

Middle school students face many challenges that are unique to the stage of life they are experiencing. Peer pressure, hormonal changes, and more occupy working memory of the brain. They experience multiple teachers, perhaps for the first time, classes are departmentalized, passing period in the hallways are frequent and very social, and there is a lot more homework given from several different teachers in a single given day. Students adapt, conform, and tend to begin just going through the motions of school, and their work. The task is to get it done, with or without comprehension. It becomes easier to sit in the back, falling through the cracks in classes loaded with students and can go un-noticed the entire day. Middle school students are in danger of finding school meaningless, or merely a place to socialize as the subjects being taught often has no relevance in their lives. Middle school students are reluctant to complete homework that does not serve a real purpose in their current lives. They need to see that the work does have meaning and that it does connect to the real world, and what they are learning actually does matter and will be used. 

Research state that the average student in a class in which appropriate homework was assigned would score 23 percentile points higher on tests of the knowledge addressed in that class than the average student in a class in which homework was not assigned. Additional literature does suggest discrepancies, however. One topic often under debate is the amount of time spent on homework. Some state that the benefits of homework increased with the amount of time spent on homework. For middle school, this time reached up to 2 hours, then learning decreases. Additional literature suggests that the time spent on homework is not an accurate indicator of achievement. Several studies have separated the effects on homework assignment and homework completion indicates that students who spend more time on their homework do not necessarily out-perform their peers. In fact, effort invested in homework has proved to have a more consistently positive impact on achievement gains than has time on homework.
Homework effort and homework time are essentially unrelated, therefore the amount of time spent on homework should not be used as a measure of student’s investment. The positive effects of homework relate to the amount of homework the student completes rather than the amount of time spent on homework or the amount of homework actually assigned. Homework time must be structured in a way that students can accomplish it with relatively high success rates, so that they will complete all or large portions of the homework efficiently, effectively and successfully.

Homework can be an essential part of the curriculum and not only enhance, but enrich student’s understanding of course content. One important aspect is that it must be made to be meaningful to the student, rooted in the ideas of authenticity.
Here are some helpful principles for homework for efficient, effective, and successful homework completion.

	Principle
	Description & Prescription

	Prediction is Key!
	Predicting outcomes not only fosters survival of our species, but it serves as a strategy for affiliation, resource acquisition and stress management. Humans also appreciate novelty, but on their own terms. Examples include travel, camping, movies, vacations, etc. Plan the evening’s home work. Decide what will be done first, second, etc. Decide how much time should be allotted for each item, including breaks & stretches. Begin with the most difficult and time consuming first. Write the assignments out so students can see them. Reaching goals step by step encourages effort and provides a sense of accomplishment.

	Environment matters!
	Environments Matter; strong scientific evidence suggests that environments not only directly influence the brain, but also can trigger gene expression. Sometimes quiet places aren’t ideal for doing homework. Try different settings that are away from televisions or visual attention grabbers. Use music that is non-lyrical or sung in a different language they may not understand, such as Hawaiian.

	Reward with Feedback!
	Reward with constant feedback. Our brain is designed to be highly responsive to biochemical rewards. Tell them you notice how hard they are working, how well their work turned out because of their effort. Refrain from telling them how smart they are or how smart they are working. It gives the impression that intelligence is fixed, that their intelligence is limited.  This fixed intelligence idea often causes them to think they aren’t intelligent enough when new challenges become difficult. 

	Susceptibility
	Highly immature frontal lobes are unable to manage negative input. Early exposure to chronic stress leads to long term depression. Remember framing your statements that are void of negativity. Explain how it would help you or others if they were to achieve a particular task. Use framing in your requests

	Attention!
	Our brain is designed to limit the quantity of new input per minute, hour, and day. Learning uses glucose quickly, and breaks can provide necessary protein for effort. Separate their work into “chunks” so the “whole work load” isn’t overwhelming. If the first assignment reaches 15 minutes, time to take a break. Take breaks often, have them do something that doesn’t distract their attention completely. For example: say “OK, time to get up, walk around the table two times, touch the window, the front door, and the back door then come back.” Be certain the movement doesn’t take them to a place where they will be distracted for long. 

	Adaptive!
	Our brains are not static or fixed. They are constantly changing in over a dozen ways. Know that they are learning in their own way, not yours. If they find a new method of learning, let them try.

	Rough Drafts!
	Our brain rarely gets it right the 1st time. Instead we make sketchy rough drafts of new learning. Rough drafts are expedient; there’s no reason to flesh out the details until we have relevant reason to do so. Assume they aren’t getting it. Have them provide analogies, models, and teach it back.

	Meaning maker!
	Every perception, sensation and conclusion is usually associated with another related experience, this may create meaning. When it doesn’t happen, we often seek it (psychics, books, confession, talk shows, etc.) Find ways to make their work meaningful & relevant to something they already know or something you know. Use analogies, examples, models, anything to help them relate the topic to their world.

	Memories are malleable!
	This principle reminds us that our memories are a process, not a fixed thing. Memories can and are often changed or lost. Memory is a process, not a repository. Have them repeat what they understand, then repeat it as it was said to you.

	Perception!
	Perception, not reality, matters. Our brain only knows what it takes in perceptually and is easily fooled. Our prior knowledge is a huge factor in determining what we see, hear, feel, touch, and taste Ask questions to understand about their perception of the task at hand. Have them provide examples & analogies to their work.

	Emotional states rule!
	One neuroscientist called our brain a bag of hormones we struggle between our feelings and logic. We usually do not always do what we feel like doing. Emotions are OK. Let it happen, and then move on. Train that frontal lobe to be realistic and gain perspective, this will put the emotional amygdala in check.
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