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The Simple Rule: The Homework Belongs to the Student 

The most important guideline for parents helping with homework is also the simplest: the 

assignment belongs to the student, not the parent. 

Doing an assignment for a child may produce a better paper, a correct answer, or a finished 

project, but it defeats much of the purpose of homework. Students need opportunities to practice 

skills, make mistakes, solve problems, and discover what they can accomplish independently. 

That process builds both competence and confidence. 

Parents nevertheless have an important role. They can provide encouragement, structure, 

resources, and occasional guidance. The objective should be to help the child become 

increasingly capable of working without parental assistance. 

Be Available, But Don't Take Over 

Parents can make sure the student understands what has been assigned and has an appropriate 

place, sufficient time, and the necessary materials to complete it. When a child gets stuck, resist 

the temptation to supply the answer. Ask a question instead: What is the problem asking you to 

find? Where might you find that information? What did your teacher show you in class? 

Sometimes a small nudge is all that is necessary to get the wheels turning again. Parents can be 

excellent “jump starters.” They should not become the engine. 



Ask the Student to Explain the Assignment 

One of the easiest ways to determine whether a student understands an assignment is to ask for 

an explanation: “Tell me what you're supposed to do.” If the student cannot explain the 

instructions, help clarify them without doing the work itself. With mathematics, for example, a 

parent might work through a similar problem and then let the student tackle the assigned one. 

With writing, discuss possible ideas without dictating sentences or rewriting the paper. 

When the work is finished, another useful question is: “Does your answer make sense?” 

Asking a student to explain an answer or summarize a paper encourages the student to think 

about the work rather than merely complete it. 

Break Large Assignments Into Smaller Ones 

Long-term projects teach something beyond the subject matter: they teach planning. A parent can 

help a student turn “Write the research paper” into manageable steps: choose a subject, gather 

reliable sources, take notes, develop the main points, prepare a draft, revise it, and complete the 

final version. A calendar or checklist can make a large assignment seem considerably less 

intimidating. 

Parents can also help younger students learn how to evaluate online information. The internet 

makes research easier than it was when many parents were in school, but it also makes unreliable 

information—and now AI-generated information—easy to obtain. Learning to distinguish a 

trustworthy source from a questionable one has become an important part of doing homework. 

Prepare for Tests Instead of Cramming 

Parents can help students develop good study habits by knowing when important tests are 

coming and encouraging preparation over several days rather than one frantic evening. 

Reviewing notes, using flash cards, answering practice questions, and explaining important 

concepts aloud are usually more useful than repeatedly rereading material. Parents can even 

serve as the audience: “Explain this to me as though I don't know anything about it.” 

Good test preparation also includes the basics—reading directions carefully, managing time, 

answering the questions you know, and returning to difficult ones when appropriate. 

Check Completion, Not Perfection 

Younger students often need parents to make sure homework actually gets completed and 

returned to school. Older students should gradually assume more of that responsibility, although 

a student having difficulty staying organized may temporarily need closer supervision. 

There is an important distinction between checking the work and correcting the work. A 

parent can notice that a question was skipped or ask the student to reconsider an answer that 

obviously doesn't make sense. But turning every assignment into perfect work before it reaches 



the teacher can conceal precisely what the teacher needs to know: what the student understands 

and where additional instruction is needed. 

Returned assignments are useful, too. Look at the teacher's comments and discuss them with the 

student. The question shouldn't simply be, “What grade did you get?” It should also be, “What 

did you learn from this?” 

Know When to Contact the Teacher 

Occasional difficulty with homework is normal. Persistent difficulty deserves attention. If 

assignments routinely take far longer than expected, instructions are consistently confusing, or 

homework becomes a nightly source of serious frustration, the parent should communicate with 

the teacher. 

The objective isn't to complain or negotiate away the work. It is to determine whether the student 

is misunderstanding the material, struggling with organization, or encountering some other 

obstacle that teacher and parent can address together. That communication also prevents the 

parent from inadvertently teaching a method that conflicts with the way a skill is being taught in 

class. 

Be an Encouraging Mentor 

Parents should watch for frustration. Sometimes the best homework assistance is a short break 

followed by a fresh start. Encouragement should recognize effort, persistence, improvement, and 

genuine accomplishment rather than simply praising everything a child produces. 

Most importantly, parents should resist making homework a nightly contest of wills. Homework 

is ultimately one means of teaching responsibility and independence. A parent's role should 

gradually diminish as the student's ability to manage the work increases. 

The goal is not to produce a child who can complete homework successfully with a parent's 

help. It is to produce a young person who eventually doesn't need that help. 

That may be the best measure of successful homework assistance: help enough today so that 

you are needed a little less tomorrow. 

 


