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“Deciding if homeschooling is right for your family just got easier with this warm, entertaining, information-packed portrayal of its flexibility, diversity, triumphs, and challenges. Grab a cup of tea and enjoy!”

LINDA DOBSON, AUTHOR OF THE FIRST YEAR OF HOMESCHOOLING YOUR CHILD YOUR COMPLETE GUIDE TO GETTING OFF TO THE RIGHT START




“Regardless of your religious beliefs or your personal approach to homeschooling, this is a very important book—both for veteran homeschooling families and those who are just thinking about homeschooling. As I read, I felt even more connected to the wonderful community of homeschoolers and I also found new ways to help my children learn.”

ELIZABETH KANNA, COAUTHOR OF HOMESCHOOLING FOR SUCCESS. HOW PARENTS CAN CREATE A SUPERIOR EDUCATION FOR THEIR CHILD
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It is a privilege to dedicate this book to
my husband and partner,
Steve.

Thank you for taking such good care of us
and providing a home where we can live, love, and learn.
We are honored to call you the head of our household.

PROVERBS 17:6
“… the glory of children is their fathers.”
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Foreword

A faithful friend is an invaluable part of every homeschooler’s life. A friend buoys your spirits when you are facing tasks that seem too big for the moment. She tells you the truth when you need to hear it. And most of all, she listens and understands.

Lisa Whelchel proves herself a faithful friend to those who are contemplating the big question: Should we homeschool our kids?

Lisa tells you the truth about homeschooling. She has listened to the joys and tribulations of more than a thousand homeschooling families, and by taking you into the lives of several composite families, she paints an accurate picture of the struggles you can expect and the sacrifices which may be required. But most importantly, Lisa is telling you the truth when she says that whatever the struggle, the rewards make it all worthwhile.

I have met Lisa, Steve, and their homeschooled children, and I can tell you she is truthful about them as well—her kids are just as delightful as she says. But Lisa is careful to make a couple of other very important points that you should keep in mind as you consider the needs of your own family:


1. Every child is truly different.

2. There is no one right way to homeschool.



If you decide to homeschool, pick an approach that is right for your family’s situation and for the needs of your children.

First of all, let me assure you that every family portrayed in this book is quite lawful in their approach to homeschooling. No state mandates a particular form of teaching (e.g., traditional, textbook, classical). While there are legal details that must be considered—for example, some states do require that the child’s own parent do the teaching—any parents who choose to diligently homeschool their children have a constitutional right to do so.

So how do you pick the right approach for teaching your children? You can visit a number of websites or go to a curriculum fair and learn about the various options. But one of the best ways is to hear from the people who have walked this path before, people who have already explored and family-tested the many different possibilities. The stories in this book are told from the hearts of the moms and dads who have lived them.

So You’re Thinking About Homeschooling is a great introduction to home education. Open the book and you will also find a good friend in Lisa.


Michael Farris

President, Patrick Henry College

Founder and Chairman,

Home School Legal Defense Association
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Chapter One

Let’s Talk
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So, you’re thinking about homeschooling. Congratulations! Even considering taking a road less traveled requires courage. May I walk the first few steps of this journey with you? It often helps to have someone beside you who has “been there, done that.” Let me assure you up front that the homeschooling path is not as daunting as it probably seems to you at this moment. Fear of the unknown is always the scariest part.

I promise I will stay with you long enough for you to feel confident in whatever decision you ultimately make. Yes, you heard me correctly—I’m not assuming that you will end up choosing to homeschool. Homeschooling is not necessarily the best option for everyone. But I do believe it is such a fabulous alternative that no one should reject it without first looking full into the face of it.

Many people have a preconceived idea of what homeschooling is all about. They think that because they don’t fit a particular profile, they are excluded from seriously considering the option. But the truth is that there really is no such thing as a typical homeschooling family. Think about it: Any family who is willing to go against the flow of the traditional public school setting is already thinking outside the box. You’re probably just a bit off-center yourself. I like that in a person.

So what does the average homeschooling family look like? That’s kind of like asking, “What does the average person look like?” Well, we have two eyes, a nose, and a mouth; apart from that, we all have a distinctive look. The same thing is true for the face of homeschooling. You will find a few similar features: for example, parents who want a good education for their children and feel there is no one with a more vested interest in teaching their child than themselves. Beyond that, each family is unique.

What’s so funny about the notion of a “typical” homeschooling family is that most of us don’t even look the same from year to year. We may begin by homeschooling an only child and graduate with a full house. At any given time, our primary goals may be preparation for higher education, building character, developing closer family relationships, or an emphasis on real-life learning. Most of the time we are enthusiastic about homeschooling; at other times we feel like failures at it.

Not only is the face of a homeschooling family often changing, but the makeup is even harder to describe. Probably the most common combination is a working father and stay-at-home mother with multiple children. But you might be surprised at the number of single mothers, full-time dads, teaching grandmas, traveling families, and former public schoolteachers who have chosen to homeschool, many with just one child.

And forget trying to figure out how the typical family approaches home education. There are as many different philosophies, curriculum options, and teaching styles as there are reasons for homeschooling. Did you know that many homeschoolers never open a textbook? For many, their most important tool is a library card. A family may be passionate about the principle approach, the Charlotte Mason method, on-line academies, or unschooling. Or maybe like me, they try a little bit of everything until they find the perfect style of learning for each child, only to have life happen and force them to try something completely new the next year. Try watching our family to figure out what the face of a homeschooling family looks like, and you’ll quickly become dizzy.

The bottom line is, you have to find what works for your family. In order to do that, you need to know what’s out there. I could give you a list of curriculum companies, teaching methods, and homeschool statistics. But there are already dozens of books on homeschooling, full of impressive facts and information. These are written to address the mind.

I’m guessing that it is for the love of a child that you are even reading this book in the first place. That is why I have chosen to speak to your heart, using stories.

Beginning with my own, I want to introduce you to fifteen families in unique situations who have all chosen to homeschool for different reasons, using a variety of learning methods. You will notice that although our family purposefully homeschools from a Christian worldview, the homes in most of the other stories could be of any faith or no particular faith at all. Same goes for the curriculum choices portrayed here. Some curricula are obviously written from a Judeo-Christian perspective; others focus primarily on higher education or great literature.

You may be surprised to learn that public-school bashing is not high on my list of priorities. Granted, many of the families in this book reflect disappointment in one or more aspects of public education, but the majority of reasons represented have more to do with unique home-life situations. I have no personal experience with the public school system, and my only experience with a private Christian school was fabulous. So no, I’m not anti–traditional school. I’m pro-homeschool.

That is why I can’t wait to introduce you to some of my homeschooling “friends.” I use quotation marks because although I consider to be friends the more than one thousand parents I interviewed via e-mail and the nearly one hundred I talked with on the phone, you would not actually recognize any of them in the following stories. Each family portrayed here is a composite, made up from bits and pieces of the stories of actual people, in verifiable situations, teaching tried-and-true homeschooling methods.

Remember, this book is not a “How to Get Started” manual, a compendium of laws and statistics, or an exhaustive curriculum resource guide. It is a “Let’s rap lightly on the door of homeschooling and peek inside before we decide whether we are ready to move in” kind of book. My hope is that by the end of the book and the parade of homes, you may identify a family situation and teaching approach from these stories that resonates with your personality and philosophy of education.

But first, I want to invite you over to my house.


Chapter Two

Welcome to My House
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Welcome to my house! Come on in. May I grab you a Diet Coke? Can I tempt you with a frozen waffle fresh from the toaster? No? Well then, just have a seat for a minute while I finish loading the breakfast dishes in the dishwasher. Oops, I’m sorry—are you stuck there? Here, let me wipe that syrup off the table. I have a better idea. Let me get my kids to finish cleaning up the kitchen and we can talk in the living room.

So you’re thinking about homeschooling? Well, you’ve come to the right place. I love homeschooling! I’ll be happy to offer any advice I can from my own personal experience, and later, if you still have questions, then I have plenty of friends who have answers. (And they will probably offer you more than a soggy waffle to go along with their perspective.)

But enough about them, let’s talk about you by talking about us. I remember being exactly where you are right now when I was first thinking about homeschooling. I understand what must be swirling around in your mind if you are even considering educating your children at home: Is it even legal? How much will it cost? Can I really teach my children? Will I ruin them for life? What about what I don’t know? What about what I don’t know that I don’t know? Will my kids become social misfits? What will my mother-in-law think? Will I go crazy in the process? What if I need to work outside the home? Must I have twelve children, raise goats, and bake my own bread? Where do I start?

You’ve already started. Think about it. Who taught your child how to walk? how to use a spoon? how to go potty like a big boy? Did you send your children away to an institution to learn their ABC’s, count their ten little Indians, or speak in complete sentences? I’ve considered hiring a professional to teach my children to brush their teeth, clean their rooms, and get along with each other, but I doubt it would yield any better results. What makes parents think that once our children reach the age of five, we are no longer capable of teaching them?

Thankfully, I didn’t have a chance to ask myself this question before I found myself homeschooling without even realizing it. Wait a minute—let me back up a few years and start from the beginning.

I filmed the last episode of The Facts of Life in March 1988. I married Steve in July 1988, got pregnant in May 1989, and proceeded to have children in 1990, 1991, and 1992.

It was at this point that I left show business to become a stay-at-home wife and mother. Not that this decision was particularly noble; the truth is I couldn’t get a job. As an actress it is kind of hard to go on auditions if you are either pregnant, nursing, in the OB/GYN office, or in my case, all three at the same time. I eventually realized that God was no longer blessing my acting career because He wanted me to be the one to raise the children He had so graciously, and quickly, given us. I was to find His blessing at home.

So being the type A person I am, I jumped in with both feet. The toddler years were heavily scheduled with Mommy & Me classes, Sunday school, and Gymboree groups. Television viewing was limited to Sesame Street, Barney, and educational videos. Afternoons were spent finger painting, playing toy instruments, and building things from blocks and LEGOs.

I started preparing Tucker for higher education—kindergarten—about the time he graduated from diapers to Batman underwear. He was eager to move on to something a bit more challenging than writing his name and singing his ABC’s. I called my Aunt Polly, who was a schoolteacher in Texas, for advice. She recommended I find a good phonics program and some colorful math workbooks. So Tucker and I “played school” for an hour every day while his little sisters were down for a nap. When it was finally time to enroll him in kindergarten, he could read the longest of short-vowel words.

Here was my dilemma: Was Tucker ready for formal schooling or was he too ready? At this point he had not been diagnosed with ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder), but all the signs were there. Would it be possible for him to sit still in a class, especially if he already knew everything they were teaching?

Since kindergarten enrollment isn’t mandatory in the state of California, and because we couldn’t afford to enroll him in private school, Steve and I decided to keep him home another year and see if he would outgrow his “rowdy boy” phase. In the meantime Haven, who was almost four years old, joined us in the schoolroom (a.k.a. the kitchen table), while Clancy, two and a half, worked at her desk/high chair.

Three years into this experiment, we were having so much fun, you couldn’t have paid me to send my kids to school. Before you could say “no college degree,” I had succeeded in teaching a kindergartener, first-grader, and second-grader how to “read, ’rite, and ’rithmetic.”

During this time it became clear that homeschooling was the right choice for my children, although for different reasons. I was able to tailor Tucker’s education to fit the special needs of an ADHD child. True, there were many days when I had to call on the infinite love of a mother for the patience to teach him, but I can only imagine the kind of trouble he might have had at school.

Haven would have no doubt soared in a traditional school setting—except for the fact that her wings would have to be clipped in order to hold her back with the rest of the flock. At home the sky was the limit, and she flew through her studies.

Clancy was still a momma’s girl. I learned that her tender soul needed protecting, and I was grateful for the luxury of a few more years at home to prepare her for the harsh realities of life.


We were having so much fun, you couldn’t have paid me to send my kids to school.



With the three R’s firmly in place, it was time to shake things up a bit. We added more layers with less structure. Sounds like a blueprint for destruction, but it actually turned out to be highly productive. We gathered every morning for an hour around the kitchen table, and I read “hero” stories while the children practiced their handwriting. We worked on Bible memory verses, sang praise songs, and took turns praying.

From there, each child found a “studying spot.” This might be under the dining room table, behind the couch, or outside on the trampoline. Many a morning would find me hunkering down under a blanket draped over a couple of chairs teaching fractions and pronouns. After our daily dose of math and language arts, it was time to move on to the fun stuff.

The remainder of the morning was given to open-ended exploration of a specific subject. Monday was American history. Tuesday was science. Wednesday was creative writing. Thursday was devoted to educational games, and Friday was reserved for field trips. We discovered that it was a lot more fun to dig into one subject for a full day than to scratch the surface of each subject on five separate days.

Halfway into that school year, life got even funner. (Does it worry you at all that I’m the one teaching grammar to my children?) A good friend of mine became ill and was not able to continue homeschooling her children. I offered to teach them while she recovered, and I suddenly had a bona fide classroom of five students! I was tempted to purchase a blackboard, American flag, and a bell to ring. But I stopped short of putting on a hair net and serving sloppy joes and chocolate milk for lunch.

There was nothing orthodox about that school year (except maybe for the fact that we studied and observed each of the Jewish holidays for Bible class). When the van Gogh exhibit came to town, we read about Vincent’s life and then spent a day at the art museum. We took field trips to the transportation museum and the children’s science center, and I enrolled the kids in music appreciation classes at the Hollywood Bowl. Graduation was celebrated there with a family picnic under the stars while the Los Angeles Philharmonic performed Gustav Hoist’s The Planets. Looking back, this was our favorite year of school.

Shortly after beginning the next school year, just about the time we were feeling like we had a handle on life, I was asked to write my first book, Creative Correction. Suddenly, our best laid plans flew out the window. I tried teaching in the morning and writing in the afternoon, but my manuscript deadline was looming larger and ever nearer. I tried bringing in a tutor to teach the kids while I wrote upstairs. But as any mom can attest, it’s next to impossible to carry on a complete conversation on the phone with kids in the house, much less try to carry on a conversation on paper.

I finally gave in and let Steve drop the kids off at their grandmother’s house every day on his way to work. I would prepare each of them a folder of workbook sheets, and Grandmother, who had spent the last four years homeschooling my younger brother, would supervise their studies. Thankfully, she’s a game-playing, bike-riding, book-loving, cookie-baking type of grandma, so they learned many things with her that I couldn’t have taught them myself. They stayed on track with their times tables and spelling rules, but the most valuable lesson they learned was that they can always find unconditional love and acceptance at Grandmother’s house.

And I learned that I wasn’t able to adequately teach my young children and write a book at the same time. So before I started writing The Facts of Life (and Other Lessons My Father Taught Me), we made the agonizing decision to place the kids in a more traditional school setting
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