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Only Review What Students Need You to Review 

By David Ginsburg 
 

Going over homework and other assignments during class is commonly accepted practice. It’s also 

commonly bad practice. Sure it makes sense in theory that if you’re going to ask students to do 

something, you should review it with them afterward. It’s important, after all, for students to correct 

and learn from their mistakes. 

  

But what if they didn’t make any mistakes? I realize it’s unlikely that for any given question, every 

student will have gotten the correct answer. But even if only half the class got it right, what should 

those students do as you review something they’ve already mastered? Well, I can tell you what they 

do in many classrooms, including mine before I changed my approach: they talk or sleep or brush 

their hair or work on assignments for other subjects. In other words, anything but advance their skills 

in the subject they’re supposed to be learning at that time.  

 

Here’s more on the potential pitfalls of reviewing assignments in class and suggestions for preventing 

them, first in the context of class work and then homework.      

 

Class Work 

It’s become routine—and good—practice to start class with a warm-up activity, which a lot of 

teachers call the “Do Now.” Many teachers handle administrative tasks like taking attendance while 

students are working on (or should be working on) the Do Now. Then, after 5-10 minutes, they 

review the Do Now at the board—without knowing whether students have done it, let alone how 

well they’ve done it. The Do Now experience, as a result, plays out in one of three ways for most 

students: 

 

1. They complete the Do Now correctly and, per above, have nothing constructive to do as the 

teacher reviews it—at this point, for these students the Do Now has become the “Did 

Already.” 

2. They sit idly or socialize instead of doing the Do Now, since they know the teacher is 

eventually going to do it for them, at which time they can copy the answers. For them the 

Do Now is really the “Do Later.”   
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3. They sit idly or socialize instead of doing the Do Now but, unlike Do-Later kids, these 

students remain off task even when the teacher reviews the Do Now—which means for 

them, you guessed it: the Do Now is and will always be the “Do Never.”  

 

The lesson here is that, as a rule, when students are working on an assignment in class, you should 

be monitoring them—to prod would-be Do-Never students to get to work, to assess all students’ 

understanding, and to assist students where appropriate (which, in my class meant they had 

exhausted all other resources). It’s only then that you can make the right call on whether reviewing 

an assignment is in the class’ best interest. (As for administrative tasks such as attendance, put them 

off until you can afford to be less vigilant, such as when students are copying down notes.) 

     

As for what is the right call, that depends on how you run your classroom. In my class, for instance, 

the daily warm-up activity was a four-question Quick Quiz. And I almost never needed to review 

more than two questions, and usually just one or none. But for me to justify reviewing a question, a 

good 75% of students would have needed help with it—a standard I could get away with because of 

other supports in place for addressing students’ remediation needs. (For one thing, all my 

assignments were spiraled, which meant students never went long before seeing questions similar to 

any given day’s Quick Quiz. More important, students worked on those assignments in collaborative 

groups, where struggling students could get help from peers. A win-win for all kids—tutors included, 

since there’s no better way to reinforce your knowledge than to share it with others.)   

    

Homework 

Many teachers squander even more time reviewing homework than they do reviewing class work. 

The root of the problem is the same as it is for the Do Now: teachers reviewing questions without 

knowing whether they really need to review them. In extreme cases, there are those teachers who 

are determined to work through as many problems as possible, non-stop. I’m reminded of one of my 

teachers who never budged from the chalkboard, working through problem after problem in all his 

glory, oblivious to a classroom full of kids socializing or snoring.     

 

Then there are those teachers who act like disc jockeys by taking audience requests. You know, 

“What questions would you like me to go over?” And as long as one student requests #3, the teacher 

reviews #3. Same goes for #4, #5, and so on. I did this my first year or two, and it backfired for a 
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couple reasons. First, again just because Marcus needs you to review #3 doesn’t mean Maria and 

Michael do. (Sure enough, I usually see a very small % of students paying attention when teachers 

use the DJ approach). And second, you risk giving students too much control over class time. If kids 

want to keep you from getting to the lesson, all they have to do is request another song—I mean 

question. And if you think students won’t play you like this, think again. It’s particularly evident when 

the student who requested #12 has his head on his desk as you go over it. Tell me you can’t relate!!    

 

Yet unlike with in-class assignments like the Do Now, you can’t look over students’ shoulders as 

they’re doing homework. So how do you know in advance which if any questions are worth 

reviewing? Here’s what I did: before collecting the Quick Quiz, I replaced it on the overhead with the 

answers to the homework. Students then had five minutes to troubleshoot their errors, while I 

circulated to assess, assist, and identify any questions we still needed to review as a class—using the 

same 75% standard as for the Quick Quiz. We then reviewed those questions at the same time we 

reviewed Quick Quiz problems (if necessary).    

 

In the end, deciding whether or not to review class work or homework deserves far more thought 

than many of us would have ever imagined.  While, on the one hand, you don’t want to ignore any 

students’ remediation needs, you also can’t ignore other students’ acceleration needs. The key is 

that you’re making this decision based on what you see more so than what students say or, worse 

yet, just because you think it’s your job as a teacher to routinely review everything you assign.    

 

Postscript 

As a second-year teacher, inspired by a grad school research paper on ability grouping, I separated 

my class into two groups (or tracks) in an effort to accommodate the wide range of students’ 

aptitudes. And this did make for a slightly more captive audience when I reviewed assignments.  But 

it was a disaster for other reasons, so I scrapped it in favor of smaller heterogeneous groups. 

 

A more promising approach comes from PilSook Seok, a math teacher at Delaware Valley Charter 

High School in Philadelphia who instructs advanced students to move on to a new assignment as she 

reviews the previous assignment with the rest of the class. Yet even if this or any other strategy 

works for you and your students, the overarching point here applies whether you’re working with 

three students or 33 students: only review what they need you to review.    


