Excerpts from Teach Your Own by John Holt & Patrick Farenga

How to Get Started

{What is Homeschooling Like?}

There are as many ways to homeschool as there are families who do it. Indeed, many families discover that what helped one child learn to read or do math doesn't automatically help other children learn, so it is difficult to say for certain, "Homeschooling is like this for everybody..." In general, many parents prefer to start teaching the way they were taught, using regularly scheduled classes and textbooks, and gradually adapting their programs to suit their children's interests and abilities. Shifting away from textbooks to primary source materials and real life experiences, they draw on other mentors or classes in the community.  Some families prefer simply to do "school at home", duplicating school schedules and curricula but screening out objectionable content: there are correspondence and private schools ... that will sell you curricula and materials for this type of homeschooling.  The way my wife and I prefer to homeschool is more the way Holt describes teaching and learning, which is often called "unschooling."  Most families wind up adapting a position in between "school at home" and "unschooling:" in any case, the decision on what homeschooling will be like for you is yours to make, and it is not an unalterable one.

Certainly you can set up your home as a school, schedule it like school, and teach like in school.  But the total "school-at-home" approach may become stifling to you or your kids, or, like many homeschoolers I know, you may prefer to move back and forth between imposed lessons and learning from the incidents of everyday life on a relaxed, individualized schedule.  It is also important to remember that homeschooling doesn't have to mean that your kids stay at home all day, with only their parents, using school materials.  For instance, several times a week we schedule our children to be with other friends, typically, but not exclusively, homeschoolers; we reciprocate at other times during the week.  My wife ran "The Detective Club," a popular meeting held every Wednesday night at our house for eight children-- seven homeschoolers and a friend who attends public school.  In return we make use of field trips, history clubs, drama clubs, and similar activities run by other homeschooling parents.  Classes at museums, area library events, religious instruction, and the local gymnastics and dance academies our daughters attend, are among the resources we've found.  Indeed, in some states you can probably arrange for your child to take classes n local public schools, as we've been able to do (it never hurts to ask no matter what state you live in).  some homeschooling support groups have listings of members who are willing to help tutor or converse with children who are interested in learning more about their areas of expertise.

Most important, homeschooling allows you to give your children time to explore and think about things on their own.  Children who figure out things on their own, for their own purposes, literally own that knowledge and can build on it.  So, for example, if your child wants to learn more about archaeology and you know nothing about the topic (and perhaps have no interest in it at all), then you can help them by locating books and materials they can read and use on their own; a friendly resource librarian at your local public library can be an invaluable ally in your homeschooling efforts for this reason alone.  You can also consider calling local historical societies, museums, and college professors who might be willing to talk to your child, have them visit or volunteer, or simply allow the children to observe what various aspects of archaeology are actually like.... You needn't feel you must know everything to help your child; again, homeschooling doesn't have to be like regular school and you don’t have to be like a typical school instructor.   Instead, you can be a facilitator and guide for your children's explorations of areas in which you don't feel particularly well versed.

{Approaches to Homeschool}  

Homeschooling changes and adapts to the needs of the learner, as well as to any special circumstances that may happen in the family (illness, a new baby, new job hours for a spouse, and so on). You do not, no matter what the law is in your state, need to plan out in precise detail what you will do for the entire year. However, you will probably want to have some sort of plan, or list of ideas, at the start.

It is useful for you and your spouse to clarify how you will homeschool, not only to answer skeptics’ questions about what it is you’re doing but also to keep yourselves from becoming rattled when things aren’t going smoothly.  It is also good to know where you stand philosophically so that you can present your home school in the best possible light to officials who may question your approach.  At the same time, it’s crucial to remember that homeschooling is flexible.  The word “homeschooling” doesn’t refer to any one practice: it just refers to families learning outside of school.  Choices you make at the start of the year are not irrevocable.  You can- and you very likely will- adapt and change things as you go.  You will also have many opportunities to learn from your mistakes, as we have found out in our own homeschooling. Live and learn!

*****

For the sake of brevity, I will divide these approaches into two main philosophies:

1. School at Home.  Families that choose this philosophy usually aren’t worried about “why” their children must learn certain things at certain ages; they are far more concerned with how to help their children lean what they’ve decided their children should learn.  Families with this philosophy of education usually have a large number of standardized textbooks and curricula to choose from, many of which they can purchase from school supply stores or textbook manufacturers.  Often these materials can also be purchased in used book stores, at homeschooling “curriculum fairs,” and through direct mail.  The curriculum determines what and when subjects should be taught, the parent creates or purchases lesson plans to use on the specified days, and the children are regularly tested to see how much of the material they have learned.

A subset of this category is often called the “unit study,” “thematic,” or “project” approach. Parents following this approach design a series of projects, field trips, and readings that build on a particular theme and use it to address several subject areas at once. For instance, one can use Thanksgiving to study the Pilgrim  era for history, biology (what foods the Pilgrims grew), science (how Pilgrims took care of illnesses), math (calculating how big a plot each person could get at Plymouth Plantation), etc.

2. Unschooling. This is also known as interest-driven, child-led, natural, organic, eclectic, or self-directed learning.  Lately, the term “unschooling” has come to be associated with the type of homeschooling that doesn’t use a fixed curriculum.  When pressed, I define unschooling as allowing children as much freedom to learn in the world as their parents can comfortably bear.  The advantage of this method is tat it doesn’t require you, the parent, to become someone else, i.e., a professional teacher pouring knowledge into child-vessels on a planned basis.  Instead you live and learn together, pursuing questions and interests as they arise and using conventional schooling on an “on-demand basis, if at all.  This is the way we learn before going to school and the way we lean when we leave school and enter the world of work.  So, for instance, a young child’s interest in hot rods can lead him to a study of how the engine works  (science), how and when the car was built (history and business), who built the and designed the car (biography), etc.  Certainly these interests can lead to reading texts, taking courses, or doing projects, but the important difference is that these activities were chosen and engaged in freely by the learner.  They were not dictated to the learner through curricular mandate to be done at a specific time and place, though parents with a more hands-on approach to unschooling certainly can influence and guide their children’s choices.  Unschooling, for lack of a better term (until people start to accept “living” as part and parcel of learning), is the natural way to lean.  However, this does not mean unschoolers do not take traditional classes or use curricular materials when the student, or parents and children together, decide that this is how they want to do it.   Learning to read or do quadratic equations are not “natural” processes, but unschoolers nonetheless learn them when it makes sense to them to do so, not because they have reached a certain age or are compelled to do so by arbitrary authority.  Therefore ist isn’t unusual to find unschoolers who are barely eight years old studying astronomy or who are ten years old and just learning to read.

It is unfair to think that either of the philosophies I present above are mutually exclusive of each other, though to some “school at homers” allowing children to determine what they will study is as distasteful as being forced to diagram sentences can be for some “unschoolers”.  Try not to let purists of either persuasion get to you. You must do what you are comfortable with; like your children, you, too, will learn and change as you get more experience with homeschooling. 

*****

You don’t have to teach the way you were taught.  In addition to materials and good texts that the students can use to learn on their own, many homeschooling families find tutors.  These may be professional teachers, but are more likely to be people who are practitioners of what the child wishes to learn.  This often puts parents in a different teaching role from that which occurs in schools; they are more facilitators, “askers.” travel agents, general contractors, and counselors than instructors doling out lessons.  Parents of homeschoolers learn to ferret out learning opportunities for thei children, and they can become quite adept at networking through their local support groups, the Yellow Pages, local newspapers, and community bulletin boards.  In short, parents do not have to be the sole instructors of their children.

Some homeschooling parents create clubs or learning cooperatives around certain interests their children may have, such as science, rocketry, or theater, and conduct weekly meetings at their homes or in local libraries.  Some share their expertise in exchange for money, barter, or no payment at all.  Ordinary people, using their own resources can be highly effective teachers when they share their own interests with children who wish to learn from them.

*****

Not all activities are obviously educational, but that does not mean they are not important learning experiences for children.  As many have pointed out, play is a child’s work.  Children typically use fantasy play, in particular, not to escape from the real world, but to get into it:  When they pretend to be doctors, firefighters, police, and soldiers, they are using their imaginations to explore these roles.  My own children often played school when they were younger!  People benefit from periods of play throughout life, and some people are able to find or create adult work that often grows out of their childhood play.  School is all too often opposed to  the spontaneous play of children, a trend that is increasing as schools march to the drums of testing and standardization, and families bounce to the beat of professionalized after-school programs.  Homeschoolers need not turn the screws tighter on children in order to make them learnl there is no need to duplicatie school techniques in our homes.  

*****

In general, homeschoolers apply to college just like anyone else, except they need to prepare their own transcripts or summarize what they have been doing to provide evidence that they can handle college-level courses, and be sure they have covered  the subject matter that each college requires for entrance as first-year students.

Teenage homeschoolers can sometimes participate in “dual-enrollment” programs offered by their local high schools; this enables qualified teens to take community college courses instead of high school courses. 

There are other types of of homeschooling programs for teenagers as well.  They  are oriented toward internship and apprenticeship opportunities rather than conventional school work.

Beside questioning the conventional wisdom that all children must go to school, many homeschoolers also question if college is the best place for all teenagers to go in order to become successful adults. Many famous people who were homeschooled or never graduated from or attended college have made important contributions to society, such as:  Susan B. Anthony, Pearl S. Buck, Andrew Carnegie, Thomas Edison, Winston Churchill, Charles Dickens, Michael Faraday, Benjamin Franklin, Jane Goodall, Alex Haley, Patrick Henry, Eric Hoffer, Claude Monet, General George Patton, Bertram  Russell, Harry S. Truman, Woodrow Wilson, Gloria Steinem, Mark Twain, and the Wright Brothers.  Attending school, and  college in particular, is not the only way for people to become valuable members of society and contributors to our culture.  In this chapter I’ve tried to show how homeschooling can be inherently different from traditional schooling.  Once you start investigating resources, talking with your children about learning, and meeting other homeschoolers you will discover that you have, indeed, created your own “curriculum.”  The most important thing to do now is to do it!  Enjoy your time with your children and the rest will follow.
