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The perceived value of assigning homework
as a learning tool has fl uctuated from one decade to the 
next. Historically, social and political forces have infl u-
enced the amounts and types of homework assigned to 
students (Gill & Schlossman, 2004; Maltese, Tai, & Fan, 

2012). The often contentious debate about the effi  cacy of home-
work persists today. Some have argued that it is a vital learning 
tool that can help students master necessary content while foster-
ing skills such as time management and self-direction (Bembenutty, 
2011). Others, such as Kohn (2006), have maintained that home-
work leads to a loss of interest, and that it merely forces rote prac-
tice while failing to promote higher-order cognitive skills. Kohn 

further contended that time devoted to homework could be better 
spent engaging in activities that truly interest students without ex-
acerbating the achievement gap observed between students who 
have a lot of parental support versus those who do not (Kohn, 
2006). While intense debates regarding homework for academic
classes continue, the use of homework in physical education classes 
has not infl amed such passions. Homework has not traditionally 
been used as a learning tool in physical education to any signifi cant 
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degree (Mitchell, Stanne, & Barton, 2000). Consequently, the ef-
ficacy of physical education homework has received little attention 
from researchers.

Given the limited amount of time typically set aside for physi-
cal education and the increasing need to document evidence of 
student achievement, some physical educators have proposed an 
expanded role for homework in physical education (Hill, 2009; 
Novak & Lynott, 2015; St. Ours & Scrabis-Fletcher, 2013). 
Many of the characteristics of active homework, that which re-
quires physical activity, are likely to increase physical activity lev-
els. For example, levels of physical activity tend to increase when 
there is parental involvement, activity choice, encouragement of 
extracurricular participation, and the acquisition of motor skills 
(Baranowski et al., 1997), all of which are characteristics of ac-
tive homework (M. A. Smith & Claxton, 2003). As more schools 
incorporate comprehensive school physical activity programs 
(CSPAPs), there should be more opportunities for physical edu-
cators to involve parents and classroom teachers through the as-
signment of homework that promotes physical activity (Castelli 
& Ward, 2012).

Physical educators should have as complete an understanding as 
possible about the current research regarding the use of homework 
in their discipline. The aim of this article is to explore the efficacy 
of using homework as a teaching tool in physical education. Re-
viewed studies address the perceptions and practices of teachers, 
parents and students related to physical education homework and 
the influence of homework across multiple learning domains.

Selection of Literature
This review includes peer-reviewed articles dating back to 2000. 

Omitted studies included those pertaining to adults, populations 
with specific disabilities, or those where homework was inconse-
quentially referenced. Studies that merely referenced the inclusion 
of a homework component with no substantial description of the 
type of homework or without any data relating directly to home-
work completion were deemed “inconsequentially referenced.” 
Ultimately, the pool of studies to be reviewed was reduced to 11. 
The articles were organized into themes for comparison and dis-
cussion. Studies are presented as those evaluating (1) attitudes and 
beliefs about physical education homework, (2) the use of home-
work to promote physical activity, and (3) the use of homework 
for the promotion of knowledge. Table 1 provides a summary of 
the included research articles.

Attitudes toward Homework in Physical 
Education

Even if homework is determined to be a useful tool to enhance 
the learning process, its implementation will likely fail if the stake-
holders maintain unfavorable attitudes toward it. Behaviors are 
influenced by attitudes (Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005), and since teach-
ers make the important decisions about the use of homework as 
a teaching/learning tool, teacher attitudes and perceptions are 
important. Mitchell et al. (2000) reported that 80% of the high 

Table 1.
Summary of Reviewed Studies

Source Subjects/Setting Aims/Goals Study Summary Regarding Homework

Barney & Strand 
(2008)

U.S. high school 
students. N = 369.

Investigate knowledge 
of physical education 
appropriate practices

• Survey study
• 83% of the students surveyed incorrectly 

identified out-of-class homework as 
“inappropriate.”

• Conclusions:
 ○ Teachers need to model best practices.
 ○ Teachers need to explain the value of 
homework to students.

Duncan et al. 
(2011)

New Zealand school 
children ages nine to 
11. N = 97.

Examine the influence 
of mandatory 
homework on physical 
activity levels and 
eating habits

• Experimental study
• Health-related homework resulted in a 

statistically significant increase in step counts.
• Conclusion: Active homework was effective for 

increasing physical activity.

Fairclough et al. 
(2013)

10- and 11-year-olds 
in the United Kingdom. 
N = 420.

Investigate the 
effectiveness of a 
comprehensive school 
wellness intervention 
program

• Intervention study
• A significant intervention effect was found for 

light-intensity physical activity.
• Conclusion: The program was effective, 

particularly for overweight youth.

Kinchin & 
O’Sullivan (2003)

Ninth- and 10th-grade 
volunteers in an 
alternative school in a 
low social economic 
status neighborhood. 
N = 25.

Describe students’ 
reactions to a cultural 
studies unit in PE

• Qualitative study
• Students appreciated the freedom to discuss 

relevant topics in PE.
• Seatwork and homework were met with 

resistance by many students. 

(continued)
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Table 1.
(Continued)

Source Subjects/Setting Aims/Goals Study Summary Regarding Homework

Kriemler et al. 
(2010)

First- and fifth-grade 
students in Switzerland. 
N = 540.

Assess effectiveness of 
school-based physical 
activity intervention

• Experimental study
• Physical activity increased
• Adiposity decreased
• Conclusion: Homework, when part of a multi-

component school-based intervention, can be 
effective.

Michael, Dittus, & 
Epstein (2007)

Nationally 
representative sample 
of PE teachers in 
the United States. 
N = 1194.

Describe findings 
from the School 
Health Policy Program 
Study (SHPPS) about 
family and community 
involvement

• Descriptive study
• Phone interviews and/or mail-in questionnaires 

revealed that in 55.5% of health classes and 
30.8% of PE classes, homework was assigned.

• Conclusion: PE programs need to better 
communicate with families and communities at 
all levels.

Mitchell, Stanne, 
& Barton (2000)

High school physical 
education teachers 
involved in either the 
first or second year 
of inservice training. 
N = 54.

Explore attitudes toward 
and practices relating to 
homework in PE

• Descriptive study
• In contrast to PE teachers, parents do not 

believe homework should be part of PE 
classes.

• Teachers were most likely to support the use of 
homework in the cognitive domain only.

• Conclusion: More study of the value of 
homework for motor skill learning and fitness 
application is needed.

Pantanowitz, 
Lidor, Nemet, & 
Eliakim (2011)

Israeli high school 
students. N = 95.

Explore compliance 
and attitudes toward PE 
homework

• Experimental study
• The majority of students and parents viewed 

homework as valuable in PE.
• Very few students completed the homework.
• Conclusion: PE homework should start at 

earlier grades and be short and focused.

Smith & Madden 
(2014)

Eighth-grade students 
in an urban school 
located in the Rocky 
Mountain region. 
N = 83.

Examine the design 
and delivery of active 
homework in PE

• Case study
• There was a disconnect between teacher 

objectives and student understanding.
• Conclusion: Teachers must better align in-class 

instruction with homework if it is to be used 
successfully.

Smith, Cluph, & 
O’Connor (2001)

Third-, fourth- and fifth-
grade students in the 
United States. N = 607.

Pilot test a research 
design that would 
examine the effect 
of PE homework on 
physical activity

• Descriptive study
• Grade level had no effect on completion rates.
• Girls were more likely to complete homework 

than boys.
• The homeroom teacher had the greatest 

influence on completion rates.
• Conclusion: Incentives and weekly reporting 

can bolster homework adherence.

Williams, 
McGladrey, Silva, 
& Hannon (2013)

High school Fitness for 
Life class. N = 178.

Compare cognitive 
knowledge retention 
for homework versus 
lecture

• Experimental study
• Student test scores improved even when 

lecture time was replaced with homework only, 
or when using a homework and lecture format.

• Conclusion: Homework can be used as an 
effective tool for promoting cognitive skills while 
simultaneously freeing up class time for more 
physical activity.
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school teachers surveyed in a physical education inservice pro-
gram reported using homework in some form, but the majority 
claimed to use it mainly as makeup work to account for absences. 
Conversely, when Burt (2012) surveyed all levels of K–12 physical 
education teachers (not in an inservice program), they found that 
only 17% of the teachers said that they assigned homework to stu-
dents. Michael, Dittus and Epstein (2007) observed that 31% of 
the physical education teachers surveyed, from all levels of K–12, 
indicated that they assigned homework; however, this survey spe-
cifically asked about homework involving the rest of the family.

Thom and Yun (2012) did not report the percentage of teach-
ers who assigned homework in physical education, but through 
multiple regression analysis they did identify three factors that can 
predict homework assignment behavior. Knowledge of how to as-
sign homework, attitudes toward homework, and the expectations 
of significant others were identified as the main factors influencing 
the choice of whether or not to assign homework (Thom & Yun, 
2012). The conclusion is that teachers will be more likely to assign 
homework in physical education if they are encouraged and pro-
vided with instruction and supportive resources.

The greatest amount of attention seems to have been given to 
the examination of student attitudes toward physical education 
homework. Scrutiny of homework compliance rates is appropri-
ate because attitudes will definitely influence behavior (Ajzen & 
Fishbein, 2005). Kinchin and O’Sullivan (2003) reported that the 
high school students participating in an intervention involving a 
cultural-studies physical education unit had a low compliance rate 
for homework. The students often refused to complete the home-
work at all, or they completed it very quickly just before the start 
of class. Interview responses revealed beliefs that physical educa-
tion is not a “real class,” and that homework is “unreasonable” 
for such a class (Kinchin & O’Sullivan, 2003). Smith and Mad-
den (2014) reported student comments such as “homework in 
gym is stupid.” The authors also found that compliance was not 
robust, and students were willing to falsify physical activity logs 

(M. Smith & Madden, 2014). Studies that recorded and reported 
actual compliance rates provide even more evidence of poor home-
work compliance. One study reported that only 32% of the girls 
and only 22% of the boys in an elementary school intervention 
completed the homework (J. Smith, Cluph, & O’Connor, 2001), 
and another involving high school participants reported that only 
4% completed all the assignments, while 53% completed none of 
them (Pantanowitz, Lidor, Nemet, & Eliakim, 2011).

Physical Education Homework for the 
Promotion of Physical Activity

Motivating students to engage in regular physical activity is 
arguably one of the most formidable challenges faced by physi-
cal educators. In an effort to meet this challenge, experts have 
recently suggested the use of homework to promote physical 
activity. The first theme of consideration should be of particu-
lar interest to physical educators (Castelli & Ward, 2012; Hill, 
2009; Novak & Lynott, 2015). Several authors addressed the use 
of physical education homework in promoting physical activ-
ity. Duncan et  al. (2011) found that fifth and sixth graders in 
New Zealand logged significantly more pedometer steps after a 
school-based intervention that included physical activity logs as 
the main form of homework. The treatment effect amounted to 
2,830 steps per day and was consistent across day type (weekend 
vs. weekday), sex, and school (Duncan et al., 2011). Fairclough 
et  al. (2013) reported similar results from a cross-curricular, 
school-based intervention that included active homework and 
resulted in self-reported increases in moderate physical activity. 
The study was unique because the reporting included various 
subgroups; the authors noted that girls appeared to benefit more 
than boys, and students who were obese seemed to benefit more 
than those of normal body weight (Fairclough et  al., 2013). A 
third study, which was similar in design, produced comparable 
results. When first and fifth graders were placed in an interven-
tion group that included active homework, they showed increases 
in moderate-to-vigorous physical activity as measured by acceler-
ometers (Kriemler et al., 2010).

Physical Education Homework for the 
Promotion of Knowledge

A high-quality physical education program will 
promote development in the cognitive learning 
domain. Logically, physical educators might want 
to consider the use of homework for enhancing 
cognitive skills in addition to psychomotor skills. 
To that end, multiple studies were located re-
garding physical activity homework, but only 

a few dealt with cognitive content. Most of 
those came from studies of collegiate 

health and fitness courses. The 
only study found relating to 
K–12 students focused on 
high school students. Wil-
liams, McGladrey, Silva, & 
Hannon (2013) separated 

students in a weight-training 
unit into three treatment groups: 

lecture only, homework only, and 
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lecture with homework. Following the intervention, the students in 
all three groups performed equally well on a written test covering 
muscular strength and endurance knowledge. These students were 
not questioned about their opinions regarding the use of home-
work as a learning tool (Williams et al., 2013).

Strategies for Incorporating Homework into 
Physical Education

Experts have supported the use of homework in physical educa-
tion (Novak & Lynott, 2015; St. Ours & Scrabis-Fletcher, 2013), 
but as the research indicates, compliance is an issue (Kinchin & 
O’Sullivan, 2003; Piech, Nowak, Birontiene, & Bula-Biteniece, 
2013; M. Smith & Madden, 2014). And if homework is to be 
effective, physical educators should use research to employ home-
work practices that are likely to succeed. Particularly in the area 
of active homework, the practice of giving students choices about 
the activities they can become engaged in seemed to be beneficial 
(Novak & Lynott, 2015; St. Ours & Scrabis-Fletcher, 2013). Also, 
teachers need to ensure that homework is tied to learning objec-
tives and that students understand the connection. When home-
work is given in physical education, there is reason to believe that 
students do not always understand why it is being given (M. Smith 
& Madden, 2014). If students are able to make the connection 
between homework and important learning objectives, they may 
be less likely to believe that the homework is just busy work or an 
attempt by the teachers to pretend that physical education is a real 
class (M. Smith & Madden, 2014). If homework is tied to objec-
tives, it will be easier to incorporate it into the class assessment 
and evaluation plan, and for students to be held accountable for 
its completion.

Summary and Recommendations
The limited research suggests that knowledge can be gained 

through the completion of homework in physical education (Clax-
ton & Wells, 2009; Jenkins, Jenkins, Collums, & Werhonig, 2006; 
Williams et al., 2013). Some evidence indicates that using home-
work to help students acquire knowledge is equal, if not superior, 
to lecture-only methods (Jorgenson & George, 2001; Williams 
et al., 2013). Limiting the amount of class time devoted to lecture-
type instruction should allow more time for physical activity and 
the acquisition of fitness and motor skills. As such, flipping the 
classroom has been suggested as a useful strategy for physical edu-
cation (Osterlie, 2016). If the goal of a flipped classroom is to free 
up more class time for time on task, there may be no subject more 
appropriate than physical education. Physical activity outside of 
school should also be promoted if students are to truly lead physi-
cally active lifestyles. Again, though limited, research suggests that 
active homework can be effective in increasing levels of physical 
activity (Duncan et  al., 2011; Fairclough et  al., 2013; Kriemler 
et al., 2010). Whether measured by pedometer, accelerometer or 
self-report, the majority of the reviewed studies showed an in-
crease in physical activity levels as a result of active homework 
(Claxton & Wells, 2009; Duncan et al., 2011; Fairclough et al., 
2013; Kriemler et al., 2010).

The majority of the studies included for review also reported on 
attitudes and behaviors related to homework in physical educa-
tion. Student attitudes toward physical education homework vary, 
but in general it is apparent that many students believe homework 

does not belong in physical education (Barney & Strand, 2008; 
Kinchin & O’Sullivan, 2003; J. Smith et al., 2001; M. Smith & 
Madden, 2014). Across the literature students were documented 
as making comments indicating that physical education is not a 
real class. The poor completion rates reported in virtually all of the 
studies that were reviewed seemed to further support the notion 
that students do not believe in the importance of homework for 
learning in physical education. Many of the attitudes and beliefs 
about homework in physical education may be due to a history of 
marginalization of the subject (Henry, 1964; James, 2011). Per-
haps appropriately assigned homework could help to reverse some 
of the marginalization; well-thought-out, intelligently adminis-
tered homework could help students reinforce what is learned in 
class and make connections to the real world (St. Ours & Scrabis-
Fletcher, 2013).

The physical education profession would benefit from a closer 
investigation of best practices regarding physical education home-
work. No studies were found where students were specifically as-
signed homework that involved motor skill practice with the goal 
of reinforcing the skills presented in class. The most frequently 
assigned homework in physical education appears to be related to 
the promotion of physical activity or the reinforcement of knowl-
edge about health and fitness concepts. Promoting physical activity 
and fitness knowledge is important, but acquiring motor skills is 
also crucial for producing physically literate individuals (SHAPE 
America – Society of Health and Physical Educators, 2016).

With respect to methodology and design issues that could add 
to the body of knowledge, one logical suggestion is the isolation of 
homework as an independent variable. Most of the experimental 
studies detail interventions involving homework as one of several 
components. Additional studies in which other factors are better 
controlled and homework is the only difference between the treat-
ment and control groups would provide useful information.

When examining physical activity levels, it would be helpful 
to determine whether there is a difference in compliance when us-
ing devices such as pedometers and accelerometers compared to 
using pen-and-paper methods to record/recall physical activity. 
Apparently, while many students enjoy regular bouts of physical 
activity, they do not enjoy taking time and effort to record all the 
details on paper (Duncan et al., 2011; Fairclough et al., 2013). 
Compliance rates were poor in a majority of the studies (Kinchin 
& O’Sullivan, 2003; Piech et  al., 2013; J. Smith et  al., 2001; 
M. Smith & Madden, 2014), so any means of improving them 
should be explored. Finally, there is also a need for research that 
attempts to establish appropriate amounts of homework. How 
much time and effort can teachers reasonably expect students 
to give? There is a point where too much homework becomes 
overly burdensome and thus counterproductive (Williams & 
Hannon, 2013). These are questions that classroom teachers have 
been asking (Gill & Schlossman, 2004; Maltese et  al., 2012); 
perhaps it is time that physical education teachers begin to ask 
them as well.

Generalizations should be cautiously limited when synthesiz-
ing the studies presented. The diverse methods and populations 
are certain to influence the results and any conclusions one might 
draw. Attitudes will likely be influenced by cultural experiences 
that are sure to differ across country and school environments. 
For instance, homework expectations for elementary students 
and high school students may differ greatly. Undoubtedly, the 
role of homework in any class varies greatly from one teacher to 
the next.
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Conclusion
Compared to many other teaching practices, the use of home-

work in physical education has received relatively little attention. 
Some researchers have studied the use of homework to promote 
physical activity outside of class (Duncan et al., 2011; Fairclough 
et  al., 2013; Kriemler et  al., 2010). Others have examined the 
influence of physical education homework on the acquisition 
of physical or cognitive skills (Jorgenson & George, 2001; Wil-
liams et al, 2013). Still others have sought to gather and explain 
attitudes related to the use of homework in physical education 
(Burt, 2012; Michael et al., 2007; Pantanowitz et al., 2011; Piech 
et al., 2013). Though sparse, the existing literature does indicate 
potential for helping students as they seek to achieve a variety 
of physical education goals. Based on the literature, the author 
believes that when and if homework is used as a learning tool 
in physical education, care must be taken to provide thoughtful 
explanations and to address possible negative attitudes. Clearly, 
there is a need to further examine the use of homework in physi-
cal education settings to better understand and detail homework-
related best practices.
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