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Several terms are commonly used to refer to parents taking direct responsibility for their children’s education by teaching them at home, and debate within the homeschooling community over which term is most appropriate is surprisingly lively.

Consider the basic choices: unschooling; deschooling; home education; and home schooling, home-schooling, or homeschooling. The choice is not as simple or as meaningless as it first appears.

Unschooling and deschooling are a bit confusing. Unschooling can mean the actual process of educating one’s child outside the confines of a conventional school, and it can also be a specific approach to learning that emphasizes following the child’s interests. Though all unschoolers are homeschoolers, not all homeschoolers are necessarily unschoolers. Deschooling can also mean the process of educating children outside the conventional classroom, but most often today it refers to the process of getting used to homeschooling. Many children and parents who are accustomed to learning taking place in a formal classroom setting need several weeks or months of “deschooling” to settle comfortably into a homeschooling routine.

Home education is not a bad choice. It’s fairly inclusive, covering all kinds of homeschooling styles without seeming to imply that any one is more proper than others. It’s a bit awkward, though, to adapt when you need to use a different part of speech, as with home educators, home educated, or home educating.

Home schooling, home-schooling, and homeschooling are actually all the same term, demonstrating differing levels of acceptance. The same thing happened with computer terminology a few years back. First there was micro computer, which gradually turned into micro-computer and, finally, microcomputer. (Of course, nobody talks about microcomputers much anymore, but that’s a different story.) Academic articles about homeschooling still frequently use the two-word version, although the compound is making headway. The hyphenated version is becoming rarer, although it’s still often seen in newspaper articles about homeschooling, often side by side with the other versions while copy editors waffle on the decision of which to use.

I adopted the compound version—homeschooling—years ago because it seemed less awkward than the others and was flexible enough to take on all the noun and verb and adjectival forms without too much trauma. Homeschoolers could homeschool their homeschooled children without an overabundance of hyphens or other confusion. As you can see, the meaning of the term varies: It can refer to the educational process itself, to the children who are the objects of that process, to the parents who choose that process for their children, and to the entire population of families who homeschool.

I also like the inference I can take from the compound version: Homeschooling somehow seems less formal and institutional a term than home schooling. It sounds more like its own meaning and less like a borrowed term than the others do.

Some homeschoolers, though, dislike the word and prefer something such as home learning or homelearning as more in line with their understanding of the concept. I’ve even heard of those who feel that home is too limiting and opt instead for world learning or some similar variant. Although such terms may be more in keeping with their users’ views, they tend to keep those users constantly explaining what on earth they are talking about.

As David Guterson explains in his book Family Matters, homeschooling is an odd word for what it describes, but it does have the distinct advantage of being readily understood by the general public. That’s a hard advantage to beat, and I won’t even try.


INTRODUCTION                                                                  FMH
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Announcement: “We’re homeschooling our kids.”

Response ten years ago: “You’re doing what? What’s that?”

Response today: “Oh, yeah? I know someone who does that. But I could never do it myself—it would be so much work!”



Homeschooling has definitely arrived. From a few decades ago, when the practice was so rare that the word hadn’t entered the language, homeschooling has become one of the fastest-growing educational movements in the country. Accurate estimates are hard to come by (some states make no counts of homeschoolers), but most experts agree that, as of 1995, at least half a million school-age children were getting their education from their parents, outside of schools. Some authorities put the number as high as a million and a half to two million. However they may dispute the total number of homeschoolers, those authorities agree that the homeschooling is growing rapidly, by as much as 20 percent annually in some regions.

On first encountering the idea of homeschooling, most parents find the whole concept peculiar at best and likely view it as something only a demented person would even consider. I know that I certainly thought homeschooling was a crazy idea when I first heard of it, before my children were even born. How could a parent possibly handle teaching all the things kids need to know by the time they graduate from high school? I certainly wasn’t going to be interested in teaching precalculus or chemistry—they were hard enough for me to handle when I was in school. History and English would be easier, but still, the idea of coming up with all those lesson plans and keeping my kids focused on their work was daunting, to say the least. And wouldn’t they suffer socially, without the give-and-take of school life, all the friends, all the school events and activities we take for granted?

Somehow, though, the idea stuck with me. I found myself fascinated by the ways my daughters found to constantly learn new things and astonished by the enthusiasm and tenacity they brought to everything they did. As they approached school age, I began to wonder what would happen to that eagerness and energy in school—it was not an attitude I connected with much of what I remembered of my own school days. Homeschooling began to sound like a very sensible idea, and I began seriously looking into homeschooling as an educational option for my daughters.

Where Did Schools and Homeschooling Come From?

Homeschooling is actually nothing new. Minus the name, it’s been a commonplace part of rearing children for all but the last 150 years. Until well into the nineteenth century (and in some areas, even into the twentieth century), the family was the basis of social life. In a mainly agrarian society, the home was where children learned what was necessary to function in their community. This learning included everything from basic chores to enough reading and arithmetic to keep themselves from being cheated, how to grow and store their food, how to make a living, and even how to make their own dwellings and tools. Often, the local community supported a school for its children, but attendance was seldom mandatory. Family work—planting and harvesting on the farm, business and trade needs in urban areas—always took priority.

In the larger cities, schools were common enough that a majority of children attended some type of school, most often a private school that charged tuition (although many public schools also charged tuition). Such schools varied greatly, from the “dame schools” in which a few children were tutored in the teacher’s parlor, to the small “academies” with classical pretensions, to larger, more formal private schools intended to prepare students (usually male) for serious college education.

With immigration and industrialization came the “common school” movement. Reformers such as Horace Mann in Massachusetts and Henry Barnard in Connecticut lamented that those who were most in need of education did not attend schools of any kind. They attributed the widespread poverty of the period not to the massive dislocations caused by the move from an agricultural to an industrial economy but, rather, to character flaws in the poor. With strong support from manufacturers and merchants, the reformers promised new public schools to produce workers who would be, as Mann said, “more orderly and respectful in their deportment, and more ready to comply with the wholesome and necessary regulations of an establishment.” In 1852, Massachusetts established the first state compulsory school law, under which children who were not either working in factories or attending school could be convicted of the new crime of truancy. The school movement spread rapidly, despite protests from those who were unwilling to pay the new school taxes and those who found the heavily Protestant flavor of the new schools distasteful. (This period also saw the creation and rapid growth of the parochial school system, as Irish Catholic immigrants sought alternatives to the public schools whose overtly Protestant learnings clashed with their own beliefs.) By the end of the nineteenth century, compulsory school attendance was a given for most Americans.

The model for most of the public school systems created during the late nineteenth century was one we would easily recognize today. All students, rich or poor, attended the same schools, segregated into age-level groups to study a prescribed curriculum presented by an instructor specially trained for the job. Implicit in the curriculum, and an important part of it, were moral development and good work habits, through which the students would become capable workers and responsible citizens. Alternative approaches to education, such as those of Rudolf Steiner and his Waldorf schools or Maria Montessori, seldom made their way into public schools.

By the middle of this century, the idea that schools were a necessary condition for getting an education was firmly embedded in American society. Successive waves of school reformers questioned the content of the curriculum and whether schools should be educating for “good citizens” or “good workers” or even for outstanding intellectual accomplishment. New instructional techniques were explored, but the premise that schools were required for children to become competent adults was never seriously questioned.

There were always a few people who avoided compulsory schooling, however. Sometimes they were rural families, who lived too far from the nearest school to make regular attendance practical, or families whose livelihood required constant travel, or simply eccentrics who chose to teach their children themselves, despite whatever the local laws said. Somehow they managed to raise children who survived their lack of schooling, and some, such as Margaret Mead and Thomas Edison, did far better than merely survive.

In the 1950s and 1960s, a few of the then-current wave of reformers began to ask different questions. Ivan Illich questioned whether schools make us less competent by training us to depend on an outside authority to tell us what and how to learn. He asked how we could realistically expect authoritarian institutions such as schools to effectively teach democratic principles. Jonathan Kozol looked at both the structure and content of schools and argued that they effectively maintain racial and economic segregation. John Holt argued that children learn quite differently from the ways they are taught in school and that too much instruction actually hinders learning. Raymond Moore criticized the ever-earlier ages at which children begin school, arguing that formal academic work should not start until children are at least eight or ten years old.

Holt, after thinking and writing for years about ways to reform schools and teaching to make them more effective, ultimately decided that the task was impossible and began to advocate homeschooling as a solution. In 1977, he began publishing a magazine, Growing Without Schooling, to explain his ideas and found that he’d struck a nerve: By the tenth issue, he’d received more than ten thousand letters from parents looking for better ways to help their children learn.

During the 1980s, the homeschooling movement expanded in another direction with the closure (because of changes in tax regulations) of hundreds of small Christian schools. Parents who had turned to private church schools as refuge from the worldly orientation of public schools suddenly found homeschooling their only acceptable option (and dozens of curriculum companies who had served the Christian school market suddenly found they needed homeschool customers they’d previously scorned). This new wave of Christian homeschoolers was so large that the popular public image of homeschoolers became the caricature of the intensely religious family isolating their children from the world to protect them from the evils of evolution and sex education.

Over the last fifteen years, the number of homeschoolers has continued to grow rapidly. Homeschooling support groups report their memberships growing by 20 or 30 percent annually; some have actually doubled or tripled their membership from one year to the next. Once a rare and slightly oddball approach to education, homeschooling has become a widely known and accepted alternative.

Why Families Choose Homeschooling

Many families come to homeschooling the way I did, chancing on the idea from a book or a news article and finding it appealing enough that their kids never make it to school in the first place. Others choose homeschooling as the least awful available alternative: Their children have problems in school, they’re worried about violence or drugs, a private school is too expensive or doesn’t solve the problem. Or, more and more often today, parents know families who homeschool and find the example worth emulating. Most of us, though, find that our reasons become more complex the longer we keep at it. For whatever single reason we may have started, we soon discover that, beyond all the tangible advantages we expected, homeschooling becomes a way of life, an approach to living with our kids that is rewarding in itself.

Ask homeschooling parents why they homeschool, and you’ll get lots of answers:
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We homeschool because we love it, but that is an answer that can only come from having done it …. I knew that the kids would get a better education, and it was really important to me that they keep their joyful interest in life and learning, that they know that they could accomplish anything they wanted to…. Years later, I would have to say that I homeschool because it is a way of life that I can support and that the kids are so much better prepared to deal with life, careers, families, friends, and higher education because of the time that they have spent with a variety of people of different ages. The old socialization question that we are always asked—well, now I say that is exactly why I homeschool.—Jill, California
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My husband always wanted to homeschool but I did not. When it came down to it, I decided to homeschool because God told me to (no, not in an audible voice, but I couldn’t mistake it anyway). We would continue to homeschool for that reason if no other, but I have found far too many more reasons through the years to be willing to stop now…. It is important to me that my children learn to enjoy learning, and, quite frankly, I believe that is a difficult thing to achieve in a classroom situation. It is also important to me that they gain the skills they need to live in the real world, which I also see as a somewhat difficult goal to attain while locked away in a classroom. I desire curriculum and activities that are geared to their particular ability levels, interests, and aspirations, and these things can only be produced when all teaching/ learning is done one on one.—Tammy, Texas
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We first considered homeschooling because my husband’s job requires him to travel extensively and for long periods of time. It seemed like the only way for our family to stay together. As we have learned more and settled into homeschooling, it has become more and more an issue of personal freedom…. My children get the individual attention and the privacy they need, as well as the time to grow up unhurried. I have the great pleasure of seeing them learn and grow and of learning right alongside them. Sending them off every day to learn somewhere else would seem to me to be giving up one of the most joyful aspects of parenting.—Laura, Texas
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My primary reason for homeschooling is socialization. I want to let each of my children live, grow, and decide for herself who she is and what her beliefs are. I believe that the structure of school effectively prevents this, pure and simple…. I have many other reasons, some selfish. I love my kids, didn’t come by them easily in either case, and enjoy their company. I want our family to decide the schedule we use—if we want one at all. I want to respect that Shauna is in a coma at 8 A.M. but fresh and alert at 10 P.M. I want Rosalie, who fatigues easily when reading (because of her corneal scarring), to read in short bits, when it fits for her. I want to plant two hundred flower bulbs in the front yard, get muddy, have a great time, and do it all in the middle of a Friday morning, right in front of God, the attendance officer, and anyone else who happens by. I want to see Shauna blooming as a writer, because no one is telling her how to do it. I love seeing my kids find amazing, inventive answers to real-life needs. To solve problems, both create things that they wouldn’t have thought of if someone had rushed in with “the way everyone else does it.”—Carol, California
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We homeschool because we honestly believe that schools are pointless and potentially dangerous, that they are a waste of time. We believe that schools cannot be “improved” to the point that we would think that they were a good place for our children to get an education. We believe that children, adults, anyone learns best by following their own interests and that human beings learn by immersion, from the time they are born. If I become interested in, say, harps, I immerse myself in it. I go to concerts; I buy harp music; I check out books from the library. I do not “study” a subject determined by some other person for one hour, then move on to another subject determined by some other person for another hour. I follow my own interests; I learn what I want to, when I want to, in the way I want to. While learning about harps, I will incidentally learn many other things. I will learn, perhaps, to read music. Or about the curing of wood to make harp frames. I might learn about another country and a period of time in which they made harps. Now I might not have had, at another time, an interest in learning to read music, for example. But if I become interested in playing beautifully on a harp, learning to read music will probably become necessary to reach that goal. In the same way, if children want to start a lawn-mowing business so that they can afford summer camp, they’re going to want to learn something about math and finances to make that goal a reality. To me this is the essence of homeschooling; and it is the very thing that no school could possibly duplicate, even if it desperately wanted to.—Pam, California
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It’s a whole way of life that allows us to be together as a family and live our lives in a more meaningful way. Before, when our son was in school, he saw very little of his dad—that alone is reason enough. Once in a while, I’ll tell (spout off to) people what I really think about the way kids are being raised by their peers in schools, but I try not to get into negatives too much, because it makes people uncomfortable. I think all those kids of the same age being together day in and day out is weird! And I think their behavior is weird! I think parents giving their kids away to strangers to raise is weird!—Lillian, California
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When our oldest was five, I knew that she wasn’t ready to be away from me, and I simply started telling people that we were homeschooling, although I am sure that I didn’t know anything about it at the time. When she was six, I just liked being around her so much that she continued to stay home. When she was seven, I thought that I really knew what homeschooling was all about, and because we were having fun, we kept doing it. I would say that my top two reasons for homeschooling are that I like to be around my two kids. After that, my reasons go way back to my own school experiences, which were not positive, and to my youngest brother, who graduated from our “model” school district an angry, violent, and illiterate young man. Once out of the institution, he learned how to read, operate computers, and run successful businesses. When he died, he was a successful man in every way, and none of it can be credited to his “education.”—Barbara, California
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Our number one reason is that our educational philosophy is inconsistent with learning in a school setting…. Other important elements are the family environment, a less hectic pace of daily living, and flexible scheduling, so even if a learner-directed approach were somehow miraculously available in a school setting, we would not want to send our children there eight hours a day (maybe a few hours a week, though)…. Amazingly, for a couple that used to agonize over every major decision and many minor ones, Brad and I had a lot of clarity on this one issue. As soon as we heard about it, it just made a lot of sense to both of us, and we have always felt it was the right decision for us.—Linda, Hawaii
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Taking the Plunge

So, how do you decide whether you want to homeschool? Obviously, if you’ve picked up this book, you’re at least intrigued by the idea. Equally obviously, you need a lot of information to help you decide. The rest of this book will tell you how homeschooling works for families who’ve been at it for years and for families who’ve just started. We’ll talk about the academic research into its effectiveness, about the legal rules governing it, and about the variety of possible approaches to learning at home. We’ll cover some practical aspects of homeschooling: where to look for materials, how much it can cost, and how to evaluate what you’re doing. Most of all, we’ll try to give you some idea of what homeschooling can be like from day to day and what you can typically expect at various stages of the process.

While you’re reading this book, try to think about what you want for your children, what abilities and knowledge you’d like them to have as adults, and how homeschooling might help to achieve those goals. Think also about how your family works and what methods you would be comfortable with. It might help to consider the following questions and to reread them occasionally as you go through the book. These aren’t questions you need to answer definitively or specifically before you ultimately decide, but thinking about how you might answer them will help you as you gather information and determine whether you want to take the plunge into homeschooling.


	Why are you considering homeschooling? Are your reasons educational, social, political, religious, or some combination of these? How will your reasons affect your family’s approach to homeschooling? Your methods? Your choice of materials?


	Who will make the decisions about homeschooling? Can everyone in the family live with the consequences of those decisions?


	How would your children feel about the idea? How do their expectations compare with yours? Do they have friends and activities outside of school? Would homeschooling be a major adjustment for them?


	How do your friends and relatives feel about homeschooling? Will the feelings or opinions of others (friends, family, officials, “experts”) cause problems for you? How will you deal with them?


	How much planning do you want to do? Can you trust yourself and your children to learn, or would some kind of packaged curriculum better suit your style?


	How will teaching your kids at home affect your life? What trade-offs will you have to make? Will the benefits be worth the sacrifices? Will money be a problem?


	And the absolutely determining question that you must consider seriously: Do you genuinely enjoy spending time with your children? This is not “Do you love your children?” or even “Do you like your children?” The question is whether you enjoy spending large amounts of time with your children every single day. No matter what your reasons for homeschooling are, homeschooling will not work if, aside from the normal, everyday squabbles and upsets we all go through, you do not enjoy each other’s company most of the time.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Does Homeschooling Really Work, or What Do We Tell the Grandparents?

EXPERIENCED HOMESCHOOLERS—those who’ve been at it for at least a couple of years—often forget how scary the first year can be. New homeschoolers have so many new ideas to think about and so many possible options to consider, all while they’re trying to make themselves comfortable with the idea of dispensing with such a traditional part of American childhood. No matter how attractive and plausible the idea of homeschooling sounds, it’s hard to avoid that underlying worry about whether it’s really a reasonable and effective means of education.

New homeschoolers may alternate between two extreme fantasies about the long-term results of choosing homeschooling for their families. The first may be prompted by some lovely late autumn afternoon spent watching your daughter patiently working with her younger brother to organize a collection of fallen leaves by shape and color. Maybe they’ll grow up to be respected scientists, you think. Your daughter will go to medical school and eventually do research resulting in a cure for Alzheimer’s. In her spare time, she will work as a volunteer with the Special Olympics and compose chamber music as a hobby. Your son will become a theoretical physicist and win the Nobel Prize for his work on tachyons and multidimensional, nonlinear time streams. In his spare time, he will work as a tutor in an adult literacy program and write critically acclaimed poetry. Both will marry and have equally brilliant and well-adjusted children. On your fiftieth birthday, your children will throw you a party, at which they announce that everything they are and have done they owe to you and to the fact that they were homeschooled.

The second fantasy is a bit different. This one is a natural for the cold, rainy morning when neither child can concentrate on anything, except for bickering with each other and complaining to you how boring their lives are. You realize that they will grow up to be nasty, mean individuals, illiterate and innumerate. They will each be fired from a succession of menial jobs. Your daughter will enlist in the Army but wash out of basic training. She will go on general assistance and write you frequent letters asking for money. Your son will join a bizarre survivalist cult living in Palo Alto and be under long-term FBI surveillance because of the frequent threatening letters he writes to savings and loan mortgage officers. On your fiftieth birthday, you will get letters from both of them complaining that everything they are and have done they owe to you and to the fact that they were homeschooled.

You realize intellectually that both fantasies are completely unrealistic, but your mother keeps asking you whether you’re really sure about what you’re doing to her grandchildren, and some of your friends tell you stories they’ve heard from other friends about people they’ve heard of who tried homeschooling and discovered that it just doesn’t work. How do you know that you’re doing the right thing, that you’re not dooming your children to lives of poverty and ignorance? What is known about how well homeschooling works, anyway? And even if it works for most families who try it, how do you know it will work for your own family?
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In this chapter, we’ll try to answer some of these questions. We’ll look at some of the formal research into homeschooling and its effectiveness and some of the reasons the research may not give us much useful information. We’ll also talk about how homeschoolers view the effectiveness of homeschooling and what all this means for new or prospective homeschoolers trying to decide whether homeschooling will work for them.

Academic Research into Homeschooling

Numerous studies—master’s theses, doctoral dissertations, and professional journal articles—have been done on homeschooling. I can’t begin to cover all of them (and after the first few, they all start to sound the same, anyway), but in this section I’ll give you a sample of the results they typically find. First, let’s take a look at some research into the academic effectiveness of homeschooling:


	In a 1990 master’s thesis, Mark Tipton compared the scores of eighty-one West Virginia homeschoolers on the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS) with those of conventionally schooled children. He found that the homeschooled third graders scored significantly higher on vocabulary, reading comprehension, mathematics concepts, science, and total mathematics; lower in spelling; and about the same in other areas. Homeschooled sixth graders scored higher in composite scores, vocabulary, reading comprehension, and total language and similarly in other areas. Homeschooled ninth graders scored higher in reading, lower in mathematics, and similarly in other areas. Homeschooled eleventh graders scored higher in reading and similarly otherwise. Tipton also found that the longer the period that families planned to continue homeschooling, the better their children’s scores were.
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	In 1992, Robert Calvery and others compared standardized test scores of 428 Arkansas homeschoolers with those of nearly 90,000 conventionally schooled students. They found that fourth- and seventh-grade homeschoolers scored higher than their schooled peers in math, reading, language, science, and social studies; tenth-grade homeschoolers scored higher in reading, math, science, and social studies, but lower in language.


	In a 1993 article, Maralee Mayberry looked at some of the variables known to correlate with successful learner outcomes, such as “an atmosphere of cooperation and interdependence” and “an orderly but warm and concerned learning environment,” and found that many were common in homeschool settings.


	J. F. Rakestraw, looking at Alabama homeschoolers in 1987, and Jon Wartes, looking at homeschoolers in the state of Washington in 1990, both found that the possession or lack of a teacher credential by homeschool parents had no effect on educational outcomes for the homeschooled students.


	In the same study of Washington homeschoolers, Wartes also found no differences in educational outcomes between homeschooling families using a school-like teaching style and those with a less formal style of learning.


	Florida researcher Richard Medlin administered a battery of aptitude, achievement, and attitude tests to thirty-six homeschooled children. Comparing the scores on the different types of tests, he found that achievement test scores were higher than aptitude scores, and he concluded that the higher achievement test scores could not be credited solely to ability. Oddly, he also found that although a shorter school year and less formal teaching style correlated with higher scores, parents felt a greater degree of satisfaction with more formal programs.




Affective outcomes, or the social development of homeschooled students, is also a major topic of homeschooling research:


	April D. Chatham looked at the social contacts of Oklahoma twelve- to eighteen-year-olds in 1991. For a month, twenty-one homeschooled and twenty public school teens kept records of the number of people they talked with for at least two minutes. According to Chatham, the homeschooled students were not much different in the number of social contacts they had, but they did not feel as much support or closeness from their peers as the school students did.


	For his 1992 doctoral dissertation, L. Edward Shyers studied the social behavior and beliefs of eight- to ten-year-olds. He found that the children had similar views of themselves, whether schooled or homeschooled, but that children who had always been homeschooled showed significantly fewer behavior problems.


	In a review of existing homeschooling research published in 1991, Wartes and Brian Ray found that homeschoolers generally score as well or better than their schooled peers on tests of academic achievement and that homeschooled students are confident and well adjusted emotionally and socially.



And what about the long-term effects? How do homeschoolers fare in their adult lives? (This area of research is only starting to be explored because only recently have there begun to be large enough numbers of homeschooled adults to study.)


	J. Gary Knowles, in 1993, studied fifty-three adults who had been homeschooled. He found that none was unemployed or on public assistance and that, typical of the age group, two-thirds were married. A higher-than-average proportion were self-employed. More than 75 percent felt that homeschooling had enhanced their social skills, and 96 percent said they would choose to be homeschooled again if given a second chance at childhood.




Evaluating the Research

All that research sounds pretty good, doesn’t it? The closest thing to a negative finding in that whole list is the Oklahoma study in which homeschoolers’ peer friendships were less intense than schooled kids’, and that could be easily explained by homeschoolers’ normally close family relationships and their wider assortment of friends of all ages. But what about all the negatives of homeschooling? Where’s the research that shows all the problems homeschooling can cause?

In fact, negative research on homeschooling is virtually nonexistent. Subscribers to Internet mailing lists on homeschooling are occasionally greeted with frantic messages from graduate students doing literature searches or parents looking into homeschooling. “Where’s the other side of the story?” they ask. Now and then, we’ll hear of a family for whom homeschooling did not work, whose children returned to school. But the children simply returned to school; they did not continue struggling with an unsuccessful option to the point that the children became horrible object lessons for the dangers of home education. Homeschoolers are a self-selecting bunch—they don’t continue homeschooling for years if it doesn’t work for them.

So this lack of negative research means that homeschooling is an undisputedly successful and effective form of education, right? Not exactly. There are a number of problems with even the positive homeschooling studies—specifically, with the biases of the researchers, the population of homeschoolers available for study, and the tools researchers use to determine successful academic and affective outcomes.

First, let’s look at how test populations for homeschooling studies are found. One obvious route for a researcher interested in homeschoolers would be to contact a state department of education to get a nice large random sample. Unfortunately, many states don’t keep records of homeschoolers. Or, perhaps the state maintains records, but a sizable chunk of the state’s homeschooling population doesn’t bother to register with the state, thus skewing the available sample. Perhaps the researcher could find a suitable sample through a homeschooling support group or a magazine aimed at homeschoolers. Good idea, but homeschoolers often are not the least bit interested in cooperating with such studies.

Why not help with homeschooling research? Wouldn’t most homeschooling families love to help prove the effectiveness of their educational choice? Part of their reluctance comes from some of the early studies attempted in the late 1970s and 1980s. All too often researchers showed up in homeschoolers’ homes, armed with clipboards and stopwatches, prepared to observe the number of “on-task minutes” children spent in each academic subject area. They looked for classroom behaviors rarely found in home education settings and failed to notice the other kinds of learning taking place right in front of them. Naturally enough, the subjects of such studies developed an aversion to such intrusions.

Other homeschoolers of the period, which also saw many legal challenges to homeschooling, simply preferred to stay out of view for fear that their participation in research might somehow put them at risk for visits from local truant officers or social workers. Most homeschool support groups still decline to sell or rent their membership lists because of such fears, which are still common among some of their members.

In recent years, even when most researchers have a better idea of what to expect, it’s common for homeschoolers to decline to participate in studies simply because of the increased interest in homeschooling. It’s become practically a trendy topic for dissertations and theses, and homeschoolers quickly tire of hearing the same basic questions again and again. For them, researchers are a distraction and an interruption whose work is unlikely to be of enough interest to make it worth the disruption.

All right, now let’s suppose our researcher has found a study sample of some kind, and he gets results similar to those of the studies described earlier. More evidence proving homeschooling works? Not yet. How does he know his sample is representative of the general homeschooling population? Maybe its members are all of the same socioeconomic level, all have graduate degrees, or all belong to the same church. Maybe it’s not the homeschooling that accounts for those successful outcomes, but all that money and education the parents have or the values instilled by their religious beliefs. Or maybe the kind of homeschoolers who comply with state laws requiring testing or who volunteer for testing are just the kind of people who naturally do well on standardized tests.
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Let’s be kind and give our researcher the good, representative sample population he needs. Can we now rely on his results? Nope, we’ve still got problems. What about all the different styles of homeschooling? Families use dozens, even hundreds, of different texts and curricula, and those are bound to affect the test results. And those families with children who are late readers will skew the results for younger children, even though there may be no differences in skill levels and general outcomes once such children are older. Because of the variety of homeschooling approaches, different children attain skills and knowledge at widely varying ages, and one child’s lack of knowledge in a particular area may mean very little in the long run. Because of such anomalies, evaluating test results can be very difficult.

Finally, there is one huge obstacle researchers are unlikely ever to overcome. Learning is an incredibly individual and complex process; numerous variables—age, natural ability, instructional methods, determination, teacher rapport, parental support, sibling order, diet and exercise, humidity, and who knows what else—contribute to the mix. How do we know that the factor determining successful test scores is the homeschooling and not one of the other variables?

The only way to answer that question, to prove once and for all that homeschooling works, is to run a controlled experiment. Get a representative sample homeschooling population, carefully match for all those variables, if you can even figure out what they all are, and randomly assign families to either the homeschool group or the control group that attends school. Let everybody go about their learning for several years, and see which group performs better. It’s not likely to happen, of course, even if all the variables could be controlled—few, if any, homeschooling families would be willing to take the chance of being picked for the control group.

Besides, even if such an experiment were possible, we could still argue for years about the tests and other tools used to measure “success” and whether those tools truly give us any meaningful information. But debating the virtues and pitfalls of standardized testing and other forms of evaluation is far beyond the scope of this book.

Despite all that positive research on homeschooling, we simply can’t prove that it really works. We know that most homeschoolers are proficient learners, that they are good with people and grow up to lead normal and successful lives as adults. Many homeschoolers firmly believe that withdrawing their children from school was the only way to save them from tremendous difficulties in school and in later life. But there’s no way to prove that any homeschooled students wouldn’t have been just as successful and turned out just as well if they’d gone to school.

The research is handy for bragging and for giving to skeptical in-laws, curious reporters, or dubious school officials when they question our judgment in choosing homeschooling. All those mean average scores and standard deviations sound terribly impressive and definitive, and homeschoolers are not above citing them in situations in which that’s the sort of information people want to hear. But homeschooling research has a long way to go before it tells us anything very meaningful. Aggregates cannot tell us about individuals. For homeschoolers, the question to answer is not “Does homeschooling work?” The real question is “Can homeschooling work in our family?”
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The Homeschoolers’ Version

How do you figure out whether homeschooling will work for your family? You might try the anecdotal approach. The first step is to find out as much as you can about it. Read general books, such as this one, about homeschooling, and some personal accounts of how particular families have gone about it. Take a look at homeschool resource guides and catalogs and magazines to see the kinds of materials that are available. Talk to homeschoolers about what they do. Ask them why they think it works for them. See which approaches appeal to you and how the homeschoolers put those approaches into practice.

Academics

Strangely enough, academics are often the least worrisome aspect of homeschooling, and even homeschooling skeptics won’t much argue the point. When you spend time with your children, as homeschoolers do, you quickly get a feel for how well they learn. In many cases, their learning seems an almost spontaneous process, occurring independently of, or even despite, whatever formal instruction you provide. You may find that some materials won’t be right for your kids or that they’ll want a different teaching style from the one you want to use, and you’ll need to devote some trial and error to finding the right mix for all of you. You may also find that your perfect set of materials, which was so wonderful for your first child, is vehemently rejected by the next and viewed with complete indifference by the third.

You’ll find, though, that you don’t need to be an expert in every subject your children learn, nor will you need special training to help them learn. What you’ll need is patience, a willingness to answer questions, and the energy to show them how to learn for themselves. It’s rather like the old “Teach a man to fish …” line. Show your children how to learn what they need to know, and you’ll not be able to stop them. Give them the tools and resources with which to learn, and with practice and a bit of concentration, they can handle the rest.

The “S” Word

Homeschooling skeptics will often concede that academics are seldom a problem for homeschoolers, but they’ll always come through with “But what about socialization?” This question is so common that many experienced homeschoolers can hardly restrain themselves from spluttering or giggling whenever they hear someone start to ask it, and they’ll often finish the question and be halfway through a detailed response before the questioner can take a breath.
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The homeschool setting is ideal for socialization. In classroom settings, children are locked away for eight hours a day with thirty or so of their peers and, as a result, are deprived of the chance to interact with those outside their own age group. The homeschooling setting, on the other hand, provides the child with opportunities to interact with people of all ages, occupations, and interests, which tends to result in well-rounded, sociable, confident individuals.
—Tammy, Texas
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Shauna has a number of adult friends, based on shared interests. Rosie has several groups of girls that she is the ringleader of, at church, dance, and singing group. They are comfortable and polite in most situations and can hold up their end of conversations.— Carol, California
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Socialization is, really and truly, a complete nonissue. People worry about it and they shouldn’t. Not even a little bit. Unless you lock your children in the basement, they will get “socialized.”There are so many opportunities that I cannot even fathom considering school as one of them: Scouts, church groups, 4-H, various classes, neighborhood kids—the list is endless. And, as I always say, “Oh, socialization? Yes, we’re very concerned about that—that’s why our kids won’t go to school!”—Pam, California
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We’re very well socialized, thank you. I think kids, generally speaking, are bad for other kids. They may like each other, but they like chocolate, and I wouldn’t let them eat all they wanted. Between swimming, neighbors, dance, Sunday school—well, they’ve got enough of what the world calls socialization.—Shari, Alabama
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I have to put the answering machine on during the weekend so Ethan can play in peace with whichever friend is over visiting! I do wish he had more homeschooling friends he really enjoyed, though—most of his favorite friends go to school.—Lillian, California
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I am strongly opposed to peer segregation. My kids are known for their ability to talk with adults, all except for the four-year-old, who’s the strong, silent type. When my kids are grown up, they will have to deal with people of varying ages. Can you imagine having to work only with those people who were your own age? “I’m sorry, ma’am, we only have positions open for forty-two-year-olds. You might try the XYZ Company—they employ thirty-seven-year-olds.” My kids also relate well to children of all ages. The oldest will play
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