Six parents (n = 6/11) reported homework as occasionally stressful, usually if they were
under time pressure or as parent # 1 described it, “if you have to get the homework done
and make the dinner and have a three-year-old screaming at you...that part of it is
stressful”. Parent # 11, however, found homework consistently stressful, as her son’s
SEN meant that it took a long time to complete each day and she had to provide him

with a high level of support.

It has been suggested that homework related stress could evoke seemingly
disproportionate emotions (Katz et al., 2012, p. 408) but this study’s relevant
participants (n = 7/11) did not report unusually heightened emotions at times when
homework proved stressful. Of note though is that six of these parents (n = 6/11) only
had to deal with homework related stress periodically. In addition, all seven parents (n =
7/11) had dealt with homework over a number of years and they had arguably

developed strategies for minimising homework related tension when it arose, which
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may have helped to offset the levels of stress experienced in the home. During the
interviews, parents detailed strategies including simply telling the child “to give it a
break and then come back to it later” (parent # 4), postponing homework to the
following morning (n = 3/11) or writing a note to explain any unfinished homework to

the teacher (n = 3/11).

Interestingly, a number of parents (n = 7/11) felt that homework actually
benefitted their relationship with their children as it allowed them to show an interest in
and to gain an insight into their child’s overall educational experience, including the
social and emotional side of school. Parent # 5 described it as “a chance for
connection...an opportunity to come into their world”, whilst parent # 2 described it as
a “conversation opener” about the school day, a benefit also referenced in earlier Irish
research (Jackson and Harbison, 2014, p. 54). In fact, six parents (n = 6/11) reported
homework as an enjoyable experience at times, with parent # 8 linking her enjoyment to
a feeling of camaraderie, of being “in it together” and therefore feeling a part of her

daughter’s learning.

At the end of the interviews parents was asked if they felt their relationships
with their children had been affected because of homework and in what way. The
majority of parents (n =10/11) reported that, overall, homework either had a positive
effect (n =5/11) or a neutral effect (n = 5/11) on their relationships, a finding which
might assuage the concerns of the IPPN to some extent. The reality for these parents (n
=10/11) was that homework, even when it caused stress occasionally, did not
detrimentally affect their relationships with their children. However, parent # 11, whose
child has SEN, advised that the only arguments at home were “always related to
homework” so, in her opinion, homework had adversely affected her relationship with

her child.
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During the interviews, the parents whose children experienced occasional stress
with homework (n = 6/11), gave the impression that it comprised an ordinary life stress
and the fact that it did not occur daily was significant. However, the effect of consistent
homework related stress on the life of parent # 11 and her child was very worrying.
Accordingly, it is posited that research should be completed, without delay, to ascertain
and record the homework experiences of parents with children in mainstream schools
who have special educational needs. It seems likely that if specific changes need to be
made around homework for some children, then the starting point for reform will be

relevant findings about the extent and essence of the problem that needs to be tackled.

Parental involvement in homework: a positive functional approach as children

mature

The final theme to emerge from this research is the adoption by parents of a
functional assistance approach to their involvement with homework as children mature.
When asked if they had ever been given advice by a teacher about parental engagement
with homework, the entire cohort (n = 11/11) advised that they had been given class
guidelines for the length of time that homework should last but only two parents (n =
2/11) were given any advice regarding the type of assistance, if any, they should offer.
This appears to support Corno and Xu’s (2004) contention that parents “tend to receive

little to no guidance from schools” (p. 232) about effective homework supervision.

All of the study participants (n = 11) had established a general routine to
facilitate homework being done at a consistent time each day and all were involved with
their children’s homework to varying degrees. Seven parents (n = 7/11) regularly
collected their children from school and homework was completed in the manner

described by parent # 2, whereby children “come in straight after school, sit up at the
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counter and do their homework”. The remaining parents (n = 4/11) were working full
time but caregivers facilitated the children completing their homework as close to the
end of the school day as possible. These working parents also arranged to directly
supervise homework at least one day each week, with parent # 5 remarking that she
viewed Thursday as a “catch up day” to recap on how the homework had gone that
week. All of the parents (n = 11) indicated that they tried to ensure that all homework

was completed each week.

Interestingly, despite the lack of guidance on the issue, the participants in this
study seem to have adopted the type of functional strategy of homework assistance that
is mooted to have “long-term beneficial effects on students’ motivation and
commitment” (Brau et al., 2017, p. 65). Four parents ( n = 4/11) who had children in
first class or below stated that they sat with these children while they completed their
homework because of their young age, the fact that they were learning to read and write
and because, as parent # 1 noted, some of the homework is “kind of designed by the
school so that there is a certain level of parental involvement”. However, all of the
parents (n = 9/11) with children from second class upwards (bar one whose child has
SEN) adopted more of a supportive, supervisory and checking role vis-a-vis homework,
with the amount of their direct involvement decreasing as the children moved through
the classes. Parent # 4 noted that whilst she was more “hands on” with her son in first
class, “the other two in third and fourth can work completely independently”. These
parents (n = 9/11), however, reported staying in close proximity to their children during
homework time so that they were available, if needed, if any problems arose, or so they
could partake in general conversations around school life or, if necessary, ensure all
homework was completed and signed off. It is posited that these parents’ approach to
homework embodied an “autonomy supportive” (Pomerantz et al., 2007, p.399) type of

engagement. Indeed, parent # 9 advised that she had recently ceded full responsibility to
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her fifth-class children to ensure that they had completed all of their homework as “they
are responsible now at the age they are to make sure that they have everything done”.
O’Toole et al. (2019) noted recently that in order to be useful, parental involvement
with homework should promote and not limit “independent learning” (p. 71) and it is
posited that the parents in this study were intent on enabling their children to develop

independence, where possible, in this regard.

Conclusion

This chapter detailed that, whilst the participants in this research project were
involved with their children’s homework to varying degrees, their involvement, once
children mastered reading and writing, supported their children’s learning autonomy.
However, it was still sufficiently supervisory to allow them to be alerted if any aspect of
homework was problematic for their children. In addition, the chapter disclosed strong
parental perspectives on homework as a practice which helps to improve a child’s
academic performance and acts as an early warning system if a child is struggling with
school work or if there is a gap in learning. The chapter also detailed strong parental
beliefs that homework, even if linked to occasional stress, does not adversely affect the

parent/child relationship.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations

The purpose of this chapter is to present the research question which formed the
basis for this project, followed by a summary of the major findings gleaned from data
generated during semi-structured interviews with eleven participants in this small-scale
Dublin based study. The chapter will thereafter conclude with a detail of the
observations, conclusions and recommendations that presented from these relevant

findings.

Research question and Summary of Findings

The rationale for this study was to answer a research question which queried the
manner of parental involvement with homework at primary school level and resultant
parental perspectives on its value, efficacy and effects within the home. With the
knowledge that an interview simply gives an interviewee’s “perception of the
phenomenon of interest at that particular point in time” (Merriam, 2009, p. 114), this
research question was answered by interviewing a cohort of eleven parents (n = 11) in

Dublin in 2019.

The findings indicate that the majority of parents (n = 9/11) believe that
homework is valuable as a device for helping with learning gains for children. It was
acknowledged however that the extent of the benefit can vary depending on the
individual child and on the context within which homework is completed. These parents
(n =9/11) opined that homework helped their children to improve academically and
they attributed this to the fact that it engaged them in the repetition of work and the re-

practice of skills that they had learned during the school day.
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The second major finding is that most parents (n = 8/11) maintain that
homework acts as an early warning system for parents which highlights if a child has
any academic difficulties or deficiencies. These parents (n = 8/11) acknowledged this as
valuable in that it facilitates children receiving appropriate assistance in a timely
manner to ameliorate problems. Seven parents (n = 7/11) had, in fact, been alerted to

issues for their children during homework.

A further key finding is parental beliefs that homework does not adversely affect
the relationship between parent and child, even though it can engender a variety of
emotional responses from children and parents, depending on the time and
circumstances under which it is completed. All but one parent (n = 10/11) advised that
homework had either a positive or neutral effect on their relationship with their
children. The proviso to this finding, however, is that the position may be different if

homework gives rise to consistent stress for a parent and child.

The last notable finding is that, despite a lack of direction from schools, parents
have adopted a functional assistance approach to their involvement with homework,
once children can read and write. This type of involvement, recommended by a number
of researchers (Bréu, et al., 2017; O’Toole et al., 2019), promotes independent learning,

as children mature through the primary school system.

Observations, Conclusions and Recommendations

Homework is a very complex subject to research, as evidenced in chapter two.
However, it is posited that it is deserving of attention as it is a means by which parents
can be involved in their child’s education (Epstein et al., 2002) and “the importance of

parental involvement and engagement is so well established that it stands as one of the
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most agreed-upon principles of good educational practice” (O’Toole, 2019, p. 11). This
study could be seen as an addition to the small body of Irish research about homework,
with the limitation that it is a snapshot of the majority view of one relatively
homogeneous cohort of parents in Dublin in 2019, who are relatively satisfied with their

current homework experiences, as outlined above.

But what about the experiences of parents who have children with SEN, parents
who have English as an additional language or parents from different socio-economic
backgrounds and cultures? What also do we know of the experiences of children,
teachers, principals and boards of management in Ireland around homework? It is
posited that all children deserve homework that is as effective as possible and at a
minimum it should not be damaging to them in any way. In 2014, Jackson and Harbison
called for homework to be radically overhauled in Ireland and they posited that all
parties involved should be afforded the opportunity to give their opinions on the issue
(p. 61). This call is echoed, particularly in light of the adverse homework experience
reported by parent # 11 and in light of the reported levels of stress around homework in

Ireland, as detailed in chapter two (Jackson & Harbison, 2014; Wayman, 2016).

Finally, though research on homework, as evidenced in this thesis, can be
contradictory and does not lend itself to definitive advice, it is posited that it is a topic
that should be included, in some capacity, during teacher training, on the basis that pre-
service teachers should be equipped with “a better understanding of how classroom and
home-based learning work together” (Trenholm & Chinnappan, 2019, p. 50). It may be
that teachers are obliged to assign homework in line with school policies but it makes
sense that they should be aware of homework’s complexity and “multidimensional
characteristics” (Trenholm & Chinnappan, 2019, p. 54) and of relevant up to date

research before they become stakeholders in the practice themselves.
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Appendix A

Gender of the interviewee

Questions to ask in the semi-structured interview

1.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
15.

Can you tell me the kind of primary school that your child or your children are
currently attending? For example, Catholic, Educate Together, Community

National School, Gaelscoil etc.

. Do you know if your child’s/children’s school has a homework policy and if

yes, what do you know about the policy?

Has any representative from your child’s/children’s school ever given you a
reason or rationale for giving homework?

Have you ever been invited to be involved as a parent in the drafting or
amending/updating of the school’s homework policy?

How many times each week does your child or children have to complete
homework?

Is there a homework club in the school your child or children are attending?

In your opinion does homework help to improve the academic performance of
your child or children? Please give reasons for your answer.

In your opinion does doing homework offer other benefits to your
child/children? Please give reasons for your answer.

In your opinion are there are any disadvantages for your child/children in doing
homework? Please give reasons for your answer.

Are you involved with your child or children while they are doing their
homework? If yes, can you describe the way or ways that you assist your child
or children/the nature of your involvement while they are doing their
homework?

Have you ever been given advice from your child’s teacher about how to assist
your child/children with their homework? If so, what was the advice?

All in all, do you believe that homework is a valuable part of your child or
children’s school life and why?

In your opinion, does homework limit your child’s/children’s life/lives in any
way, with regard to activities outside of school hours?

Can you describe your child’s/children’s attitude to homework?

In your opinion, do you think your child finds homework a stressful activity?
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16. Can you describe how you feel when you are involved with your child/children
while they are completing their homework?

17. Do you think your child/children like the way in which you are involved with
them as they complete their homework?

18. In your opinion has your relationship with your child/children been affected

because of homework?
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Appendix B

Letter of Consent — for Participating Parent
Dear Parent,

My name is Janette Healy and | am currently studying to qualify as a primary
school teacher. I attend Marino Institute of Education in Dublin where | am in the
second and final year of the Professional Master of Education course. As part of my
course work this year, | am conducting a research project entitled ‘Would homework
policies in mainstream primary schools in Ireland be any different if parents were
involved in the formulation of same and why?’ My research has three main aims as

follows;

e to ascertain the attitudes and opinions of parents of primary school children in a
selection of mainstream Dublin schools towards homework,

e to ascertain their level of involvement in their children’s homework and,

e to ascertain their opinion of the effect that this involvement has on their
relationship with their children.

| am interested in this area as homework is an aspect of the educational
experience of most children in Ireland and as a future teacher it will come within the
scope of my duties. | hope that following this research | will have a broader
understanding of the topic so I will be in a position to discuss the issue with all

stakeholders in the school community in a knowledgeable way.

I am writing to you as | would greatly appreciate your help with my research.
This help would involve you participating in an interview with me in relation to the
above topic. The purpose of the interview is to collect information/data from parents
and invite them to share their opinions and attitudes towards homework for children
attending mainstream primary schools in Ireland. The interview which will take forty
minutes approximately will be carried out in a sensitive and non-stressful manner. It can
be conducted at your convenience in relation to time and location and please note that it

will be recorded to assist me later on in my research analysis.

The issue of confidentiality is absolutely paramount in relation to my research.
Several steps will therefore be taken to protect the identity and anonymity of all

participants who are interviewed. In my project | will ensure that there is no reference to

57



any participant’s name, school or geographical details that might lead to a participant
being identified. On completion of the interviews they will be transcribed to assist with
the analysis of the data. However, | assure you that all recordings and documents related
to the interviews will be accessible only to me and I will destroy all of the information

thirteen months after the study has been completed.

Please also be assured that your participation in my research is completely
voluntary and you can decide at any time to withdraw from the study without any need
to provide a reason. All information received from you will be immediately destroyed if
you do choose to withdraw.

When my study is complete, 1 will present my findings in a dissertation which
will be read by educational professionals at Marino Institute of Education. The
dissertation may be published to Marino Library, if selected, where other students will
have access to it. Please note however that no participant names or identifying

information will be revealed at any time.

If you have any questions, require any further information about my study or
wish to contact the project supervisor, please do not hesitate to contact me at 087-
XXXXXXX.

| appreciate that the life of a parent is a busy one and so | do understand that
participating in this study will take up some of your valuable time. Therefore, | would
be very grateful indeed if you could accommodate me by participating in this study. If
you are in a position to help me, please complete and sign the ‘Consent Section’ at the

end of this letter.
Yours faithfully,
Janette Healy

I have read the above information regarding this research study relating to
parental attitudes to homework for children in mainstream primary schools in Ireland

and | consent to participate in this study.

------------------------------------------------------- (Printed Name)

------------------------------------------------------- (Signature)
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