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Use Research-
Based Strategies
that Work

by Joshua M. Langberg, PhD

ROBLEMS WITH HOMEWORK COMPLETION

are the most common and frustrating

challenge faced by parents and teachers of
children with ADHD. These children may perform
well on tests but receive low or failing grades due
to incomplete or missing assignments. Homework
problems prevent students with ADHD from reach-
ing their full academic potential and from displaying
their true ability.

Unfortunately, homework problems also tend
to be a leading cause of conflict and disagreement
between parents and their children with ADHD.
They often argue about what work teachers assigned,
when work is due, and how much time and effort to
devote to completing work and studying. Perhaps
most frustrating is when parents spend hours work-
ing on homework with their children, only to learn
that the assignment was lost or misplaced and not
turned in the next day.

Fortunately, the acknowledgement that homework
is a major concern has led to a great deal of research
on developing effective strategies to address home-
work problems. This article will review the strategies
and some of the science supporting them. If you
are interested in reading more about the research,
including how these strategies were developed and
tested, references are provided at the end.
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Choose one or two
specific behaviors to work on.

The homework completion process is fairly complex. It
requires students to use organization, time-management,
and planning skills and to maintain focus and attention
to complete work. Let’s take a minute to think about the
specific steps a child has to complete to successfully turn
in an assignment, with the goal of beginning to identify
where you might want to focus your intervention efforts.

o First, the child has to know what was assigned in order
to complete work. Sometimes, this information is provid-
ed online and therefore, this step does not cause problems.
However, in many schools, children are required to write
down homework in a planner when the teacher gives the
information verbally or to copy the assignment off of the
board. Many children with ADHD may forget to record
the assignment or may purposefully avoid writing it down.

e Second, once children know what was assigned, they
have to bring the necessary materials home to complete
the work. This step is where organization of materials
comes into play, as many children with ADHD have dis-
organized bookbags and binders which causes them to
lose work or to leave materials at school or home.

o Third, children have to plan out when they are going

to complete work, making sure that they leave adequate
time to complete work carefully and don’t procrastinate.
In other words, the child has to display time-management
and planning skills.

o Finally, the child has to be able to sit and actually com-
plete the work—and focusing attention for extended pe-
riods of time on academic tasks is incredibly challenging
for children with ADHD.

Unfortunately, it is not feasible to address all potential
homework problems at once, as doing so will lead to a
complex system and unrealistic goals. It is important to
start any homework intervention effort by picking one or
two of the most problematic behaviors to focus on. This
can be frustrating for parents and teachers as the pace
of progress seems slow. However, taking on too much at
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once greatly increases the likelihood that the child will
not be successful. When this happens, children lose moti-
vation to pursue academic-related goals and may begin to
have negative thoughts about their ability to be successful.
For these reasons, it is critical that intervention efforts
start small and build only when the child has had success.

Clearly define
what you want the child to do.

Once you have chosen what to focus on, it is critical that
you define that behavior in the positive, clearly specifying
what you want to see, rather than focusing on what you
don’t want to see. When it comes to school, we often focus
on the negative (disorganization, missing assignments,
and procrastination), rather than being clear about what
specific behaviors we would like the child to display.
Children with ADHD are frequently told that they
are disorganized and procrastinate too often. Reiterating
that message will not help them be successful. That said,
defining what you want to see can be challenging. If you
are focusing on organization, what does “get organized”
mean? If you are focusing on time-management, what
does “you need to do a better job planning ahead” mean?
Here are some examples to consider, but there are many
additional options.

e For organization, you might specify that you want the
child to “have no loose papers in their binder or book-
bag” and that you want them to “use a homework folder
and have only homework to be brought home or turned
in located in that folder”

o For time management, you might specify that you
want your child to “write out a study plan for all tests”
You might specify that you want the study plan to include
when the test is, when he or she will study, for how long,
and using what method (such as flash cards, etc.).

e When addressing focus and attention during home-
work, consider defining what you want to see by setting
work completion goals. It is challenging to define what
it means to be on-task and focused. Instead, you could
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Teacher assigns work
to be completed

Student turns in
homework assignment

The

Student ensures that
materials and assignments
are brought back to school

Student completes
homework accurately
and efficiently

Student records
assignments accurately
and in sufficient detail

Homework
Completion
Cycle

Student ensures all materials
needed to complete work are
brought home

Student plans for the
completion of homework
and studying for tests

Student manages time
after school effectively

say that you would like to see the child “complete at least
twenty problems in the next thirty minutes and get at
least fifteen of them correct”

The key here is that in each example, you can clearly
determine whether or not the child complied and met
the stated goal. In contrast, you can’t do that if you tell
the child to “get more organized” When you are not
crystal clear about what you want to see, that vagueness
often leads to conflict and disagreement about whether
goals tasks were accomplished.

Set a clear, realistic, and achievable goal.

Unfortunately, children with ADHD learn through
experience that they often do not accomplish the goals
adults set for them. This results in low motivation to try
and reach future goals. The only way to combat this is to
show children that this time is different, and that they
can and will be successful. In order to do this, you need
to take into consideration where the child is starting, or
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their current level of the behavior.

For example, it is not reasonable to expect a child to
go from recording homework for zero classes to record-
ing homework accurately for all classes. Start small, with
setting a goal of accurately recording for at least one class
to help motivate the child by showing them that they
can succeed. It is also important to set short-term goals
(daily) rather than long-term goals (weekly or longer).

For example, let’s say you tell a child that if all home-
work assignments are recorded accurately during the
week, the family will go out to dinner to celebrate. This
seems reasonable, but a child who makes a mistake on
the first or second day then has no motivation to con-
tinue trying the rest of the week (the goal is now out
of reach). In contrast, if the goal is a daily (assignment
recording is checked each day after school) and the
child makes a mistake, you can simply respond, “Don’t
worry about it, recording assignments can be difficult to
remember, I am sure you will get them all tomorrow”” In
this scenario, the child’s motivation to continue trying is
hopefully maintained.



Establish rewards
if needed to help motivate the child.

As noted earlier, children with ADHD often struggle with
motivation. This is partly the nature of the disorder, and
partly learned life experience (“why try if experience tells me
I'will just fail”). When children lack internal motivation to
meet goals set by parents and teachers, it can be important to
make external rewards available, until the child sees that they
can have success and internal motivation takes over.

These rewards don’t have to be material items that you
buy. The best rewards are typically privileges children
already have access to on a daily basis. For example, tele-
vision or videogame time can be earned daily as a reward
(for example, thirty minutes of screen time each day after
school when at least three out of four assignments are
recorded correctly).

Try to get creative with reward options. For example,
the child could earn such privileges or activities as going
to bed thirty minutes later than usual, being read to by a
parent for an additional twenty minutes, choosing what
is for dinner, or a get-out-of-walking-the-dog pass. It is
important to be clear that material rewards are not always
needed. Some children are motivated to achieve goals
simply for the opportunity to receive verbal praise from
parents and teachers. @

Four Steps to
Successful Homework
Intervention

1. Pick one or two specific homework
behaviors to focus on first.

2. Carefully define what you want
to see the child do.

3. Set clear, realistic, and achievable goals;
short-term (daily) goals work best.

4. |dentify a privilege-based reward
that the child can earn for goal
achievement.
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