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Homework: A Cross-cultural Examination 

Chuansheng Chen and Harold W. Stevenson 

University of Michigan 

CHEN, CHUANSHENG, and STEVENSON, HAROLD W. Homework: A Cross-cultural Examination. 
CHILD DEVELOPMENT, 1989, 60, 551-561. Cultural differences in the amount of time spent on 
homework and in beliefs and attitudes about homework were investigated through interviews with 
more than 3,500 elementary school children, their mothers, and their teachers. The children lived in 
5 cities: Beijing, Chicago, Minneapolis, Sendai (Japan), and Taipei. Chinese children were assigned 
more homework and spent more time on homework than Japanese children, who in turn were 
assigned more and spent more time on homework than American children. Chinese children also 
received more help from family members with their homework than did American and Japanese 
children. Chinese children were found to have more positive attitudes about homework than Ameri- 
can children; Japanese children's attitudes were between those of the Chinese and American 
children. Relations between amount of time spent on homework by children, amount of time 
parents spent assisting their children with homework, and children's achievement were also ex- 
plored. The views of both parents and teachers about the value of homework are discussed. 

A common explanation of the poor per- 
formance of American children in cross- 
cultural comparisons of academic achieve- 
ment is that American children spend little 
time in study. American children spend 
fewer hours in school and devote less time in 
school and after school to academic activities 
than do children in many other countries 
(e.g., Garden, 1987; Stevenson, Lee, & Stig- 
ler, 1986). Among the after-school activities 
most relevant for academic achievement is 
homework. 

Despite the strongly held opinions about 
the usefulness of homework, there are few 
empirical studies that support or refute these 
opinions. For example, in their analysis of 
published research, Paschal, Weinstein, and 
Walberg (1984) were able to find only 15 stud- 
ies of homework that contained descriptive or 
analytical statistics, and among these studies 
only six appeared in professional journals. In- 
formation concerning children's perceptions 
and attitudes about homework or about such 
factors as parental assistance and attitudes of 
parents and teachers about homework is neg- 
ligible. 

We have been unable to find any cross- 
cultural comparisons of the effects of or reac- 
tions to homework, despite the fact that 

claims are often made about the large 
amounts of time spent on homework by 
children from top-performing countries in 
international comparisons of academic 
achievement. More information about these 
important topics is needed if arguments are to 
be based on more than opinions and casual 
observations. Such information should be es- 
pecially useful at the present time, when spe- 
cial efforts are being made by Americans to 
assess the value of various approaches to im- 
proving children's education. 

This article presents data concerned with 
homework from four cross-cultural studies re- 
cently completed by our research group. Our 
subjects have been American, Chinese, and 
Japanese elementary school children. Infor- 
mation about homework with children from 
these cultures is of special interest because 
of the high level of academic achievement 
of Chinese and Japanese children and the 
mediocre performance of American children 
in cross-national studies of mathematics and 
science. These comparative data should pro- 
vide a potentially rich source of information 
about practices and attitudes concerning 
homework in cultures that differ greatly in 
their success in educating their young chil- 
dren. More generally, the data offer opportu- 
nities for gaining new insights into cultural 

The research was funded by grants to Harold W. Stevenson from the National Institute of 
Mental Health (MH 30567), the National Science Foundation (8409372 and MDR 8751390), and the 
William T. Grant Foundation. Members of our research group have included Liu Fan, Chen-chin 
Hsu, Fang Ge, Susumu Kimura, Seiro Kitamura, Shin-Ying Lee, Tong Lequan, Max Lummis, Lian- 
wen Mao, Michelle Perry, James Stigler, and David Uttal. Requests for reprints should be addressed 
to either author at the Center for Human Growth and Development, 300 North Ingalls, the Univer- 
sity of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI 48109-0406. 

[Child Development, 1989, 60, 551-561. ? 1989 by the Society for Research in Child Development, Inc. 
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552 Child Development 

attitudes about the expenditure of time and 
effort on education. 

We have divided the discussion of the 
results into four sections. First, cross-cultural 
comparisons are made of the amount and 
characteristics of homework in elementary 
schools of the three cultures. Does the 
amount of time children spend doing home- 
work in the three cultures actually differ 
greatly? Do mothers and teachers agree about 
the amount of time children spend on home- 
work? What is the relation between amount of 
time spent on homework and achievement 
within and between cultures? In the second 
section, we discuss children's perceptions 
and attitudes about homework. Knowing only 
that Chinese and Japanese children may do 
more homework than American children is 
insufficient. It also is important to understand 
the consequences of doing different amounts 
of homework. Do children who are assigned 
large amounts of homework develop negative 
attitudes about homework? Are changes in 
children's attitudes about homework between 
first and fifth grades greater if they have been 
assigned large amounts of homework than if 
they have not? In the third section, we con- 
sider factors related to how parents assist their 
children with homework. Are there differ- 
ences among the cultures in the amount of 
time parents spend in helping their children 
with homework? Within each culture, what 
are the characteristics of children who receive 
greater amounts of help? Are they the more 
successful or the less successful children in 
academic achievement? In the final section 
we discuss cross-cultural differences in per- 
ceptions of teachers and parents about the im- 
portance and value of homework. How do 
teachers evaluate the contribution of home- 
work to children's education? Do parents 
believe that the amount of time their chil- 
dren spend on homework is appropriate? 
Whose responsibility is it, the parents' or the 
child's, to see that homework is completed? 
Do parents believe they are capable of help- 
ing their children with homework? 

The Studies 

During the past 8 years, we have com- 
pleted four large cross-cultural studies of the 
correlates of children's academic achieve- 
ment in two American cities, Minneapolis 
and Chicago; two Chinese cities, Beijing and 
Taipei; and one Japanese city, Sendai. In 
each of the studies we have asked questions 
about homework. Some questions were asked 
in each study, thereby making it possible to 
evaluate the reliability of the reports. Other 

questions about homework were asked to 
meet the purposes of the particular study. 

Subjects 
Two of the most notable features of the 

studies we conducted were the representa- 
tiveness of the samples of subjects and the 
large numbers of subjects included from each 
city. We met with local educational au- 
thorities prior to selecting the subjects for 
each study. On the basis of their knowledge 
and advice, we selected a representative sam- 
ple of schools in terms of socioeconomic 
status of the parents and location within each 
city. In Chicago and Minneapolis, private as 
well as public schools were included in our 
samples. In all cases, schools were selected 
from the metropolitan area rather than solely 
from the central area of the cities. 

Typically, we selected 10 schools within 
each city, but because of the ethnic diversity 
that exists within Chicago, 20 schools were 
selected in Chicago. Within each school, two 
classrooms at both first and fifth grades were 
randomly chosen for participation in the 
study. Depending on the study, a target sam- 
ple of either three boys and three girls or six 
boys and six girls was randomly selected from 
each classroom. Interviews were held with 
the children and their mothers and teachers, 
and the children were given tests of academic 
achievement. The percentage of children 
from minority families in Minneapolis was 
small: 1%. The Chicago sample included 24% 
black, 15% Hispanic, 4% Asian, and 55% 
white children. 

We obtained remarkably high levels of 
cooperation. The lowest percentage of moth- 
ers who were willing to be interviewed was 
82% (Chicago) and the highest percentage 
was 99% (Sendai). The median percentage 
across all of the studies was 96%. Over 99% of 
the teachers participated in the interviews. 

There were some departures from the 
procedure that has been described, but they 
never violated our basic sampling procedure. 
For example, it was necessary to visit 13 
schools in Minneapolis to obtain the requisite 
number of classrooms, and 11 rather than 10 
schools were sampled in Beijing. As will be 
evident, the number of children in the target 
samples was sometimes slightly larger or 
smaller than the desired number. A descrip- 
tion of the samples of subjects for the four 
studies can be summarized as follows: 

Study 1.-Data were collected during 
1980 in Sendai, Taipei, and Minneapolis. In- 
cluded in the study were children from 120 
classrooms of 33 schools, as well as their par- 
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ents, teachers, and the principals of the 
schools the children attended. Approximately 
half of the children were in grade 1 and half 
were in grade 5. Our goal was to include six 
boys and six girls from each of 20 classrooms 
in each city-a total of 1,440 children. The 
actual number included was 1,446. 

Study 2.-First graders from Study 1 
were followed up when they were in fifth 
grade. It was not feasible to conduct an exten- 
sive search for subjects. In Taipei and Sendai, 
all fifth-grade subjects remaining in the 
schools they had attended at first grade con- 
stituted the follow-up sample. In Minneapo- 
lis, where there is higher mobility among 
schools, an effort was made to find children 
who attended other schools in the Min- 
neapolis metropolitan area as well as the orig- 
inal schools. As a result, the samples included 
447 children (119 American, 164 Chinese, 
and 164 Japanese children) and 389 of their 
mothers. 

Study 3.-This study was undertaken in 
1986 with 951 first and fifth graders in Sendai, 
Taipei, and Chicago. Information was also ob- 
tained from their mothers, fathers, teachers, 
and principals. Our goal was to include 960 
children, three boys and three girls from each 
of 20 (Sendai, Taipei) or 40 (Chicago) class- 
rooms at each grade. 

Study 4.-The subjects were children in 
grades 1, 3, and 5 from Beijing and Chicago. 
The children, their mothers, and teachers 
were interviewed, and their fathers were 
asked to fill out a questionnaire. Data were 
collected in 1986. The target sample was to 
include 1,116 children, three boys and three 
girls from 22 classrooms in Beijing and 40 
classrooms in Chicago at each grade; 1,093 
were studied. 

Achievement Tests 
Achievement tests in reading and mathe- 

matics were designed specifically for these 
studies. They were constructed on the basis 
of detailed analyses of the textbooks used in 
each of the cities (see Stevenson et al., 1982; 
and Stigler, Lee, Lucker, & Stevenson, 1982, 
for descriptions of the method of construction 
of the tests). 

The reading test used in Studies 1 and 2 
was designed to assess the child's ability (a) 
to sight-read single isolated words, (b) to read 
meaningful text presented in clauses, sen- 
tences, and paragraphs, and (c) to respond to 
multiple-choice or true-false questions con- 
cerning the text. Parts b and c of the test in- 
cluded phrases or words describing one of 
three pictures the child was to identify; sen- 

tences in which key words were omitted, but 
for which three alternatives were available; 
and paragraphs about which questions were 
asked. A new, longer test for sight-reading of 
individual words was constructed for Study 3; 
the comprehension test from Studies 1 and 2 
was retained. A completely new reading test 
was constructed for Study 4. Items were simi- 
lar to those used in the earlier reading test but 
were based on analyses of reading tests used 
in Beijing and Chicago. The reading tests 
were constructed by teams of researchers 
from each culture. Strong efforts were made 
to ensure that the content of the items was 
culturally fair and appropriate. All reading 
tests were administered individually to one 
child at a time, except for the comprehension 
test used in Study 3, which was administered 
as a group test. 

The mathematics test used in Studies 1 
and 2 contained 70 items involving computa- 
tion or the application of mathematical princi- 
ples. Items were arranged in order of diffi- 
culty. The child began at a level where all of 
the items should be passed (e.g., fifth graders 
were started at the third-grade level) and con- 
tinued until four successive items were failed. 
The mathematics test administered in Studies 
3 and 4 was a group test of computation that 
contained 79 items. Reliability of all tests was 
high. For example, at fifth grade the re- 
liabilities (Cronbach alpha) of the mathemat- 
ics test used in Studies 3 and 4 were .82 and 
.86 for Beijing and Chicago, respectively. 

Interviews 
Interviews and questionnaires were con- 

structed simultaneously in Chinese, English, 
and Japanese by bilingual and trilingual re- 
searchers. Strong efforts were made to ensure 
linguistic comparability and cultural appro- 
priateness of the items. Interviews were con- 
ducted with mothers, but difficulties in ar- 
ranging convenient times with the fathers 
resulted in our leaving questionnaires with 
the mothers for the fathers to fill out and re- 
turn. Interviews lasted approximately 1 hour 
and included questions concerning the family 
backgrounds, the child's developmental his- 
tory, and parental attitudes, beliefs, and child- 
rearing practices. The interviews with the 
teachers were concerned mainly with teach- 
ing practices and philosophy. The interviews 
with the children were shorter and dealt 
primarily with their experiences and attitudes 
about events at school. 

Schools 
Schools in the four cities differed greatly 

in their physical, educational, and psychologi- 
cal characteristics. Schools ranged in size 
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TABLE 1 

MOTHERS' ESTIMATES OF TIME CHILDREN SPENT ON HOMEWORK 
(Mean Minutes per Week) 

AMERICAN CHINESE JAPANESE 

Chicago Minneapolis Beijing Taipei Sendai 

Study 1: 
Grade 1 ....... ... 70 ... 494 233 
Grade 5 ....... ... 252 ... 771 362 

Study 2: 
Grade 5 ....... ... 304 ... 585 

Study 4: 
Grade 1 ....... 190 ... 442 
Grade 3 ....... 276 ... 443 
Grade 5 ....... 433 ... 486 

NOTE.-The following analyses summarize the cross-cultural differences. Study 1: grade 1, 
F(2,669) = 264.46, p < .001, Scheff6 contrasts, T > S > M, p's < .001; grade 5, F(2,666) = 205.11, 
p < .001, T > S > M, p's < .001; Study 2: F(1,216) = 75.00, p < .001; Study 4: grade 1, F(1,304) = 
97.70, p < .001; grade 3, F(1,292) = 27.50, p < .001; grade 5, N.S. 

from an average of 498 students in Minne- 
apolis to 2,800 in Taipei. The average class 
size also varied greatly: 23 in Minneapolis, 24 
in Chicago, 37 in Beijing, 39 in Sendai, and 46 
in Taipei. Children attend school 51/2 days a 
week in Beijing, Sendai, and Taipei, and the 
number of hours spent at school each day in- 
creases between first and fifth grades; by fifth 
grade it exceeds the number of hours spent in 
American schools by 1-2 hours. 

As we have shown elsewhere (Stigler, 
Lee, & Stevenson, 1987), classroom structure 
and management differ greatly among the cul- 
tures. Asian classrooms are more efficiently 
managed than the American classrooms; 
greater amounts of time are devoted to aca- 
demic activities and to imparting information 
in Asian classrooms. Attentiveness on the 
part of children is high, transitions from one 
activity to another occupy little time, and chil- 
dren in Asian classrooms seldom engage in 
irrelevant activities during class periods. 
Much less time is devoted to small-group or 
individual activities in Asian classrooms; 
most of the class time is devoted to activi- 
ties where the teacher is in charge. This is in 
contrast with the organization of American 
schools, where children are more frequently 
divided into small groups or left to work on 
their own. 

Levels of Achievement 
Our focus in this report is not on the chil- 

dren's levels of achievement, but information 
about the children's scores on the reading and 
mathematics tests is useful in interpreting the 
data concerning homework. The American 
children consistently received significantly 
lower average scores on the mathematics tests 

than the Chinese and Japanese children at 
first, third, and fifth grades. The differences 
between the scores of children in Minneapo- 
lis and in Sendai and Taipei were significant, 
p's < .001, and between children in Chicago 
and in Beijing, Sendai, and Taipei, p's < .001. 
Differences among the three Asian cities in 
the children's scores were not consistently 
significant. 

On the reading tests, children in Taipei 
consistently received higher scores than the 
American children, p's < .001. This was not 
the case in comparisons between the Ameri- 
can children and children in Sendai and Bei- 
jing, where the differences were either not 
significant or were higher for the American 
children at grades one and three. 

Results 
Time Spent on Homework 

We wanted to know whether significant 
differences in the amount of time Chinese, 
Japanese, and American children spend on 
homework do in fact exist. We explored this 
question by asking the mothers to estimate 
the amount of time their children spent on 
homework and the teachers to estimate the 
amount of time required to complete recent 
homework assignments. 

Mothers estimated how many minutes 
their child spent doing homework on the 
preceding weekday, Saturday, and Sunday. 
These estimates, converted into minutes per 
week (5 x estimate for weekday + estimates 
for Saturday and Sunday), are summarized in 
Table 1. In general, American mothers re- 
ported that their children spent little time on 
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FIG. 1.-Homework time for each school at grades 1 and 5. The height of the line reflects the average 
time for each school; the length of the line represents 1 SD. 

homework. For example, estimates for Min- 
neapolis first graders were one-third as large 
as those for Sendai first graders, and one- 
seventh as large as those made for the Chi- 
nese children in Taipei. Chinese children in 
Beijing were also estimated to spend much 
more time on homework than their counter- 
parts in Chicago at grade 1. By grade 5, how- 
ever, the amount of time spent on homework 
by children in Chicago and Beijing did not 
differ significantly. It should be noted that in 
1986 the Chicago Board of Education im- 
posed the requirement of a minimum of 30 
min a day of homework for the first three 
grades and 45 min for grades 4-6. 

Whenever sex differences in the amounts 
of time spent on homework appeared, they 
consistently represented greater investment 
of time by girls. This occurred in first grade in 
Minneapolis, in both first and fifth grades in 
Sendai, and in fifth grade in Beijing, t's(117- 
233) > 4.06, p's < .05. 

There was some indication of changes in 
the amount of homework done within each 
culture during the period in which these stud- 
ies were conducted. Mothers' estimates of the 
amount of homework done by Minneapolis 
fifth graders increased from an average of 252 
min per week in 1980 to 304 min in 1984, 
t(329) = 2.00, p < .05. An opposite trend 
occurred in Taipei: mothers' estimates of 
homework time decreased from an average of 
771 min per week in 1980 to 585 min in 1984, 
t(318) = 4.50, p < .001. The possibility that 
these differences reflect true changes rather 
than differences in sampling is supported by 
the fact that the interviews at the two time 

periods were conducted with mothers of chil- 
dren who attended the same schools and that 
the children followed up in 1984 did not dif- 
fer from the remaining children in the amount 
of time they spent on homework in first grade, 
p's > .05. 

Analyses by school.-The amount of 
time children spend on homework depends, 
in part, on how much homework is assigned 
by the teachers. This, in turn, depends on the 
philosophy of the school concerning home- 
work. To evaluate the similarity or diversity of 
time spent on homework by children attend- 
ing different schools in each city, mothers' es- 
timates were compared for each school within 
each culture. Estimates for first graders in 
each of 63 schools and for fifth graders in each 
of 61 schools appear in Figure 1. The height 
of each line indicates the average amount of 
time mothers within each school estimated 
their child spent on homework, and the 
length represents 1 SD. 

At first grade there was no overlap be- 
tween the distributions for schools in Min- 
neapolis and those for Chinese and Japanese 
schools. There was greater overlap among the 
estimates at fifth grade, but the larger amount 
of homework completed by the Taipei chil- 
dren is clearly evident. Diversity rather than 
similarity characterizes the amount of time 
spent on homework in the schools of Chicago, 
Beijing, and Taipei. This was not the case in 
Minneapolis and Sendai, where the average 
estimates by mothers of children in different 
schools were similar. We deduce that teach- 
ers' attitudes about homework may be more 
similar in Minneapolis and in Sendai than in 

This content downloaded from 128.200.104.165 on Fri, 19 Jun 2015 00:04:36 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


556 Child Development 

TABLE 2 

TEACHERS' ESTIMATES OF AMOUNT OF HOMEWORK ASSIGNED 

(Mean Minutes per Week) 

AMERICAN CHINESE JAPANESE 

Chicago Minneapolis Beijing Taipei Sendai 

Study 1: 
Grade 1 ......... ... 21 ... 280 105 
Grade 5 .......... ... 140 ... 546 259 

Study 3: 
Grade 1 ......... ....... 194 105 
Grade 5 ......... ......... 333 143 

Study 4: 
Grade 1 ......... 77 ... 187 ..... 
Grade 3 ......... 206 ... 314 
Grade 5 ......... 250 ... 456 ..... 

NOTE.-Data are based on a total of 381 teachers. 

the other three cities, since a strong determi- 
nant of how much homework children do is 
the amount of homework they are assigned. 
We look next at the teachers' estimates. 

Homework assignments.-Teachers in 
Study 1 were asked to estimate the amount of 
time an average child should take to complete 
the homework assigned for mathematics, 
reading, and other subjects on the preceding 
day and on the day the interview was con- 
ducted. In Study 3, teachers were asked how 
many days per week they assigned homework 
in reading, mathematics, and in social studies 
and how many minutes the average child 
should need to finish each assignment. Es- 
timates for all the school subjects were 
combined and converted into minutes per 
week. Table 2 shows the estimates made by 
teachers. 

Teachers' estimates were in line with the 
mothers' estimates: Chinese teachers said 
they assigned much more homework than 
Japanese teachers, who in turn said they 
assigned more homework than American 
teachers. According to teachers' estimates, 
first graders in Taipei were assigned more 
than twice as much homework as first graders 
in Sendai, and more than 10 times the amount 
assigned in Minneapolis. For fifth graders, 
Chinese teachers assigned more than twice as 
much homework as Japanese teachers and 
four times as much as American teachers. Al- 
though teachers' estimates were in line with 
mothers' estimates, a comparison of the data 
in Tables 1 and 2 indicates that the estimates 
made by mothers were consistently above 
those made by teachers. 

Homework time and achievement within 
cultures.-The amount of time children 

within a culture spend on homework is deter- 
mined by other factors in addition to the 
amounts of homework assigned by the 
teacher, such as the ease with which the child 
can complete the assignment and the child's 
motivation to do homework. Despite the pos- 
sible operation of these factors, it is of interest 
to ask whether there was a tendency for the 
time spent on homework and academic 
achievement to be related within each cul- 
ture. The answer was negative. There was no 
consistent linear or curvilinear relation be- 
tween the amount of time spent on homework 
and the child's level of academic achieve- 
ment. Patterns differed in different cities and 
at different grades. Of the 14 correlation 
coefficients that were computed between the 
estimates of homework time and a combined 
score representing the child's scores on the 
reading and mathematics tests, four were sta- 
tistically significant. Of these, two were posi- 
tive and two were negative. In Studies 1 and 
2 the correlations were positive for fifth grad- 
ers in Taipei, r's = .22 and .23. In Study 4 
there was a negative relation for Chicago first 
graders and Beijing third graders, r's = -.15 
and -.20. The remaining 11 correlations 
ranged between -.09 and .06. 

A second type of analysis of the relation 
between homework and academic achieve- 
ment is possible for the data from Minne- 
apolis and Taipei, where measures of both 
variables are available for the children when 
they were in first and in fifth grades. The cor- 
relations between the achievement scores for 
the two periods were high, .73 for Minne- 
apolis and .74 for Taipei, p's < .001. The rela- 
tion between the amount of time spent on 
homework in grades 1 and 5 was significant in 
Minneapolis, r(115) = .32, p < .001, but not 
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TABLE 3 

CHILDREN'S RATINGS OF How MUCH THEY LIKED 
HOMEWORK (5-Point Scale) 

Minneapolis Taipei Sendai 

Study 1: 
Grade 1 ..... 2.5 3.8 3.2 
Grade 5 ..... 2.2 3.6 2.8 

Study 2:a 

Grade 5 ..... 2.4 3.6 2.7 

NoTE.-Study 1: grade 1, F(2,713) = 63.22, p < .001, 
T > S > M, p's < .001; grade 5, F(2,721) = 133.61, p < 
.001, T > S > M, p's < .001. Study 2: F(2,443) = 63.81, p 
< .001, T > S > M, p's < .01. 

a Seven-point scale was transformed into 5-point 
scale values for illustrative purposes; 1 = "doesn't like 
homework at all"; 5 (7) = "likes homework very much." 

in Taipei, r(101) = .03. There was not a 
significant relation between the amount of 
time spent on homework in first grade and 
achievement in fifth grade when the achieve- 
ment scores in first grade were partialed out, 
r's = .13 (Minneapolis) and .14 (Taipei). 

Children's Responses to Homework 
Attitudes about homework.-Do large 

amounts of homework lead to a dislike of 
homework? Children's ratings of how well 
they liked homework appear in Table 3. Chi- 
nese children in Taipei liked doing home- 
work. American children did not like home- 
work. The attitudes of Japanese children fell 
between those of the American and Chinese 
children. In all three cities, fifth graders liked 
doing homework less than first graders. 

In Study 1, children indicated how much 
they liked homework by choosing among five 
faces with expressions ranging from a deep 
frown to a wide smile. Among American fifth 
graders, 61% chose a frowning face, and 16% 
chose a smiling face. In contrast, 66% of Chi- 
nese fifth graders chose a smiling face, and 
only 16% chose a frowning face. Japanese 

children tended to choose a neutral face 
(60%), but 29% chose a frowning face. 

Mothers rated how much their child 
liked homework on 5-point scales (Study 4). 
Chinese mothers believed their child liked 
homework more than did American mothers. 
This was true at grade 1 (means = 3.9 vs. 3.3), 
grade 3 (means = 3.8 vs. 2.9), and grade 5 
(means = 3.6 vs. 2.9), F's(1,284-307) = 
25.27-51.01, p's < .001. When mothers were 
asked how much their child looked forward to 
doing homework, Chinese mothers gave 
higher ratings than American mothers (means 
= 3.2 vs. 2.9), F(1,890) = 8.55, p < .01. How 
much children liked homework was posi- 
tively related to how much they liked school; 
the correlations ranged from .40 to .61 for 
Minneapolis, Taipei, and Sendai. 

The predictive value of children's ratings 
of how much they liked reading, mathemat- 
ics, and homework for how much they liked 
school was examined through regression anal- 
yses. Of the 10 analyses conducted for the 
various grades and locations, liking home- 
work entered significantly into nine regres- 
sion equations (betas = .20-.52, p's < .01). 
How well children liked mathematics was a 
significant factor in six analyses, and ratings 
for reading were significant in seven (betas = 
.12-.29, p's < .05). Each factor tended, there- 
fore, to make an independent and significant 
contribution to children's ratings of how well 
they liked school, with the strongest contribu- 
tions coming from how well children liked 
homework. 

Reasons for doing homework.-Children 
in Taipei, Minneapolis, and Sendai were 
asked in Study 2 to rate the importance of four 
common reasons children give for spending 
time on homework. Chinese children said 
that they did homework because they liked to 
as well as because they wanted to avoid their 
teacher's punishment (see Table 4). The moti- 
vation of Chinese children is especially inter- 

TABLE 4 

CHILDREN'S RATINGS OF REASONS THEY SPENT AS MUCH TIME DOING 
SCHOOLWORK AS THEY DID (7-Point Scale) 

Minneapolis Taipei Sendai 

It takes that much time in order to finish .. 4.6 3.2 3.7 
I like doing schoolwork .................. 3.6 4.0 3.1 
My parents want me to ................... 4.1 2.3 3.0 
I do not want to be punished by the 

teacher .............................. 3.9 4.1 2.7 

NOTE.--1 = "not very true"; 7 = "very true." N's = 119 (Minneapolis), 164 
(Taipei), 164 (Sendai). 
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TABLE 5 

AMOUNT OF TIME MOTHERS HELP WITH HOMEWORK (Minutes per Week) 

AMERICAN CHINESE JAPANESE 

Chicago Minneapolis Beijing Taipei Sendai 

Study 1: 
Grade 1 ....... ... 96 ... 189 160 
Grade 5 

....... 
... 100 ... 190 102 

Study 2: 
Grade 5 ....... ... 138 ... 142 187 

Study 3: 
Grade 1 ....... 282 ... ... 449 194 
Grade`5 ....... 168 ... ... 307 90 

Study 4: 
Grade 1 ....... 221 ... 420 ...... 
Grade 3 ....... 204 ... 282 ..... 
Grade 5 ....... 194 ... 264 

...... 
NOTE.-The following analyses summarize the cross-cultural differences. Study 1: grade 1, 

F(2,603) = 13.79, p < .001, T > M, p < .001, S > M, p < .01; grade 5, F(2,583) = 13.53, p < .001, 
T > S & M, p's < .001; Study 2: F(2,386) = 2.93, N.S.; Study 3: grade 1, F(2,389) = 26.16, p < 
.001, T > C & S, p's < .001, C > S, p < .05; grade 5, F(2,388) = 26.89, p < .001, T > C & S, p's 
< .001, C > S, p < .05; Study 4: grade 1, F(1,323) = 68.04, p < .001; grade 3, F(1,315) = 9.13, 
p < .01; grade 5, F(1,294) = 7.00, p < .01. 

esting. Despite the large amounts of home- 
work they were assigned, they did not 
develop a negative attitude about homework. 
American and Japanese children were prag- 
matic. They spent as much time on homework 
as was necessary and gave no indication of 
enjoying what they did. 

Parental Assistance 
Amount of time.-Estimates of how 

much time family members helped their child 
with homework each week were consistently 
higher for Chinese than for American families 
(see Table 5). The most surprising aspect of 
these data were the results for Sendai. Japa- 
nese mothers did not report that they spent 
especially large amounts of time helping their 
children. The involvement of the well-known 
kyoiku mama (education mom) in the Japa- 
nese child's education apparently does not in- 
clude a great deal of direct assistance with 
homework. Japanese children were in agree- 
ment with their mothers. Among Japanese 
first graders, 49% said they were given help; 
among fifth graders, 69%. These percentages 
were much lower than those reported by Chi- 
nese children. In Taipei, 75% of the first grad- 
ers and 92% of the fifth graders said they re- 
ceived help. The corresponding percentages 
in Chicago were 66% and 78%. 

Separate questions in Study 3 dealt with 
the help given for homework in mathematics 
and in reading. Mothers generally believed 
that they helped their child more in reading 
than in mathematics. The mean difference be- 

tween the mothers' estimates for the two sub- 
jects was 48 min per week. Children, in con- 
trast, believed they received more help in 
mathematics than in reading. When they were 
asked to rate on a 5-point scale (1 = "not at 
all" and 5 = "very often") how often they got 
help with mathematics and reading, the mean 
ratings were 3.1 versus 2.4 in Chicago, 3.3 
versus 2.5 in Taipei, and 2.5 versus 2.1 in 
Sendai, t's(119-232) = 4.06-8.16, p's < .001. 
Obviously, elementary school children and 
their mothers have different perceptions 
about the help children receive. Mothers' an- 
swers may reflect what they consider to be 
important, and children's answers may reflect 
what they perceive as the subject in which 
they have the most problems. In other words, 
reading may be more important to mothers, 
but mathematics may be the source of the 
greatest concern for children. 

In Study 3, mothers compared the help 
they gave to their child in relation to the help 
they believed other mothers gave to their 
children. The question was asked for both 
reading and mathematics. Even though Chi- 
nese and Japanese mothers gave their chil- 
dren the largest amounts of help, they were 
most likely to believe they helped their chil- 
dren less than other mothers. Depending on 
the grade and the subject, from 49% to 88% of 
the Chinese and Japanese mothers, compared 
to only 23% to 39% of American mothers, 
thought they helped their child less than 
other mothers helped theirs. Compared to 
American mothers, therefore, Chinese and 
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Japanese mothers were much more likely to 
assume that mothers generally provided large 
amounts of help for their children's academic 
work. 

Fathers in Studies 3 and 4 also were 
asked how much time they helped their child 
on mathematics. Estimates were lowest for 
American fathers and highest for Chinese 
fathers. In Chicago, 24% of fathers said they 
helped their child 15 min or more each day. 
In Beijing, the percentage was 44%; in Tai- 
pei, 36%; and in Sendai, 32%. 

Fourteen correlations were computed be- 
tween the amount of help families provided 
their children and the amount of time chil- 
dren were estimated to spend doing home- 
work. All but one of the correlations were sta- 
tistically significant, with values of the 
significant correlations ranging from .17 to 
.58. The mean correlation was .39. The ten- 
dency, therefore, was for children who spent 
greater amounts of time on homework to re- 
ceive more assistance. 

Homework help and achievement.-The 
amount of time mothers spent helping their 
children with their homework tended to be 
negatively related to children's achievement 
in all locations. Of 27 correlations that could 
be computed between these two variables 
from these data, 24 were negative. Among 
these, 10 were statistically significant. The 
three remaining correlations were small, less 
than .06. If anything, therefore, helping chil- 
dren with their homework had a remedial 
function. In all of the cultures, therefore, it is 
children who are doing less well in school 
who receive the greater amounts of help from 
their parents in completing homework assign- 
ments. 

Parental influence.-American mothers 
who helped their children with homework 
also believed that their help was an important 
influence on their child's achievement. Corre- 
lations between the amount of time spent 
helping their child and their ratings of their 
influence on their child ranged from .24 to 
.34, p's < .001 (Studies 2 and 4). Correlations 
were also significant at grades 1 and 5 in Bei- 
jing, r's = .18 and .28, p's < .05. In Sendai 
and Taipei, however, the two variables were 
not significantly related to each other in Study 
1, r's = .02 to .14. 

Attitudes of Teachers and Parents 
about Homework 

Teachers' attitudes.-In Study 1, teach- 
ers were asked about how important they con- 
sidered homework and 15 other items, such 
as drill, examinations, teacher's availability, 

physical punishment, discipline, memoriza- 
tion, and individual instruction, to be for 
pupil's academic achievement. American 
teachers assigned homework a mean rating of 
4.4 on a 9-point scale (1 = "very unimpor- 
tant"; 9 = "very important"). This is in con- 
trast with the means of 7.3 for Taipei teachers 
and 5.8 for Sendai teachers. In fact, the mean 
rating by American teachers for homework 
put it second from last among the 16 items; 
only physical punishment received a lower 
average rating. 

The 260 teachers in Studies 3 and 4 were 
asked to describe possible positive effects 
of homework. American teachers most fre- 
quently mentioned two major positive effects: 
reinforcing materials presented in class and 
developing personality, such as improving 
children's self-image and independence. 
Teachers in the other cities agreed with the 
Chicago teachers on the first point but not on 
the second. Over 69% of the teachers men- 
tioned the first benefit. Although 41% of the 
Chicago teachers mentioned the second ben- 
efit, it was mentioned by fewer than 8% of the 
teachers in any of the other cities. 

When asked what the negative effects of 
homework might be, 34% of Chicago teach- 
ers, 28% of Beijing teachers, and 40% of 
Taipei and Sendai teachers thought home- 
work had no negative effects. The major criti- 
cisms of homework were that an overload of 
homework could cause a loss of interest in 
studying, and that homework could lead to 
bad study habits. 

Mothers' attitudes.-Most mothers be- 
lieved the amount of homework currently 
assigned was appropriate. The percentages 
ranged from 68% in Sendai and 69% in Min- 
neapolis to 83% in Taipei. More Minneapolis 
(27%) and Sendai (30%) mothers than Taipei 
mothers (7%) thought that too little homework 
was currently being assigned. 

Responsibility for seeing that homework 
is completed can be allocated to the child or 
assumed by the parents. American mothers 
were less likely than Chinese and Japanese 
mothers to believe children should assume 
primary responsibility for completing their 
homework. Only 8% of American mothers 
thought it was solely the child's responsibil- 
ity, but 32% of the Chinese and 43% of the 
Japanese mothers made this rating. These rat- 
ings were made in Study 1 on a scale rang- 
ing from 1 ("solely parents' ") to 9 ("solely 
child's"). 

Mothers in Chicago, Taipei, and Sendai 
were asked if they believed they were capa- 
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TABLE 6 

CAPABILITY OF HELPING CHILD (% "Yes") 

Chicago Taipei Sendai 

Mother: 
Grade 1: 

Math ......... 96 89 77 
Reading ...... 97 89 89 

Grade 5: 
Math5......... 70 57 39 
Reading...... 91 78 71 

Father: 
Grade 1: 

Math ......... 98 83 81 
Grade 5: 

Math ......... 85 60 64 

NOTE.-Mothers' N's = 168-185 (Chicago), 104- 
110 (Taipei), 112-117 (Sendai); fathers' N's = 78, 90 
(Chicago), 88, 100 (Taipei), 104, 114 (Sendai). 

ble of helping their child with mathematics 
and reading. American parents were more 
confident that they were capable of helping 
their children than were Chinese and Japa- 
nese parents (see Table 6). This was true of 
both mothers and fathers. In all locations, 
however, more first-grade mothers than fifth- 
grade mothers thought they were capable of 
helping, especially in mathematics. 

Discussion 

Academic success is strongly empha- 
sized in Chinese and Japanese societies, and 
parents and teachers in these two societies 
apparently perceive the additional practice 
and review provided by homework as a useful 
contribution to children's success at school. 
American teachers do not place a high value 
on the contribution of homework to the learn- 
ing process and relegate it to a low position in 
the hierarchy of activities involved in chil- 
dren's success in school. American children 
do not appear to enjoy doing homework, and 
their mothers believe they must intercede in 
order to see that the children complete their 
homework. These attitudes are in sharp con- 
trast with those of their Chinese counterparts, 
who perceive homework to be important, use- 
ful, and enjoyable. Homework is the primary 
out-of-school activity for Chinese children, 
and they devote long hours each day to their 
homework. Compared to Chinese society, 
Japanese society is less successful in inculcat- 
ing an enjoyment of homework in children. 
Although homework is an important compo- 
nent of Japanese education, attitudes about 
homework are less positive than they are in 
Chinese society. 

The finding that Japanese children spent 
less time on homework than Chinese children 
was unexpected in view of the popular image 
of a Japanese child being closely supervised 
at home by an educationally oriented mother. 
One explanation is that Japanese elementary 
school children, to a greater degree than 
American or Chinese children, spend their 
after-school time attending classes (juku), 
where they may be given additional school- 
work. Among the Japanese fifth graders in 
Study 1, for example, 46% attended some 
kind of after-school classes or received private 
tutoring. The percentages were lower for Chi- 
nese (14%) and American (10%) fifth graders. 
Japanese teachers, knowing that so many chil- 
dren are engaged in these after-school activi- 
ties, may therefore limit the amount of home- 
work they assign. 

Despite the fact that American mothers 
deemphasized the importance of homework 
and did not give large amounts of assistance 
to their children, they had a remarkably favor- 
able view of the contribution they made to 
their child's education. In comparison to Chi- 
nese and Japanese mothers, they believed 
they were more capable of helping their child 
with homework, that their help was more im- 
portant for their child, and that they gave 
more assistance than most mothers. It seems 
unlikely, in terms of the children's scores on 
the achievement tests, that these were valid 
self-assessments. 

In none of the cultures was there a con- 
sistently significant relation between the 
amount of time spent on homework and aca- 
demic achievement. This is different from 
the conclusion that comes from comparisons 
between cultures, where time spent on home- 
work appears to be positively related to chil- 
dren's academic success. The lack of a signifi- 
cant relation between homework time and 
achievement within cultures appears to be due 
to the fact that the time spent on homework 
depends on the length of the assignments 
made by the teachers, as well as on the child's 
diligence and ability. Large differences in 
assignments made by teachers in different 
schools, coupled with the variability that ex- 
ists within each school in children's levels of 
ability and motivation, restrict the possibility 
of obtaining significant relationships between 
homework time and achievement within cul- 
tures. Children within a culture who spend 
very large amounts of time on their home- 
work are not necessarily the most effective 
students. Conversely, children who spend too 
little time on homework may be unable to 
benefit greatly from the time they do spend. 
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If we assume that homework has a posi- 
tive impact on achievement and that children 
from different cultures have the same average 
potential for academic success, we would ex- 
pect children in the cultures with longer 
homework assignments to obtain higher 
scores on achievement tests. This was con- 
firmed in the studies discussed. Homework is 
a form of practice. If the assignments are in- 
teresting and children can see they are useful, 
this form of practice can facilitate academic 
achievement. Such a situation apparently ex- 
ists in Taipei, where children have high 
levels of achievement. They not only do a 
large amount of homework, but also say they 
enjoy it. If, however, the quality of the home- 
work assignments is poor and homework con- 
sists of repetitive problems and dull drill, in- 
creasing the amount of homework is unlikely 
to have positive effects. Perhaps the nega- 
tive attitude of American children about 
homework is a result of the types of 
homework they are assigned rather than of a 
dislike of after-school practice. A careful 
study of the content of homework assign- 
ments would clarify this point. 

Parental assistance also appears to have a 
different relation to achievement depending 
on whether comparisons are made between 
or within cultures. Although assistance from 
parents may generally have a positive effect 
on children's academic achievement, it is 
children with lower levels of achievement 
within each culture who received the greater 
amounts of parental assistance. Thus, the 
amount of assistance within a culture varies 
according to the children's needs, but the 

amount of assistance generally offered by par- 
ents in different cultures appears to depend 
on the importance placed upon academic 
achievement. It seems reasonable that teach- 
ers and parents in cultures that place great 
emphasis on academic achievement would 
have more favorable attitudes about home- 
work than would members of cultures where 
success in school is not so strongly empha- 
sized. 
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