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Objectives  

 Participants will learn: 
 An overview of executive functioning skills and 

how they impact homework completion
 The basics of becoming a behavior detective
 Two key strategies for homework completion
 How to develop a meaningful incentive system 
 How to involve siblings 

 Material adapted from: 
 Homework: A Guide for Parents, Peg Dawson, EdD, NCSP
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Executive Functioning Skills

 Skills required to execute tasks- to take an 
idea from start to finish

 Motor vehicle analogy
 Hidden curriculum
 Development of executive skills correlate 

with brain development
 Frontal lobe skills develop at different rates 
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Presentation Notes
-   Children as young as eight-months-old are observed displaying consciously-controlled behaviors that reflect executive functions.
As children get older, they display increasing skill in solving problems and maintaining thoughts and images in their minds
Interestingly, recent research indicates that the prefrontal cortex is not fully developed until an individual reaches his/her early to mid-30s. 
Other recent studies indicate that the circuitry in the frontal and temporal areas of the brain shows a maturational delay in children with ADHD and problems in executive controls. 
The recent advances in neuroscience and brain imagery techniques all point to the same conclusions — 
that environment, experience, and enrichment can lead to the growth and development of brain connections
that these gains can occur over an extended period of time
that such progress can contribute to the development of executive functioning skills.



Why Homework?   

 Communication regarding homework policies
 Benefits beyond school achievement
 Taking responsibility for tasks
 Develop skills to work independently 
 Develop “habits of mind” that contribute to 

effective functioning in the future
 Learn how to: 

Plan and organize tasks
Manage time
Make choices
Problem Solve
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Many teachers believe that assigning homework offers other benefits besides contributing to school achievement. 
Homework teaches children how to take responsibility for tasks and how to work independently. 
Homework helps children develop habits of mind that will serve them well as they proceed through school and life. 
Homework helps children learn how to plan and organize tasks, manage time, make choices, and problem solve, all skills that contribute to effective functioning in the adult world of work and families





Two Key Strategies    
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1. Routine 2. Incentive Systems

 A sequence of actions regularly 
followed; a fixed program

 A sequence of instructions for 
performing a task that forms a 

program

 An item that motivates or 
encourages one to do something.
 A payment or concession to 

stimulate greater output or 
investment

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Strategies
Two key strategies
Routine
Including when and where homework gets done and setting up daily schedules for homework
Incentive Systems
Build in rewards or incentives to use with children for whom "good grades" is not a sufficient reward for doing homework
Bribe vs. Incentive: Bribe is a payoff (not enhancing positive skills) whereas an incentive is rewarding for accomplishing a desired task.






Establishing a Routine 

 Step 1: Find a location in the house where 
homework will be done 

 Step 2: Set up a homework center

 Step 3: Establish a homework time

 Step 4: Establish a daily homework schedule
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Presentation Notes

Tasks are easiest to accomplish when tied to specific routines. By establishing daily routines for homework completion, you will not only make homework go more smoothly, but you will also be fostering a sense of order your child can apply to later life, including college and work.




Establishing a Routine
Step 1: Find a location in the house where homework will be done 

 The right location will depend on your child 
and the culture of your family. 
 Bedroom vs. common space
 Proximity to parents

 Discuss pros and cons of different settings 
with your child to arrive at a mutually agreed 
upon location.

 Benefits of mutual decision? 
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Presentation Notes
For example: some children do best at a desk in their bedroom as a quiet location, but other children become too distracted by the things they keep in their bedroom and do better at a place removed from those distractions, like the dining room table.

Some children need to work by themselves. Others need to have parents nearby to help keep them on task and to answer questions when problems arise. 





Establishing a Routine
Step 2: Set up a homework center

 Create a home office/homework center in 
the agreed upon location 
 Large enough to set out all materials needed for 

completing assignments 
 Supply the homework center 
 i.e. pencils, pens, colored markers, rulers, scissors, a 

dictionary and thesaurus, graph paper, construction 
paper, glue and cellophane tape, lined paper, a 
calculator, spell checker, and, depending on the age 
and needs of your child, a computer or laptop. 
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• Once you and your child have identified a location, fix it up as a home office/homework center. 
• Make sure there is a clear workspace large enough to set out all the materials necessary for completing assignments. 
• Supply the homework center with the kinds of supplies your child is most likely to need
i.e. pencils, pens, colored markers, rulers, scissors, a dictionary and thesaurus, graph paper, construction paper, glue and cellophane tape, lined paper, a calculator, spell checker, and, depending on the age and needs of your child, a computer or laptop. 




Establishing a Routine
Step 2: Set up a homework center
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Establishing a Routine
Step 2: Set up a homework center

 If the homework center is a place that will be 
used for other things (such as the dining 
room table), then consider keeping the 
supplies in a portable crate or bin. 

 If possible, include a bulletin board that can 
hold a monthly calendar on which your child 
can keep track of long-term assignments.

 Allow your child to decorate their space; 
remain careful of cluttering 
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Allowing children some leeway in decorating the homework center can help them feel at home there, but you should be careful that it does not become too cluttered with distracting materials.




Establishing a Routine
Step 3: Establish a homework time 

 Same time every day 
 As with location, the agreed upon time may 

vary depending on the individual child
 Earlier the better as a general rule to avoid 

evening fatigue or opportunities for 
distraction
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Some children need a break right after school to get some exercise and have a snack. Others need to start homework while they are still in a school mode (i.e., right after school when there is still some momentum left 	from getting through the day). 

In general, the earlier the better as the more tired the child becomes and the more slowly the homework gets done.

Acknowledgement that evening extracurricular activities exist- plan calendars weekly to provide structure for your family




Establishing a Routine
Step 4: Establish a daily homework schedule 

 Begin by creating a daily homework schedule 
with your child

 Review all assignments and check for 
understanding and needed materials

 If old enough, ask your child to estimate time 
to complete each assignment 

 If possible, determine if parent support is 
needed before beginning assignments
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In general, at least into middle school, begin by creating a daily homework schedule with your child. 
Review all the assignments and make sure your child understands them and has all the necessary materials. 
For older students: ask your child to estimate how long it will take to complete each assignment. Then ask when each assignment will get started. 
If your child needs help with any assignment, then this should be determined at the beginning so that the start times can take into account parent availability. 
(Daily Homework Planner is included at the end of this handout and contains a place for identifying when breaks may be taken and what rewards may be earned)




Establishing an Incentive System

 Consider motivation
 Enjoyment of homework? Y/N
 Good Grades? Y/N
 If no to both, other rewards may be considered to 

complete non-preferred tasks
 How do we learn about motivation? 
 Incentives = bribery? 
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Presentation Notes
Motivation? Interest inventory? Interview? Behavior detective work? 




Establishing an Incentive System 
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1. Simple 2. Elaborate

 Simplest is reminding the child of a 
fun activity to do when homework 

is done 
 Verbal and/or visual reminder of 

natural reward

 More complex systems which may 
include a structure for earning 

tokens toward earning a preferred 
privilege or reward

Incentive programs fall into two categories: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes





Establishing an Incentive System
Simple Incentive Systems 

 Simplest system is reminding the child of a 
fun activity to do when homework is done

 First-then language
 Visual support as needed
 Reminders and reinforcement during task 
 Reminders ‘spark the engine’ to continue and 

complete a non-preferred task
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Simple
The simplest incentive system is reminding the child of a fun activity to do when homework is done.
i.e. favorite television show, video or computer game, talking on the telephone or instant messaging, or playing a game with a parent. 
This system of withholding fun things until an undesired task is completed is sometimes called Grandma's Law because grandmothers often use it quite effectively ("First take out the trash, then you can have chocolate chip cookies."). 
Having something to look forward to can be a powerful incentive to get the hard work done. 
When parents remind children of this as they sit down at their desks they may be able to spark the engine that drives the child to stick with the work until it is done




Establishing an Incentive System
Elaborate Incentive Systems 

 May be needed to address more significant 
homework problems

 Token Systems
 Most effective when created with your child
 Giving children input gives them a sense of control 

and ownership, making the system more likely to 
succeed. 

 Children are generally realistic in setting goals and 
deciding on rewards/consequences when they are 
involved in the decision-making process (P. Dawson)
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More complex incentives systems might include a structure for earning points that could be used to "purchase" privileges or rewards or a system that provides greater reward for accomplishing more difficult homework tasks. 
These systems work best when parents and children together develop them. 
Giving children input gives them a sense of control and ownership, making the system more likely to succeed. 
Per P. Dawson, they have found that children are generally realistic in setting goals and deciding on rewards and penalties when they are involved in the decision-making process.
will explain in more depth in developing systems section




Establishing an Incentive System
Elaborate Incentive Systems 
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Establishing an Incentive System
Elaborate Incentive Systems 

 Build in Breaks
 When creating the daily homework schedule, 

identify when breaks will be taken 
 Use of visuals to provide reminders
 Limit verbal engagement 
 Specific time intervals or following each activity
 Consistency is key for success
 Discuss:

 How long? What can be done? What if break rules 
aren’t followed? 
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Build in Breaks- BE CONSISTENT! 
-Breaks are valuable when your child cannot make it to the end without a small reward 
-When creating the daily homework schedule, it may be useful for your child to identify when they will take their breaks. 
-Some children prefer to take breaks at specific time intervals (every 15 minutes), while others do better when the breaks occur after they finish an activity.
-Consider use of visuals to support conversation and provide reminders
-Limiting verbal engagement once homework time has begun
	-Particularly helpful for children want to obtain attention during hw time
-If you use this approach, also discuss with your child how long the breaks will last and what will be done during the breaks 
How long? Use a timer i.e. oven/stove, iPhone, visual red timer, kitchen timer- decide who sets and monitors
What can be done? i.e. get a snack, call a friend, play one level on a video game (if possible within time constraint) 
-Discuss what will happen if break rules are not followed




Establishing an Incentive System
Elaborate Incentive Systems 

 Build in Choice
 Choice can be incorporated into both the order in 

which the child agrees to complete assignments and 
the schedule they will follow to get the work done.

 Choice in reward
 Two benefits: 

 Increase buy-in
 Reduces ‘power struggles’ 
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May be an effective strategy for parents to use with children who resist homework.
Choice can be incorporated into both the order in which the child agrees to complete assignments and the schedule they will follow to get the work done. 
Also provide choice in reward (see below)
Building in choice not only helps motivate children but can also reduce power struggles between parents and children.




Establishing an Incentive System
Developing Incentive Systems 

Step 1: Describe the Barriers

 As specifically as possible, jointly determine which 
behaviors are ‘roadblocks’ to completing homework 
 Forgetting materials? 
 Organization challenges? 
 Forgetting to write down assignments? 
 Rushing through work?
 Not rechecking work- resulting in frequent mistakes? 
 Taking too long to complete? 
 Easily distracted during homework time? 
 Forgetting to turn completed work in?
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-Be as specific as possible when describing the ‘roadblock’ behaviors. 
The ‘roadblock’ behavior should be described as behaviors that can be seen or heard; for instance, complains about homework or rushes through homework, making many mistakes are - better descriptors than has a bad attitude or is lazy.
If child displays multiple roadblocks, choose 1-2 to initially target 
Also take this opportunity to collaborate with your child’s teacher 




Establishing an Incentive System
Developing Incentive Systems 

Step 2: Set a Goal

 Goal relates directly to the ‘roadblock’ behavior. 
 For instance, if not writing down assignments is the 

problem, the goal might be: "Joe will write down his 
assignments in his assignment book for every class."

 Visual representation of goal in homework center
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Collaboration with teacher
Technology as accommodations? i.e. phone camera for assignments?



Establishing an Incentive System
Developing Incentive Systems 

Step 2: Set a Goal

22



Establishing an Incentive System
Developing Incentive Systems 

Step 3: Decide on Possible Rewards and Consequences

 Menu of rewards based on survey and joint decision
 Only allow feasible options
 Consider use of point (token) system in which points 

can be earned for the goal behaviors and traded in for 
the reward the child wants to earn. 
 The bigger the reward, the more points the child will 

need to earn it.
 The menu should include both larger rewards that may 

take a week or a month to earn and smaller, 
inexpensive rewards that can be earned daily
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Establishing an Incentive System
Developing Incentive Systems 

Step 3: Decide on Possible Rewards and Consequences

 It may also be necessary to build consequences into 
the system if agreed upon rules are broken.

 Be very careful when assigning consequences in order 
to keep the plan positive and focused on successes

 Set up for immediate success
 Increases motivation to continue when discouraged
 Diet analogy

 If more consequences than rewards are earned, revise 
the program to build confidence and success.
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Consequences:
For behaviors like: not returning from break, not remaining on task- if all other items are in place
Usually loss of a privilege. Warn against taking away earned ‘tokens’

Reinforce more frequently at the beginning of the program to support success. Make goals larger as student more and more successful. Balancing reinforcing too frequently with not frequently enough.




Establishing an Incentive System
Developing Incentive Systems 

Step 3: Decide on Possible Rewards and Consequences

 What should be done if system continues to be 
ineffective?

 Usually when this kind of system fails, it may be a 
design failure rather than the failure of the child to 
respond to rewards. 

 If you are having difficulty designing a system that 
works, consider consulting a specialist, such as a 
school psychologist or counselor, for assistance.
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SST meeting to discuss concerns? You don’t have to do this alone! Consider tying school-home together when building your system. 
Communication with teacher is key
Determine with teacher what communication will look like 



Establishing an Incentive System
Developing Incentive Systems 

Step 4. Write a homework contract

 The contract should say exactly what the child agrees 
to do and exactly what the parents' roles and 
responsibilities will be. 

 When the contract is in place, it should reduce some of 
the tension parents and kids often experience around 
homework. 
 For instance, if part of the contract is that the child will 

earn a point for not complaining about homework, then if 
the child does complain, this should not be cause for a 
battle between parent and child: the child simply does 
not earn that point. 
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Establishing an Incentive System
Developing Incentive Systems 

Step 4. Write a homework contract

 Praise is important… and fun! 
 Verbally praise children for following the contract. 
 Types of praise outside of agreed upon rewards? 
 High fives, hug, compliment, sharing success with others in the 

child’s company

 Important: agree to a contract you can live with!
 Avoid consequences that you are either unable or 

unwilling to impose 
 e.g., if both parents work and are not at home, they cannot 

monitor whether a child is beginning homework right after school, 
so an alternative contract may need to be written.

 Follow through is KEY 
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Establishing an Incentive System
Developing Incentive Systems 

Helpful Reminders 

 The incentive system may not work the first time. 
 Trial and error is expected. Try it out and redesign the 

plan to work out kinks. 
 Rework: The contract can be rewritten to work on 

another problem behavior once initial goal is met. 
 Not a forever contract: 
 As a long term goal, your child may be willing to drop the use of an 

incentive system altogether. Write a new contract if your child slips 
back to previous habits.

 Talk about when the contract will end and why
 Avoid disappearing acts
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Often, behavior may get worse before it gets better. Don’t restart your process!!
May need weekly/bi-weekly check-in’s to determine effectiveness
Use your child as your guide 




Establishing an Incentive System
Developing Incentive Systems 

Involving Siblings: “But that’s not fair!”

 Set up a similar system for other children with 
appropriate goals 

 Make a more informal arrangement by promising to do 
something special from time to time with the other 
children in the family so they do not feel left out 

 Have the child earn rewards that benefit the whole 
family (e.g., eating out at a favorite restaurant or going 
to a movie).
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Parents often ask how they can develop one kind of system for one child in the family and not for all children, since it may seem to be "rewarding" children with challenges while neglecting those without. 
Set up a similar system for other children with appropriate goals : every child has something they could be working to improve




Establishing an Incentive System
Developing Incentive Systems 

Involving Siblings: “But that’s not fair!”
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Final Thoughts and Further Support  

 Suggestions should be adapted to the developmental 
or chronological age of your child 

 Determining acceptable levels of parental support
 According to P. Dawson, middle school is often the 

turning point, and parents will need to make decisions 
about how involved to be in homework based on the 
developmental level of their children. 
 Time of highest mismatch between expectation and 

ability
 Ongoing challenges? 
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Levels of parental support: 
Greater supervision and involvement by parents is the norm with children in elementary school years, while, by high school, most parents find they can pull back and let their children take more control over homework schedules. 
Ongoing challenges? Consult your child's teacher, Student Study Team or a school psychologist




Resources for Parents

 Smart but Scattered: The 
Revolutionary “Executive 
Skills” Approach to Helping 
Kids Reach Their Potential. 
Peg Dawson, EdD and 
Richard Guare, PhD.

 Helping Children with 
ADHD: Top 10 strategies for 
Parents handout
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