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Teachers are generally of two schools when it comes to homework - those who hate it and do not assign it and those who hate it, but assign it. When I first began teaching 10 years ago, I was of neither school. The Faculty of Education never addressed the topic of homework and I naively began teaching without any thought of homework.

Soon into my first year teaching a split grade 1 and 2 class, parents began asking me about homework: "Why doesn't Susie get homework?" "Where is Tong's homework. They get homework in the other classes". Of course my naïve response was: "Your child is in school all day long and needs a break at night. Therefore I don't assign homework." That wasn't what most parents wanted to hear. As they questioned me more and more, I began to hate homework, even though I had never assigned any. 

Fortunately, along came the Borrow-a-Book movement in my Board of Education. I attended a workshop on Borrow-a-Book and fell in love with it. I could send books and a tracking sheet home every night and that would be MY HOMEWORK. Parents would be happy; children would be reading; and my homework worries would be gone! I bought books for my class collection with Borrow-a-Book money (given to each teacher from a special budget). I put pockets in the backs of books, taught my students how to sign books out and PRESTO I had a homework program. The kids loved it and so did I. Even the parents seemed pleased.

Of course, it wasn't long until parents started commenting that Borrow-a-Book was fun but not homework: "My child reads at home with or without Borrow-a-Book." and "Reading isn't homework!". To appease the disgruntled "pro-homework parents", I eventually began doing what my other colleagues did - SENDING HOME WORKSHEETS. Daily, I photocopied math worksheets, language worksheets, science worksheets, social studies worksheets and so on and so on. Not surprisingly, parents loved my new homework program. I now heard comments like "Susie just loves doing homework." And "My child learns so much doing all those worksheets at night."

However, I HATED all of the preparation and photocopying of these "drill and kill" type worksheets that I ordinarily didn't use during the day in my classroom. My photocopying expenses skyrocketed that year and I barely had enough money left in my classroom budget to purchase pencils, markers, kleenex and paper. I also spent hours each week collecting, marking and returning the worksheets. Needless to say, it seemed that all of my efforts went into homework. I barely had time to teach. My mind was always on, "Which worksheet can I send home tonight?". Homework now became something I hated but did.

The following year I had a homework epiphany. An Orff teacher was coming into my room once a week during the first term to do Orff with my class. While she taught songs and actions and had students perform on musical instruments, I observed and listened. I wasn't used to sitting idle in my classroom and soon found myself writing her songs on chart paper. I posted the charts in the classroom and we sang the songs in between weekly Orff classes. 

One day after a parent asked me what Orff was, it occurred to me that I could send some of the charts home with students so they could share the songs with their parents. So, I neatly folded the charts up, put them in ziplock baggies and handed them out to a few students each night. They shared their charts with their parents and other family members and then brought them back the next day. Others could then take them home, too, and share them with their parents. I began hearing from parents how they liked hearing the songs we were learning in Orff. Soon I added suggestions to the charts (e.g. Sing this song. Shout this song. Whisper this song. Read this song backwards) and alas, CHOOSE-A-CHART was born! 

Inspired by the excitement of students when singing, I began teaching them new songs and poems during calendar time each morning. I wrote them on chart paper and sent home. To track who had taken a chart home, I attached a class list to each chart. Students put a check mark next to their name after they had borrowed it. Gradually, Choose-a-Chart grew and grew and grew. I stopped photocopying worksheets and instead, wrote math and language question/activities on charts. I had more than enough charts for every student to choose one every night for homework. Each student did their written work on a loose-leaf piece of paper which was returned with the chart the next morning. I put the papers in a homework file for each student. Finally, my "drill and kill" worksheet homework program was gone! I had graduated to a new school of teachers - those who love homework and do it.

Very little time was needed to prepare homework. I made charts whenever I got an idea or taught a new concept or skill in Math or Language. Tracking became minimal and eventually the loose-leaf papers were replaced by homework notebooks. I revised the record sheets on the front of the charts to include a space for each student to write a comment. I also colour-coded the record sheets so that math charts were green and language charts were pink.

Now in my tenth year of teaching, I find Choose-a-Chart is one of the most effective things I have done in my career. It's a fun way of doing homework that, once established, requires minimal preparation and tracking. Students find it motivating and challenging, yet it gives them practice on skills and concepts we have already learned in class. Parents like it because their children get homework every night, they know what it looks like and approximately how much time will be needed to complete it. It also is a form of communication with parents which helps build and strengthen the home-school connection.

To some people, I'm now known as Mr. Choose-a-Chart. It's a nice alternative to Mr. Worksheet.

Michael

Choose A Chart
Choose-a-Chart is a program I began about 8 years ago. Students borrow charts on which I have written activities (primarily language and math).These activities are based on what we have been learning in class. They are intended as extra practice and a form of communication with parents about the classroom program and the curriculum expectations for grade three.

I have used Choose-a-Chart with junior kindergarten to grade 4 students and found it to be highly successful. 

1. It is based on work we have already done in class. Students know how to do the activities and very little parental assistance is required to complete them.

2. I follow a strict routine of borrowing and returning charts daily (except Monday nights when Poem of the Week work is done for homework). By sticking to this routine parents know when there will be homework, what the homework looks like, and generally how much time will be needed to complete it. There are NO SURPRISES.

3. Written on large chart paper, the activities appeal to primary and junior students who normally do not bring chart paper home from school. Younger brothers and sisters are also intrigued by the charts.

As a teacher, Choose-A-Chart is effective because:
1. Once a class set is made to start off the year, very little thought and preparation are required to sustain the program. I add new charts as skill and concepts are learned in class. Some weeks no new charts are added which means no preparation is required for any homework that week. Other weeks, only a few minutes are required to make up new charts and this can be done anywhere. I keep a supply of chart paper and markers a home and make charts up when I get an idea, sometimes while watching T.V

2. Very little time is required to mark homework. I take about five minutes each day to quickly flip through homework books and initial students' work. Only if I notice glaring errors will I mark the work or speak to the student - which happens very rarely

3. Very little class time is required to distribute homework. A student is appointed the Homework Clerk each week and during the afternoon he/she asks students to choose a new chart and to put their homework and communication books and reading records in their backpacks. During this time they also choose a new book for Borrow-a-Book. All of this is done in an organized fashion because all communication and homework books are easily organized by the Homework Clerk because they have been numbered and the numbers correspond to the class list in alphabetical order.

4. Students get a tremendous amount of extra practice from doing activites based on what has been taught and learned in class. Many students experience greater success in school because of this extra practice and also feel better about themselves. This has a tremendous impact on the classroom.

5. The home-school connection is strengthened and parents are supportive of the teacher because they are constantly kept aware of what is being taught in the classroom.

6. Choose-a-Chart is fun for the teacher and much more interesting than creating photocopying and marking worksheets.






MOST FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT CHOOSE-A-CHART

1. How do I get started?

To begin Choose-a-Chart you have to make a class set of charts which will be the biggest amount of preparation. Once you’ve got a set of charts, start students borrowing them. If you are unable to make a class set all at once, try just 5 charts. In a week, 25 of your students will have been able to do Choose-a-Chart. As you add charts, increase the number of students doing Choose-a-Chart each night.

2. How do you get ideas for the charts?

Ideas often come to me while I am teaching or preparing in-class materials. Some ideas come from books and the internet. Once you start making charts, ideas will just flood your mind. You know you are a Choose-a-Chart fanatic, when you dream about ideas for future charts.

3. Do you laminate the charts?

First of all, I think laminating things is terribly wasteful. Laminate is expensive and a lot of waste is produced. If you teach students how to care for the charts and students are motivated, the charts will last for the school year. Given that by the end of the school year, you could have well over 100 charts, laminating them is not possible. Second, if you gear the charts to your particular class (i.e. use their names in problems, activities), you need to make new ones every year, all year long, so it doesn’t make sense to laminate them.

4. How often do you make new charts?

I make new charts as I teach new concepts and skills and get new ideas. One week I may make 10 charts, the next week none. It all depends on if I’ve got time and when I’ve been inspired. 

5. When and where do you make charts?

Sometimes I make charts at school during my prep time. But most of the time, I make charts at home while I am watching television. I keep markers and chart paper at home just in case!

6. What happens if a child only chooses one kind of chart?

Students may choose whatever chart they want. I encourage them to take a variety of charts. If I notice someone is only math or language charts, I speak to them about it or choose for them.

7. Where do they record the work they’ve done?

Every student has a homework book (lined notebook). They record their homework in the homework book every night. When the homework books are full, I keep them on file until the end of the school year, and give them a new one.

8. Do you reuse charts from year to year?

I do not reuse charts from year to year – just many of the ideas. I keep the charts from previous years in storage and sometimes look at them for inspiration. I’ve even  given old charts away to people who have attended my Choose-a-Chart workshops.

9. Can Choose-a-Chart be used in other grades?

I have used Choose-a-Chart from kindergarten to grade four. A colleague, Rosemary, has adapted it for junior students using regular sized paper ( 8.5”x11”). The papers are kept in plastic sleeves in ziplock baggies. She calls it HOMEWORK IN A BAG.

10. Do you mark everyone’s Choose-a-Chart homework?

No. I would rather put time into preparing and marking in-class work. Instead of marking, every morning after entry, my students find a partner and share their homework (communication book, homework book, chart, borrow-a-book reading record).

11. What do you do if a student forgets or does not complete their Choose-a-Chart?

During sharing time, if a student forgets any aspect of the homework, their partner gets them to fill out an INCOMPLETE HOMEWORK SLIP (stating what they forgot or did not do and the excuse). I then glue it into their communication book and stamp it with a PARENT SIGNATURE REQUESTED stamp. 

12. Why should I do Choose-a-Chart?

There are six reasons why you should do Choose-a-Chart:.

1. There’s no day to day prep of homework. Make up a batch of charts and you don’t have to worry about homework for awhile. Add a few charts now and then, and you’ll only dedicate a few minutes to homework instead of hours.

2. There’s no tracking. Students write their comments next to their names on the recording sheets stapled to the front of every chart. They haven’t done the chart, if there isn’t a comment next to their name.

3. There’s very little photocopying involved. Other than the recording sheets (3 or 4 per chart), there’s no need to photocopy. Your principal will LOVE you for that alone!

4. Students love it. The large charts are more engaging than traditional 8.5”x11” worksheets, easy to read and geared towards your particular students, unlike a lot of 

pre-fab worksheets teachers often use for homework.

5. Parents love it. They know what choose-a-chart looks like and that it is coming home every night. The charts generally take very little time to complete, as students are practicing skills and concepts they’ve already worked on in class. NO MORE NEED FOR PARENTS TO RE-TEACH CONCEPTS or do the homework for the child.

6. You’ll love it. Homework will become fun and no longer an onerous task of endless hours of daily or weekly planning, tracking and marking.
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