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It is common for students to have difficulty com-
pleting homework in a timely and accurate man-
ner. Many school districts and organizations offer
homework hotlines to help students complete as-
signments. However, educators lack a clear de-
scription of what is necessary to establish and
maintain an effective hotline. This article address-
es four issues that need to be considered: (a) a
definition of homework hotlines and some of their
variations; (b) how the need for a hotline should
be assessed; (c) a review of the literature on im-
portant considerations in developing a homework
hotline; and (d) a look at past research on the
effectiveness of hotlines and how they should be
evaluated in the future. Throughout, the authors
make recommendations based on current research
and practices.

) ARENTS FREQUENTLY REPORT that their children

i have difficulty with homework. Most students
state that they sometimes require help, and this need
is greatest among youth aged 4-14 years old (Com-
munity and Urban Affairs, 1991). Compounding these
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concerns is the inability of some parents to pro-
vide help with homework. Parents may find tha‘t
they are not comfortable serving as tutors or may
not have access to resources that would help them
provide assistance. Indeed, a ma_]orlty of parents
report that they sometimes have trouble understand-
ing their children’s assrgnments and would benefit
from additional clarification or outsrde help (Com-
munity and Urban Affairs, 1991). Gettmg help with
homework is often made worse because 69% of
students from two- parent families and 85% from
single-parent families return to homes where all
adults have outsrde jobs (U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2000). Furthermore, the avallabrhty of
at-home resources (e.g., study desk, reference ma-
terials) varies among famrl‘les making it difficult
for educators to predict whether stuqents have ac-
cess to study aids and quality study environments.
Finally, most students report completing their
homework at locations where it may be drfﬁcult to
obtain adult help (e.g., library).

Because of these conditions, many schools
and communities have initiated homework hotlines
to provide students with after-school assistance (U.S.
Department of Education Office of Polrcy and Plan-
ning, 1993). Generally, these hothnes offer help
during a time of day when students are most lrkely
to be completing assignments. Although use of
these hotlines is well-established in some commu-
nities, the programs are not avallable umversally
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Further, characteristics vary across programs, and
what makes for a good hotline may be different
for different communities. Organizations and
schools that want to initiate a homework hotline
lack information on what to consider in planning
and what kinds of programs have been most suc-
cessful in the past.

In this article, we address four issues that need
to be considered when initiating and maintaining a
hotline. First, we provide a definition of homework
hotlines and discuss some of their variations. Sec-
ond, we examine how the need for a hotline should
be assessed. We then review the literature on impor-
tant considerations in developing a homework hot-
line. Finally, we look at past research on the
effectiveness of hotlines and how they should be eval-
vated in the future. Throughout, we make recom-
mendations based on current research and practices.

What Are Homework Hotlines?

Although not specifically a homework hot-
line, the first recorded instance of a telephone-based
assistance program occurred in 1897 when the Bos-
ton Public Library installed a telephone line that was
used by callers to obtain information. The library
also utilized a clerk who would go to other libraries
to obtain information when it was not available lo-
cally (Solomon, 1991). Variants on this system
evolved into the contemporary homework hotline.

From their inception, homework hotlines have
provided students with additional, after-school as-
sistance in learning classroom concepts and com-
pleting assignments. According to Cooper (2001),
homework hotlines are “telephone services in which
teachers or other knowledgeable people are avail-
able to answer questions related to homework prob-
lems” (p. 48). Such programs allow students to
obtain suitable assistance if they lack the skills or
resources to complete assignments outside of
school. Homework hotlines may not, however, be
prepared to address problems related to students
being assigned too much work or students who are
receiving work that is too advanced for them (i.e.,
they lack the necessary foundation for completing
current assignments). Later we will suggest a way
teachers can use hotlines to help them determine
whether assigned homework is at an appropriate
level for their students.
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The term homework hotline is often used to
refer not only to those systems that provide live
tutoring for assignments, but also automated ser-
vices providing feedback and information regard-
ing assignments. For instance, the latter type might
allow a parent or student who is unaware of the
current assignment to dial a number to connect to
a prerecorded message from a specific teacher that
describes the daily assignment. The automated sys-
tem may also provide other school or classroom
news. The content of an automated system may be
either general (i.e., directed towards an entire
school and/or classroom) or specific to the indi-
vidual student. If student-specific, it might consist
of individually recorded messages that provide in-
formation for the parents on whether their child’s
previous assignment had been completed, what the
current assignment is, and additional phone num-
bers for help or clarification (Garner, 1991). In
contrast with live tutoring hotlines, these automat-
ed systems are generally available 24 hours a day
(Glazer & Williams, 2001).

Other mechanisms for providing homework
help include (a) answering machine systems that
allow students to call, leave a number, and have
their call returned when convenient for the tutor;
(b) internet resources (e.g., chat rooms, bulletin
boards, e-mail) that allow students to present ques-
tions and receive answers; and (c) educational tele-
vision programming that incorporates on-air calls
(Sang, 1986). In particular, students’ increased use
of computers and the Internet suggests the poten-
tial of this resource for connecting students with
homework help (Lenhard, Simon, & Graziano,
2001). Many students already use the computer to
prepare homework assignments or obtain academ-
ic information from websites. The provision of live
homework help through Internet connections would
be a logical extension and use for this resource.

Although all types of homework hotlines pro-
vide students and parents with assistance, the fo-
cus of this article is on those hotlines that primarily
offer students live assistance with the completion
of specific homework assignments. We do not dis-
cuss systems that provide general tutoring or offer
only general information on homework assignments
(e.g., what pages to read for class). Services that
are not telephone-based (e.g., computer-based) are




THEORY INTO PRACTICE / Summer 2004
Homework

addressed only when they offer this live assistance.
1t is important to note, however, that information-
only hotlines are effectively used by many schools
as a lower-cost option for providing homework in-
formation. These hotlines may improve both com-
munication between schools and parents and
homework completion rates among certain students
(TIowa State Department of Education, 1994). For a
description and review of information-based pro-
grams, the reader is referred to Thurman (1999)
and U.S. Department of Education Office of Poli-
cy and Planning (1993).

How Should the Need for
a Hotline be Assessed?

Past experience suggests that before initiating
a hotline program, interested individuals or groups
should conduct a thorough examination of the per-
ceived need, available resources, and general feasi-
bility for the hotline. For example, a survey by Singh
(1987) found that 40% of teachers suggested not hav-
ing a hotline at all, while only about 20% of parents
and students expressed this opinion.

Although little information is available that
specifically evaluates the need for a homework hot-
line, methods used by other youth programs are eas-
ily applied to hotlines. One framework is the
three-phase model of needs assessment (Witkin &
Altschuld, 1995). Using this framework, developers
would first determine the need for a homework hot-
line. This might be indicated by determining whether
there was a disparity between educators and/or par-
ents’ goals for homework and the actual performance
of students. Next, the developers would focus on three
groups: (a) the primary target group, students; (b) the
secondary target group, those who will provide or
regulate the program, such as teachers and school
administrators; and (c) the tertiary target groups, those
who could provide non-tutorial resources for the pro-
gram such as funding, advertising, and space.

The evaluation would involve an exploration
stage, a data gathering stage, and a post-assess-
ment stage that disseminates and enacts the findings
in order to establish the hotline. The process of en-
gaging in these steps may vary and can include both
formal and informal assessments that gather quali-
tative and/or quantitative data. For example, after
establishing that a need existed for a hotline (that
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is, some or many students were performing below
expectations on homework), the hotline developer
could conduct informal focus groups and then in-
tegrate this qualitative information w1tp a more
formal survey to describe potential actions. Other
resources for program development include logic
models (Julian, 1997) and intervention mapping
(Bartholomew, Parcel, & Kok, 1‘998;‘éee also Kelly,
1988; O’Donnell & Tharp, 1990; Winett, 1995).

What Are Important Considerations
in Developing a Hotline?

There are a number of 1mportant consider-
ations when improving current hotlines or initiat-
ing new programs. These include (a) the goals of
the hotline, (b) the frequency and length of calls,
(c) the times and duration of the hotlme (d) stafﬁng,
(e) targeted populations, (f) the academic matenal‘
covered, (g) location, (h) funding sources, and (i)
making people aware of the hotline’s existence.

What are the goals of the hotline?

The initial impetus for establishing a hotlme
may determine decisions about its other character-
istics. For example, a school W1th limited resourc-
es that is performing be]ow statewide math
standards might decide to have a hotline focusmg
primarily on math. In this case, the subject areas
covered by the hotline might be dictated by a specif-
ic need. On the other hand, a school that is given a
donation from a local telephone company will not
need to establish funding mechanisms and will be
free to determine academic content.

Imaginative use of hot}ines can lead to addi-
tional goals. As noted earlier, hotlines can be used
as a means of tracking student progress in order to
fine-tune teaching. For example, one program uti-
lized information from the hotline to identify which
math concepts were most dxfﬁcult for callers. Those
concepts that led to the most calls were considered
problematic and confusing for students and, appro-
priately, received additional classroom teachmg at-
tention (Kordomenos 1991).

What is the expected call volume
and length of calls? ‘

It may be difficult to predict the volume and
length of calls before the hotlme is underway. Call




frequency varies extensively among programs, with
some hotlines reporting as few as 35 calls a day while
others receive more than 500 daily calls (Sivin-
Kachala & Bialo, 1992).

Related to the frequency of calls is the length.
One report of average call length suggests this varies
as a function of the caller, with the overall average
call lasting from 5 to 15 minutes, but calls from ad-
vanced or high school students lasting up to 45 min-
utes (Sivin-Kachala & Bialo, 1992). Thus, developers
might anticipate that hotlines set up for more ad-
vanced students will require longer conversations.

When will the hotline be available
and for how long?

Singh (1987) found that teachers and parents
strongly preferred a start time after 6:30 p.m., while
students were more mixed in their preferences, with
a large percentage wanting a start time immediate-~
ly after school. Differences also emerged regard-
ing the duration of hotline availability. Parents and
teachers preferred a hotline lasting 2 hours, while
students favored 3 hours.

There is no clear consensus on the appropriate
times to begin or end a hotline. Most are offered
between the hours of 3:30-9:00 p.m. (Sivin-Kachala
& Bialo, 1992) but a program might be available
between 4-7 p.m., 5-8 p.m., or 5-9 p.m. For stu-
dents, their primary need for assistance might be
immediately after school, if they are the type of
student who completes homework before beginning
other activities. On the other hand, teachers who staff
hotlines might desire a later starting time to have a
break between the end of the school day and start of
the program. Parents also might prefer a later start
time as this corresponds to their own availability.

Another consideration for hotlines is what
days of the week to offer the program. Most con-
sistently provide assistance on Mondays through
Thursdays when school is in session (Gutner, 1990;
Pedley, 1987; Solomon, 1991). However, some pro-
grams recognize that students might be completing
homework at other times. For example, Singh (1987)
found that over half of students, parents, and teach-
ers wanted a hotline to be available on Sunday nights.
Finally, availability may vary between locations,
based on staffing or building accessibility and the
cost of opening the hotline for additional nights.
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Who will staff the hotline?

Ensuring appropriate staffing for the hotline
might include a discussion of (a) what grades and
subjects it will serve, (b) whether staff should be
able to provide broad help across multiple subjects
or more specific assistance, and (c) how many staff
will be needed. Having staff who can provide ei-
ther specific or broad help is related to the target-
ed grade levels of the hotline; upper-level students
might require more intensive help from a special-
ist (Sivin-Kachala & Bialo, 1992).

Considering the ethnic and cultural demo-
graphics of the targeted population is also impor-
tant, as many hotlines incorporate staff fluent in
languages other than English to serve a broader
group of students. Having a special education teach-
er on staff is also recommended because he or she
might serve as a valuable resource to other staff
members and students calling in with unique needs
(Solomon, 1991). Having accommodations for hear-
ing-impaired students to participate would also in-
crease the accessibility of the hotline (Wood, 1984).

Other factors might dictate use of staff other
than teachers. For example, a hotline affiliated with
a university might rely on college students who
work for class credit. Some programs use high
school students to staff elementary school hotlines.
Among current programs, the uniqueness of needs
and staffing decisions is reflected in staffing ra-
tios, which vary from 2-15 staff members for ev-
ery 100 calls (Sivin-Kachala & Bialo, 1992). On
average, most programs operate with approximate-
ly 8-10 staff members and may have additional
teachers as reserve staff for when someone is ab-
sent (Pedley, 1987; Sivin-Kachala & Bialo, 1992).
Schools also may try to have an increased repre-
sentation of staff with expertise in specific sub-
jects, such as multiple elementary, secondary math,
and foreign language teachers.

Implementation of specific requirements and
procedures for training is another aspect of hotline
staffing. Hotlines may require training for all vol-
unteers or may make training less structured
through the use of on-the-job or optional training
sessions. The type and amount of training provid-
ed also might vary as a function of who is staffing
the hotline; experienced teachers might need less
training than high school or college-aged staff.
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Furthermore, the training needs of individual staff
members might vary depending on the experience
they have in individual tutoring and/or the sub-
jects that they will address in calls. Finally, com-
pensation for staff generally varies depending on
who is used. For example, teachers might receive
monetary compensation while students staffing the
hotline earn academic credit.

In addition to training, staff should be pro-
vided with appropriate and helpful resources to
assist them with calls. At a minimum, teachers
should be provided with basic reference materials
such as encyclopedias, dictionaries, and almanacs.
This can be provided through computers. More
extensive resources might include teacher editions
of all textbooks used in the covered region and
contact information for further referrals (e.g., lo-
cal library). Local teachers and schools also might
provide the hotline with copies of daily or weekly
assignments and additional materials that address
frequently asked questions or concerns.

Who will call the hotline?

Current programs differ in their targeted pop-
ulation. Some programs include all grade levels
while others target only certain ages. However, if
communities decide to offer services to a more
exclusive group, they should be prepared to re-
ceive calls from students outside this age range, as
many programs report receiving questions from
youth of all ages, regardless of the targeted age
range. Based on past experience, it appears that
youth in upper elementary and middle school grades
are most likely to utilize a hotline.

Hotline organizers should be aware that stu-
dents may use the hotline to meet emotional needs
for personal communication with an adult, rather
than the intended purpose of academic assistance.
Programs should have a clear policy on such us-
age. Some hotlines may decide that this is an im-
portant additional benefit for students, particularly
those who are going to homes without adults
present (Gutner, 1990). These hotlines might have
additional training or protocols for addressing the
non-academic needs of students. Other hotlines
might decide to focus strictly on academic needs
and refer those students with personal concerns to
other channels.
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What kind of help should be offered?

When considering the scope of the hotline’s
academic content, it appears the most frequently
asked questions concern math and science topics,
suggesting the importance of staffing the hotline
with specialists in these subjects or staff members
who are able to handle calls of this nature. Sur-
veys of parent and student requests revealed the
need for mathematics as a hotline subject (Singh,
1987). On the other hanq teachers were more likely
to endorse a general approach incorporating all pri-
mary subjects. As discussed prev1ously, the aca-
demic content offered will vary based on goals,
the targeted grade level, and staff.

Beyond subject matter, the process by which
staff and callers interact is an important componen‘t
of the program. Theories of learning, when apphed
to tutoring scenarios, suggest utilizing the hotlme
staff to provide direct instruction in guldmg the
student to complete the question independently (Sol-
omon, 1991). This approach maximizes direction and
guidance from the teacher while allowing students

themselves to obtain the desired response.

Where should the hotline staff be located?

Most hotline programs are based in an office
building, school, or library (Slvm-Kachala & Bialo,
1992). However, some programs mlght have staff
work from their homes or other mdlvxdual loca-
tions. Programs must also consu}er the acce551b111-
ty of the hotline to their targeted students. In some
areas, students may be outs1de the local calling
area of the hotline. For these students, the prohib-
itive cost of makmg a long-dxstance call might pre-
vent their utilization of the hotline services. T hus,
program developers need to consider maklng ap-
proprlate accommodations, such as prov1d1ng a tol‘}—
free number. Also, having an answering service or
machine might be necessary to prevent students
from receiving busy signals when all staff mem-
bers are occupied.

How should the hotline be funded?

Of course, securing financml support should be
completed prior to initiation of the hotline. Sponsor—
ship for some programs has been obtained through
local corporations, phone companies, or local radlo
and television stations willing to provide a1r time to




promote the program (Pedley, 1987). Other pro-
grams receive funding through grants from educa-
tion associations, local and state groups, businesses,
or individual foundations (Gutner, 1990).

Based on practices of current hotlines, dif-
ferent organizations may be uniquely equipped to
provide financial or other forms of tangible sup-
port. For example, local libraries or universities
may be able to donate space for a hotline “base,”
while local businesses might contribute used com-
puters, reference materials, or support in exchange
for advertisement of their participation. One pro-
gram required callers to listen to a short commer-
cial before speaking with a teacher.

Requests for funding should be based on a
comprehensive budget of anticipated costs. Includ-
ed in this might be (a) salaries (e.g., phone staff,
administration, clerical); (b) computer equipment
(e.g., caller database, educational resources via in-
ternet connections); (c) location costs (e.g., rent);
(d) reference supplies; (e) publicity costs; and (f)
telephone expenses. Furthermore, given the
amounts spent on initiating and maintaining such
programs (U.S. Department of Education Office of
Policy and Planning, 1993), it would be important
to establish clear effectiveness and usage data in
order to support the continuation of the hotline.

How should the hotline be promoted?

Methods for disseminating information about
the program might include mailing letters to par-
ents, providing students with stickers and posters, or
conducting contests and activities through the hotline
(Gutner, 1990). It is important, however, to use mul-
tiple means of promotion and to involve students.
Commercial support for promotion not only can
provide additional funds and outlets (e.g., televi-
sion, newspaper) but it can also allow for the devel-
opment of community-school links (Solomon, 1991).

How Should Hotlines be Evaluated?

Research conducted on the effectiveness of
existing homework hotlines can be characterized
into two types: evaluation of academic or other
outcomes associated with hotline usage, and eval-
uation of hotline characteristics. Unfortunately,
there is little research in either area. This lack of
evidence on effectiveness is a significant concern,
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particularly for programs wanting to justify their
continuance or future funding needs.

Conducting evaluations of hotlines is diffi-
cult, as a number of barriers discourage the use of
high-quality research designs. One problem inher-
ent in studies that randomly assign students to hot-
line and no-hotline conditions (the strongest design
for judging effectiveness) is the difficulty of en-
suring that all students assigned to a hotline con-
trol group do actually call. Furthermore, students
in a no-hotline control group might still be aware
of the existence of the hotline and could obtain
calling information from participating students
(Barrett & Neal, 1992).

In spite of these concerns, Barrett and Neal
(1992) conducted a randomized experiment evalu-
ating a hotline’s effectiveness in improving aca-
demic outcomes among fifth-grade students.
Forty-six students in the experimental group were
encouraged to call the homework hotline while 44
students in the control group were not informed
about the hotline availability. Of the 46 students in
the control group, only 12 actually called the hot-
line, with these students making a total of 79 calls.
Most of the calls concerned either math or spell-
ing. Within the hotline group, information on stu-
dents who called and those who did not showed no
differences on self-esteem, school grades, or stan-
dardized test scores. The data indicated that the
students calling the hotline did not exceed control
group students on class grades or standardized test
scores. In fact, when earlier test scores and grades
were controlled, later test scores and grades of stu-
dents in the hotline group were lower than predict-
ed. Furthermore, comparisons between the hotline
and no-hotline groups revealed an unexpected ef-
fect in that the control group scored higher in math,
language, spelling, and social studies. Although this
evaluation does not support the effectiveness of
homework hotlines, the lack of participation by
students in the hotline group may have influenced
the findings.

An alternative to studies that use random as-
signment to conditions would be to use a quasi-
experimental design. Here, students who called the
hotline would be matched with students who did
not call but are similar on other pertinent charac-
teristics. Although potentially more practical, the
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self-selection by students calling the hotline makes. .

interpretation of these studies more tentative. We
found no studies that used this design.

Another important aspect of evaluating hot-
lines is assessing the use of and satisfaction with
the program. One way to do this is to track callers
who call more than once. Solomon and Scott (1988)
found that 47% of youth who previously utilized
the hotline reported at least one return call. Gener-
al satisfaction with the help received through the
hotline was reported by 92% of student callers.

What should be studied in future
research on homework hotlines?

Future hotline research should employ ran-
dom-assignment designs when possible and well-
constructed quasi-experiments as an alternative.
Broad academic outcomes such as classroom and
homework grades, homework completion rates, and
standardized test scores certainly should be col-
lected and would enhance information on the ef-
fectiveness of the hotline (Barrett & Neal, 1992).
Data that should be collected about hotline usage
includes the timing and frequency of calls and re-
peat calls, the frequency of calls for specific con-
tent areas, and caller satisfaction. Student surveys
and questionnaires for parents and teachers might
be used to obtain information on the hotline for
evaluation purposes. Conducting qualitative stud-
ies (e.g., telephone interviews, focus groups) with
staff and consumers of homework hotlines would
.also provide constructive information on the process
of developing and maintaining a hotline. This in-
formation would be valuable to organizations
wishing to initiate a homework hotline program or
to existing programs looking for additional ideas
and guidance.

Conclusion

Homework hotlines can be an effective and
valuable tool for providing students with neces-
sary homework assistance. Planning is essential in
order to develop and maintain a successful pro-
gram. Planning should include an evaluation of the
need for a program with multiple groups, coordi-
nating the content of the hotline with the needs of
the targeted group, and conducting ongoing assess-
ments of the hotline’s effectiveness and usage.
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Many-schools and districts have successfully initi-
ated and continued effective programs. Knowledge
about the characteristics of current programs pro-
vides a useful, though incomplete, foundation for
the development of new programs. |

Note

The auothors wish to thank Amanda Cuca and Elizabeth
Cody for their assistance with data collection.
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