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Introduction

We all have the extraordinary coded within us, waiting to be released. Jean Houston






A childs wonder is a precious thing. Kept alive, it 
remains a lifelong wellspring of curiosity, awe and 
heightened awareness. The challenge is to live in 
such a way that wonder is not smothered.

Each baby is born with unique capabilities. 
Ideally the child grows toward his or her potential 
as children have throughout timethrough 
observation, exploration and hands-on learning. 
Learning happens constantly. Naturally. The inborn 
drive to gain meaningful first hand experience 
is often at odds with the predetermined 
course set before todays students. Many styles 
of homeschooling foster greater comprehension 
than the typical school environment. Thats because 
experiential learning, along with the guidance 
of parents and other elders, is precisely the 
education known throughout the majority of human 
history. This is how we as a species learn 
best. Schooling is the experiment.

As homeschooling parents we can take into 
account individual learning styles, innate skills 
and interests to bring out the best in each child 
without being restricted by the dictates of any institution. 
We can educate as easily as we breathe 
simply by remaining fully present to our childrens 
questions and enthusiasms. The homeschooling 
childs life is filled with conversation, music, 
play, stories, struggles and overcoming struggles, 
chores, laughter and the excitement of examining 
in depth any of the rich wells of knowledge that 
humanity has to offer.

Each of us needs to feel we belong, that our 
relationships are of value and our efforts have 
purpose. We cant expect any one institution to 
meet these needs. Homeschoolers take responsibility 
for learning back to the family realm but do 
so in the context of the larger community where 
each child grows whole and strong within a vibrant 
network. As we nurture children who learn 
eagerly we help them to mature into adults fully 
suited to meet the challenges of the future.

Homeschooling families have time for quiet 
days at home as well as time for community involvement. 
We know that new endeavors spark 
enthusiasm and develop confidence. As we seek 
out wider ways of learning, we collaborate with 
people and organizations in ways that benefit 
all of us. Those benefits include civic engagement, 
volunteerism, environmental awareness, 
cultural growth, entrepreneurial reinvigoration 
and more.
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Nowadays homeschooled youth are gaining 
recognition as innovative, self-directed thinkers 
with diverse experiences. By the time they reach 
adulthood they are blessed with an appetite for 
lifelong learning.

This book helps you see the potential in 
meaningful, real-life learning. It builds trust 
in your childs abilities. It encourages you to network with others so that the possibilities 
for enrichment continue to grow, making your 
community a better place for everyone. And it 
speaks to the wider implications of free range 
learning for the individual as well as society. Perhaps 
youll agree that homeschooling is a form 
of collective intelligence, even a sign of cultural 
awakening.



First-hand accounts from homeschoolers around the world can be found 
throughout this volume, generally identified by name and country or state. 
These contributions provide the wisdom gained from experience, and will 
hopefully serve to encourage and inspire you.






PART ONE
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CHAPTER ONE



Natural Learning 
Happens Everywhere



Overview of 
Natural Learning



To be surprised, to wonder, is to begin to understand.

Jose Ortega Y Gasset







Children want to be involved in the fullness of life around them. 
Thats the way they naturally learn. As they imitate what they see, they 
gain greater understanding. A tribal child will fashion a fishing net 
from the same fibers shes seen her mother use. A suburban child will 
use hammer and nails to make repairs as his father does. Throughout 
time, children have become capable adults by observing and participating 
in real work.

Children develop deeper understanding through stories, religion, 
art and conversation with their elders. They are drawn to what is 
meaningful. Often they like to hear the same things over and over, as if 
recognizing what they need even if they cannot fully grasp the richness 
of these traditions until they are older.

And, of course, children play. Play is generative, transforming the 
ordinary into something unique. It also imparts advanced social skills 
and a creative approach to life.

These many ways of learning are ingrained, a human legacy from 
prehistory.

If learning is imposed by hours of worksheets or computer curricula, 
children are separated from rich stimuli that inspire them to 
connect ideas and to develop meaningful competence beyond test 
readiness. This doesnt imply that using curricula is always wrong, it 
simply means that children need more. Much more. Real experiences help them build understanding, incorporate new 
information, and make the aha connections 
that are the hallmark of insight.

John Holt describes the process of natural 
learning in How Children Learn.



The child is curious. He wants to make 
sense out of things, find out how things 
work, gain competence and control over 
himself and his environment, do what he 
can see other people doing. He is open, 
receptive and perceptive. He does not 
shut himself off from the strange, confused, 
complicated world around him. 
He observes it closely and sharply, tries to 
take it all in. He is experimental. He does 
not merely observe the world around him 
but tastes it, touches it, hefts it, bends it, 
breaks it. To find out how reality works, 
he works on it. He is bold. He is not afraid 
of making mistakes. And he is patient. 
He can tolerate an extraordinary amount 
of uncertainty, confusion, ignorance, and 
suspense.



The growing brain hungers for stimulation. 
An estimated 100 billion neurons make trillions 
of connections. New neural pathways are developed 
constantly as information and perceptions 
are linked. Children literally rewire their brains 
while learning. The observations and insights 
made are unique to each learner.

For example, a field trip to a potato chip 
factory will be a different experience for every 
child. One child may be so intrigued by the machinery 
she is loathe to continue with the group 
and would rather look at each moving part to 
understand its function. The second child may 
notice distinct jobs performed there, focusing on 
how the workers efforts make the factory operate. 
Another child might be enthralled by conveyor 
belts and giant fans, wishing only to translate 
those motions into a spinning dance of his 
own. And the fourth child might marvel at the tons of potatoes waiting for processing and want 
to know what calculations factor into converting 
these raw materials into the final product. Each 
child is inspired by the experience in entirely different 
ways.

Its worth noting that many adults would 
chastise a child who prefers to look at a machine 
rather than continue with the group, who stares 
too long at the workers, who asks potentially intrusive 
questions about profits, or who cannot 
stop himself from excited movement. Good behavior 
is essential on a field trip. But its also important 
to recognize that what children make of 
learning is truly their own work.

Children are busier than we imagine. They 
listen to conversations, look for patterns in random 
occurrences, search for meaning, and perpetually 
seek to understand their place in a larger 
context. It can be exhausting, confusing work. It 
takes imagination and energy. No wonder they 
need more sleep than adults.








Issa has been wide awake since infancy. 
Nothing escapes her notice. At 
six she is our reference point for occurrences 
we cant remember. Im no longer 
surprised that she pulls up something 
wed forgotten and applies it to something 
shes just learned.

Kelly








Its non-stop and all the time. Bath time, 
bedtime, playtimemy children are absorbing, 
observing, imitating no matter 
where we are  Learning is facilitated 
all the time.

Hema A., Bharadwaj, Singapore








Sometimes I think Jiann (five) isnt interested 
in what we are doing until I pay 
attention to what she plays. The other 
day Jiann and her friend were making a lot of noise in the basement  When I 
went down later to do laundry I noticed 
that they were pounding on old cornmeal 
canisters from hideouts theyd made 
on opposite ends of the basement. I 
asked what they were doing with all that 
racket. They told me they were talking 
with drums. I remembered that maybe 
two months ago we learned about how 
drums were a kind of language that their 
ancestors used. For my girl to remember 
that and play at that brought me to 
tears.

Tisha, Maryland
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Young children seem to recognize that knowledge 
is an essential shared resource, like air or 
water. They demand a fair share. They actively 
espouse the right to gain skill and comprehension 
in the way that is necessary for them at the 
time. This is not only an expression of autonomy, 
this is a clear indication that each child is 
equipped with an educational guidance system 
of his or her own.

In our culture such fervent curiosity is more 
common in early childhood. Why does it lessen 
with age? The world doesnt become less tantalizing. 
In fact, as children get older, their opportunities 
increase as their abilities improve. 
Something else must have an effect. Often the 
change has to do with the coercion involved in 
what we call education. Theres no need to look for external motivators when children remain 
eager. Curious children will learn more than any 
external reward, punishment or praise can compel 
them to learn. Artificial inducements actually 
interfere with the process. The key is preserving 
their right to learn in their own way, according to 
their own interests.








My four-year-old daughters  abilities 
to represent human figures are now very 
sophisticated. She includes plenty of 
detail, including hair on those with hair 
and no hair for those without. Again, she 
did this without us directing her drawing. 
It seemed that the more she drew 
the more she learned how to draw. This 
should not be surprising.

Now, another important thing in all of 
this is that we never told her to draw, write 
or read and so on. She just did it when 
she felt like it. Interestingly, my daughter 
attended a play program one morning a 
week with several of her neighborhood 
friends. What I noticed was that when 
she would be asked to paint or draw 
while in the program, it would be merely 
a slab of paint on the page. It probably 
would take her seconds to do  I suspect 
that the reason why her paintings 
when she was in the program looked so 
unsophisticated is that she was doing it 
not because she wanted to paint but because 
she was made to paint. I suspect 
that she would rather be playing with her 
friends than painting, and so she complied 
because she had to, but resisted 
by doing as little as was required for her 
to do. I believe she did this so that she 
could get it over with and move on to do 
what she really wanted to do, which was 
go off and play with her friends.

Dr. Carlo Ricci, Canada
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Children are drawn to explore the world with a 
sensory approach. When they are fully involved, 
what they learn is entwined with the experience 
itself. A childs whole being strains against the 
limitations of curricula meant only for eyes and 
ears, or that assigns closed-ended tasks.

A typical school or school-at-home lesson intended 
to teach a child about worms may have 
diagrams of a worms body to label and a few paragraphs 
about the importance of worms, followed 
by comprehension questions. If the child musters 
up enthusiasm to learn more about worms despite 
this lackluster approach, theres no time to do so 
because directly after the science lesson the child 
must go on to the next subject. When education 
is approached in this disconnected manner, the 
brain doesnt process the information in long-term 
storage very effectively. It has no context in the 
childs experience and no connection to the childs 
senses.

On the other hand, a child encountering 
a worm while helping in the garden gains body 
memories to associate with the experience. The 
heft of a shovel, sun on her face, fragrant soil on 
her knees, and the feel of a worm in her hands 
provide her with sensory detail. She also encodes 
the experience with emotion. Her father likes to 
read books about soil health and sometimes she 
looks at the pictures. When she asks about worms 
he answers the few questions she has. And when 
she is satisfied he doesnt go on to give her more 
information than she can handle. Next time they 
go to the library or log on to the Internet they 
may decide to find out more about worms. She 
may be inspired on her own to draw worms, save 
worms from the sidewalk after the next rain, or 
otherwise expand on that moment in the garden. 
She is much more likely to retain and build on 
what she has learned.

The difference between these two approaches 
is worlds apart. Separating children from meaningful 
participation, as in the first example, doesnt simply impair comprehension. It changes 
the way learning takes place. The child is made 
a passive recipient of education designed by others. 
Then the excitement of learning is transformed 
into a duty.

Any form of education that treats the brain 
apart from the body will ultimately fail. Our senses 
cannot be denied. They inform the mind and 
encode memory. We must see, hear, smell, touch 
and, yes, taste to form the kinds of complex associations 
that make up true understanding. We 
humans are direct hands-on learners.

Frank R. Wilson points out that brain development 
and hand use have always been inextricably 
intertwined in The Hand: How Its Use Shapes 
the Brain, Language and Human Culture. When interviewing 
high achievers to understand this connection, 
he found that people credit their success 
to attributes learned through hands-on activities. 
Wilson writes,



I was completely unprepared for the frequency 
with which I heard the people 
whom I interviewed either dismiss or actively 
denounce the time they had spent 
in school. Most of my interview subjects, 
although I never asked them directly, said 
quite forcefully that they had clarified 
their own thinking and their lives as a result 
of what they were doing with their 
hands. Not only were most of them essentially 
self-taught, but a few had engineered 
their personally unique repertoire 
of skills and expertise in open retreat from 
painful experiences in a school system 
that had dictated the form and content of 
their education in order to prepare them 
for a life modeled on conventional norms 
of success.



Hands-on effort toward long-term goals has a 
significant impact. Whether we paint, weld or sail 
something greater can come into play. We gain a 
sense of effortlessness, of becoming one with the movement. Then it seems were longer working 
with objects, but with material partners in a process 
of co-creation. Its what musicians, athletes 
and artists seek out. Wilson calls it a powerful 
emotional charge and says that people are forever 
changed by such 
pursuits.
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Wilsons interest in 
direct learning led him 
to study the work of 
Seymour Sarason, an 
eminent researcher in 
educational psychology 
and author of over forty 
books. Sarason was 
concerned with restoring 
creativity to education. 
He concluded that 
learning at any age takes place best and most 
quickly when the students self-interest drives 
the search for comprehension and skill. Wilson 
says, What this means, if Sarason is right, is 
that any student who chose spontaneously and 
voluntarily, on the basis of his or her own inclinations 
and experience, to become a brain 
surgeon could probably prepare adequately to 
enter that career by the age of twenty if those in 
a position to support that ambition provided the 
necessary assistance or at least did not stand in 
the way.
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It appears we do stand in the way. High school 
graduates heading to college are woefully unprepared 
to comprehend university level reading assignments 
in core subjects, according to a report 
by the Alliance for Excellent Education. In the 
U.S. about a third of all college freshman need at 
least one remedial course. Those are the successful 
students.

One-third of U.S. students drop out before 
high school graduation. Fewer than half graduate 
in many inner-city districts. The Gates Foundation conducted focus groups with high school dropouts 
across the country to find out why. A majority 
of these young people had grade averages of C 
or better, as well as career aspirations requiring 
higher education. Although there were personal 
reasons for leaving 
school, such as needing 
to work full time or care 
for a family member, 
still nearly half of the 
former students said 
that they felt bored and 
disengaged by classes 
they did not find interesting. 
The rates are 
not necessarily better 
in other countries.


 Twenty percent of 
Belgian students, a quarter of Irish students, and 
a third of Swedish students drop out, too. Current 
forms of education must change.

According to a report on BBC News, One of 
the most intriguing statistics from international 
comparisons is the lack of relationship between 
hours in the classroom and educational achievement. 
This turns conventional thinking upside-down. 
We assume that more time hitting the 
books translates to smarter students. But it turns 
out some pupils who spend a smaller amount 
of time in school end up achieving the highest 
educational standards. Children in Finland dont 
start formal education until the age of seven. They 
enjoy longer summer holidays and are spared the 
sort of standardized testing so popular in the U.S. 
During the school year Finnish children gather 
in small classes where they are provided a rich 
variety of activities, including art, music, woodworking 
and crafts. From early grades through 
the midteen years, they go outdoors for a recreation 
period after each forty-five-minute lesson. 
A young persons need for free time, fresh air and 
play is understood. By the age of fifteen, Finnish 
students rank at the top of the world in knowledge 
and skills.





[image: img6.png]



[image: secimage.jpg]



Ironically, some schools in the U.S. have cut down 
on recess and physical education classes in order 
to promote academics. This is phenomenally 
counterproductive. As John J. Ratey, MD, explains 
in Spark: The Revolutionary New Science of Exercise 
and the Brain, In addition to priming our state of 
mind, exercise influences learning directly, at the 
cellular level, improving the brains potential to log 
in and process new information. When children 
run and play, actually when any of us exercise, our 
muscles generate proteins that enter the brain and 
support the learning processes. One such protein 
is called brain-derived neurotrophic factor, which 
promotes the sort of brain development necessary 
for learning, long-term memory and higher 
level thinking. Exercise also increases blood flow 
to the brain, essential to thought processes. And 
we know that an active lifestyle stimulates neurotransmitters 
such as serotonin, dopamine and 
norephinephrine that are required for attention, 
learning and positive emotions. When young people get their heart rates up as they play a fast-paced 
game or challenge themselves to master 
complex martial arts moves, they are also readying 
themselves to focus their attention on learning. 
Physiology proves this connection.

Our school systems already know this. Over 
a million California school children in grades five, 
seven and nine were rated as either fit or unfit in the 
following categories: aerobic capacity, body composition, 
abdominal strength and endurance, trunk 
strength and flexibility, upper body strength and 
endurance, and overall flexibility. A student score 
of six indicated healthy fitness in all areas. These 
fitness levels were compared with student achievement. 
Across all socioeconomic boundaries, students 
who were more fit showed correspondingly 
higher achievement. Those who were fit in at least 
three areas showed the greatest gains in academic 
achievement. Clearly, an active body correlates with 
a lively mind, even if most images of mainstream 
education call to mind a student sitting still.








One of the main reasons we started 
homeschooling was that it didnt seem 
right to take an active little boy who 
loved being outside and force him to be 
in school all day. He learned about nature 
through playing in the woods and 
the creek behind our house, having pets 
and hands-on experiences. Weve had 
aquariums containing all sorts of interesting 
creatures through the years, 
such as praying mantises, tadpoles 
and turtles. If he wanted to learn about 
something, we checked out books from 
the library. These books would be read 
while he was sprawled out on the floor 
or couch or wherever the mood hit him. 
He learned what he was interested in 
and ready to learn at the time. Not what 
the school curriculum said it was time to 
learn.

Lori Scelina
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I cant conceive of restricting Skyes 
education. She learns as she has since 
birth: fully in body and mind  This 
morning we read a book set in an earlier 
time in which the character was around 
her age. Skye was asking some questions 
that got us talking about decisions 
made in that time. I could see how much 
this stimulated her thinking and feeling 
for the past. When we got to a part that 
mentioned the jitterbug, I got up to show 
her the steps. She tried it with me and 
we danced until we fell down laughing.

Mari, Oregon








Theres no getting around the fact that we humans 
have mastered everything from fire to the 
most technologically advanced communications 
systems by making full use of our learning capacities. 
That involves a meaningful pursuit, engaged 
awareness, openness to intuition, caring interaction 
and hands-on work. When mastery is reduced 
to something less, it makes those involved 
feel lessened. What is fully human in us cries out 
for more.

Developing an optimal learning environment 
means restoring a gentler, more holistic approach 
to our lives. It also means nurturing children in 
closer proximity to nature. Child development 
expert Joseph Chilton Pearce believes that early exposures to unnatural, intense stimulation have 
caused significant damage to children. He cites a 
study from Tubingen University in Germany. After 
analyzing twenty years of data from four thousand 
subjects, it was found that the children had 
20 percent less sensory awareness of their environment 
compared to children just two decades 
earlier. Pearce believes this is due to the type of 
stimuli in the lives of most children. Rather than 
developing subtle yet multifaceted awareness by 
playing in natural settings, young children accommodate 
to intense bursts of sound, light and color 
during their early years. Their brains and nervous 
systems become wired for massive overstimulation. 
Without it they are bored. But what they lose 
is incalculable. A child accustomed to blinking, 
beeping toys and rapidly changing screen images 
may not be attuned to more complex nuances in 
the natural world. In fact, the same study noted 
that the first group of children could differentiate 
360 shades of red, but twenty years later children 
could distinguish only about 130 shades.








Your eyes adjust inside and get used 
to dreary. Going from drab colors, its a 
wonderful change to be outside where 
theres a variety. Being outside even 
changes my view of colors. Then coming 
in from the outside its amazing that it 
physically brightens things up inside too. 
If you are exposed to the extraordinary 
you get a new perspective on things. Its 
like a physical effect on your body.

Sam, 15








Our nervous systems and emotional states 
appear to be set at natures wavelength. Research 
shows that people benefit enormously from exposure 
to natural settings, finding them physically 
and emotionally restorative. Children are 
less impulsive and aggressive, handle stress better, 
and are more able to concentrate when they are in contact with nature. We see this in our 
own experience. The child who has spent the 
whole day shut up indoors, even with plenty of 
room to play, does not show that same indefinable 
joie de vivre as the child who has been ambling 
alongside a stream or running with friends 
through backyards. The proportion and inherent 
rightness of the natural world seems to inspire a 
sense of well-being.








I tell my son that we are not separate 
from nature, but if we forget and separate 
ourselves, we end up forgetting 
who we are.

Erin M., Maine








I think the freedom to go outside helps 
a lot. I cant focus on one thing for too 
long. If I really lose my train of thought, 
I go outside and think about something 
else for a while.

Allison, 14








Learning indoors, especially with nature-related topics like biology, is way 
too static and one dimensional. For example, 
I dont think I truly understood 
how to apply the basic principles of 
what I was taught in my college biology 
courses until I started an internship that 
involved fieldwork and showed me how 
to really use what I had learned in school 
to investigate and hypothesize on things 
I was doing and seeing. A textbook or a 
lab procedure cant teach you how to really 
think in the way that getting out and 
dirty can. And, in my experience, what 
you learn when you are enjoying yourself 
sticks around and makes a far bigger 
impression than when you are at a 
desk or sitting at a table taking notes.

Claire, 22
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 Biologist Edward O. Wilson explains that 
the affiliation we subconsciously seek with other 
living beings, plants as well as creatures, is in 
our genes. Wilson writes, To the extent that 
each person can feel like a naturalist, the old excitement 
of the untrammeled world will be regained. 
I offer this as a formula of reenchantment 
to invigorate poetry and myth: mysterious and 
little-known organisms live within walking distance 
of where you sit. Splendor awaits in minute 
proportions.

Studies have measured the amount of green 
space surrounding a childs home or play area 
and found that it is positively linked to how well 
the child is doing in terms of mental health. Even 
indoor plants have a beneficial effect. One study 
of 337 children assessed the childs exposure to 
nature based on his or her home. The variables 
included nature viewed through windows, the 
number of indoor plants, and whether the childs 
home was surrounded by concrete, dirt or grass. 
Children living in homes with more nature inside 
and out were better able to handle stress and 
adversity in their lives. This result was found for 
rural as well as urban children. The greater the exposure 
to natural surroundings the better, particularly 
in terms of reducing stress, strengthening 
resiliency and promoting attention. This makes 
sense. Through every era of human history our 
ancestors adhered to natural rhythms. Their hardships 
and blessings all came through the same 
primal, essential connection to the earth.


Whether we recognize its effect or not, the natural 
world immerses us in what is aesthetically appealing 
and deeply restorative. We center ourselves 
when we notice the progress of leaves unfolding 
each day in the spring, when we smell an approaching 
thunderstorm, when we step beyond pavement 
onto textures our soles recognize. We feel rooted 
in something greater than what is manufactured 
for us. As Rachel Carson says, Those who contemplate 
the beauty of the earth find resources of 
strength that will endure as long as life lasts.
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Creating a more 
natural childhood of 
outdoor play, hands-on 
involvement, and attunement 
to individual 
interests is the most 
promising orientation 
for learning. Yet educational 
standards increasingly 
focus on 
measurable outcomes 
that make learning an 
indirect rather than direct 
experience. This translates into rigid curricula 
with regular drills to ensure passing grades 
on mandatory tests. And this approach takes 
children farther away from what we know actually 
promotes long-term learning.

Some of the recent evidence indicating that 
we are direct learners comes from neuroscience, 
which shows that it isnt possible to transmit 
reams of cultural, ethical and practical learning 
from one generation to another on a flat page or 
screen. We comprehend in a much deeper and 
more complete way when learning from one 
another. Intriguing details about how we learn 
through first-hand observation and imitation has 
accelerated with the discovery of mirror neurons.

When a person is performing a task or expressing 
an emotion, it activates certain areas in the brain. 
We now know that specific neurons in the brain of 
someone who is simply observing this individual 
are also activated. The cells responding in this way, called mirror neurons, are essentially duplicating the 
action or emotion being observed. This means there 
is a physical basis for feeling what others feel.


As a toddler plays in the kitchen and watches a 
parent prepare vegetables for dinner, she observes 
the activities of washing, peeling and cutting. This 
activates her mirror neurons. Her brain simulates 
the actions she sees, even though her muscles are 
not performing those same tasks. She is gaining 
dinner-making experience that will hold her in 
good stead when she is old enough to help. Because 
she observes this 
regularly, she is forming 
a mental template for 
this activity. Mirror neurons 
help all of us form 
a mental framework for 
the minutiae of everyday 
life through observation. 
Any variation on familiar 
patterns captures our attention, 
and we respond 
in a learning mode. So if 
this childs family has a 
party and prepares unusual foods, her attention is 
heightened and the mental template enlarges.

Mirror neurons are intrinsically related to 
emotions such as empathy. If the childs father 
accidentally cuts his finger, the childs mirror 
neurons will cause her to respond immediately. 
Based on the activity of mirror neurons, its clear 
we dont think first, we feel. Her brain will light 
up with surprise and pain similar to his experience. 
The child will then adapt the mental template 
shes developing to include the danger of 
sharp knives, made more real to her through observation 
than any cautionary statement might 
accomplish.

This has tremendous implications for the way 
we learn. We are constantly practicing, passively, as 
we observe. As we watch other people, our mirror 
neurons are reacting. Thats why starting a job or 
trying out new skills can be stressful, because we 
may not have a template that fits directly in that situation. Its also why following written instructions 
for an unfamiliar physical task can be so daunting.

Mirror neurons clarify many aspects of social 
behavior as well. A child recognizes when a 
hand is raised a certain way that a wave goodbye 
will inevitably follow. But if that child is saying 
farewell to a new friend from a different cultural 
background, a casual wave may not be met with 
a wave. Instead, the friend may bow with hands 
clasped together. In response, the childs brain 
duplicates those motions. This helps convey the 
intention and emotion behind an action even 
when seen for the first time. We are wired to understand 
down to the cellular level. Nothing can 
replace direct observation and experience.
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A natural education is complex and purposeful. 
When each person is empowered to learn 
as it suits him or her, the process of discovery 
is invigorating.








I like to figure things out and do stuff. 
Thats how I get good at things. Im going 
to be a chef or a game designer 
when I grow up, so I have a lot to learn. 
Im making a sprite from scratch for a 
RPG. Im really good at making pasta 
dishes that I add things to.

Tyler, 9








I do better watching someone else, like 
over their shoulder, and then trying for 
myself  When were learning something 
new, my guitar teacher copies the 
songs down on my iPod. Hell show on his guitar you play this, this and this. 
Then hell have me play it, then tell me 
how I can do it better. We work on it till 
Ive got it right.

Josh, 12








Im very bookish, so I take things in with 
a book, but hands-on experience seems 
to help more.

Allison, 14








When I get into something, I just want to 
keep going when theres more to know 
about it. Lately I have been writing knitting 
instructions to go with projects that 
my mom and I sell on Etsy.com, and that 
got me looking up how to do technical 
writing because I want to make it easy 
to understand, and then I started reading 
different instructions that got me going 
in other directions I didnt expect  I 
think its awesome when my friends call 
me brainy girl.

Carlee, 15








I do best following my own direction. Left 
to my own devices Ive managed to find 
my way into studying every necessary 
subject without touching a traditional 
textbook.

Kirby, 19








Young people are perfectly attuned to learn. 
They are drawn to what is fully authentic in life. 
Their bodies, minds and spirits nearly shimmer 
with the intense urge to discover. Every meaningful 
experience, each revelation shines greater light 
on this dawning awareness.






Education as Life, for Life



The young do not know enough to be prudent, and therefore they attempt the impossibleand achieve 
it, generation after generation.Pearl S. Buck







Its a stretch of logic to think a young childs education 
can be put into a distinct category apart 
from play, chores and family time. Learning is 
constant. The childs wondrous progress from 
helpless newborn to a remarkably sophisticated 
five-year-old happens without explicit teaching. 
In fact, most of a childs learning is so continual 
that it goes unnoticed. Toddlers experiment 
like enthralled scientists. They rapidly develop a 
grasp of everyday physics. They master nuances 
of social interaction long before they can speak 
in sentences. Sometimes they are frustrated because 
their comprehension expands much more 
quickly than their growing vocabulary. Often, 
children seem to ignore what they arent ready to 
learn, only to return to the same skill or concept 
later with ease. What they do is intrinsically tied 
to why they do it, making the learning process 
purposeful. Young children tend to be playful and 
very curious. They are confidently in charge of 
their own instruction. They require little fanfare 
for their achievements, as mastery gives them 
more than enough satisfaction.

Then we start educating them. With great optimism, 
we set learning aside from ordinary life. 
We talk about the fun theyll have in school. In 
an effort to motivate them, we explain they need 
to apply themselves and that their job now is to 
learn, just as adults have to go to work. Some 
children seem to adjust well to a conventional 
education; others do not. But school irrevocably 
alters the natural process of learning for every 
single child.

The very structure of school makes the child 
a passive recipient of education designed by others. 
No longer is he or she permitted to charge 
ahead fueled by curiosity. There are rules about following the curriculum and doing assignments 
exactly as expected. Very quickly the child discovers 
that despite what he or she wants to contribute, 
value is given to what can be evaluated. The 
most passionate and caring teachers still have to 
work within the system. There is precious little 
time to humor a girls urge to observe a bird outside 
the window, to listen to a boys idea for a 
story, or to let children experiment.

The subject matter in school, even when 
taught well, isnt necessarily what the child is 
ready to learn. The way it is presented tends to 
be indirect, inactive, removed from the fibers that 
connect it to everything else. It may cover material 
the child has no interest in, or be so remote from 
the childs life that it has no relevance. Schoolwork 
repeatedly emphasizes skill areas that are 
lacking, or goes over skills already mastered with 
stultifying repetition. The brain and body seek 
novelty when an experience is deadening, but a 
childs attempts to enliven the day by talking to a 
friend, tapping on the desk, or getting up too often 
are reframed as behavior problems. Even the 
childs natural inclination to seek collaboration is 
defined as cheating.

Schoolwork clearly separates what is deemed 
educational from the rest of the childs experience. 
This indicates to children that learning is 
odious and confined to specific areas of life. A 
divide appears where before there was a seamless 
whole. Absorption and play are on one side in 
opposition to work and learning on another. This 
sets the inherent joy and meaning in all these 
things adrift. The energy that formerly prompted 
a child to explore, ask questions, and eagerly leap 
ahead becomes a social liability. Often this transforms 
into cynicism or disobedience.

Other divides appear as well. School keeps 
the child from family and community for much of 
the waking day, segregating him or her with others 
of the same age. The models for behavior and 
maturity then orient toward the peer group. Even 
when it is not an overt aim, schools lean toward 
categorization. Every student quickly recognizes 
they are ranked by criteria such as high test scores 
and acquiescent behavior.

The result? When students are frustrated, 
when they are insufficiently challenged or pushed 
to achieve, they do learn, but not necessarily what 
theyre being taught. What they learn is that the 
educational process is boring or makes them feel 
bad about themselves. They see that what they 
achieve and how they achieve it is relentlessly 
judged. They learn to quell independent thought 
and value-laden questions that normally bubble 
up in those growing whole selves. Gradually, childrens 
natural moment-to-moment curiosity is 
distorted until they resist learning anything but 
what they have to learn. The life force is drained 
from education.

Some children who dont fare well in these 
educational environments face powerful pharmacological 
interventions. Every day in the United 
States about 8 percent of elementary school-aged 
children take a medication prescribed for a mental 
health problem such as attention deficit disorder, 
depression or anxiety. This is a much higher rate 
of medication than is seen in most other countries. 
Entire classes of these drugs have not been 
tested on young people. The side effects can be 
dangerous. Medication may be warranted in serious 
cases, along with appropriate therapy and improvements 
in the childs diet and circumstances. 
Experience, however, shows that when children 
diagnosed with attention deficit disorder, anxiety 
or similar mental health issues are homeschooled, 
especially when their families carefully tailor the 
homeschool environment to the child, these problems 
often become less significant or disappear 
altogether. Clearly, changing the education milieu 
can work as well or better than medication.

As homeschoolers, were not immune to 
the school mindset that prescribes conformity 
to certain standards. Or, for that matter, to a homeschooling 
mindset that prescribes conformity 
to other sets of standards. Many homeschooling 
parents know the struggle to find a homeschooling 
style appropriate for our children. We try to 
keep our spirits up while doubting ourselves or 
questioning our childrens abilities. Formerly 
schooled students ourselves, some of us find it 
difficult to think of education in wider terms. 
Many times we resort to educational products 
promoted as fun although they provide little 
more than added glitz to material that is rote 
and lifeless.

Although there are many homeschool educational 
programs, experience shows that parents 
dont strictly adhere to such materials. Some parents 
combine learning products based on what 
works for their children. Many other homeschooling 
families dont rely on prepackaged curricula 
at all. Overall, most tend to combine educational 
materials along with real life experiences, independent 
projects and other activities to meet the 
needs of their children.

Manuals for those who homeschool in a 
school-like style advise us to deprive our children 
of what they like to do until theyve met the standards 
we set for them. Do the work, get the grade, 
pass the test. Some children live up to such expectations. 
But other children struggle to finish 
their lessons, never spending much time on what 
best stimulates learning. Their interests.

Although homeschool curricula packages do 
sell, some of these products do more to stymie the 
learning process than invigorate it. Rote education 
actually interferes with true learning whether 
in school or at home. How?



The childs natural inclination to explore and  
experiment is steered instead toward completing 
assignments. Gradually the childs need 
for full sensory learning is supplanted by less 
meaningful ways of gathering information.





Children recognize that coming up with the  
correct answer leaves little room for trial and 
error. Thinking too carefully or deeply may 
result in the wrong answer. The right answer 
from the childs personal perspective may actually 
be the opposite of the correct answer, 
but to get a good mark the child cannot be 
true to his or her experience. The grade becomes 
more important than reality. No curriculum 
is perfectly accurate nor able to reflect a childs life.



The emphasis on the correct answer squeezes out unconventional thinking. The fear of 
making mistakes squelches creativity and innovation. 
After years of being taught to avoid 
making mistakes, the child has also learned 
to steer clear of originality.



The desire to produce meaningful work, the  
longing to make contributions of value, the 
need to belong, and other complex interpersonal 
factors are diminished in importance by 
the childs overriding obligation to complete 
assignments.



Children who must hurry to finish assignments or change subjects before making any 
real sense of them, exactly the type of education 
that has long been in vogue, have no 
way of fully comprehending what they are 
expected to learn. The information is stuffed 
into their short-term memories in order to get 
good grades and pass tests, but they arent 
provided with a means of relating the material 
to something they already understand. They 
arent learning to use the information for real 
life activities or, worse, generating any real 
wisdom from it. The very essence of learning 
is thereby ignored.



If children spend their formative years in a 
back-to-basics environment that has left them 
little time to foster their own talents or preserve their innate curiosity, they may seem ready for 
success. But they are not well prepared to face a 
rapidly changing world. Young people raised to focus 
on conventional standards of academic overachievement, 
whether in school or in an overly 
rigid school-like home situation, are receiving the 
sort of education that works against the unique 
gifts they bring to the future.

In Windows on the Future: Education in the 
Age of Technology, authors Ian Jukes and Ted D. 
E. McCain quote former Secretary of Education, 
Richard Riley, as saying the top jobs that will be 
available in the next few years did not even exist 
ten years ago. Riley says that such careers will 
necessitate the use of cutting-edge technology to 
confront the newest issues. Jukes and McCain 
write,



We are entering an era that increasingly 
will demand just-in-time learning. This 
contrasts dramatically with the just-in-case model currently used in most 
schoolsjust-in-case its on the test, 
just-in-case we might need to use it on 
the job, just-in-case it might be important. 
This is because the amount of information 
coming at us grows almost as 
quickly as the new technologies. By the 
time children who are now in kindergarten 
graduate from 12th grade, a conservative 
estimate is that information will have 
doubled itself seven times, and technological 
power will have doubled itself 
nearly nine times, producing 256 times 
more power. Students will still need 
to learn things, but there will be much 
less emphasis on the amount of material 
memorized and much more emphasis on 
making connections, thinking through issues, 
and solving problems.



Overemphasis on left-brain analytical thinking 
at the expense of right-brain ability may be 
a prescription for failure, according to Daniel H. Pink in A Whole New Mind: Why Right-Brainers 
Will Rule the Future. He notes that studies attempting 
to link IQ with career success find that 
it accounts for only between 4 and 10 percent. 
Pink explains that capabilities such as creativity, 
humor, intuition, empathy and social dexterity 
are increasingly necessary in the professional 
world. He says, We are moving from an economy 
and a society built on the logical, linear, computerlike 
capabilities of the Information Age to an 
economy and a society built on the inventive, empathic, 
big-picture capabilities of whats rising in 
its place, the Conceptual Age.
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Business advisor John Kao says that classrooms 
have churned out students who are not 
up to the challenges of a global economy, leaving 
the U.S. farther behind in a rapidly changing 
and ever-flattening world. In Innovation Nation: 
How America Is Losing Its Innovation Edge, Why It 
Matters and What We Can Do to Get It Back, Kao 
observes that the educational system is highly resistant 
to change. When improvements take place 
they do so at a frustratingly glacial pace. His prescriptions 
for change include highlighting creative 
diversity and structuring education around learners 
and learning processes rather than around the 
bureaucratic convenience of a model of scheduling 
still optimized more for agricultural production 
than for the information age.

Our homeschooling lives already offer that 
solution.
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J. Gary Knowles, a University of Toronto 
professor, has been researching home education 
for twenty-seven years. He and his wife chose to 
homeschool their own children as well. Knowles 
finds that homeschoolers bring certain broad advantages 
to adulthood. Their backgrounds foster 
autonomy, resourcefulness and independence. 
They tend to be highly motivated and are less 
susceptible to peer pressure. He says that home-educated 
people are less likely to work for institutions, 
many choosing self-employment.

But Knowles points out that a complex interplay 
of factors must be taken into account. Some 
homeschooled children have very narrow views of 
the world. That all goes back to the fundamental 
philosophy that guided their learning and worldview, 
he says. I think its the tone of the home, 
the openness to surprise and to the rest of the 
world that will be reflected in the young people.

Knowles stresses the importance of embracing 
the community and culture around the child. 
Too often hes seen curricula written thousands of 
miles away being used even though it makes no 
sense to that family.

After years of teaching, researching and homeschooling, 
Knowles has a clear perspective on what provides the best outcome for children. 
For me, the more unstructured, the more 
open and collaborative programs that parents 
facilitate are more appropriate, he says. The 
programs that honor experiential learning or 
self-directed learning are always preferential to 
top down methods no matter who is at the top. 
Im very much of the opinion that community 
based, exploratory, experiential [approaches] 
are best for kids.

Studies repeatedly show that homeschooled 
students rank well ahead of their schooled counterparts 
on standardized tests. That shouldnt 
matter. Such studies may have a political agenda 
or unreliable methodology. Of more importance, 
no grades or tests can possibly encompass the 
meaning enfolded in the learning experience. 
Our cultures heavy reliance on test scores is a 
trapthe exact trap contributing to the current 
crisis in education. Basing education on these 
measurements cheapens the richness of learning. 
In schools, this emphasis on grades and test 
scores leads to rebellious or depressed students, 
those who believe that school achievement determines 
self-worth or feel that school is meaningless, 
those who endanger themselves in order 
to assert their individuality, or those who will do 
anything to conform. Homeschoolers are not immune. 
Homeschooled children who are relentlessly 
pushed to achieve lose, too. There is no 
objective way to measure something as subjective, 
as deeply personal, as an individual childs 
learning. Regardless of the noise and money 
tossed at standards and outcomes, it is obvious 
that these models only work in a limited 
way. The message given to young people? That 
who they are and what lights them from within 
doesnt matter quite as much as what their final 
test scores indicate.

In remarks to a Cato Institute Policy Forum, 
Alfie Kohn said, Research has repeatedly classified 
kids on the basis of whether they tend to be deep or 
shallow thinkers, and, for elementary, middle, and 
high school students, a positive correlation has been found between shallow thinking and how well kids 
do on standardized tests. So an individual students 
high test scores are not usually a good sign.
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Why then do adults push standardized tests 
if it has been shown that the results are counterproductive? 
Well, weve been told that this is the 
price children must pay in order to achieve success. 
This is profound evidence of societal shallow 
thinking, because the evidence doesnt stack up.
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A survey of the research related to the link 
between grades and accomplishmentappropriately 
titled Do grades and tests predict adult 
accomplishment?was conducted back in 1985. 
The conclusion? No.

Since that time, the emphasis on quantifying 
education has increased. This makes no practical 
sense. In your town, what are the chances that 
the business owner down the street, the police 
chief, or any enlivened person you know happened 
to ace standardized tests back in school? 
In fact, some Nobel Prize winners were not high 
achievers in school. William Faulkner was described 
as an indifferent student. He dropped out 
of high school at the age of fifteen. That didnt 
stop him from later winning the 1950 Nobel Prize 
in Literature. Joseph Brodsky also left school at 
the age of fifteen. In 1987 he won the Nobel Prize 
for Literature, and in 1991 he became Poet Laureate 
of the United States. Peter Agre dropped out 
of high school in his senior year. His final grade in 
chemistry was a D. He went on to win the 2003 
Nobel Prize in Chemistry.

While these top achievers are mentioned for 
comparisons sake, what most parents want for their own children is simple. Happiness. A major 
contributor to happiness is healthy relationships. 
Yet one of the most common objections to homeschooling 
is that children will be insufficiently 
socialized. This may be due to the term homeschooling, 
which implies that children somehow 
remain cloistered at home, separated from interaction 
with anyone other than their own families. 
There is no basis in fact for these concerns.
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One study tested homeschooled as well as 
schooled children using the Vineland Adaptive 
Behavior Scales, a measure of social development. 
On this test, the homeschooled children scored 
higher in socialization, communication, daily living 
skills and maturity. Overall, the mean score of 
the schooled children stood at the 23rd percentile. 
In contrast, the mean score for the homeschooled 
children stood at the 84th percentile.

Another study compared 140 children matched 
in age, socioeconomic status, gender, race 
and frequency of extracurricular activities. Half 
had been entirely homeschooled, the other attended 
school. Each child was rated on a checklist 
of ninety-seven behaviors by observers who 
did not know who among the children were 
homeschooled. The Direct Observation Form of 
the Child Behavior Checklist includes problems 
such as shows off, isolates self from others, disturbs 
other children, argues, brags or boasts, shy or timid, doesnt pay attention. When the 
results were tallied, it was found that the mean 
problem behavior score for schooled children was 
more than eight times higher than that of homeschooled 
children. Lead researcher Larry Edward 
wrote that the schoolchildren were aggressive, 
loud and competitive, while, in contrast, the homeschooled 
children sought common interests, 
cooperated, and invited others to play.

That doesnt mean homeschooled children 
never tease, bully or fight. But the conditions surrounding 
them may be less conducive to those 
behaviors.








I dont fault schools necessarily. The kids get pent up sitting in a classroom, then 
watch out at recess. They learn by example. 
If the example of how to act and 
reason is 25 other kids versus one teacher, 
then teasing and coercion are likely 
to rule. One difference for homeschoolers 
is the ratio. When we get together, 
my son has peers of all ages. The small 
ones look to the older ones, choosing 
more mature behavior. Parents are right 
there if someone needs a better way to 
get along. Most of the time that means a 
few carefully chosen words.

A few weeks ago at a skate day, a 
new family joined our group. Their little 
girl couldnt stop pointing out a boy 
whose hair was in braids. Another mother 
said cheerfully to her how great it is 
that everyone is different and asked her 
if she would like her own hair braided. 
Something that could have turned into a 
negative judgment was transformed.

E. Williams, New Jersey








My son always looks forward to Fridays 
because thats park day. The number of 
homeschooled kids there on any given week varies from thirty-five to sixty. 
They have a blast  The older kids organize 
their own games. Theyre pretty 
good about including everyone who 
can play 

Everyone gets along really well. 
Weve had some disruptive kids over 
the years but we (parents) have learned 
to handle that as a group. We tell the 
kids to intervene on behalf of one another. 
If they see another kid being ordered 
around or teased, they should object. 
We have decided that this is more 
helpful than having a parent rush in to 
fix problems. Its like peer pressure to be 
civil to one another. Most of the time it 
works great. The kids are very accepting 
of each others differences too.

Mandy, Iowa
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I homeschool my seven-year-old son. 
He was born with spina bifida. Homeschooling 
has been such a wonderful 
experience for us. There are definitely 
those days that are more challenging 
than others, but it has given me the opportunity 
to take care of my sons special 
needs at home, which gives me such a 
peace of mind. It is also amazing to me 
how incredibly accepting homeschool children are of my sons differences. He 
wears braces on his legs to help him 
walk. Never once has a homeschooler 
questioned him about it. He has made 
such great friends in the homeschool 
community.

Angie, Alabama
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It may be impossible to sort out exactly what factors 
benefit homeschoolers. We do know that 
whatever the homeschooling style, our children 
have more freedom to explore their own interests 
and to enjoy close relationships with family and 
friends simply because they have more time available 
to them. No lesson provides the sort of enrichment found in hiking in the woods, no homework 
can improve on an evening playing board games 
and talking together. Our instincts tell us that 
children flourish when they are raised with loving 
guidance and celebrated for who they are.

As homeschoolers we watch our children 
grow into caring, capable adults without the 
strictures of formal education. We hearken 
back to what has worked throughout time 
even as we latch on to the latest great idea. In 
that way, learning informs the widest realm of 
our days together. And it seems that were on 
to something. In Magical Parent, Magical Child: 
The Art of Joyful Parenting, Michael Mendizza 
and Joseph Chilton Pearce contend that up to 
95 percent of learning occurs through the natural 
processes of observing, playing, and participating 
in ordinary activities. The authors 
state, Only 5 percent of what we learn, lifelong, 
is acquired through formal instruction, 
training, or schooling. Of the 5 percent of information 
we learn through instruction, only 
3 to 5 percent is remembered for any length 
of time. State-specific learning, what we refer 
to as primary learning, is remembered for a 
lifetime. In other words, all the structured efforts 
to enforce learning with school-like activity 
do not have the same beneficial effect as 
the inborn mechanisms that have made us a 
successful species. In fact, natural learning is 
compromised by these efforts.

We need to pay attention to what has always 
worked well for our species. That means 
giving children time to play, allowing them to 
model the behavior of elders, providing learning 
that is purposeful to them, and weaving 
their growing talents into the lives of family 
and community.






Innate Gifts



You always carry within yourself the very thing that you need for the fulfillment of your life purpose. 
Malidoma Som







Parents come to know their children as highly distinct 
individuals soon after birth. In part, thats 
because babies arrive with unknown traits and 
talents waiting in a raw state of potential. Each 
young persons drive to explore his or her possibilities 
is inborn. Sometimes this leads them in directions 
that dont meet with approval. What we 
often dont recognize is that these exact idiosyncrasies 
or problems may indicate the childs gifts.

As James Hillman explains in, The Souls Code: 
In Search of Character and Calling,



I want us to envision that what children 
go through has to do with finding a place 
in the world for their specific calling. 
They are trying to live two lives at once, 
the one they were born with and the one 
of the place and among the people they 
were born into. The entire image of a destiny 
is packed into a tiny acorn, the seed 
of a huge oak on small shoulders. And 
its call rings loud and persistent and is 
as demanding as any scolding voice from 
the surroundings. The call shows in the 
tantrums and obstinacies, in the shyness 
and retreats, that seem to set the child 
against our world but that may be protections 
of the world it comes with and 
comes from.



It can be difficult to recognize these gifts. 
Sometimes they unfold in mysterious ways. Oftentimes 
we cant see the whole picture until 
long after the child has grown into adulthood. 
Sometimes we cant see our own gifts either, even 
though they have whispered to us of destiny or 
wounded us where they were denied.

A little girl creates chaos with her toys. This 
child wont put blocks away with other blocks nor 
put socks in her dresser drawer. As a preschooler 
she creates groupings that go together with 
logic only she understands. One such collection 
is made up of red blocks, a striped sock, plastic 
spoons and marbles. She sings to herself while 
she rearranges these items over and over. The girl 
is punished when she refuses to put her puzzles 
away in the correct box or her tea set dishes back 
together. She continues making and playing with 
these strangely ordered sets but hides them out 
of sight to avoid getting in trouble until the phase 
passes when she is about nine years old. Now an 
adult, she is conducting post-doctoral studies relating 
to string theory. As she explains, her work 
as a physicist has to do with finding common 
equations among disparate natural forces.

A young boys high energy frustrates his parents. 
As a preschooler he climbs on furniture 
and curtain rods, even repeatedly tries to scale 
the kitchen cabinets. When he becomes a preteen, 
he breaks his collarbone skateboarding. He 
is caught shoplifting at thirteen. His parents are 
frightened when he says he only feels alive on 
the edge. Around the age of fifteen he becomes 
fascinated with rock-climbing. Reluctantly his 
parents let him get involved. His fellow climbers, 
mostly in their twenties, also love the adrenaline 
rush that comes from adventure sports but 
help him gain perspective about his responsibility 
to himself and other climbers. His ability to 
focus on the cliff face boosts his confidence on 
the ground. At nineteen he is already certified as 
a mountain search and rescue volunteer. He is 
thinking of going to school to become an emergency 
medical technician.
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A learning situation that nurtures each childs 
unique abilities must leave ample space for these 
gifts to unfold. This takes time and understanding. 
The alternative deprives not only the child, it 
also deprives our world of what that child might 
become. Acknowledging that each person is born 
with innate abilities ready to manifest doesnt imply 
that our children are destined for greatness in 
the popular sense of power or wealth. It means 
they are waiting to develop their own personal 
greatness. This unfolding is a lifelong process for 
each of us as we work toward our capabilities for 
fulfillment, joy, health, meaning, and that intangible 
sense of well-being that comes from using 
ones gifts.








A childs passions often reveal many of 
their natural gifts.

Tamara Markwick, California









I believe that we are all gifted in some 
way, but the current definition is too 
narrow. My twins are basically ordinary 
boys who like hockey and bike rides to 
the ice cream store. But in my love for them I also see talents developing that 
might not be noticed by someone who 
didnt know them as well. Aaron has 
been struggling with some aggressive 
kids on the hockey team. A few times he 
acted like them. He was penalized on 
the ice and had to deal with his parents 
after the game. As a result hes been 
thinking through his own beliefs about 
fair play and honesty while learning to 
be true to himself. This has been a good 
learning experience for him. I see that 
he is very interested in issues of right 
versus might, whether in current politics 
or in movie plots. His struggle with fair 
play has led to interests in policing, legislation 
and rights. We signed him up for 
a weeklong camp this coming summer 
that explores law and public service. 
Aaron is really interested in going.

His brother Alex is totally different. 
Hes laid back and plays hockey only for 
fun. Everyone thinks that hes a goofball. 
And its true that hes fun to be around. 
Hes also one of those kids who worries 
about pollution and climate change. He 
doesnt even want us to fly for vacation 
this year because its bad for the ozone, 
and there arent too many teens who 
would cut into their own fun out of concern 
for something like that.

Enid, Canada








Left to their own devices, children act quite a 
bit like geniuses. What are traits associated with 
geniuses?

They dont learn in a straight line.

They are highly individual.

They may not be all that interested in what others think of them and dont necessarily apply 
common sense to their pursuits.

When their concentration is interrupted, they  
may react with frustration.



Notice that these traits are more common in 
the youngest children, before we teach them.
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Although society confuses genius with IQ 
scores, such scores dont determine what an individual 
will do with 
his or her intelligence. 
In fact, studies have 
shown that specific personality 
traits are better 
predictors of success 
than IQ scores. Genius 
has more to do with using 
ones gifts. In Roman 
mythology, each 
man was seen as having 
a genius within (and 
each woman its corollary, 
a juno) which functioned like a guardian of 
intellectual powers or ancestral talent. What todays 
innovators bring to any discipline, whether 
history or art or technology, is a sort of persistent 
childlike wonder. They are able to see with 
fresh eyes. They cant be dissuaded from what 
they want to do, and often what they do is highly 
original. Sometimes these people have a difficult 
personal journey before using their gifts, either 
because of their strong ethics or low tolerance for 
frustration. Their paths are not easy or risk-free, 
but the lessons learned from making mistakes can 
lead to new strengths.

A brief look at two innovators provides inspiration 
for those of us raising todays children.

Unable to engage in strenuous play, a sickly 
French child named Jacques-Yves Cousteau developed 
an interest in photography. Cousteau 
was a mediocre student who was expelled from 
high school after throwing rocks through the 
school windows. He was sent to a military boarding 
school and later entered the Navy. His lifelong 
fascination with the sea led him to develop the 
Aqua Lung, a revolutionary method for breathing 
underwater. Cousteaus films of sea life became 
documentaries seen around the world. This former 
hunters efforts stopped pet food companies from using dolphin meat and helped foster the 
early environmental movement.


R. Buckminster Fullers early years were marked 
with struggle. As a college student he hired an 
entire dance troupe to 
entertain a party, and 
in that one night of excess 
he squandered the 
tuition money his family 
saved to send him 
to school. In his twenties 
he was a mechanic, 
meat-packer and Navy 
commander before starting 
a business that left 
him bankrupt. After his 
daughter died of polio, 
he began drinking heavily. Contemplating suicide, 
Fuller decided instead to live his life as an experiment 
to find out how one penniless individual 
could benefit humanity. He called himself Guinea 
Pig B. Without credentials or training, Fuller 
worked as an engineer and architect inventing 
such designs as the geodesic dome and advancing 
the concept of sustainable development. He 
wrote more than thirty books. Fuller once said, 
Everybody is born a genius. Society de-geniuses 
them.

We dont intentionally deprive anyone of 
manifesting his or her gifts. Yet somehow many 
people end up long after formal schooling has 
ended without using or even understanding what 
their gifts might be. Surely there are many reasons 
why this is so. One reason may be a limited 
understanding of equality. Its a given that we 
deserve equal rights. But the concept of equality 
is educationally misapplied, muffling many students 
abilities and strengths in a misguided effort 
to build up areas that have been determined 
to be weaknesses. Children are expected to 
attain certain measurable outcomes in all subject 
areas at each grade. This negates the uneven 
and distinctly individual ways in which children 
develop. It also stratifies them by ability and willingness to conform, inevitably impacting 
their personalities. No matter whether at school 
or at home, if children are held accountable to 
this limiting version of uniform achievement, 
they will judge themselves harshly. No one is 
an intellectual jack-of-all-trades in each subject 
at every age. This expectation can cause a once 
trusting child to hide the true self within because 
his or her emerging potential doesnt conform to 
the sameness these standards impose. All that 
focus on left-brain outcome-based standards 
can squelch a childs unique form of expression. 
Even children who love the subject being taught 
may find their interest dimmed. As Henry David 
Thoreau said, What does education often do? 
It makes a straight-cut ditch of a free, meandering 
brook.

In the quest to educate equally, we have simplified 
who students are. They are not empty fields 
to be planted and sowed with seeds of knowledge. They are living ecosystems unto themselves. 
Some savannahs, some deserts, some woodlands, 
some oceans. All with unique capacities, needing 
a unique balance of nurturance and guidance to 
flourish. We are equal, yes. But nature teaches us 
that diversity works. Imagine a world in which 
each childs gifts were allowed to manifest in 
their own time. One in which we taught mutual 
respect while celebrating differences. One where 
we let our children awaken fully to their potential 
in body, mind and spirit. In this world, the highest 
expressions of equality could flourish.








Surely this is the first and foremost job 
of education: Awareness of the majesty 
of creation, the beauty of nature and the 
ever unfolding wonders of the self.

Urmila, India
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CHAPTER TWO



Nurturing 
the Learner



Trust



We have a cultural notion that if children were not engineered, if we 
did not manipulate them, they would grow up as beasts in the field. 
This is the wildest fallacy in the world. Joseph Chilton Pearce







A key factor in homeschooling is trust. Children have the innate ability 
to learn and an inborn sense of how they learn best. It is difficult for 
adults to accept this concept. It is liberating to recognize it and live it.





When we first started homeschooling, I did not believe that a 
child could possibly learn without my or my husbands help. 
I learned very quickly that nothing could be further from the 
truth. When given the right environment and resources, children 
love to learn and will learn with or without you.

The greatest lesson that I have learned is that it is not a 
tragedy for one child to be a little behind in math and a little 
ahead in reading than her peers. The difference is that she 
is being allowed to take the time to learn each lesson in 
its entirety rather than being forced to move on to the next 
lesson before she is ready. I have one child who reads very 
well and one who struggles. They both have weaknesses 
and strengths in other areas. When observing their public 
schooling friends and family, I have noticed that these 
same strengths and weaknesses are present  The best 
part about homeschooling is that there is no failure.

Laurel Santiago, Texas








Homeschooling books, magazines and blogs 
often have accounts of children who do not read 
or perform math calculations at the same ages 
that they are expected to master these tasks in 
school. According to mainstream educational 
thinking, this is an emergency. Sometimes homeschooling 
parents agree. They enforce tougher 
standards or try one approach after another with 
increasing desperation. But this is an emergency 
only to a school-oriented mindset. In school, the 
longer a child goes without achieving the norm, 
the more poor grades and negative reinforcement 
he or she gets. The subject itself becomes an exercise 
in misery and futility. Then the chances of 
success are even more limited. Many students go 
on to suffer math anxiety or serious reading problems 
as a result.

Its different for homeschoolers. Parents provide 
an enriching environment that stimulates 
learning without pushing a child before hes 
ready. In many countries around the world it is 
recognized that the brain simply does not mature 
sufficiently for abstract concepts until the child 
is older. When homeschooling, there is no need 
for pressure or negative reinforcement. Failure 
doesnt belong on this horizon. Math, reading 
and other topics can be folded into activities of 
the day and learned with gradual ease.

Many homeschoolers try instructional methods 
with differing degrees of success, gradually 
discovering on their own that children learn easily 
once they are ready. Some children are ready 
much earlier than the norm, while others do 
best when they are older. Pushing reading or writing 
too early results in no greater achievement 
than waiting a few months or years until the 
child eagerly absorbs the necessary skills, often 
as a side result of an engaging project. Eventually 
most homeschooling parents recognize that their 
children are intrinsically able to learn. They realize 
that adults function best to aid, not mandate, 
this process. Force, intimidation and coercion in 
the name of education sullies the honorable work 
entrusted to us.

These same homeschooling books, magazines 
and blogs describe children who do not read, write 
or calculate until much later than their schooled 
peers, some not until they are ten or twelve years 
old. These children learn reading or math in their 
own way, for their own reasons. In a matter of 
months they pass where they should have been 
if theyd started years before. And they love what 
they are doing.

A pioneering educator proved back in 1929 
that delaying formal instruction, in this case of 
mathematics, benefits children in wonderfully 
unexpected ways. Louis P. Benezet, superintendent 
of the Manchester, New Hampshire, schools, 
advocated the postponement of systematic instruction 
in math until after sixth grade. Benezet 
wrote, I feel that it is all nonsense to take eight 
years to get children thru the ordinary arithmetic 
assignment of the elementary schools. What possible 
needs has a ten-year-old child for knowledge 
of long division? The whole subject of arithmetic 
could be postponed until the seventh year of 
school, and it could be mastered in two years 
study by any normal child.

While developing this rationale, Benezet 
spoke with eighth-grade students. He noted that 
they had difficulties putting their ideas into English 
and could not explain simple mathematical 
reasoning. This was not only in his district; he 
found the same results with fourteen-year-old students 
in Indiana and Wisconsin. Benezet didnt 
blame the children or teachers, he blamed introducing 
formal equations too early.

So Benezet tried an experiment of abandoning 
traditional arithmetic instruction below the 
seventh grade. To start, he picked out five classrooms, 
choosing those districts where most students 
were from immigrant homes and the parents 
spoke little English. Benezet knew that in other 
districts the parents with greater English skills 
and higher education would have vehemently 
objected, ending the experiment before it started. 
In the experimental classrooms, children were exposed 
to what we would call naturally occurring  math. They learned how to tell time and keep 
track of the date on the calendar. The students 
played with toy money, took part in games using 
numbers, and when dimension terms such as 
half or double or narrower or wider came 
up incidentally, they were discussed. Instead of 
math, the emphasis was on language and composition. 
As Benezet describes these children, They 
reported on books that they had read, on incidents 
which they had 
seen, on visits that they 
had made. They told the 
stories of movies that 
they had attended and 
they made up romances 
on the spur of the moment. 
It was refreshing 
to go into one of these 
rooms. A happy and 
joyous spirit pervaded 
them. The children were 
no longer under the restraint 
of learning multiplication tables or struggling 
with long division.
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At the end of the first school year, Benezet reported 
that the contrast between the experimental 
and traditionally taught students was remarkable. 
When he visited classrooms to ask the children 
about what they were reading, he described the 
traditionally taught students as hesitant, embarrassed 
and diffident. In one fourth grade I could 
not find a single child who would admit that he 
had committed the sin of reading. Students in 
the experimental classrooms were eager to talk 
about what theyd been reading. In those rooms, 
an hours discussion went by with still more children 
eager to talk.

Benezet hung a reproduction of a well-known 
painting in the classrooms and asked children to 
write down anything the art inspired. Another obvious 
contrast appeared. When he showed the ten 
best papers from each room to the citys seventh-grade 
teachers, they noted that one set of papers 
showed much greater maturity and command of the language. They observed that the first set of papers 
had a total of 40 adjectives such as nice, pretty, 
blue, green and cold. The second set of papers 
had 128 adjectives, including magnificent, awe-inspiring, 
unique and majestic. When asked to guess 
which district the papers came from, each teacher 
assumed that the students who wrote the better 
papers were from schools where the parents spoke 
English in the home. In fact, it was the opposite. 
Those students who 
wrote the most masterfully 
were from his experimental 
classes. 

Yet another difference 
was apparent. It 
was something that 
Benezet had anticipated. 
He explained, For 
some years I had noted 
that the effect of the early 
introduction of arithmetic 
had been to dull 
and almost chloroform the childs reasoning faculties. 
At the end of that first year, he went from 
classroom to classroom and asked children the 
same mathematical story problem. The traditionally 
taught students grabbed at numbers but came 
up with few correct results, while the experimental 
students reasoned out correct answers eagerly, 
despite having minimal exposure to formal math.


Based on these successes, the experiment expanded. 
By 1932, half of the third- to fifth-grade 
classes in the city operated under the experimental 
program. Due to pressure from some school 
principals, children were started on a math book 
in the second half of sixth grade. All sixth-grade 
children were tested. By spring of that year, all the 
classes tested equally. When the final tests were 
given at the end of the school year, one of the 
experimental groups led the city. In other words, 
those children exposed to traditional math curricula 
for part of the sixth-grade year had mastered 
the same skills as those who had spent years on 
drills, times tables and exams.

In 1936, the Journal of the National Education 
Association published the final article by Benezet. 
His results showed the clear benefits of replacing 
formal math instruction with naturally occurring 
math while putting a greater emphasis on reading, 
writing and reasoning. The Journal called on educators 
to consider similar changes. As we know, 
schools went in the opposite direction. However, 
homeschoolers can easily take this more natural 
course, aware that the concepts can be readily 
grasped in short order, just as Benezet proved.








Ive come to trust the process  that 
they WILL learn all they need to know. 
It might not look the same as their publicly 
schooled peers, but when the time 
is right, and the need is there, they will 
learn it. My husband and I have as one 
of our greatest goals that our children 
learn how to learn. That when they 
need the information they know how to 
go about getting it.

Angie Beck, Kansas








Child development experts are aware that 
when adults are highly directive and exert control 
over a childs activities, they weaken the childs 
natural motivation. This changes the way the 
child learns.

In one study, three groups of children were 
given the same passage to read from a social 
studies book. The first group was informed they 
would be tested on the material for a grade. The 
second group was told they would be asked 
questions about the material. The third group 
was asked to read the passage to see what they 
thought of it. Afterwards, it was found that those 
who read for a test and grade had the poorest 
conceptual grasp of the material. Although the 
children werent forewarned, two weeks later 
they were asked about the material again. Again 
it turned out that children under the pressure of being tested and graded had forgotten more information 
than those who read for pleasure or 
simply to respond to questions. This is common 
sense. When any of us is expected to learn for 
a specific measurable outcome like an exam or 
grade, we dont absorb the information as naturally, 
as eagerly, connecting it to other areas of interest 
or retaining it in long-term memory. Were 
left with a surface imprint of knowledge rather 
than the kind of understanding that sinks in and 
stays with us.

Pressuring a child to learn diminishes the 
meaning and importance of what is learned. In 
fact, research shows that the influence of rewards 
or evaluations undermines a whole range of endeavors, 
including creative writing, artistic expression, 
understanding literature, and grasping 
scientific concepts. One study looked at mothers 
writing a poem with a child. It was found that the 
more controlling the mother was during the task, 
the less able the child was to write creatively on 
his or her own. This is important for parents to remember. 
Guiding children is invaluable. Controlling 
and judging children hinders them in ways 
that we cannot readily see but which harm them 
nonetheless.








When my son was five I had it in my 
head that he should learn to read since 
thats when children in school learned 
to read. I bought a reading curriculum 
and sat down and tried to teach him to 
read. He immediately struggled with it. 
He would get more frustrated each time 
I would try to teach him to read. After a 
few lessons I said to myself, What are 
you doing? Why does he have to learn 
to read now? He will eventually learn 
to read when he is ready. I just need to 
trust that. There is no way I am going 
to continue to try to force him to learn 
to read and cause him to have negative 
feelings about reading.

I put that reading program away and 
never mentioned it again. Over the next 
year I became more comfortable as I 
trusted that he would read when he was 
ready  I used that lesson to trust as 
the base for all future learning.

Tamara Markwick, California








Homeschooling has been a tremendous 
blessing, but it certainly hasnt 
come without many struggles and discoveries. 
I discovered that my youngest 
daughter has ADHD after a year of 
struggling with traditional book teaching. 
I also discovered that she has dyslexia 
 I found that although I need total 
and complete structure by utilizing 
schedules and books, that she needed 
something different. I discovered that if 
I read her material to her she succeeds, 
but as long as our routine called for her 
to sit and read it herself, she suffers. 
I discovered that my oldest daughter 
is very independent, and that she has 
to read her material herself in order to 
comprehend and understand it. The 
fact that she is so independent gives 
me freedom to spend more time with 
her sister. It took several years of trial 
and error to find the right curriculum 
for both of my girls learning styles, but 
trial and error worked. I have witnessed 
trust grow with leaps and bounds not 
only in myself, but in my girls.

We finally have it figured out, and its 
wonderful. I wouldnt trade this chance to 
teach and learn with my girls for anything 
in the world  My husband and I feel 
extremely blessed that God has granted 
us the resources, wisdom, and desire to 
teach our children.

Joane, South Carolina
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As we begin to trust that our children are 
learning, we start to relax. This process takes time, 
sometimes years, because most of us who are 
parenting homeschooled children were not homeschooled 
ourselves. We have a mindset about 
what defines education based on our own background, 
even if we fully intend to change those 
experiences for our children. Most of us need 
evidence of achievement to help us recognize that 
our children are learning, especially at first. Gradually 
we recognize the strengths our children are 
developing. We acknowledge the uniquely purposeful 
way they are maturing as they explore, 
argue, question, play and participate in the world 
around them. And parental intuition is at work as 
well, letting us know on a gut level that our children 
are not only okay, they are thriving.

As we truly relax in our homeschooling lives, 
something nearly magical starts to happen. We 
not only demonstrate trust to our children, we 
feel it. We are more centered. We are better able 
to be joyful and present to each other without 
the constant pressure to meet school-like expectations. 
That makes all the difference. Through 
these eyes of trust we are more readily able to see, 
really see, how much learning is taking place.








The image of how I wanted to homeschool 
has changed greatly from doing 
school at home to a more fluid form of 
family learning.

Early on, I noticed that my son did 
not like to be told what to learn  I was proud of him for being different but it 
also confirmed a growing conviction that 
traditional schooling, even traditional 
homeschooling, was not our path  
Ive realized all of the familys interests 
are equally valid to explore, whether his, 
his sisters, his fathers, or mine. Mine! 
Unschooling freed me to write a list of 
all the subjects I wished Id studied and 
now hope to tackle. I thought this was 
about educating my kids but now I see 
that interest-led learning describes 
how we approach life.

Karen, Texas
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Trust goes the other way as well. We raise our 
children with confidence that learning will unfold. 
In doing so, we not only empower this natural 
process, our words and actions also teach our 
children to trust themselves. This is a continuum 
that begins at birth. When a parent is consistently 
responsive to a babys cries, the infant forms a 
sense of security. Psychologist John Bowlby developed 
the now widely accepted attachment theory 
based on work done over several decades. Bowlby 
and others, including Mary Ainsworth, focused 
on the mother-child relationship. According to 
their research, when a mother delays in responding 
to an infants cries and shows less sensitivity 
to her childs temperament, in subsequent 
months the baby becomes more demanding, insecure 
and clingy. However, when the mother is 
tender in her interactions and does not let crying 
go unheeded, in the following months her 
securely attached baby cries less, explores more 
confidently, and begins to engage in other forms 
of communication such as gesturing and vocalizing. 
Mary Ainsworth wrote, An infant whose 
mothers responsiveness helps him to achieve his 
ends develops confidence in his own ability to 
control what happens to him.

Infancy is the first pivotal stage of development 
identified by psychiatrist Erik Erikson. Trust 
versus mistrust is lifes initial challenge, faced 
from birth to eighteen months. In Eriksons view, 
a baby held and soothed develops secure attachment 
and the lifelong asset of hope. As infants 
grow into toddlers and children, parents behavior 
toward them continues to demonstrate trust 
or lack of trust. This stems in part from parenting 
styles. The concept of trust does not simply 
mean trusting the child, it implies that the parent 
is able to recognize that each child is on a unique 
path of learning.

Too often we are not aware of the way our day-to-day behavior might influence a child. Studies 
overwhelmingly show that children who are raised 
with warm and consistent parenting practices are 
most likely to mature into capable and motivated 
young people. Starting in the 1960s, developmental 
psychologist Diana Baumrind observed interactions 
between parents and children using three 
categories to describe parental behaviors. Years 
later she followed up to determine the results of 
different parenting approaches. Other longitudinal 
studies have reinforced her conclusions.

Authoritarian parents put a high value on 
a childs unquestioning obedience to the parents 
absolute standards and dictates. The parent 
does not encourage discussion of these rules. 
The childs choices are restricted. His behavior is 
judged and punishments are punitive. The outcome? 
Children raised by authoritarian parents 
may do as they are told but they have less social 
competence. They are followers rather than leaders 
and let others make decisions for them. They 
dont handle frustration well; in particular, the 
girls are prone to passivity and boys to hostility.

Permissive parents put a high value on a 
childs autonomy. The parent has few rules and 
attempts to use reasoning to elicit the childs 
compliance, yet rarely enforces control over the 
childs behavior. The parent is warm but lax. 
The child has minimal responsibility. Children 
of permissive parents have little ability to persist when they face challenging tasks, making them 
less likely to achieve their potential. They tend to 
be selfish and react defiantly when they dont get 
their way. They are more likely to be antisocial.

Authoritative parents represent a middle 
ground between these two extremes. They value 
the childs autonomy but they use their authority 
to elicit compliance with a balanced, rational approach. 
These parents welcome dialogue, explain 
the reasons behind rules, but maintain the rules. 
They are positive and warm. As a result, their children 
are confident, emotionally stable and optimistic. 
The children are also socially mature.

Ongoing research continues to affirm that 
these parenting approaches have the same effect 
as children grow toward adulthood. One study 
looked at teens of different ethnic backgrounds 
using measures that ranged from self-reliance and 
academic competence to substance abuse and delinquency. 
The authors concluded that aloof parenting 
with lax discipline was universally harmful 
to adolescents. On the other hand, responsive 
parents who maintained firm expectations were 
found to be helpful well into adolescence.

What do these parenting styles look like in 
action? Mothers reacted differently as their one-year-olds played with a new toy in a study. Some 
mothers actively instructed the toddler in what 
she perceived as its proper use. They intruded on 
the childs exploration, corrected and criticized, 
sometimes without regard to the childs frustration 
level. These mothers were considered controlling, 
similar to authoritarian. Other mothers 
acted as a resource for the child, encouraging 
and helping only if the child solicited assistance. 
These mothers were termed autonomy supportive, 
similar to authoritative. When these same 
toddlers were then given an absorbing challenge 
to tackle alone, children raised by controlling 
mothers were easily frustrated and tended to 
give up. The youngsters of autonomy supportive 
mothers behaved very differently. Already they 
showed high motivation to persist and accomplish 
challenges.

This study lets us see the relationship between 
parenting styles and learning behavior. Relaxed 
and supportive mothers gauged their responsiveness 
to the childs reactions, and as a result the 
child was secure enough to persist in learning. 
Controlling mothers halted the natural process of 
discovery, teaching the child to ignore personal 
observations and look to others for answers.








I have learned that forcing a child to 
learn something will never work. If it is 
worth learning it, they will. When they 
want to learn something they will do it to 
the fullest and develop strong interests. 
Children are different and should not be 
forced to fit into the same molds. Life is 
what we make of it, not what we make 
others do. I feel my job as a parent is 
to protect my children and see that they 
have the necessary tools they need to 
develop their own interests.

Jessie Mato Toyela, Florida








Living our trust as more than a concept can 
have a lasting effect. Demonstrating our trust in 
our children sends them a potent message. As Albert 
Einstein said, I think the most important 
question facing humanity is, Is the universe a 
friendly place? This is the first and most basic 
question all people must answer for themselves.

Our children, confident and empowered to 
learn, are our own resounding answer to that 
question as we send them toward the future. How 
did Einstein go on to answer that question?

For if we decide that the universe is an unfriendly 
place, then we will use our technology, 
our scientific discoveries and our natural resources 
to achieve safety and power by creating bigger 
walls to keep out the unfriendliness and bigger 
weapons to destroy all that which is unfriendly 
and I believe we are getting to a place where technology 
is powerful enough that we may either completely isolate or destroy ourselves as well in 
this process 
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But if we decide that the universe is a friendly 
place, then we will use our technology, our scientific discoveries and our natural resources to 
create tools and models for understanding that universe. 
Because power and safety will come through 
understanding its workings and its motives.







The Nature of Interests



You cannot teach a man anything; you can only help him find it within himself.Galileo Galilei








It remains a mystery exactly how interests develop. 
But it is certain that they set us aglow. They 
kindle enthusiasm like tinder catching flame. 
When pursuing their interests, children know 
for sure that the world offers adventures perfectly 
suited to them.








My five-year-old son has been very 
interested in frogs for two years or 
more. I dont know whether this started 
with Kenneth Grahames Wind in 
the Willows or the other way around, 
but basically, frogs and amphibians 
have taken over our lives! Following 
this passion we have taken all sorts of 
books out of the library on frogs, beginning 
in the childrens section with 
storybooks and picture books on frogs 
(which has allowed us to access the 
alphabet and numbers)[and proceeding] 
to heavy tomes on amphibians and 
reptiles from the natural history section. 
Finding this section of the library 
on his own, my son discovered other 
books of interest in the natural world 
 We now know the names of literally 
hundreds of types of frogs and where 
they come from, how to identify a poison 
frog and why we mustnt touch a 
frog. We know that frogs only eat live 
prey and will eat anything that will fit 
in their mouths. Weve discovered that 
even spiders will eat a frog, if they can 
catch one! We have been frog hunting 
at night and in the daytime. We are 
currently learning to identify different 
Australian frog calls.

 There is talk around the table of 
making a purpose-built pond in our garden; 
what is required, how much it will 
cost, what plants we need and where 
we can get tadpoles from to inhabit the 
pond. This takes us into discussion on 
the need to keep fish in the pond to reduce 
the mosquito population and how 
we can care for the fish.

The main character in Wind in the 
Willows being a toad, my son was rather 
keen on cane toads for some time, 
only to be rebuffed by everyone he 
mentioned it to. We have since looked 
at the problem the cane toad poses in 
Australia and why it is not a welcome 
amphibian in this country. We have also 
looked at its country of origin and seen 
that it is not a pest there. This has led to 
discussions on why we shouldnt move 
animals from one place to another 

Following the literary trail; we have 
been discussing all winter the need 
to go on a Ratty and Moles picnic 
(Chapter 1) and recently did this to 
celebrate Fathers Day. We know a 
good place at the local botanic gardens 
where frogs abound and this is where 
we set up camp for the day. All the ingredients 
for the picnic had to be those 
mentioned in the book (with great sadness 
that we couldnt source any cold 
tongue). There were many forays to 
find frogs, tadpoles and spawn and 
much conversation about whether water 
rats are found in Australia and why 
you could only find moles in other continents. 
It has been a great opportunity
to try new foods (pickled gherkins and 
potted meat-pate).

Weve discussed the seasons in 
the Northern Hemisphere, particularly 
England, where the story is set, and how 
they differ from the Australian seasons. 
This passion shows no sign of abating 
and we are riding the wave with great 
pleasure!

Kendal, Australia








Rewards, bribes and grades cant provide the 
sort of motivation that children find in their own 
increasing competence. 
There is intrinsic satisfaction 
to be found in 
achievement when it 
results from meaningful 
efforts. What provides 
that meaning varies from 
person to person and can 
change over time. It may 
be a desire for independence, 
or the longing to 
strengthen relationships. 
It may be competition 
or cooperation. Whatever elements work best, the 
child who follows the stimulus of his or her own interests 
is likely to meet with success. And we know 
that success tends to breed more success.
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In the late 1970s, educational researcher Benjamin 
Bloom wearied of the emphasis on testing to 
assess a student and predict future school grades. 
He was sure that the environment could bring out 
each childs talent and ability and he wanted to 
determine how innate potential was best nurtured. 
This resulted in a study called The Development of 
Talent Research Project. One hundred and twenty 
adults were identified as highly successful in 
fields such as mathematics, sports, neurology, art 
and music. Interviews were conducted with these 
adults, as well as with those significant to themteachers, family and othersto determine what 
factors led to their achievements. What Bloom
found in nearly every circumstance was that, as 
children, these successful people had been encouraged 
by their families to follow their own interests. 
The adults in their lives believed time invested in 
interests was time well spent. These children were 
not steered toward specific careers but toward a 
strong achievement ethic. As a result of this research, 
Bloom emphasized learning for mastery.

This makes sense. We recognize that children 
gain immeasurably as they pursue their interests. 
And not only in terms of success. When caring adults 
support a child who loves to play baseball, study sea 
turtles, and read comics, that child realizes, I am 
okay for who I am. The 
interests well up from 
within him and are reinforced 
by those around 
him, so there is a feeling 
of coherence between his 
interior life and exterior 
persona. This reinforces 
a strong sense of self. 
Sturdy selfhood helps 
him to internalize values 
and beliefs, which will 
hold him in good stead 
even when other cultural forces may try to sway him 
toward unhealthy or negative behaviors.

The interests themselves also have a great deal 
to do with promoting a childs feelings of worthiness. 
There is an enhanced quality of life, a sense 
of being completely present that is hard to name 
but recognized by those who find themselves 
within a compelling pursuit. A girl may love speed 
skating, or writing short stories, or designing websites. 
When shes engaged in her interests, she 
knows herself to be profoundly alive. That feeling 
doesnt go away afterward, even when she has to 
deal with other tasks which are not as entrancing. 
Everyone strives to belong, contribute and 
feel significant. The child who has learned that 
his or her interests and unique abilities lead to 
fulfillment is already aware that self-worth doesnt 
come from popularity or possessions.








You know what little kids are like? They 
are into everything, wanting to figure 
stuff out all the time. Well, thats what 
Jake is like. Except hes 12. Theres no 
stopping him. One minute hes asking 
questions and the next thing you know 
hes come up with some project of his. 
He built a ham radio last year and talks 
to people from all over using his equipment. 
He rigged up a better system to 
get garbage to the incinerator for our 
apartment complex that the custodian 
still uses. Theres no way I can answer 
most of his questions but that doesnt 
matter. If I dont know, he finds out and 
tells me about it. I think a lot of kids would 
still be like Jake if they didnt have to go 
to school where learning is turned into a 
chore.

Christiana, Georgia








Lego was a favourite toy in our house, 
though we quickly realised that our 
children werent simply playing. They 
started early and grew up with Lego. 
As a construction block it was a great 
tool for expressing their developing 
interest and skills across the curriculum. 
In their teenage years I began 
to see how constant playing with 
Lego had developed a range of skills. 
* It complemented the skills and knowledge 
they absorbed from living with 
owner builders. Each child took on 
building jobs (fences, sheds, helping 
with building the house) with ease, understanding 
the importance of accurate 
measurements, angles, perspective, 
function and aesthetics; they each drew 
on the design and planning skills from 
their Lego play to build items of furniture; 
*Two of our children delved into electronics, 
building and fixing computers,
and then took on problem solving and 
installing all aspects of wiring in cars, 
fixing mobile phones, remote controllers 
and other gadgets as needed. 
* Lego and Lego Technics helped them 
get a better understanding of how things 
go together. All of my offspring can pull 
a car apart and put it together, fixing any 
problems.

Beverley Paine, Australia; author 
of Learning without School <http://homeschoolaustralia.com>








Cassidy became interested in origami 
at about age seven. He soon was advancing 
in the instructional booklets 
and making models that require high 
skill levels. He went to NYC twice each 
year to gatherings of the International 
Origami Society and met people who 
were advanced in the craft and who had 
lives that interested him.

Ned Vare, Connecticut author with 
Luz Shosie of Smarting Us Up, The Un 
Dumbing of America: Homeschooling 
How and Why








Youth easily gain competence as they build on 
their capabilities and interests. Sometimes childled 
learning is like a dance. Children ask for help, 
make their own attempts, then back off. They try 
later, and this time they are energized by the challenge, 
pushing themselves until they succeed. They 
want to be fully engaged as active participants. 
When their interest wanes, they want the freedom 
to move on to something that delights them more. 
The adults in their lives help them make sense of 
this process. A person who is available to answer 
questions, point out related topics, and explain 
new ideas, a person who can demonstrate concepts 
and assist in finding resources without undue 
interventionthis person is truly a teacher.
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Of course, children need guidance in order to act 
safely, understand consequences and show compassion 
for others. They need consistent and reasonable 
rules as they learn about many kinds of
boundaries. And part of a parents role is choosing 
what limits to place on their childrens access 
to potentially detrimental influences. Each family 
determines to what extent they will reveal painful 
issues to their young children. Many parents 
carefully gauge a childs readiness for information 
and the form this information takes, preferring, 
for example, to gently introduce difficult realities 
to young children through personal discussion 
and carefully selected books rather than 
sensationalized media. This feeds the desire to 
learn while guiding them away from what is not 
nourishing to their bodies or minds. But it also 
means steering them to the most beneficial and 
appropriate resources. Your seven-year-old may 
be fascinated with whales. Among all the books, 
documentaries, interactive websites, field trips, 
podcasts, museum displays and other resources
relating to whales, you will also find educational 
materials for her age group about the potential 
extinction of some whale species and the ongoing 
decline of the worlds oceans. You may prefer to 
avoid inundating her with dire predictions.
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A survey of children ages six to eleven found 
that more than half worry that Earth will not be as 
good a place to live when they grow up. More disturbing 
yet, a third of the children surveyed admit 
they fear the planet wont even be in existence by 
the time they reach adulthood. Its important to balance 
difficult truths about ecological devastation, 
war, crime, child labor, or any tragic realities with 
information about individuals and organizations 
working to help improve those situations. This helps 
children develop optimism, an invaluable trait.








We dont put the evening news on at our 
house. I have been known to hide the 
front page of the paper if the headlines 
involve something I dont want our children 
to worry about. Now that our children 
are teenagers we talk a lot more 
about events in the world but try to stress 
that they can make an impact through 
how they vote and live.

Lori Scelina








Optimistic people expect that their efforts 
will be effective. They are more confident that 
they can overcome difficulty, solve problems and 
remain in control of their lives. These characteristics 
lend them resiliency, helping them weather 
adversity better and work toward positive change. 
After all, hope is empowering, despair is not.

Learning isnt effortless even when following 
an interest. Its time consuming, challenging and 
often frustrating. Recall something you set out to 
work on, the obstacles you surmounted, and the 
resulting sense of achievement. Maybe running a 
marathon, designing a website for the first time, 
forming a support group to help children like your 
autistic son. You faced setbacks, but overcoming
them felt exhilarating. These are important moments, 
times we revisit in our minds again and 
again. Working toward a goal is one of the many 
pleasures of human existence.

Talk within your childs hearing about your 
short-term and long-term aims and how you plan 
to accomplish them. Your example of self-motivation 
and reasonable self-assessment is vital. Its 
particularly important to avoid disparaging yourself 
or blaming others. You model for your child 
continually how to take responsibility for mistakes 
with grace and humor.

Our efforts say something about who we are. 
They provide a context for the meaning in our 
lives. You might refresh your ability to play the 
piano in order to accompany a soloist at church; 
help your uncle fix his old motorcycle so he can 
take a cross-country trip; attend poetry readings 
to inspire your own 
writing; design a bench 
to fit in the front hall; 
practice a foreign language 
to better welcome 
an exchange student. 
You will notice that purpose 
is connected with 
what you do and learn.
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Point out that you 
seek help from people 
who have already succeeded 
at the tasks you 
have now taken on. You 
either do so in person or from wisdom shared 
through conversation, books, websites and 
classes. We humans draw from what has already 
been learned.

When children are working in an area of passionate 
interest, they often find that a whole range 
of related topics opens up, each new topic fueling 
their interests even more. They develop related 
skills almost unwittingly. These skills are transferable 
to many other fields.

A girl who likes reading about horses starts 
sketching pictures of herself on a horse. To hone
her drawing skills she looks up skeletal structure. 
Gradually she applies careful mathematical analysis 
in order to draw more exacting studies of horses. 
She moves on, studying examples of fine drawings 
and paintings, then becoming interested in stylized 
representations of horses found in early art. This 
stimulates interest in history as well as mythology. 
Although her interest in horses does not persist, 
her love of history remains. Now an older teen, she 
has gone beyond researching the effect horses have 
had on different cultures to deeply appreciating 
the way the past impacts the present.

A boy who watches a bridge under construction 
from his apartment window turns everything 
he can find into building equipment. First he 
uses couch cushions balanced between bookcases, 
then he makes suspension bridges fashioned 
from cut-up cereal boxes and paper clips. At the 
age of eight he begins 
asking questions about 
force, stability and load 
strength. He is frustrated 
when the answers he 
gets are too simple. Finally, 
his mother seeks 
out architects, construction 
foremen and engineers 
to answer his 
questions. Their use of 
applied mathematics, 
science and design inspire 
him to pursue his 
own endeavors. He now draws futuristic cities, 
complete with transport systems of his own devising. 
At twelve years of age he still corresponds 
with an architect.

Who knows what sparks an interest? Most of 
these phases dont last, but they do deepen the 
childs sense of competence as well as teach many 
new, often interrelated concepts. When children 
have a drive to find out, they learn and retain 
what theyve learned. Think of your education. 
You studied and were tested on volumes of material 
each year. Yet, what do you remember? Your
recall is best for those areas that fascinated you. 
You delved into intriguing questions for answers 
you wanted. That wanting to know, that hunger, 
in itself has power. As Tom Brown Jr. writes in The Tracker, This mystery leaves itself like a trail 
of breadcrumbs, and by the time your mind has 
eaten its way to the maker of the tracks, the mystery 
is inside you, part of you forever.






In the Flow



Flow with whatever may happen and let your mind be free. Stay centered by accepting whatever you are 
doing. Chuang Tzu








Children are energized by their interests. They 
can concentrate so fully that they lose sense of 
themselves, of time, even of discomfort. Psychologist 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi terms this experience 
flow. He says, It is what a painter feels 
when the colors on the canvas begin to set up 
a magnetic tension with each other, and a new 
thing, a living form, takes shape  .

When pulled by the current of any project, we 
are more likely to experience flow. In this marvelous 
state the boundary between you and your experiences 
seems fluid, as if you are merging with 
what it is you are doing. The more opportunities 
any of us has to immerse ourselves in activities 
we love, the more capable and centered we feel in 
other areas of our lives.

What does this feel like?








I believe this is where your passion is 
defined.

Karen Streator Smith, Ohio








My children play many pretend games 
into which they completely disappear. 
They make large constructions with bedsheets 
and/or blocks and chairs. Since 
they do not go to school, they can carry 
on through to ages when school children 
in India are bogged down with books, 
bags, memorizing, and after school tuition 
and extra classes.

They make up names for made-up 
games like Zigzag Hydoon in which 
they stalk the adults working around the 
house and silently leap out from one 
hiding place into another, disturbing no 
one, but stifling giggles and signing to 
each other their next plan!

Urmila, India








The summer after third grade my family 
drove to Prineville, Oregon, for a visit 
with my grandparents and uncle. Shortly 
after we arrived, my grandfather showed 
me the child-sized rowboat he had built 
for me to use in their irrigation ditch as 
often as I wanted. Of course I spent a 
great deal of time in that rowboat over 
the next three weeks! I can still feel the 
dry desert air. I recall the feeling of rowing 
my boat back and forth for hours at a 
time and I can still picture the arid landscape 
behind their house. I felt alone in 
a strange land, but not in the least bit 
afraid. Truth be told I was just floating 
in a little irrigation ditch, but to me, that 
ditch was as big as the Mississippi and 
my grandpa had made me the captain of
my own ship  Those weeks were definitely a time when I was totally absorbed 
in my interest 

I think a childs natural curiosity results 
in that state of immersed passion, 
but I think a nurturing environment helps 
that inspiration to take place. Speaking 
as a child who was nurtured, I was free 
to be myself and confidently follow the 
interests that pulled me.

Mary Nix, Ohio








Children demonstrate amazing reserves when 
they are caught up in pursuits like drawing, reading, 
building, playing games and pretending. 
Their focus makes a mockery of what is supposedly 
a childs developmental handicapa short 
attention span.

The characteristics of flow mean that an individual 
is concentrating with such engaged awareness 
that he or she has gone beyond a sense of time 
or external obligations. Flow truly puts a person in 
the moment. Its easy to see why some children 
have difficulty transitioning to other activities.

Adults often regard childrens pursuits as irrelevant. 
We call them away from their interests 
to what we deem more important. We chastise 
them for not paying attention to the time. Our 
dreary grown-up preoccupation with schedules 
and planning can teach a child to block his or her 
experience of flow if we arent careful. Its possible 
to handle regular obligations with respect 
for all family members differing needs. Posting 
schedules everyone can read, reminding children 
that an obligation is coming up in a few minutes 
so they have time to finish an activity, and allowing 
choices whenever possible are some ways to 
ease these problems.








I remember reading some of Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyis books and realizing 
that children are in the flow all the 
time. We obstruct their flow with our rigidity 
and requirements.

Hema A. Bharadwaj, Singapore








Being mindful of flow doesnt mean that we 
should never interrupt children. There are marvels 
in everyday life too important to bypass. Call 
your child to the window to see songbirds chasing 
a hawk away from their nest. Hurry down the 
street to hear a band performing in the park. Hop 
in the car to observe monks create a sand mandala 
in the next town. These opportunities awaken 
fresh perspectives. According to Albert Einstein, 
Curiosity has its own reason for existing. One 
cannot help but be in awe when he contemplates 
the mysteries of eternity, of life, of the marvelous 
structure of reality. It is enough if one tries merely 
to comprehend a little of this mystery every day. 
Never lose a holy curiosity.








I remember when my young son first developed 
an interest in puzzles. Finally I 
had ten straight minutes of peace! When 
he gave up his afternoon nap, we warred 
over having a quiet time in his room 
every afternoon. Now he spends hours 
alone in his room working on Legos or 
other building toys and often complains 
when I tell him that quiet time is over. I 
wish I could tell you what I did to help 
him achieve flow, but he just figured it 
out on his own.

Loving what you do and being able 
to do it are what produce flow. If something 
is just beyond what were comfortable 
with, not too hard, not too easy, it 
has the best chance of producing flow. 
When I was in teacher training we called 
it controlled frustration. You want to 
make sure an experience hits just above 
ability level. If its too easy, then whats 
the point? If its too hard, then the child
gets frustrated. Like tennis, flow is about 
hitting the sweet spot where interest and 
the willingness to be stretched intersect. 
As a teacher I thought I was responsible 
for crafting an experience where the
kids could achieve flow. As a parent Ive 
learned my job is to support him in discovering 
how to get there on his own.

Karen, Texas











Free Range Learning



A joyful life is an individual creation that cannot be copied from a recipe.Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi








Most childhood interests arent the all-consuming 
variety. They are, however, wide ranging. They 
take the child on a journey of exploration that 
provides competency and understanding.

Observe a six-year-old child playing alone in 
the backyard for a half hour. His imagined super 
powers give him a lesson in the limits of make-believe 
when his cape refuses to provide lift-off 
even after a running start. His interest in gravity, 
however, is stimulated. As he drops objects from 
the sliding board, he observes the different ways 
a leaf, stick and rock fall. The leaf inspires him to 
try climbing a nearby tree. His attempts to reach 
the lowest branch incorporate problem-solving 
techniques ranging from acrobatics to leverage. 
When its clear hes too small, he lies under the 
tree envying the birds their easy access to every 
branch. He remembers bits of a poem his grandmother 
likes about birds. Sometimes she lets him 
use her binoculars when they go to the park. 
He wonders if the birds know that people give 
them names like warbler. What if birds want 
to be called something else? Maybe their names 
are songs? He spies a lumbering beetle near the 
roots and watches its halting progress, suddenly 
feeling much more capable in comparison. The 
beetles sharp mouthparts remind him of some 
implements in the kitchen drawer and hes off to 
ask if he can use them in the sandbox. Hes hoping 
to link them together with twist ties and make
a robot with nutcracker legs and corkscrew arms. 
Maybe two robots! He runs to the house even 
faster with the urgency of this new quest, his legs 
energized as he pictures the possibilities of tongs, 
measuring spoons and whisks.

Notice in the example above how naturally 
this boy is guided by what he finds intriguing. 
Frustrations give him reason to reflect or try new 
solutions, but he doesnt linger over them as failures. 
He absorbs what he is ready to learn and 
moves on. Earlier in the day this boy played at a 
steady pace making roads in the dirt, picturing a 
tiny city. All of his activities have an element of 
imagination and adventure. He is fully absorbed 
in the work of play.

This child is responsible for his own learning 
in a situation of freedom and safety. He plays out 
scenarios that incorporate information and stories 
others have shared with him. He knows that he 
can ask questions or receive help when he needs 
it. His educational life is rich. While his mother 
works, his grandmother stays with him. She reads 
with him, they play card games, and sing as she 
plays guitar. She speaks Spanish to him and tells 
him about her girlhood in Argentina. His enthusiasm 
revitalizes her longtime interest in photography, 
and he has been helping her organize her 
pictures. He has daily chores and weekly visits to 
the library. Recently, he has started a rock collection. 
His grandmother found a few local resources
for him to learn more about rocks and geology. 
Thats basic early childhood homeschooling. 
Uniquely customized to the child, its wonderfully 
flexible and balanced between freedom and 
responsibility.
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Children find optimum nurturance when 
adults are able to adapt the learning situation to 
the needs of the child rather than force the child 
to meet institutional requirements. Too often this 
isnt the case. We know children who are dulled 
or oppressed by a system that makes them feel 
lesser. Any highly controlling top-down structure, 
whether school or authoritarian family, has 
difficulty adapting when faced with someone as 
changeable, promising, infuriating and loving as 
a growing child.








The school didnt know what to make 
of Jerod. He was just being himself, a 
very inquisitive and caring little boy. 
When he asked a question about the 
teachers rules, it infuriated her  He 
got his work done early and tried to help 
nearby children who had difficulty with 
the same assignment. The teacher punished 
him for promoting cheating. He 
already knew how to read, but every day 
the teacher made him fill out sheets to 
practice the same sight words the rest of 
the class was learning until he got bored 
and messy, then she gave him poor 
grades. The teacher passed out candy 
to kids for reading books, and as a result 
we noticed that Jerod got less interested 
in reading on his own. The phys 
ed teacher said that Jerod was reluctant 
to play games. Jerod told us he was sad 
to make the other side lose because the 
kids who won made fun of the kids who 
didnt win.

We tried to explain to Jerod what was 
expected of him. We had several conferences 
with the teacher. She did admit 
that the curriculum was too slow for him, 
but she also made it clear that he had 
to do what was expected of him without 
questioning or hed be a rule breaker 
his whole life. Every day when he came 
home from school we could see by the 
way he played with his younger brother 
and sister that he was working out his 
frustrations. He had trouble sleeping 
and getting up in the morning. And his 
personality started changing. He was 
acting cocky and cynical. This was all in 
first grade!

So we took him out of school to give 
homeschooling a try. Jerod is a good 
big brother again. He loves going everywhere, 
and yes, he still constantly asks 
questions. I think this morning already 
he has read about, asked about or 
looked up these topics St. Francis, a 
recipe for making apple butter, how long 
bugs live (which led to a muddy project 
making a bug sanctuary in the backyard 
because he aspires to be St. Jerod 
these days), Vikings, an explanation of 
the term homogenous, and finally, as 
Im writing this, some help with his math.
I understand that it would be too hard 
to have this much learning energy in a 
classroom. To have twenty-five or more 
Jerods in one room would be impossible 
without limiting them somehow.

Leslie Ann








From day one we homeschooled Jose 
and Rosalina. Rosa does fine as long as 
I let her do the work at her own pace. 
Sometimes she already understands the 
math so I let her skip every other problem 
or some pages. And lots of times I let 
her skip the sections that have her read 
and then answer questions because she 
would rather read a real book and I think 
thats better for her. She can get all her 
work done in an hour or two, and that 
leaves her time to go skating with her 
friends and other things she likes.

Jose did not like the program we had 
used with]Rosa. It was expensive but 
we got a different one. He still got angry 
or upset every day. At seven years 
of age he couldnt read much, and we 
were worried. We put up a chart with rewards 
and punishments for getting his 
work done. That helped for a while. My 
husband threatened to put him back in 
school. That helped but not too long. 
Every day Jose and I fought about his 
schoolwork.

I talked to some friends and they told 
me to back off of him for a while. That 
didnt seem fair when Rosa was doing 
schoolwork every day. So Jose and I 
made up our own schoolwork, except it 
was what he wanted to learn. First thing 
he wanted to learn was about bugs. That 
seemed funny to me, because he was 
kind of afraid of bugs. His sister teased 
him about it. Anyways, we looked at 
books about bugs and looked them up 
on the computer. We went to the museum, 
where he saw insects from everywhere. 
I told Jose he had to have at 
least two papers each day so we could 
show the state at the end of the year that 
he was learning, and that was his job, 
to come up with those papers. He took 
that job on pretty well most of the time. 
Sometimes he had me write some math 
problems for him. Sometimes he drew a 
picture and had me write a story underneath 
what he told me. But for a while 
we did bugs, and sometimes Jose did 
a lot more than two pages a day some 
days. We turned those papers into his 
bug book. He has math story problems 
I wrote for him about bugs, magazine 
pictures labeled with bug names, stories 
about bugs that he made up and a list 
of books we read about bugs. Now hes 
not afraid of them. Hes pretty proud of 
how much he knows about bugs.

Im sorry that I forced him to do so 
much schoolwork that he hated when 
hes doing a lot better now doing his 
own schoolwork. And he is starting to 
read really well without me teaching him 
to read because the papers he has been 
doing recently are cartoons hes drawing 
and he wants sentences on them. 
He likes to type the words and cut them 
out so they fit on the page better. Then 
he makes copies of his cartoons for his 
grandparents. Rosa says she likes what 
shes doing better, and Jose says he 
likes what hes doing better.

Maria, Arizona








Surely no system or person overtly tries to 
lessen a child, but that can be the end result when 
academics are overemphasized. That doesnt happen 
only in school. Many homeschool curricula 
are also modeled on certain types of thinking,
while shortchanging wider learning. The focus on 
one hemisphere of the brain effectively diminishes 
expression of other capacities. It is well-known 
that engaging children in art, music, storytelling, 
volunteerism, dance, spiritual pursuits, meditation 
or athletics adds to academic enthusiasm 
while more fully expressing wider abilities.

Unlike school, it doesnt take the slow gears of 
educational initiatives, governmental funding, or 
a new grant for homeschoolers to adapt. Change 
can happen as soon as a need is recognized. If a 
child constantly seeks movement, she can be encouraged 
to express her kinetic energy in worthwhile 
work, sports, play or dance. Then, as her 
active nature is fulfilled, she is more likely to find 
reflective moments when she will be receptive to 
quieter forms of learning. If a child is shy and prefers 
to spend much of his time in solitary play 
or drawing creatures of his own invention, this 
self-expression will likely leave him more at ease 
and able to respond from a place of strength to 
interact with others.








My daughter has been all over the place 
with her interests. For a while she was 
going to be a clothes designer. She tired 
us all out. She sewed us clothes that she 
had designed herself. That almost made 
up for all her criticism of what we usually 
wore! She dragged us across the 
state to the Kent Museum of Costume 
and got interested in reproducing historical 
designs. Then she was going to 
be a historian. She loved big heavy history 
books, documentaries and plays 
set in certain eras. That got her started 
sewing for the kids theater. Then she 
was going to work in the theater. She 
acted a few times but mostly loved the 
plays themselves and chances to create 
outfits for the actors. Shes my youngest 
homeschooler, so by the time I got 
around to her I was expecting less in
terms of daily assignments of math and 
writing, which was good because she 
did so much of her own work. She read 
all the time. She learned lots of math as 
she did her designs, with measurement 
and transposing different elements from 
paper to fabric. She studied history and 
literature to be more exacting in her costume 
design and because she loved it. 
I used to think that she was fickle with 
her interests since she was so hot and 
heavy on a topic only to drop it for something 
else. But she was really making 
her own wide circles around the same 
thing. Shes already built up dressmaking 
and alterations clients. She has the 
confidence and skills to be anything she 
wants to be, but we know shell always 
be designing things her way.

Anna, Michigan
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A childs desire to learn is a light that shines 
from some inner part of his or her being. As adults, 
we are guardians of that light. Many times we find 
that it illuminates us as well when a childs awe 
and wonder reinvigorates our own lives.



It wasnt until I became a father that I 
recognized how much I had given up 
over the years. Kids are like ambassadors 
from somewhere mysterious. Each 
one brings with them certain traits that 
are ready to be lived. We parents are 
here to keep them safe and teach them 
a modicum of civilization and hopefully 
not dull their sense of adventure. With 
their enthusiastic trust in me, Ive gone 
back to my early love of music. Every 
night I play the fiddle. My kids dance or 
sing or read or wash dishes to the music. 
Im thinking about forming a band. 
They dont know why I havent done it 
already. My kids go right ahead and leap 
into what they want to learn. I hope they 
always do.

Gus and Kileys dad
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Here we have some structure for the 
comfort of routine, but mostly we let 
Madeline (8) explore as she wishes. 
When she is excited by something, 
theres no stopping her. At a recent dinosaur 
exhibit she literally hopped up 
and down because she was so happy 
to see an Astrodon (named for its star 
teeth, she informed us). When shes on 
a roll, all we have to do is help her find 
out the answers and learn more. Other
times she just goes along with whatever 
we have for her to do, happily learning 
and asking questions about everything. 
Its so much fun being part of a new 
learners life!

Kari and Jake Warner








I give my girls, ages five and seven, a 
lot of time to laze in bed in the mornings 
when they are half awake. I believe a 
lot of inspiration takes place during this 
time, and I want them to be comfortable 
with silence and not doing anything. I 
give them time to think, to experiment 
with most things in the house, especially 
water and clay. They play all the time  
in fact, the whole day, as long as theyre 
done with the four compulsory homeschool 
activities. They dont watch TV 
(only movies during the weekends), no 
computer or electronic games, and no 
Internet.

Once a week, we go to a patch of 
nature to sketch anything we want toa 
pebble, an ixora, the clouds  I encourage 
them to do a lot of hands-on activities: 
sewing/beading/hair plaiting/stenciling/constructing Lego, etc. At times, 
I read a story and ask them to draw on 
a big piece of paper their thoughts/feelings/ideas while listening to me.

Math facts/times tables are written 
on big sheets of paper and pasted on the 
wall in front of the toilet bowl. Grammar 
rules are pasted above the sink where 
they brush their teeth. Poems and 
Bible verses are pasted on the wardrobe 
door. Science ideas and new concepts 
are pasted on the big mirror in our 
dining room. The kids are not taught nor 
drilled these facts but absorb them like 
sponges. Theres lots of space on these 
papers for the girls to add on their own 
facts and drawings 

We have relatives and foreign friends 
staying at our place throughout the year 
and the girls learn a lot from them. We 
want them to learn from as many teachers 
as possible.

Linda Goh, Singapore
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Our incidental daily conversations are extremely 
valuable. Conversation is in short supply in the 
lives of many children. It has been estimated that, 
once directives are taken out of the equation, the 
average parent spends less than five minutes a 
day talking with a child. Discussion stimulates 
children to use language to think, remember, reflect, 
and imagine aloud. This builds connections 
in the brain. More important, conversation builds 
relationships. We come to know each other more 
completely when this is a priority.

Conversation helps us to understand our children 
and helps children recognize the perspective 
of others. Even a few words can express complete 
understanding between people who care deeply 
for one another. Its crucial to be seen and accepted 
for who you truly are.

Thats rare outside of the shelter of a loving 
relationship. Philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson 
wrote, To be yourself in a world that is constantly 
trying to make you something else is the greatest 
accomplishment. Perhaps it doesnt have to be 
that difficult after all. The strength to be oneself 
can emerge from a childhood where the self isnt 
masked, tenderness isnt hidden, and acceptance 
is mutual.








Our son was part of a book group that included 
four other boys. I remember one 
time the boys and moms were all sitting 
around talking and one of the kids said 
that if they were in regular school they 
would have been labeled geeks. The 
boys seemed very proud of their supposed 
geekiness and not the least bit 
embarrassed by it.

I felt like I had to put up an emotional 
barrier to keep from getting hurt in public 
school and was always trying to fit in. I 
feel like our kids never felt that pressure. 
They are happy just being themselves.

Lori Scelina
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As we all do, children learn from experience. If a 
boy runs outside without gloves on a snowy day, 
he will quickly recognize the wisdom of going 
back inside to find them. If a girl takes a friends 
toy home without asking permission, she will 
suffer that friends indignation later on. The lessons 
are remembered because they have impact
and meaning for that particular child. No nagging 
about bundling up or excuses for forgetting to return 
a toy have the same impact as cold fingers or 
a friends heated rage. Its when we deprive children 
of the consequences of their actions that we 
short-circuit learning.

Childrens experiences may teach what we 
dont intend. For example, when a child gets his 
way by whining, he learns to perpetuate that behavior 
even if he is chastised for it. Each time a 
busy, distracted parent gives in, the child is being 
taught to continue, even though his tactics 
increasingly annoy his parents. What he is learning 
with each success is that a parents irritated 
voice is often followed by exactly what he wants. 
Hes not only learning to act self-centered, he is 
learning to associate a parents negativity with 
his gratification. Hardly a prescription for family 
harmony. We need to pay attention to what the 
child is learning by noticing the bigger picture. 
Look at situations from the childs perspective. 
After all, we parents have been children before, 
but children have a limited ability to understand 
an adults frame of reference.

A significant portion of childhood experience 
in our society comes in a prepackaged 
format. Some studies find that youth are exposed 
each day to eight and one-half hours 
of screen time, i.e., television, computers and 
video games. We know that young children take 
in content with minimal filtering. They absorb 
media messages uncritically. Most commercial 
media, in both advertising and content, are 
cleverly designed to influence thinking patterns 
and behavior. The emphasis falls toward materialism, 
aggression and superficial thinking. Even 
caring, attentive families find it challenging to 
balance these influences despite limits on the 
use of technology.

Yet balance provides security so that our 
children can actively proceed with the hefty 
tasks of learning, growing and maturing without 
the problems engendered by violent entertainment 
or excessive consumerism.








Life is school. Any time there is something 
in the news, or someone asks a 
question, we explore it. Real life learning 
means that you try to be as well-informed 
as possible in those things that 
interest you or impact on your life.

Karen Pennebaker, West Virginia








Life is learning and learning is life is a 
motto of our familys. We truly believe 
life is your best textbook. You learn 
most by simply living life day to day. We 
can find many math, science, history, 
social, art and more lessons simply by 
walking into the grocery storejust as 
one very basic example. While going 
shopping we may talk about how much 
the food costs and how it works in a 
budget, where various foods originate 
from, how certain foods are looked at 
in various cultures, irradiation, organic 
vs. conventional, the artwork on various 
packaging, marketing strategies and 
more.

Tamara Markwick, California
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Free range learning has parallels to the growing 
movement toward sustainable diets. More and 
more of us seek out the essential nutrients found 
in whole foods. We try to fill our plates with meals 
made humanely and with the least impact on the 
environment. Consumer awareness is the engine 
driving increased demand for organic, locally grown 
foods. The agriculture and food industries arent 
the ones sounding alarms about unsound policies 
that are damaging to human health or the environment. 
No, a flawed system is being changed by the 
concerns of ordinary people. Although there arent 
exact parallels, it is interesting to note that both
agriculture and education systems are divided by 
similar principles: small, local and diverse models 
versus large-scale, top-down, expediency-driven 
models. Learning is an organic process that resists 
mechanistic control. Measurements and codes are 
legislated onto education the same way that agricultural 
regulations are passed. We see education 
sold like an expensive product with no warranty. 
Those who love to teach and those who wish to 
learn can be trapped in such a system.

Thankfully, we can make conscious decisions 
not only about the food we eat but also about the 
sort of education our children receive. We feed our 
growing children wholesome food and encourage 
them to try new tastes because we know their bodies 
are built by what goes into forming each cell. 
Its the same with the elements that build their 
experiences. We want our childrens lives built on 
meaningful influences. What relationships and activities 
each family chooses will be unique. That 
uniqueness is precious. By filling our days with 
what is important to us, we take charge of our own 
lives. We dont have to fit cherished moments into 
the time left after school hours and homework. 
Nor do we have to confine our bodies and minds 
to processed educational materials if we choose 
to find our own way. Beyond the adage, You are 
what you eat, we are also aware that You are 
what you think, feel and do.

We dont want our children left in a system 
that espouses the best ideals but cant possibly 
educate in ways that are relevant to each child, 
each family and each community. Our choices 
matter. Collectively, our decisions may change 
what it means to be educated in the years to 
come, just as current choices by consumers are 
now making the relationship between land, grower 
and life-giving nourishment part of our global 
conversation.








I love the term Free-range Learners! 
Thats just what it is. Looking at any 
baby or preschooler playing or asking
questions will give you a strong impression 
of what free-range learning 
is about. The term also subtly connotes 
that someone is free-range until 
somebody else makes them otherwise. 
The mind may be resilient but it is also 
heavily influenced by the atmosphere 
that surrounds it daily. School teaches, 
out of necessity, that it is more important 
to follow the group than to explore. 
Im not a subscriber to the idea that all 
children, left to themselves, will pick 
challenge over laziness, but I do believe 
that most of us would do better on 
our own with the guidance of a wise,
loving mentor than put into school factory 
farms.

Karen, Texas
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We love every day spent with our kids. 
Life is such a joyous process with kids 
who love to learn, who arent being 
forced or coerced into learning what 
someone else says they need to know. 
And the things they learn stick with 
them! Nothing is quickly learned for the 
test and then promptly forgotten. My 
kids remember it allsometimes to my 
downfall!

Angie Beck, Kansas












Interests in Perspective



No child on earth was ever meant to be ordinary.Annie Dillard








As you and your child search out activities which 
build on interests, youll find the possibilities 
for learning continue to expand. The saying, The 
more you know the more you find out how much more 
there is to know, becomes apparent. One question 
builds on another, and soon a whole world of 
interconnections opens up. Thankfully, parents 
dont need to have all the answers. They sustain a 
childs curiosity best as facilitators. They provide 
a home environment rich with reading materials, 
learning supplies, and ample time for discovery-based 
learning. They support the childs interests 
with resources in the community. And they empower 
the child to find answers.

Perhaps you attend a play with your child 
and shes intrigued by a characters ability in 
swordplay. Afterward, you might check out library 
books and movies based in the feudal era, 
attend a Renaissance fair, visit a display of armor 
at the history museum, try out a few fencing
lessons, whatever seems enticing. Just remember 
to let your childs enthusiasm guide the depth of 
exploration.

Search out related areas only as far as your 
childs interest warrants. Much as you want to 
provide encouragement, you dont want to take 
over and thereby dampen the childs eagerness. 
It is easy to do this unintentionally. To illustrate 
how this can happen, say you become energized 
about a political issue. You watch a few interview 
shows and read an interesting analysis of the issue. 
You enjoy talking to people who share your 
interests, if not your opinions. Those conversations 
are lively. You see how the topic dovetails 
with other issues and want to learn more. You 
may hope to act on it by volunteering to work on 
a local campaign or by e-mailing your legislators. 
Now imagine that someone with the best intentions 
leaps in to help you learn more. You may 
welcome this at first. She discusses it with you,
provides you with relevant articles, and takes 
you to meetings about it. She expects you to 
watch specific documentaries and books on the 
topic. But you begin to feel disengaged. As your 
interest falters, she tells you how much youve 
accomplished while reminding you to appreciate 
her efforts on your behalf. That makes you feel 
self-conscious or manipulated. Then she takes 
you to a day-long event to learn about the history 
of the issue. You are ready to quit. There are 
other things you want to do. The interest has 
become hers and not yours. And thats before 
she asks you to take notes, write a paper, or take 
a test on the subject!








Today, I am more convinced than ever of 
the uniqueness of all children and their 
natural ability to learn what they need to 
know. As support group leaders, we are 
frequently asked to reassure parents 
that, yes, their kids are learning all the 
time, especially when you, the parents, 
are NOT trying to teach them something. 
Teaching can be beneficial, but ONLY if 
the learner requests it.

Ned Vare, Connecticut








I believe that children who are expected 
to want to learn new things will be inspired 
by everything from the newspaper 
to movies to learn new things. My 
younger granddaughter is dyslexic and 
loves books on tape. Her passions are 
ancient history and spooky literature. 
She is also interested in art and architecture. 
I have lots of books on both subjects, 
having majored in art in college, 
and she loves bookseven those she 
is unable to read. She does 4H independent 
projects on historical figures.

My older granddaughter is interested 
in animals. We have used 4H animal 
and veterinary science projects as her 
science lessons, as she is interested in 
learning everything she can about improving 
her herd and agriculture as a 
business. She designs her own spreadsheets 
for record keeping, set up her 
own website and keeps it updated, and 
loves to take her goats to county fairs 
and show them.

Homeschooling gives children the 
opportunity to run with a project. Rather 
than spend minutes a day in each subject 
in school, they can learn and use 
math, science, English, history, etc., all 
at the same time in their research and 
exploration. Children learn to use proper 
English by reading and writing. They can 
learn spelling the same way. Going with 
the flow allows them to proceed at their 
own rate, which is not always possible 
in a public school setting. One child may 
be on a college level in one subject and 
still at middle school level in another; but 
if they are in charge of their own progress, 
they realize that I have to learn 
Algebra if I want to   or ratios and 
percentages are really important when 
figuring out proper nutrition for a dairy 
goat.

Karen Pennebaker, West virginia








Learning is intertwined with meaning that is 
unique to the learner. None of us comprehends or 
remembers in quite the same way as the next person, 
and this very human feature gives us the sort 
of diversity that no computer can match. We dont 
simply take in and store data. We attach meaning 
as we learn. We link new information with what 
we already know. Every second, sensory impulses 
flow to our brains, coloring the moment of learning 
with an imprint that is particularly notable if 
we attach emotional or physical impressions to 
it. Gazing at the constellations with ones family
from the comfort of a blanket on a hillside or 
playing a game while laughing uproariously are 
learning experiences filled with memorable emotion 
and sensory detail.
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Not all emotions help cement learning in 
place. When experiencing anxiety, anger or fear, 
the body produces stress hormones that impair 
comprehension and memory. No wonder so many 
of us resisted forced educational objectives, yet 
learned topics of interest eagerly. As the polymath 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe wrote, I educated 
myself in my own way without adopting any given 
or traditional approach. This allowed me to take 
up every new discovery with enthusiasm and pursue 
the investigation of things I myself had come 
upon. I profited from the useful without having to 
bother with the odious.








You learn all the time but your brain isnt 
processing that youre learning. I think 
thats a good thing. You arent thinking 
oh great, heres another thing I have to 
learn. You think this is cool.

Allison, 14








Im not, never have been, one of those 
highly organized homeschool parents. 
Were very casual, and somehow my 
boys learn in leaps and bounds.

Today my boys decided to construct 
a trap for a squirrel. They think theyll 
catch one and train it to do tricks. Except 
to give permission for tool use, Im not 
involved. I know that if I intruded with 
my opinions or made the project into a 
teaching opportunity that Id rain on their 
parade. I know that theyll end up asking 
me a question or two. Ill just answer, 
not go into more detail than they need. I 
wont try to figure out what theyve gained 
from this project either, even though if I 
were organized Id write down that this 
was a unit study with science and math. 
Above my desk is a quote from John 
Taylor Gatto. The truth is that reading, 
writing, and arithmetic only take about 
one hundred hours to transmit as long 
as the audience is eager and willing to 
learn. The trick is to wait until someone 
asks.

Thats my motto.

Lucia, Ohio








Parents demonstrate by example that learning 
is a lifelong pleasure. When a child sees adults 
in his or her life continuing to develop their own 
skills, the child understands that a persons interests 
can capture the imagination at any age. 
The young person often develops a fascination 
with the same subject as well. An adult and child 
may grow to share a love of sailing, drumming, 
motocross racing or archeology. Even if the child 
moves on to other preoccupations, something 
invaluable has been transmitted. Its like giving 
off a spark. When an adult and child who care 
about one another have an interest in common, 
the child lights up with the importance of that 
shared enterprise.

The lessons learned while sharing a parents 
interests dont always carry over the same way to 
the childs interests. Some children are thrilled that 
their parents are enthusiastic partners in model 
rocket building or movie making; other children
prefer to take the active role and go to adults for 
guidance only as needed. This is a matter of age as 
well as personality. As youth get older, they want 
to take greater charge of their pursuits. The adults 
in their lives can provide support without directing 
or controlling. After all, young people push 
themselves to accomplish their own goals in ways 
their parents might never have considered.
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Our son has become an expert in fields 
his father and I know nothing about.

Olga, Germany






For my oldest daughter, simply having 
time gave free rein to her interests. Of 
course, at the time, we had a TV only 
for video, and had no video games in 
the house. During the school year, she 
spent a fair amount of time doing math 
and writing assignments, but once summer 
hit, look out!

She immersed herself in art, which 
she had no formal instruction in. She 
joined a theater group. She read and 
read and read. She babysat to earn 
money and spent her earnings on materials 
to build a tree house, independently 
seeking out plans and techniques 
before starting. She checked out library 
books on HTML coding and Javascript, 
and put together her first web pages.

Interestingly enough, when she 
chose fields to study in college, none 
of them were the required subjects, 
but instead were extensions of the passions 
she pursued during her free time. 
She majored in web design and theater 
costume design, and got degrees in 
both. Since then, she has also worked 
for a time in a library, and has considered 
getting a graduate degree in library 
science.

Kim OHara, Washington








There are many ways to provide enrichment 
without taking over. Homeschooling parents 
actively seek out books, articles and movies on 
topics of interest and introduce the materials 
matter-of-factly: Oh, I found this tape on deep 
sea diving at the library or Did you know 
theres a cookbook based on the Little House 
on the Prairie books? Often the child shrieks 
with delight at these announcements if they are 
in line with a current learning fad. Other times 
we simply leave these items where the child 
might encounter them: near the computer, in 
the car, by the couch. This is popularly known 
as strewing.

We seed our homes with a variety of learning 
materials. Art supplies, magnifying glasses, 
puzzles, musical instruments, maps, dress-up 
clothes, and microscopes can be important tools 
for children. The world around us is also an essential 
element in learning, so we indulge in field 
trips, hikes, workshops and other programs as 
they suit our needs.

Dialogue is another vital way to open a child 
to new aspects of learning. We answer questions 
and ask about the childs perspective, demonstrating 
that there are many viewpoints and ever 
more enticing things to learn. We also help the 
child find others who share a particular interest 
by seeking out organizations, clubs and perhaps 
professionals in the field who may become mentors.. 
The key is to whet the childs appetite.

Often, young people take control of their interests 
as a natural progression of maturity. For 
example, a homeschool science club formed for 
boys between the ages of ten and twelve initially 
relies on the parents. On the day of science club, 
each hosting parent provides a project and supplies, 
explains the procedure, discusses the science 
behind the results, and provides extra links 
and information. If the project doesnt work, the 
parent helps the boys find out why or search for 
alternative approaches.

As the boys get older, they simply assume 
control of the science club. They look for their 
own projects in advance, often debating among 
themselves the merits of each, and find ways to 
get their parents to agree to permit more ambitious 
undertakings. The boys share responsibility 
for getting supplies. On the day of science club, 
they work on the agreed project together, without 
parental help. If it fails, they look up parallel 
projects. They like to find online videos showing 
new approaches. Then they try again. They often 
strategize between science club meetings. Its 
their own science club now, and they learn more 
on their own.

Its a common perception that children 
should stick with an interest once they have 
begun in order to help them develop the sort of 
staying power necessary for more difficult adult 
challenges. This is true for household chores, 
not for interests. Child development expert David 
Elkind writes in The Power of Play, Children 
may not have a good idea of where their talents 
or passions lie. They may want to take drum or 
guitar lessons but then, after a few lessons and 
often some expense, may decide to stop. We may 
feel that the child has made a commitment and 
needs to keep it. Because we are worried about 
the childs future we think this will set a bad precedent 
in the struggle to learn responsibility  The 
common assumption that commitment transfers 
from one activity to another is wrong.

In other words, permitting a child to stop art 
lessons she once begged to take does not teach
her to be a quitter in the way parents might assume. 
Its helpful, however, to talk over what the 
problems are when the child wants to stop. Sometimes 
there are side issues that can be solved. Its 
also important that a child understands about 
commitment to others before joining a group activity 
such as a team or theatrical troupe. Responsibility 
to others until the end of a game season or 
performing cycle is an important obligation.

Children naturally have extended slack times 
between interests. Sometimes a boy doesnt want 
to act in any more plays even though he always 
loved being on stage, or a girl chooses to skip 
soccer sign-ups just when she seemed to be the 
teams best player. These are times when the child 
needs to incorporate the gains made in growth 
and understanding before charging ahead, sometimes 
toward totally new interests. The hiatus 
may be lengthy. These youth are showing us they 
need time to process, daydream, create and grow 
from within. They need to be bored and resolve 
their own boredom.
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Many long-term homeschooling families notice 
that youth accustomed to self-initiated learning 
really take off in their teen years. Comfortable 
with their ability to find out what they need to 
know, they often look for ways to meet their own 
goals. Some add ambitious job schedules to previously 
unstructured days, others seek out heavy 
doses of academic work of their own volition, still 
others do not appear to be doing educational activities 
in any conventional sense. They are creating 
new pathways for themselves.








Recently my son, Cody, who is 14, 
made the decision to take advantage 
of the Running Start Program through 
our local college. Clark College lets juniors 
and seniors take classes for free. 
In order to do this the kids must pass
an admission test. Part of the test is 
algebra. Cody has two years to learn 
this and a couple of other things. Weve 
never approached algebra, so he asked 
how I could help him learn it. I picked up 
a great pre-algebra book which is a self-learning 
type, Pre-Algebra DeMystified. 
He didnt think that was all he needed, 
so he asked if he could take a class as 
well. I loved that he wanted to do this 
on his own. He was looking at his future 
wants and needs and made the right 
decision.

He loves music. He practices his 
guitar daily and is taking voice lessons 
with a friend. This is also something he 
has done on his own. Another thing is 
comedy. Cody wants to be a stand-up 
comic. The only improv type group here 
is through Christian Childrens Theater 
and Cody would need to take a few of 
their classes before he can be included 
in the group. We simply cant afford their 
prices, so he and I together have started 
a free comedy group. We meet with 
others twice a month. Everyone is invited 
to join in, which was his idea also. 
Although he does get a little upset with 
his five-year-old sister wanting to do everything!

Kim Railey, Washington








Homeschooling teens is much easier 
than younger kids. The kids have the 
tools they need to learn anything and 
to do it mostly independently. My job, 
aside from hauling them to ball practice 
and SCA, is to balance things. In our 
house that means healthy food and no 
phone or screen time till mid-afternoon. 
Im amazed by how my kids learn in big 
gulps. I dont think its in their nature to 
learn a little bit about one subject over 
a period of months in dribs and drabs. 
When they want to know something, 
thats all they do for the day or the week 
or longer. Im okay with the slow periods 
because Ive come to recognize that 
they are learning a lot.

Sarah Brill, New York








My daughter had what I considered a 
very lazy senior year. Except for her job 
at the golf course she didnt do much 
at all. I complained about the papers 
she should be writing and the math she 
needed to catch up on but she didnt 
worry because she was accepted at 
MSU. At the time I figured she needed 
some time to sort herself out before college, 
but I was dreading her freshman 
year because I thought shed be stuck 
in remedial courses. Turned out she 
needed no remedial classes. She got 
As and Bs her first semester and will 
be graduating with honors. Sometimes 
she e-mails me papers she wrote. One 
of them was about her last year at home, 
and reading it I found out she spent a 
lot of time in her senior year rereading 
her favorite books and trying to write a 
novel. I never knew she had any interest 
in that. Shes majoring in international 
finance, so I guess her math skills must 
be strong too.

R.K., Michigan








I look to the older kids from our group for 
inspiration when Im not sure that what 
Im doing with mine will turn out okay. 
These teens are great. They have part-time 
jobs, take early college courses 
and find all kinds of cool programs to 
get involved in. Two of the boys who are 
around 19 started up a business of their 
own a few years ago and now its making 
enough money to support them. I
called to offer a desk we have and found 
out that they have an office in the city 
already.

Unsigned








Honoring a young persons interests goes 
hand in hand with reasonable behavior guidelines. 
The childs right to follow his or her interests does 
not in any way abrogate family or community 
obligations to be respectful of others, to follow
reasonable safety rules, or to act in ways that are 
developmentally appropriate. Nor does it imply 
that all daily activities are based on the childs 
whim. Regular obligations are important. A sense 
of responsibility, along with a feeling of belonging 
and purpose, leads to the development of higher-level 
character traits. Its a balance. The child who 
has the security of limits and the freedom to share 
his feelings is one who can emerge from the cradle 
of childhood with a strong sense of self.
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2. Extend the connection
Continue your own learing, As you progress, establish questions you are unble o resolve on your
wn. These are questions to ask @ resaurce person you have previously contacte. Ask a question ar
0 by mail or email that you have been unable to ansrver through your own reading and investiga-
tion. Inteligent, well-written questions from young people are kel to spark a response. Why? For
several reasons. First, these professionals are often excited about their own field and enjoy talking
about it Second, they are likely to be impressed by a motivated young person who independently
seeks greater expertise. And third, it a tme-honored traditon to pass along knowledge to young
people. That's how humanity progresses. Ifyou don't get an answer, try another of your resource
peopl. I you do get an answer, espond right away with your thanks. Stay in touch, letting this per-
san knavw hor his or her ansvwer helped you continue with your learnng.

3.ask
Finally ask how you can gain more experience. Thisstep may not be necessary. Connections made.
i the fist two steps often naturally lead to helpful and interesting relationships. If not, i’ time to
plead your case Wite a short but carefully constructed leter identifying yousself, your educational
background, your study in tis field and your specifc interest i this persons field. Add that you are
Iooking for experience. Then sk about severaloptions: Askif you might shadavw ther at work. Askif
they would consider taking you on s a volunteer for a e hours a week Ask ifyou mightassist them
it research. Askif they would consider being a mentor: You may also sk the to share your request
‘with othersif they are unable o consider your requestat this time. Rememmbet as a homeschooler you
are aailable a wider range of hours, while ther teens are ordinarily avalable only during the summer
‘months ora few hours afer school. Make sure you can coordinate with a busy person's schedule. And
of course, rememnber o be respecttul and appreciative

‘Working with a mentor is an excellent way to explore your interest, even if the situation is
not what you expected. The research may be dull, the project may ot give you any responsibil
ity, the professional may not give your much time but you are certainly learning as you head in
‘your own direction.
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Nature operates complex systems with awe-
inspiring success. None of these systems
can be fully understood when examined in
isolation, as they function as part of a larger
whole

Any self-organized system, including a
human being, is exquisitely cued to main-
tain cquilibrium. Yet that equilibrium can't
be maintained for long. And that's good. An
averly stable system is rigid, unchanging and
eventually collapses. Even our heart rates
fluctuate unpredictably. Interestingly, the
heart rates of young healthy people are highly
variable. In contrast, the beat of a diseased or
elderly heart is much more regular
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‘We are attuned to minute fluctuations in
our bodies as well as in the world around
us, and we are capable of almost infinite re-
sponses to regain balance. Some of these re-
sponses accur at a level we can't consciously
detect. Other responses are sophisticated
maneuvers by choice. Change or disturbance
at any level functions as a stimulus to create
new options. Each time we are destablilized,
these elegant and complex processes at our
disposal give us ways to regain balance. The
more potential responses we have, the great-
er our adaptability. That means we are per-
feetly suited to expand our leaming infinitely
outward as long as we are not confined to
sameness and inflexibility.

Modeling education on the natural world
makes it more viable. After all, we are living
natural systems ourselves. What principles
are found in sustainable ecosystems? Cross-
pollination, diversity, selfassembly, inter-
dependence, adaptation, balance, and the
undeniable tendency toward beaury. Such
principles sustain and enhance life. These
principles can form the core of a living sys-
tem of education as well. All we need to add
is the very human need for meaning and
love.
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Creating a more heart-centered lifestyle may
be second nature for some of us. This has to
do with being attuned to one’s feelings and
intuitions while remaining sensitive to and re-
speetful of other people. When children are
brought up in this atmosphere, the best in
themselves is called forth. They are empow-
ered to develop strong values and trust their
own perceptions. They can learn to solve
problems without extensive adult interven-
tion. And they don't have to hide their ten-
demess, warmh, enthusiasm and optimism.
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Conventional education separates learn-
ing into hundreds of rubrics or objectives
What can be measured, graded and there-
fore proven becomes the purpose of the
lesson. A parallel can be found comparing,
an orange to a pill. A fresh orange has phy-
tonutrients, fiber, minerals and vitamins
When a person regularly consumes oranges
it's thought these are the essential ingredi-
ents that help promote health. Researchers
have isolated a nurritious flavanone from
oranges called the hesperidin molecule.
These days it is extracted and offered it as
a supplement to prevent diseases. Other
components provided by the fruit, such as
vitamin C and fiber, can be purchased in
separate doses as well. That overlooks the
bigger picture. These isolated compounds
don't work as effectively as the whole fruit
The expense of taking a supplement is pro-
hibitive compared to consuming fruit. And
besides, where is the sensation of cating an
orange bursting with juice? Lost. Divided
into a fraction of the experience in order to
have what has been deemed more valuable,
measurable and effective by some authority
somewhere. Our intuition and our bodies
themselves tell us otherwise if we listen.
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We can emphasize mindful rather than
mindless learning. Show children the way
things interconnect. Answer questions
and raise a few more. This is how we cre-
ate a meaningful education, by welcoming
complesities. Afrer all, life irself i infinitely
complex. An orange gleaming in our hands
reminds us of the untold numbers of people
involved in growing it, picking it, transport-
ing it, and selling it. The bigger picture. A
whole orange leads us back to the orange tree,
which links us to the perfect intersection of
sunlight, water, minerals and microbial lfe
Considering that perfection connects us to
Yet greater meaning
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FIND A MENTOR

1. Wdentify and connect
« Identify resource people via active partcipation. Take part in competiions, summer camp pro-
grams, museum classes and workshops. Read aricles in your feld of inteest and attend lectures.

People you encounter have already shown a willingness to be involved in educating the public when
they judge competiions,speak at progeams and lead lasses. Even i you were only brielly acquainted
it these professionals as a compeition participant orlecture atendee, each time you ae, send
these men and women a letteror email of appreciation and menfion your interest in the same feld.

« Idenify resource people via organizations. Chances ae good that there are professional or nt-
‘working assocations n your rea o interest. Consultsuch groups for information including ouireach
programs. Read newsleters and research put out by the ergaization. Identify members who have
been involved in area projects. Ask i there ae local people you might interview fo your own -
search. Agin, ifyou take part in an outreach program, conduct an interiew, or read an artcl by a
professional, send a ltte or email of appreciation and mention your interest i the same fekd.

* Identify resource people via academia. Look up faculty lstings at nearby universties or esearch
institutions. Check for names of those who have wrtten books or artcls, contributed to blogs or
website, or been recentl interviewed. Do n Internet seatch to check ot thei bios, paying attention
to scholarly aticles they have recently authored. Look those aticles up. You may need o go through
a subscripton database offered by your brary system. I, fo example, you are hoping to asssta sci-
entis in the lab, check out curtent articls to determine if this i the sot of research you would be
iterested in doing. To establish contact, wite a note of appreciaton about either an arice they hive:
written or a lecture you have atended
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A few austerity measures put into place now
are likely to benefit our children in the long
term. How?

* Theyleam to conserve resources and gen-
erate their own fun, as a result narurally
creating a more sustainable future.

« Children feel better about themselves
when their selEimage isn't reliant on what
they own—a personal quality built in fru-
gal houscholds

* Researchers have found that marerialistic
attitudes in children and teens are directly
linked to low selfesteem. Direetly.

* Living more simply teaches our children
that everyone wants things they can’t
have right away, but noticing the desire
doesn't require acting on it. This is a hall-
mark of maturity

* Recall the long-term study of children
who were able to delay the urge to cata
marshmallow at the age of four? It found
that the children who were able to control
their wants grew up to have more friends,
more satisfying jobs, and a reduced risk
of substance abuse.

Clearly, the ability to buy our children the
best things in lfe doesn't benefit them nearly
as much as leamed willpower
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Slowing down means that boredom can be welcome. Recognize that the child who complains of bore-
dom & one who has the blessing offee time. Rather than tuming t0 video games o tlevsion, encourige
your child t experiment with boredom. Lt it ester fora while. For many childrn this feels frustrating at
firs. They are ready to quit and may beg for something to do. But a5 a child goes fnto the heart ofbore-
dom, the experience fels, in the words of one g, “dreamny, as f ' not there ™ That'ferle space. The.
child may range around outside or e on the couch, but gradualy he orshe may come into contact vith
something deeper,a focus that seerns beyond the ordinary realiy. And all ofa sudden inspiraton his, The
child finds something to do tht he or she wouldn't hase thought of  moment before. That inspiration
eouldn't have come from cutside the child.
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These days, parents are urged to boost their
child’s achievement by starting them carly
in activities designed to help them succeed
Pick-up games with kids of all ages from the
neighborhood are replaced with organized
sports. Building a fort, wading in a creck, or
watching bugs on the sidewalk are replaced
with enrichment programs designed to
boost seientifie understanding. The result-
ing heavy schedules cause tension as youth
rush back and forth, with litdle time to enjoy
an unplanned moment. It also unbalances
the family, making the child’s activities more
important than the well-being of the entire
family.

When we allow real learning to unfold,
we actually have more time. Our daily lives
offer the exact sort of hands-on, complex,
open-ended leaming that our children need.
Hours of top-down instruction and carcfully
orchestrated experiences are ot only more
work for us, they are less stimulating experi-
ences for our children.
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Many of us already take part in numerous
activities, both small and large, that build so-
cial capital. It rums out that homeschoolers
are excellent models of community involve-
ment. Using data from the U.S. Department
of Education that included private, paro-
chial, public and homeschooled students,
rescarchers noted that homeschoolers are
hardly isolated. Instead, their families net-
work well and are active in the community.
Homeschoolers and private school families
are the most civically engaged. Research-
ers Christian Smith and David Sikkink con-
cluded, “Indecd, we have reason to belicve
that the organizations and practices involved
in private and home schooling, in them-
selves, tend to foster public participation in
civic affairs .. . the challenges, responsibili-
ties, and practices that private schooling and
home education normally entail for their
participants may actually help reinvigorate
America’s civic culture and the participation
of her citizens in the public square.”
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Respectful, caring conversations are essential to get collsborative efforts going, and ongoing conversa-
tions are essential to maintaning ther. Unlike other species, we humans are able to et otherssee o
ourthoughts, memoris and hopes through language. Comersaton enables us o sort through one an-
other's deas, thereby adancing our own understanding, When we approach a conversation openly we.
find that everyone has something to contribute—a difftent viewpoint, a story, an emotional reacton.
In discussion we find ways o act together for our mutual beneft. That's collaboration.

‘When searching for ways to callsborate

converse with gentle regard for potential diffrences.

discuss the needs of your group and what your group has t offer
discuss the needs of others and what they have to ofer
tisten, branstorm, find common goals
build on these collective ideas
agree 10 eguir conversations so the process can be refined

165 about sharing energy to ereate a more vibrant, enriching community. Yourl find that such
eforts have a way of fmproving things on a greater scale than you might imagine. A gmundswell of
enthusizsm and action can result from posiive input by Just a few people.
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FREE RANGE LEARNING

How Homeschooling Changes Everything

Laura Grace Weldon
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Building connections between youth and
adults in the community is invaluable. It fos-
ters understanding of the working world, per-
haps stimulating interest in a wider array of
carcers. It also goes a long way toward rebal-
ancing the age segregation in our culture

Segregating children in schools is a rela-
tively new experiment. Child development
research shows unequivocally that young hu-
mans are designed to warch and imitate the
actions of those around them. When children
grow up around people of different ages who
are engaged in all sorts of reallife activities
they'll still choose other children as playmates
but will model themselves after those with
more advanced skills and intellecrual matu-
sity. This is how our species has thrived. This
natural process is tumed upside down when
today’s children are limited to others close o
their own age in daycare, school and sports. In
that case, most examples of reasoning, beh:
iorand abiliy they witness are from children at
a similar level of marurity. Rather than choos-
ing role model options from their peers and
media celebrities,our young people can learn
from the talented, caring and motivated people
of all ages right in their own communities.
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Too many children are deprived of normal
challenges. They don't leam early on the con-
nection beween their actions and the conse-
quences of their actions. If a parent helps a
child on and off playground cquipment for
fear of fals, the child is taught that she can’t
trust her own body. If a parent takes over
building a model when a child becomes frus-
trated, the child is taught that he is incom-
petent. If a parent refuses to let a child take
the blame after hurting another child, she is
being taught to avoid responsibility. These
are not the messages the parents intend to
convey. They are hoping to make things safer,
casier and happier for their children. But frus-
tration, embarrassment and a few bruises are
normal and important aspects of growing up.
Attempts to make childhood frictionless are
misguided
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Oftentimes those who have faced trials dis-
cover their own strengths. They may gain a
heightened sense of jusice, compassion or
insight. What is trying or painful may provide
motivation for their life’s work. Sometimes
it’s hard to see that difficulties have any posi-
tive side. We despair at each extra challenge
our children face. It takes a larger perspective
to see that when children grow up with chal-
lenges or life experiences more arduous than
the norm, they are also enabled to develop
different and often more innovarive abilites.
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Children can take steps to help them attain

their dreams. The same steps are helpful

whether the goal is getting a black belt in ka-
1ate or becoming an astronaut.

* Wite down goals. Describe objectives in
detail in order to picture them as a likely
eventuality: Make the aims specific.

* Learn more. Rescarch goals by talking
to people, reading books and magazines,
finding information online and contact-
ing organizations. As children understand
their dreams clearly, they are empowered
to tumn them into reality.

* Develop a personal plan. Determine
what needs to be achieved, such as spe-
cific skills and basic learning objectives
Sketch a rough timetable, keeping youth
in charge of their own progress.

* Notice the effect of focus and persever-
ance. Emphasize positive resuls of per-
sistence. As children grow into young
adults, they are likely to modify or com-
pletely change their ariginal goals, but the
Steps remain the same.
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Studies indicate that adults who were home-
schooled:

* Are more likely to vote, volunteer and be
involved in their communities than grad-
uates of conventional schools,

* Read more books than average.

* Are more likely to have taken college level
courses than the population as a whole

* Tend to be independent and selfreliant.
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10s widely assumed that national test score
rankings are vitally important indicators of
a country’s future. To improve those rank-
ings, national core standards are imposed
with more frequent assessments to determine
student achievement (meaning more testing)
But twisting education to improve test scores
diminishes higher-level skills such as critical
thinking, creativity, problem-solving, initia-
tive and persistence.

Do test scores actually make a difference
10 a nation’s furure?






OEBPS/html/docimages/img60.png
We hear a lot about the damaging effects of
stress. But stress itself is not necessarily nega-
tive. We sce this everywhere around us in
nature, Pressure exerted on any living system
encourages it to develop. In fact, organisms
protected from all stressors stagnate. That's
true of our individual lives as well
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Resulis from interational mathematics
and science tests from a fifty-year period were
compared to furure economic competitiveness
by those countries in a study by Christopher
H. Tienken. Across all indicators he could
find minimal evidence that students’ high
test scores produce value for their counics.
He concluded that higher student test scores
were unrelated to any factors consistently pre-
dictive of a developed couniry’s growth and
comperitiveness

In another such analysis, Keith Baker, a
former rescarcher for the U.S. Department
of Education, examined achievement studics
across the world to see if they reflected the
success of participating nations. Using numer-
ous comparisons, including national wealth,
degree of democracy, economic growth and
even happiness, Baker found no association
between test scores and the success of ad-
vanced countries. Merely average test scores
were cortelated with successful nations while
top test scores were not. Baker says, “In short,
the higher a nation’s test score 40 years ago,
the worse its economic performance ...” He
goes on to speculate whether testing iself
may be damaging to a nation’s future.
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Once children are immersed in one thing they
suddenly find interrelated aspects fascinaring.
They branch out from one query to many. As
they comprehend, they make connections ex-
tending in all dircetions.

‘Sometimes they take a full-bore approach,
incorporating everything they encounter as
they learn. Parents may be amazed by how.
relenless their children can be in the pursuit
of topics related to an interest. Children ask
questions, explore, imagine and experiment
as they map out the world around them
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Ensure that children make regular decisions
about spending, saving and donating. As with
other learning experiences they need the op-
portunity to think through their choices,
‘make mistakes and try again

You might choose to create three budget

categories (long-term savings, short-term sav-
ings, donations) with your child. Between
you, decide on a percentage of money for
each category. If the child decides to change
the percentage or the amount when his or her
income fluctuates, recalculate.

1

Long-term savings. This can be for the
child's distant future (college, trip to Bra-
2il, first car) or significant expenditures
in the next year or two (aptop, pet, sum-
mer camp). Look up charts showing how
interest accumulates with different strat-
egles including CDs, mutual funds and
savings accounts. Then decide where to
keep long-term savings

Short-term savings. This is money the
child wants available for purchases (movie
tickets, toys, snacks).

Donations. Some families pool donation
money and allow a different child each
‘month to choose a charity, Other families
encourage the child to save for a charity
of particular personal meaning
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Research bears out the wisdom of giving chil-
dren responsibility in their carliest years. Lon-
gitudinal studies starting in the late 10305
followed men from young adulthood until
death. Only one factor stood out as a predic-
tor of adult happiness and stability: having
chores in childhood. The men who helped
out with regular tasks starting at a young age
were also likely to enjoy good mental health
later in life. This fact held true even though
the men in the study had very different lives
Some were affluent Harvard graduates, others
were impoverished inner-ity residents
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What ways would you would like to:
« Network with others?

+ Create leaming opportunifies?

« Enich your community?

Consider

+ Senior Knowledge Bank: Perhaps your neighborhood clock repair expert would lik to pass on
skills to the newest generation, and a world ravelr s eager o share stories of adventures. Some-
where nearby ae soldiers, dancers, astronomers and storytellers who can share ther gifts with
children n a situation of mutual respect. The definition of senior” does't have to be age, ust
the marurity of an advanced perspectie. Put together an application explaining your idea and
requesting information from interested community members,then leave copies at senior centers,
churches and Hbraries. Once you have a few applicants, start setting up programs for youth—
apprenticeships, worlshops or classes o best use the skl offred.

+ Street Play Day: Why nat seck a permit t close off your street for the afternoon? Put fiers in
everyone's door (not ust homes with children) and invite ther o play. Plan ahead to have plenty
of lemenade and supplics. Get folks involved who want to play old games like stckball, marbles
and hopscotch. Bring out tables and chairs so neighbors can sit down for cards if they aren't up
o actve play Innovate. Consider a huge chess game using live playing pieces, or a game of hot
potato using actual potatoes.
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Although work is valued largely for its mone-
tary worth, work is a pursuit that has inherent
worth, even pleasure. I’ the artitude brought
1o the task, whether shoveling manure or per-
forming a sonata, that elevates its meaning.
When our children spend time with adults
wha hold different jobs, they have the op-
portunity to develop a mature artitude about
work When youth work alongside adulis both
at home and in their communities, they have
the opportunity to see the honor that exists
in doing a job well, no matter f it consists of
pushing a broom or designing a better broom.
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sklls Clinics: Although many communities offer adult education classes, there are hun-
dreds of ather skilled peaple who can teach what they knaw. Organize a regulr day set aside:
for city-wide workshaps. The lumber yard could offer mini-woodworking sessions, the auta
repair shop could give troubleshooting pointers, the fitness center could set up an agility
course. Best ofall, regular individuals could have space available in community buildings to
offer workshops and demonstations. Try proposing the idea to the commaunity affirs coor-
dinator of your city.

Parking Lot Quilt: Get permission (i writing) to decorate a parking lot with washable pain. It
could be the lot use by you church, a nearby park or ity hall. Have on hand plenty of paint—
the powdered fype you mix with water s ofien nexpensive. Ask participants to biing brushes and
empry containers for smaller amotns of paint. Mark off the ot with sidewalk chalk into squares
ora crey quilt of shapes) and assign each person (or team) a section to paint. It can be themed
or free foral. If passersby stop to marvel invie them to oin in! Afrwards celebrate the at proj-
ect with group photos and refreshments.

Everyone's College: Meet with the publi relations department of a nearby college or univer-
sity. These instiutions of higher learning are eager to promote positive community fnteraction.
Propose that they coordinate a learning co-op with homeschoolers during the day, enrichment
classes during afterschool hours, or mixeclage classes that permit everyone from children to se-
iors 1 attend. The beneft to the college? You are not requesting busy professors’ time, you are:
asking for college students to do the teaching. The college knarws that thei students will develop
a broader knowledge base by teaching others. Professors could simply announce to thelr classes
that they'd provide extra credit toward a grade ifa student was villing to teach a session, work-
shop or hands-on demenstration at “Everyone’s College.”
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The eriteria for academic success isn’t a di-
rect line to lifetime suceess. Studies show that
grades and test scores do not necessarily cor-
relate to later accomplishments in such areas
as social leadership, the arts, or the sciences.
Grades and tests only do a good job at pre-
dicting how well youth will do in subsequent
academic grades and tests. They are not good
predictors of success in realife problem solv-
ing or career advancement.
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Homeschooled children have more opportu-
nity to regularly and actively socialize with
many different peaple in their communities
Research backs that up, also indicating that
homeschoolers engage in more extracurricu-
lar activities than their schooled counterparts.
In fact, studies show homeschoolers ahead
in socialization skills. This may be duc to a
number of factors, including more one-on-
one time with adults and a wider range of role
models than is found in the peer culture typi-
fied by school
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Food Choices Linked To Behavior and Learning

Every cellin our bodies is made up of what we eat and drink. Heavly processed products contain a

‘number ofingredients that have more to do with the chemistry of shelf e and consumer appeal than

they do with the sortof tre nutritonal value found in food. Even whole foods may not supply what

we need. According to USDA data, random samples of fruits and vegetables now show 26 percent
less caleium, 36 percent Less iron and 20 percent less vitamin C compared to 1075, This s linked to
conventional farming methods that deplete the soi. In contrast, organic farming methods result in
improved nurent levels. And children earing organic dies show significantly lower pesticide residue

i their bodes. This is direetly relted to health, behavior and leaming,

+ Resticide residues found in blood samples are six times higher in children eating conventional
food compared o those eating arganic food.

+ According tothe National Academy of Sciences, chemicals are up 1o ten times more toxic o chil
dren than adluls relative o body weight,since children have developing brains and are less able
0 detaxiy their bodies

+ Fifty-percent ofa childs Hfetime cancer risk i accumulated in thefirst two years of i according
o the EPA.

+ The FDA reports that halfof all conventional prodce contains measurable pesicide residue and
the US. Centers for Disease Control acknowledges that a main source of a child's pestcide ex.
posurets food,

+ Halfof allinecticide used in the U'S. is organophosphate pesticdes (OF). Now, 05 percent of al
Americans tested have OP residue in their blaod according to the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Servies, The levels of OP found in bloed sumples are twice as high i children as aduls,
O is linked o developmental delays, hyperactviy,learning disabiltes, behavior disorders and.
‘motor dysfuncrion.
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Media Choices Related to
Self-Perception

Young people can’t help but be influenced
by media of all kinds. Wealth, leisure and ex-
treme attractiveness s presented as the norm
in popular culture. This distorts reality, ofen
causing youth to make negative assumptions
about themselves. That can lead to damag-
ing behavior. For example, studies show that
the more often teen-aged girls read beauty
and fashion magazines the more likely they
are to engage in dangerous forms of dieting.
Over half of all teenage girls regularly read
such magazines. Boys too find that the pow-
erful, muscle-bound men portrayed in mov
ies, magazines and video games negatively
affect their body image and selEworth. From
the carliest years we can help our children
by making wise media choices. And we can
teach them to apply critical thinking (see
Chapter Eleven), enabling them to balance
the messages of popular culture with realis-
tic perceptions
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Many of us are quite proficient in areas our
own parents knew little about. Something
about chemistry or fly-fishing or cooking in-
trigues us. We may not know why. What we
do understand is that the mastery has a flavor
all its own when gained by our own initiative
It s strong and distinctive. It is ours. A wise
parent allows a child the honor of awning his
or her passions
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‘The complex process of leaming is beautifully
intertwined with the growing child’s urges
to explore, interact, ask questions, try new.
things, and scek time to reflect. The child
isn't aware why she wants to help Grandpa
in the workshop or wade in puddles, she only
knows how strongly she wants to do these
things. The child longs to do these things,
in part, to incorporate greater understanding
and higher-order skills. Childhood is a time
of major neuroplasticity, when thought and
action actually change the brain’s functional
anatomy. Adults often intrude with activities
they deem more worthwhile or safe. But the
activities imposed by adults may provide a
great deal less for the child from a develop-
mental standpoint. Parking children in front
of awildife documentary or sending them off
to organized sports practice may seem advan-
tageous, but not f these things do not flow.
from or sustain the child's interest.
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There’s an element of uncertainty involved in

education. An analogy can be found in art

A painter approaches the canvas, but rather

than push himself to begin, he pauses, allow-

ing impressions and sensations to fill him

When he surrenders o the process, he is

ready. Then he is able to forget himself and

bring forth the waiting image. These same

steps work as we encourage learning

1. Embrace the possibilties

2. Step back slightly, allowing the leaming
situation to unfold.

3. Remain present without exerting undo
control over the outcome.

4. Be comfortable with what is unmeasurable.
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We don't have to have all the answers. In fact
supplying too many ready-made answers can
impair the scarch that remains perennial even
for fervent believers. Each of us longs fora per-
sonal understanding of our place in the world
and the purpose of our own existence. This
yearning can be particularly intense in the
teen years, a time of doubt and self-scruiny.
Doubt itself is an important part of growth
Those who have gone through prolonged pe-
tiods of doubt have often discovered stronger
faith or deeper meaning as a result.
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‘Many schools now require teens to loga certain number of volunteer hours. Homeschool volunteer-
ing s more lkel to be selFiniated. The difference s that you won't have a school offcal acting asa
latson on your behalf so you may have to make more concerted efforts 1o get a coveted community.
service pesition. Are you having difficulty landing the volunteer spot you want? You may need to be
proactive, There are ways to prove one’s potential. First garher evidence:

“ Why do you want to volunteer? Amass some tlking poinis about your interests and concerns.
Imagine yourself answering questions as if you were in b nterview.

+ Do you have skills to offer? What you consider ordinary abliis may be special talents t0.a par-
icular agency. For example, you may find it easy 1o explan o seniors how to load an iPod oryou
‘may find it fun to walk dogs. Talor the abilites you are offeing ta the type of organization you
want o help.

+ Who can vouch for you? Considerasking your scout leader pan teacher religlous eader orother
adult atest to your relsbili:

+ When are you available? Remember that you may have more avorable hours to offer than youth.
in school ifyou can help during the weeky:

+ Are you eager to help in any way? Emphasize your willingness to pitch in with any reasonable
ask.

Now find a way to communicate this evidence when you request a vounteer position. You may

be ready to go in for an interview once you've thovght through these toplcs. You may want t0 go a

step farther. You can write up a resume and enclase ltters of recommendation. You can film a proma

video starring you, featuring the benefits oftaking you on as a volunteer Or find a way to help out the.
organization such as writing about them in a leter o the local newspaper, then approach them fora
volunteer pesition.
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Austin, Kesley and Sunny White found a commitment to service in an unusual way. 4s siblings do,
they got into arguments with each other. As mothers do, Jenn White tumed a problem into a lerning
opportunity.

“We sat down with our Mom ane day and did the math. Our Mom would take five minutes each.
time we would bicker, and multiply that by each week, and then multply that by each month, and
then again by each year We found that we would spend 448 hous of cur childhood bickering in a
year, When we heard that number we were shocked! We said to ourselves, “What have we done for
other people in that amunt of ime?” “What have we done for ourselves n that time?” “What have we.
done for the world in that ime?”

So our morm gave us an assignment. An assignment to change our prioriis. An assignment to
be selfless. And an assignment to make up fr the 448 hours we have spent bickering, However long
it takes, we will be giving back to our community, our world, 448 hous worth of service.”

Jenn White says there’s “overwhelming humantarian aid right here in the US .. from the
souls of other families who care ... So we pray, we fundraise, we ask, we seek, we knock, so
that we can help ... In doing so we realize our own potential, our own tools, our own way of
helping.”
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The freedom to fill our days meaningfully and
in the dircction of our interests stimulates ex-
pertise. Research continues to indicate that
practice is a greater factor in achicvement
than talent. The highest levels of mastery in
fields such as athletics, computer science and
the arts are reached when individuals have
put in 10,000 hours of practice, performance
and play. These hours are nearly impossible
for today’s schoolchild, while a morivated ho-
meschooler can easily spend a few hours each
day at golf, physics or dance. Their time may
resultin conventional success in those fields,
or the kind of self-discipline and satisfaction
that simply cannot be measured by society’s
limited definition of success.
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In Ratsing SclfReliant Children b a Sdfndudgent World, H. Stephen Glenn and Jane Nelsen contrast
‘parenting behaviors. Some behaviors build trust and selrelance, while athers are unintentional bar-
Hers o st and selErefance.

The barrers?
+ Making limiting assumptions about chidren, often for our own expediency. Such attitudes mply;
acconding to Glenn and Nelsen, “What you were yesterday is all 1wl allow you to be today:

* Steppingn to rescue them or explain things instead of allowing thern t wonder fiure things out
and come up with their wn solutions. When a child has diffculty, parents assume they should
help or provide answers, but the consequence s often achild who needs more help next ime.

* Directing and controlling, sometimes down to every detail, rather than inviting partcipation,
ideas and cooperation. Atany age, the desire [or independent action isstrong, When children are
overly directed, chancesare they willreact with frustation, resistance or aggression.

+ Imposing unrealisic standards instead of encouraging capabiliies, When standands are well be-
‘yond the childs abii it can make her eel unaccepted or inadequate.

+ Expecting achild to understand an adul’s perspective while orgeting what t el e o be a i,

The builders?

+ Checking, Instead of ssuming, ask 1o find out what is needed for the situation at hand. Rather
than assuming.a child will forget a coat and hat and directing him to take those things, check in
with him by asking what he'll need or what weather he'll be fcing during the day: Ithe chooses
0 skip a hat and lter regrets his decision, chances are he will remember it next time. Instead of
reacting t0: perceived error,ask, “How do you think we can handle this?to initate dilogue.

+ Exploring. Allow children to deal with experiences directly. Encourage them to reflet on the
experience. Don'tlead them toward any particular answe, but demonsrate your belief n their
resourcefulness and problem-solving abliis

+ Encouraging/Insiting. Children are responsive to the needs of others when their cooperation is
solicied and their input is seen as an asset

+ Celebrating. Recognize small achievements, show appreciation, and remain positve about incre-
‘mental success rather than pointing out negatives. This helps to build optimistc children.

* Respect. When we show respect [or a childs perceptions, experiences, ideas and the growing
knowledge gained through mistakes and problem solving, we demonstrate our belief in the
‘unique value of allindividuals.
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David Dalrymple, a 15-year-old student at MIT's Center for Bits and Atoms, wrote an
essay for World Question Center at wwwedge.org from which this is excerpted with
his permission

Belore 1 entered college, 1 had never been enolled in a school. Some of my education was pro-
vided by books, magazines, museums and the like, but I feel the most useful was provided by
technology:

Iwas inthe first generation to grow up with the Web as a fact of e, and made use of line ref-
erences and search engines every day to esearch topics in which I'd become interested. From carly
childhood, many of my questions were answered by a mix of university websites, ac-supported
niche reference worls, and chariable individuals sharing their own personal knowledge with the
world

‘When 1 was 7, | ematled a scence consultant whenever 1 had a question that I couldn' find a
ready answwer for on the Web—questions such as “Why don't the passengers in the Concorde heara
sanic boom?” and “Where can 1 find the Bohr model of every chemical lement?* In 1999, during the
week of my 8th birthday, 1 used email to frst contact the author of a book I realy iked, When Things
Start to Think; who happened to be Neil Gershenfeld, now my faculty advisor I probably would't
have bothered to wite a formal leter, 5o if email did't exist, my educational wgjectory would have
been entirly different. 1 was also mentored from many miles away by Ray Kurzweil, in a series of
conversations enabled by email; this was another major influence on my life.
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‘Computing is also a creative tool: it can be used to wiite essays (lke this one), produce works
of at (e sold fractalbased at at local estval), and wiite computer programs. Programming fasci-
nated me fom  very carly age, but it wouldn't have kept my interestLong if  didn't have access to a
computer. 1 think tht my experiences n progrmming may have been the mest influential in my in-
tellctual development: problem-solving and criical thinking are rewarded, math skillsare enforced,
and I even wiote programs to help teach me things, ke an arithmetic il 1 wrote in LOGO atage 5.1
was also geatly aided throughout my college education in computer sence by my carler elfguided
learning of many of the same concepts. Whereas I was taught 8 programming languages in college,
Ive leamed over twice as many others on rny own, and those were some of my most valusble and (so
fa) useful leamming experiences.

Seymour Papert's constructionist theary best explains my personal experience with education:
“Constructionism s buil on the assumption that children will do best by inding (‘shing) for thern-
selves the specifc knowledge they need. Organized or informal education can help most by making
sure they are supported moraly, psychologically, materially, and intllectualy in thei efforts.™

Medta artist Toshia I, who was Artistin-Residence at San Francisco's Exploratorium and
wrote the video game Electroplankton, told a story that his mother took away all his toys when he
was a small child and told him that he could only play with toys he made himself. I credits that
‘moment asa turning point n his lf: from passive to actve, consumer to creator. I'm optimistic that
i the future, education will not take place in centralized Houses of Learning, plces where students
listen o lectures and then answer questions about thern; that education will take place at construc-
tion stes,inart studic, in compuring centers: plces where useful and creative things are done. '
optimistic that it will be a more usefl and creative educarion that wil produce more useful and cre-
ative people that will contribute, in turm, to a more useful and creaive socity.
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yare not the center
of attention. Instead, they want to center their
own atention. They leam by watching, imi-
tating, helping and doing for themselves. I's
best if adults don't overly focus on a child's ef-
forts because the child wans to be part of the
process, not the sole reason for the process,

I¢s narural for children to be drawn to
people whose activities are competent and
purposeful. If the only adults a child sces tend
o't in front of a television or computer after
along day away, the child doesn't have acivi-
ties to model. If, instead, people in the child’s
life engage in activities such as gardening,
making repairs, preparing food, talking with
friends, practicing music and so on, the child
has enlivening examples of adulthood.
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When children initiate leaning, they are
ready. Motivated. If a child could describe
what the state of curiosity feels like, chances
are it would have something to do with highly
focused energy. Thar's why children whose
curiosity is thwarted so often get in trouble,
intentionally or otherwise. That frustrated
energy is secking an outler. Curiosity is akin
to awe, a sense of enhanced aliveness. To
staunch it repeatedly is to snuf out the won-
der that accompanies it
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One periodical, The Journal of College Admis-
sion, reports that homeschooled students are
not only well prepared for college, they also
have developed distinctive qualities. Joyce
Reed, associate dean of Brown University,
comments, “They 've learned to be self-di-
rected, they take risks, they face challenges
with total fervor, and they don't back off.” The
article also noted that Stanford University
admission officers are impressed by the high
incidence of a trait they call “intellectual vital-
ity” among homeschooled students and link
it to the prevalence of selfteaching,
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We want our children to use critical think-
ing every day. Itwil help them to reason clearly
in relation to science, history, literature, curtent
events—a whole spectrum of subjects. They Il
be well suited to rely on it when they are faced
with risky decisions and to apply it throughout
theiradultlives. In fact, an association has been
found benveen a person’s reasoning skills and
the quality of his or her personal choices. Low.
abiliy to think through hypotherical situations
is coelated with poor personal decisions, such
as serious debr or llegal behavior. Interestingly;
good decision-making doesn't necessarily go
along with intelligence. Smart people can have
very poor aitical thinking skis. However the
skill can be developed
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‘When children complain of boredom, there’s
no need to provide them with endless distrac-
tions. Distraction is the problem. Constant
activity and entertainment provided by some-
one other than the child isn't normal. It may
be common today, but it doesn't rouse the
‘growing mind, body and spiri to develop the
depth found beyond distraction.

At the heart of boredom is a kind of dis-
comfort, often with oneself. An itchy, icky, I
don't want to feel this way another second sort
of fecling Boredom can be scen as a bound-
ary, a line of demarcation between what is
comfortable and what is unknown. The feel-
ing of discomfort is an inner signal to pay
auention. Children who rarely experience
boredom know this boundary line. They
recognize the tingle of possibility that lies
here. This is where imagination lives. Some
children think quictly, some ask questions,
others run around. They are letting ideas
rush in. Then play or introspection or art
begins.
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Sometimes children gulp in learning and at
other times they seem to be fasting, preparing
for another step in their development. The
child doesn't understand the process. The
adults in the child's life don't cither. Yet they
do know a hunger must be fed. And by their
loving attention they also help the child find
balance, meaning and belonging
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We can encourage children to stay with
discomfort when they complain of boredom
We can explain that it’s a signal to cross over
into imagination. A personal signal and there-
fore no one else’s responsibility to solve. The
way to that other side is to welcome the fecl-
ing of discomfort, stay with it, and do noth-
ing at all. Not long after they e accepted that
they're bored forever, an idea will appear, like-
ly more than one idea

Distractions short.circuitthis process,
but we all use them. Distractions are casy.

They keep us from accessing our inner lives,
Most of us spend several thousand hours a
year watching television, a few. thousand
hours mre on the computer. Leaming at a
young age that one doesn't have to resort im-
mediately to distraction adds dimension and
depth to a child’s character that can sustain
imagination for life.
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This also true for homeschoolers. A pi-
lot study of child-led learing among home-
schoolers focused on when and how reading
ability was attained. Similar methods among,
parents interviewed for the study were not-
ed. Their overriding goal was to foster a love
of reading, so parents followed the child’s
signs of readiness and any instruction was
provided with careful attention to the child’s
response. Parents also read aloud to their
children every day, often for hours. The
study’s authors, Karen Keys and William
Crain found that many children received
litcle or no systematic teaching yet read at or
above age level by cight years old. Those who
were not reading at age level by cight years
old tended to catch up by age eleven. Keys
and Crain reported, “almost all the children
in our samples—whether they were reading
below, at, or above grade levels—seemed to
be fulfilling their parents’ main goal with re-
spect to reading: they enjoyed reading very
much.”
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A study conducted in the 1930s followed
children who received formal reading in-
struction at different ages. Initially the carly
readers had an advantage when tested, al-
though that disappeared by fourth grade.
By their teens a more significant difference
emerged. The children who were taught to
read later were more spontaneous and en-
thusiastic readers than those taught earlier
Recent research echoes these results. Three
studies by New Zealand researcher Sebastian
Suggate found that students taught to read
when they are five years old have no greater
advantage than those who learn to read a few.
years later. “Because later starters at read-
ing are siill learning through play, language,
and interactions with adults, their long-term
learing is not disadvantaged. Instead, these
activities prepare the soil well for later devel-
opment of reading,” Dr. Suggate says.
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Confronting today’s serious issues in medi-
cine, business, ecology, justice, transportation
and dozens of other areas requires a broader
concept of what it means to be educated. The
long era of the educated knowing more than
the uneducated is over. In an age of digital
information, this is more a matter of access.
‘When education is weighted toward measur-
able outcomes, the meaning of learning is
diminished. True education has more to do
with nurturing critical thinking, innovation
and lifelong openness to leaming,
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There is no exact prescription for raising a
child. Each child, each simuation is different.
We provide them with shelter and nurtur-
ance, and with our loving guidance we help
them discover the confounding, glorious
clamor that is the world beyond. What our
children make of their lives is ultimaely their
own doing.
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Few young people have clear indications of
their gifis. Most have multiple abilities. A sin-
gle true calling is rarely anyone’s lot in life, as
itis for a legendary artist or inventor. Instead,
amix of ready potential waits, offering a life of
balance among many options. Education em-
phasizing the child’s particular strengths al-
lows that child to flourish, no mater if those
gifts fall within mainstream academic subjects
or broader personal capacities. Traits such as
a highly developed sense of justice, the knack
for getting others to cooperate, a way with
animals, a love of organization—these are of
inestimable value, far more important skills
than good grades on a spelling test.
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Critcal thinking is one of the most important
abilities to master: It has to do with evaluating
persuasion and determining how to persuade
others. It's an invigorating process that can
summon the bestin us. Our grandparents may
have called it “common sense” butit s acrally
a complex and highly developed group of skils
Foremost it demands reason and reflection. But
many other factors are required which help us
develop strength of mind and character These
include being fair-minded, honest, curious,
slow to judge, comfortable with ambiguity will-
ing to change conclusions, logical, persistent,
able to face and overcome personal biases, and
able to extrapolate based on data.
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“The accelerating rate of change doesn't mean that we shouldn't incorporate the best of ancient wis-
dom. 4 previously noted, most of humanity's time on earth took place during the hunter-gatherer
era, before the advent of griculiure. Anthropologists afirm that coperation, not aggression, was es-
sential for the development of lnguage, healing art, food collection and salety. Our ancestors lived
in small bands, maintaining close tes with the same people throughout fe Theirchildren were given
‘purposeful rols. Their lives were rich with story, itual and song, Each person was inextricably con-
nected to the seasans and forces of nature. While ciilzarion has altered our lives, our bodies and.
temperament have not changed from this era. We have the same need for closeness, cooperatin,
cannection to nature, story, song and meaning, We cannot forget o incorporate these important el
‘ments from deep in our collecive hstory into our ever-unfolding future.
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‘A significant threat to homeschooling rights s the way the word “homeschool” s being co-opted for
‘it We base homeschaoling on what works best for our families. Our daily life experiences help
s to selfcorrect. We rely on our awn values to guide us. In this way we live in elaton to what has
‘meaning for us. Each of us is centered in the everchanging relity that s our unique homeschooling,
family. Our choices, feely made,give homeschooling credibilty.

‘When govemment or corporate enfiies promote the word “homeschool” it tends to mean some-
thing enirly different. Increasingly, parents are offering “homeschool” options by thei school districts
asif ther famifes have greater selfdeterminarion than ever before, but thatis harly the defniton of
iberty. Real freedom means determining whatour options are n the first place. Tracing this route back to
‘who profis and why they profit isn'tin the scope of this discussion. Suffice o say that people are casily
lured by the concept of choice even when careful examination demnstrates that the socalled options
sill ake away the child'sself determination and the famly’s autonomy. In many states -schools, cyber
schools, voucher programs and charter schools are termed *homeschooling” yet students are required
1o follow a mandated curriculum under the supervision of a teachet The school district or a private
company receives reimbursement for providing these services. This is not homeschooling, We cannot
‘pemitentrepreneurs sellng eucarion as a product through aur school distrits to co-opt ou hard won
freedoms or use the term *homeschooling.* We must continue to define homeschooling for ourseles.

N mater what changes are made to the educational systems in our wider culnure, the right to
‘homeschool must be protected. This i the oldest and most successful form of learning known o
‘mankind. 105 also the most natural form of earning, Children playing,leaming and growing up vith
close family ties in a community where they gain experience amang peaple of al ages—this is how
nearly every one of our ancestors leamed. This works. Learing docs not have 1o be regulated and.
Iegislated. It does not have to be a for-profit venture. If we doryt defend homeschooling, urright to
define homeschooling for ourselves can be lost
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As homeschooled youth go forth into the
world as confident, self-directed adults their
experiences begin to shift the cultural mind-
set. It becomes ever more evident that leam-
ing is a natural process that does not require
coercion or stratification. In this way home-
schooling can improve the educational milicu
for all children whether in school or not.
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Education as it has been perpetrated on chil-
dren the last few hundred years places value
almost exclusively on the intellect;in fact, em-
phasizing one hemisphere of the brain over the
other. When rational and analytical functions
are elevated in importance over al else, we cf-
fectively devalue emotion, intuition, creativity;
physicality—indeed the whole person. Clearly;
suppressing body, heart and soul in favor of the
intellect is not a good idea. A cursory look at
the state of the planet will convince anyone that
ahead-based approach hasn't been working It
scems to have caused many of the problems
in the first place. All the obedient, high-test-
scoring students our schools churn out haven't
solved the big crises that face humankind. As
Benjamin Franklin said, “The definition of in-
sanity is doing the same thing over and over,
and expecting different results.”
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Homeschooled children are more likely to
ignore distinctions like grade level and abil-
ity when making friends. In part this is an
outgrowth of the homeschooling community
where events are typically multi-aged. It's
also due to differences among the children
since they develop skills on more individual
timelines and experience less peer pressure
to“ficin.”
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Direct learning comes alive. Principles of ge-
ometry and physics become apparent while
children work together figuring out how to
stack firewood. They develop multiple lay-
ers of competence as they solving tangible
problems. Their bodies are flooded with sen-
sation, locking leaming into memory. Such
experiences develop a stronger foundation for
working with abstract postulates, theorems
and formulas.
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Although homeschoolers often have strongly
held opinions on religion, types of instruction
and parenting styles, with minimal effort we
can still find common ground with one an-
other. Despite the cross-currents of different
politieal and corporate agendas that influ-
ence our growing demographic, we are simply.
families dedicated to what we believe is best
for our children. Treating cach other with re-
spect is basic human decency. This also dem-
onstrates to our children a ait necessary to
create a more livable society.
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Everything about natural settings, from the
vitamin D provided by sunshine to the aural
pleasures of wind and rain, has an impact be-
yond our conscious awareness. Even simple
dirt holds a clue to happiness. A specific soil
bacterium has been found to increase sero-
tonin in the brain and improve mood. This
soil bacterium is so common that we can get
a dose of it from hiking in the wild, working
in the garden, o cating fresh produce.
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Homeschoolers aren't limited to support
group meetings and newsletters. Connecting
with others has never been casier.

* Search for or generate forums easily
using services such as Yahoo! Groups
hitp://groups.yahoo.com or Google
Groups htp:/groups google.com to set
up calendars, share files, post informa-
tion and develop plans.

* Use social network sites such as face-
book com, ning.com and 360.yahoo.com
to facilitate lvely interactions.

* Share experiences and generate interest
in activities by blogging.

* Combine efforts to provide educational
tours, trips and other events through
field trip co-ops

* Coordinate your own actvities with
friends, neighbors and family:

Regardless of the method used, it's sim-
ple to create groups of any size devoted to ex-
ploring the wide range of options available to
families looking for enrichment
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Few things can tweak a person's selaware-
ness like parenthood. Raising children takes
us beyond physical, emotional and spiritual
comfort zones. Just when we feel we have ad-
justed to a phase the child is going through,
anew stage begins. It’s a continual process
of adjustment for parent and child. Fam-
ily lfe involves sacrifice and energy that we
could not imagine before these small people
entered our lives. And unil we became par-
ents, we could not conceive of what we, as
individuals, would mean to our children. To
a very young child, a parent is the definition
of what it means to be person. No matter how.
old that child becomes, the expression of hu-
‘manity witnessed in the earlest years contin-
ues to resonate in his or her lfe
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Any time our right to homeschool is threatened by truant offcers, school officials court flings or
other constaints our response needs to be careful and considered. Since we are a Hrtle understood
‘minoriy it i best if we have established  firm foundarion to support .

+ Remain apprised of state aws and comply to the best o your ability n a timely manner without
exceeding the requirements,

+ Consider composing a fimily homeschooling mission statement. Change it cver time as your ide-
als and goals evolve. This exereise helps to clariy what you value, putting the emphasis on the
bigger pieture. It also exits s proof of your longstanding and engoing shared fmily goals,

* Maintain good records for your own use. These records can include photos; brochures and fliers
from places vistted; lists of favorte bocks, movies, games and websites; samples of at, wrting,
‘math and other work; notations from a daybook or calendar about daiy activiies your own ob-
servations

+ Use educationl terms to describe your activiies to those who are concemned. No matter your
style of homeschooling, ths provides assurance that you are following an educarional plan and
tracking your child's progress.

* Develop supportive reationships with other homeschoolers through groups, forums and activi
ties,Learn from one another’s experiences if problems arise.

+ Join grassraots erganizations. These are groups made up and run by unpaid homeschoolers mak
ing decisions together,working to maintin homeschool freedoms regardless of eligious or plit-
cal diffrences. Avoid groups promoting alegal agenda, as such efforts tend o backfire and cause:
increased government oversight and regulation,

* Ifyou face acustody issue or ther courtrelated challenge, make every effort to use mediation or
ther negotiated armangement rather than resort o more adversarial ltgation.
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