
 

Study suggests more than two hours of
homework a night may be counterproductive
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Education scholar Denise Pope has found that too much homework has negative
effects on student well-being and behavioral engagement. Credit: L.A. Cicero

Education scholar Denise Pope has found that too much homework has
negative effects on student well-being and behavioral engagement.

A Stanford researcher found that too much homework can negatively
affect kids, especially their lives away from school, where family,
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friends and activities matter.

"Our findings on the effects of homework challenge the traditional
assumption that homework is inherently good," wrote Denise Pope, a
senior lecturer at the Stanford Graduate School of Education and a co-
author of a study published in the Journal of Experimental Education.

The researchers used survey data to examine perceptions about
homework, student well-being and behavioral engagement in a sample of
4,317 students from 10 high-performing high schools in upper-middle-
class California communities. Along with the survey data, Pope and her
colleagues used open-ended answers to explore the students' views on
homework.

Median household income exceeded $90,000 in these communities, and
93 percent of the students went on to college, either two-year or four-
year.

Students in these schools average about 3.1 hours of homework each
night.

"The findings address how current homework practices in privileged,
high-performing schools sustain students' advantage in competitive
climates yet hinder learning, full engagement and well-being," Pope
wrote.

Pope and her colleagues found that too much homework can diminish its
effectiveness and even be counterproductive. They cite prior research
indicating that homework benefits plateau at about two hours per night,
and that 90 minutes to two and a half hours is optimal for high school.

Their study found that too much homework is associated with:
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Greater stress: 56 percent of the students considered homework a
primary source of stress, according to the survey data. Forty-
three percent viewed tests as a primary stressor, while 33 percent
put the pressure to get good grades in that category. Less than 1
percent of the students said homework was not a stressor.
Reductions in health: In their open-ended answers, many students
said their homework load led to sleep deprivation and other
health problems. The researchers asked students whether they
experienced health issues such as headaches, exhaustion, sleep
deprivation, weight loss and stomach problems.
Less time for friends, family and extracurricular pursuits: Both
the survey data and student responses indicate that spending too
much time on homework meant that students were "not meeting
their developmental needs or cultivating other critical life skills,"
according to the researchers. Students were more likely to drop
activities, not see friends or family, and not pursue hobbies they
enjoy.

A balancing act

The results offer empirical evidence that many students struggle to find
balance between homework, extracurricular activities and social time,
the researchers said. Many students felt forced or obligated to choose
homework over developing other talents or skills.

Also, there was no relationship between the time spent on homework and
how much the student enjoyed it. The research quoted students as saying
they often do homework they see as "pointless" or "mindless" in order to
keep their grades up.

"This kind of busy work, by its very nature, discourages learning and
instead promotes doing homework simply to get points," Pope said.
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She said the research calls into question the value of assigning large
amounts of homework in high-performing schools. Homework should
not be simply assigned as a routine practice, she said.

"Rather, any homework assigned should have a purpose and benefit, and
it should be designed to cultivate learning and development," wrote
Pope.

High-performing paradox

In places where students attend high-performing schools, too much
homework can reduce their time to foster skills in the area of personal
responsibility, the researchers concluded. "Young people are spending
more time alone," they wrote, "which means less time for family and
fewer opportunities to engage in their communities."

Student perspectives

The researchers say that while their open-ended or "self-reporting"
methodology to gauge student concerns about homework may have
limitations – some might regard it as an opportunity for "typical
adolescent complaining" – it was important to learn firsthand what the 
students believe.

  More information: Mollie Gallowaya, Jerusha Connerb & Denise
Popec, "Nonacademic Effects of Homework in Privileged, High-
Performing High Schools." The Journal of Experimental Education
Volume 81, Issue 4, 2013, pages 490-510, DOI:
10.1080/00220973.2012.745469
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