Are students wasting their time with activities such as Describe a Button? 
Each class activity and homework assignment in Investigations in Number, Data, and Space has a specific and mathematically-significant purpose.  For example, the “Button Homework” that provoked so many negative comments is directly related to Math SOL 1.20:  The student will sort and classify concrete objects according to one or more attributes, including color, size, shape, and thickness. The purpose of the homework was stated on the sheet: “NOTE: Students describe the attributes of a button, such as its size, shape, and color.  We will use this homework for an activity in our next math session.”  The homework gave each child a stake in the next day’s classification activity which included very important data analysis concepts and issues such as combining individual characteristics (e.g., red, blue, etc.) into distinguishing attributes (color) and deciding what to do with objects that fit more than one category (or none).  Students then had the opportunity to sort a collection and make (and label) a representation of their sort.  The conceptual issues and skills embedded in this activity lay the groundwork for data representation and analysis in later grades.  In short, the homework is highly purposeful and not at all trivial.  
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