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Description of class

Italian I and II are freshmen-level classes that introduce students to vocabulary, grammar, culture, and pronunciation.  There are no prerequisites for Italian I, and it is assumed that students have had no Italian.  Both in class and out, students work on the skills of reading, writing, speaking, and listening.  Cultural competency and communication skills are the primary goals.

The courses are made up of students of every year, and, at WCC, there are usually graduate students as well.  Some have had a little Italian although most have had none.  Most students have had some other language (usually Spanish or French).

Since it is a skills-based class, a language class tends to have a great deal of assessment in the form of weekly quizzes, regular exams (including an oral exam), and compositions.  There also tends to be a daily homework intended to give the students practice in precise grammar and vocabulary points and in development of communicative skills and cultural awareness.  The homework can be matching, fill-in-the-blank, short answer, listening, or other short exercises.

Problem
Instead of seeing the exercises as ways to practice and test knowledge, many students perceive the daily homework to be “busy work”, assigned merely because the instructor “must” assign homework.  Therefore, many students were not doing homework, a fact which became obvious when I went over the homework as a way to give students feedback and help them grasp the structures.  It appeared that class time was being wasted because only a minority of students were completing the assignments at home and correcting them in class.  Most students who hadn’t done the homework did not even write the correct answers in their notebooks or workbooks to complete at a later date.  

Offering a different kind of homework that challenges students more is difficult.  First, without the practice of smaller activities, many students find they cannot perform more difficult tasks well.  Second, such homework would translate into a heavy grading load for the instructor who already is faced with numerous assignments.  

Study

I decided to change the way answers were delivered to students so that they could have feedback but that we would not address the homework in class unless a student had a specific questions. 
• Answers were posted on Blackboard soon after the end of class.  
• Students were expected to self-correct and bring any questions to my attention in           class. 
• Instead of spending several minutes on homework, I provided extra activities as review of previous material.  
In theory, students should have been practicing structures more than before.

In fall 2006, I went over homework answers in class for the first half of the course and relied on self-correcting in the second half of the course.  In spring 2007, the same students went into Italian II, and I continued to rely on the self-correcting method.

Results

I measured the effects of the change in homework feedback delivery in two ways: as an objective measure, I considered grades on quizzes and tests, comparing student performance to previous work and to the grades of students in previous years; as a subjective measure, I polled students to learn their reaction to the new homework system.

GRADES: Whether they received in-class feedback or corrected their work at home, students’ grades did not appear to suffer.

When I began comparing grades after beginning the new homework system, I found no change in student performance.  Students continued earning grades similar to those in the first part of the semester.  Although it is hard to compare from year to year, I found that class averages as a whole were similar to those in the past.  

OVERALL STUDENT RESPONSE: Surprisingly few students missed the in-class feedback.  Most preferred the new system.  
For some, it seemed like a waste of time to go over the homework in class, and they found it tedious to go over the work from before, as they said “repeating” exercises.  For others, they appreciated having the immediate feedback of answers while they were doing homework.  Many very honest students claimed that they didn’t do the homework at all so going over it did them no good because they had no time to reflect on answers.  Those few (seven out of 40) who missed the in-class feedback preferred teacher evaluation.  Many of them wanted homework collected for a grade.

FRESHMEN vs. OTHERS: In my polls, I found striking differences between freshmen respondents and upper-classmen and graduate students.  Freshmen generally considered the homework “busy work”, and overall, most of them would have preferred that I take up homework every day for a grade.  They saw no value in homework unless it was graded.

In contrast, upper-classmen and graduate students generally completed their assignments as a way of studying and found that they spent less time memorizing lists and tables.  Several of these students declared that they were not always able to complete the homework when assigned, but they used it before tests and quizzes as preparation.  One graduate respondent said it was true that some of the homework was “boring” but she saw value in it because she realized how much easier class in general and graded activities were.  Most of these students preferred that daily work not be turned in for a grade.  Two respondents claimed that, at a college level, students should simply be motivated to do the work on their own.

Students who never did homework generally had no preference for how feedback was given, but they preferred that the work not receive a grade.  This group was the most heterogeneous, claiming various reasons for not doing homework: they had no time; they procrastinated too much; they saw it as busy work with no value; they preferred to study in their own way; they felt that they were learning the material well in class and had no need to complete homework.

Personal reaction

My own impression is that class time was used more efficiently.  I no longer had dead time as students who had not done homework stared at incomplete pages and students who had done the work hesitated to raise their hands too often and answer “too many times.” I was happy to be able to use the time for cultural lessons or to have extra speaking or listening activities.  In general, classes seemed to flow better.

In the Future

• I will continue to have daily assignments self-corrected rather than give in-class feedback.  
• This year, I will begin a new on-line workbook and lab manual which allows students to receive immediate feedback from a website specially designed with my textbook.  The web site has many instructor-friendly options.  Homework can be assigned for a grade or simply for practice, and there is flexibility for attributing point values.  In addition, there are controls on how many times an assignment may be repeated and what kind of feedback students receive.

