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To laugh often and much;
To win the respect of intelligent people
And the affection of children;
To earn the appreciation of honest critics
And endure the betrayal of friends;
To appreciate beauty,
To find the best in others;
To leave the world a little bit better,
Whether by a healthy child,
A garden patch,
Or a redeemed social condition;
To know even one life has breathed easier
Because you lived.
This is to have succeeded.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON



Welcome to a wonderful environment where children learn without necessarily being “taught,” where questions fly without embarrassment, and where learning—mingled with all the other “stuff” of life—happens day and night, weekday and weekend, winter, spring, summer, and fall. Oh, and did I mention that learning can be a lot of fun here, too?

“Here” is the world of families learning at home together. It's a place currently populated by hundreds of thousands of parents who choose to embrace the responsibility of educating approximately two million of their own children themselves. It's a local community connected by park days, museum trips, and face-to-face weekly or monthly meetings. It's a state- or nation-centered population intent on preserving parental rights in education. Even more of these families form an international community connected by the Internet and e-mail. They are black, white, rich, poor, urban, rural, Christian, Jewish, Muslim, and just about everyone else.

In acknowledging a diversity of members, you'd probably guess that a wide variety of curriculum materials and books exist to serve it, and you'd be right. However, until now, one could not find a convenient, commonsense collection of ideas and materials, tips, and how-tos that bypass curricula and textbooks on a different course toward education, one that is family centered and remarkably easy, rewarding, and enjoyable for both parent and child.

Parent Tested, Kid Approved

The great learning ideas gathered between the covers of this book aren't just projects someone thinks kids will learn from and, if they're lucky, enjoy at the same time. Rather, they arrive in your home as recommendations from very special parents who are aware of their responsibility to make sure their children grow and thrive. Having usually partaken in a deeper study of education than the average person, and having been on the receiving end of sales pitches for every book and learning system on Earth, these parents tend to be extremely savvy education consumers.

When the homeschooling parents sent ideas for consideration in this book, they knew the ideas worked because they had created and/or implemented the ideas in their own homes with their own children. All of these activities and suggestions, intended exclusively to enrich children's educational experiences, are parent tested, kid approved.

The Book's Organization

The organization of this book is by subject. I yielded to this rather loosely defined system of organization to bring some semblance of order to the ideas. You'll note that because so many ideas don't fit neatly into one, two, or even three subject categories, I created chapter 11, “Across the Curriculum,” in which to gather them.

Having decided to organize the book by subject, I rejected the notion of adding age levels to the ideas for a couple of reasons. First, any assignment of age level would be based on the opinion of only a handful of people who initially work on the book, just as, I might add, people far removed from your children arbitrarily determine age levels for textbook content, curriculum, and test matter. Instead, here we'll trust the parent-readers to know what skill is appropriate for their own children.

If you're unsure of your child's current skill level, it doesn't take long to get a ballpark figure. Pick an activity that you believe your child already knows. If the activity is too easy, find another one that takes things up a notch; if that one is difficult, find an easier one. It should only take a few adjustments before you find you're in the right place.

That said, don't deny your child the opportunity to partake in activities because she “already knows” those things. Review never hurt anyone, and children, just like adults, enjoy the feeling of accomplishment that accompanies successful completion of a task, especially if it's also fun! Take plenty of time together to indulge in such learning luxury.

Second, I like to think that, at times, children will themselves pick up a book to look for something to do. I hate the thought that they might find something that sounds interesting, only to find that it's assigned to an age level they have yet to reach, and then perhaps not attempt it at all in response. Too limiting!

Let Your Imagination Fly

Some of the successful ideas that parents share in this book were found by them in sources long forgotten. Many more were their own creations, thought up to meet their children's particular needs at a given time. You'll notice how many of the contributors outline an idea, then give several additional suggestions for adapting the activity to different or extended needs. It's everyone's hope that not only will you use their ideas, but also that the ideas will serve as seeds from which will blossom your own ideas. Maybe you'll use different materials, because that's what you have in your household. Perhaps you'll make the activity a bit easier or harder as your children's current needs dictate, or you'll adapt the idea to an entirely different subject. Let your imagination fly.

Some of the ideas were created by the children themselves, and don't forget to let your children do the same! As your children engage in an activity, listen if they make suggestions or recommendations for improvement—chances are very good that if you implement their ideas, their learning will be quicker, deeper, and more fun than ever. Children's creative muscles haven't usually atrophied to the same degree as our adult muscles have, so frequent opportunity to flex them will keep them strong and supple.

Supplement for Traditional Schooling

Peruse just a few of the learning ideas and you'll quickly see that your children don't have to be homeschoolers to benefit from them. Each activity's description is short and thorough enough for you to quickly determine if it's something that could help your children


	Learn and enjoy a new concept


	Get some practice in skills they're working on


	Receive extra help with a stumbling block




When the neighborhood children gather and cry, “We're bored!” pick up this book to find something for them to do, either as a group or side-by-side. When you need materials, they're almost always things you have around the house already.

The activities can also become the center of enjoyable time spent together after school, in the evenings, on weekends, during vacations, or in the summer months. No matter where you choose to use the activities, join in! Your children will appreciate it, and it's an important way to demonstrate that learning is a lifelong activity that they can still enjoy long after they leave school.

Keep Learning Fun

You've likely noticed how often the word fun crept into this introduction. Critics who are sold on the order, measurability, and supposed accountability of traditional schooling charge that an educational approach incorporating a good deal of fun is somehow overly protective and fails to prepare children for life's hard knocks, the tougher lessons from which no one is immune. Certainly they're right that someday there may be times when life and learning aren't going to be a picnic for our children. Seeing to it, though, that the hard knocks start sooner rather than later, that learning becomes a chore on someone else's timetable using someone else's methods, especially at the tender ages of three, or five, or even eight years old, is counterproductive.

The odds are good that someday our children will be involved in some sort of car accident. Does this mean we should purposefully engage them in an accident today so they're prepared for a future one? The odds are also good that someday our children will spend time in a hospital. Should we poison their dinners today so they get the hang of lying in a hospital bed?

Of course, we don't prepare children for possible perils by bringing on all of life's turmoil sooner than necessary. Rather, we smooth the way through education, giving them the tools they will need to handle whatever life throws their way. We teach them, through the words and actions of daily life, how to properly ride in a car, who it's safe to ride with, and, eventually, how to be good drivers themselves. We feed them nutritious meals, encourage good hygiene, and see to it that their lives include a healthy balance of work, exercise, and play. In other words, rather than make sure that they face the challenges at a young age, we make the effort necessary to protect and prepare them just in case bad things do happen one day.

So how does one ready young children for future learning experiences that may get rough? First, we protect the joy they naturally experience from learning something new, just as we protect the good health they enjoy as youngsters. Next, we prepare them with the knowledge and skills they'll need to “be a good driver” on any learning road they may travel. The best preparation for this is learning how to learn. Maintaining the joy of learning and knowing how to teach themselveswhatever they need to know are necessary for future learning

I can't think of any good reasons learning can't or shouldn't be fun for both the young and the young at heart, and I've witnessed many good reasons why it should. Blessed to have spent years traveling around the country meeting homeschooling families wherever I go, I've seen the same smile and enthusiasm for learning emanating from little faces from Massachusetts to California and all stops in between. The reason, I'm convinced, is because of a lack of focus on “schooling” and all the baggage that accompanies it, and devoting the time freed from this focus to education instead. We'll look more closely at this much needed distinction in chapter 1, so don't miss it.

Let your first goal of using this book, then, be to have fun—let the learning be incidental! Your children will learn from every activity. It's what they do, and they're mighty good at it. Join them, for they have a lot to teach you if you're open to the possibilities.

I know you're eager to get into the meat of this book, the exciting learning activities that lie ahead. Please, however, read chapters 1 and 2 first, as they will be of immense help in understanding the value of the rest of the book. Then you can play!
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Imagine growing up with the entire world's information instantaneously available, literally at your fingertips. Your children, racing toward adulthood just as the Information Age kicks into high gear, will know nothing different. If gaining access to information was what children used to be sent to school for, what are school attendance, knowledge, and education really about in this day and age?

One of the greatest tributes to homeschooling's success is not the children's well-touted abundance of academic achievements but rather the way in which children who have grown up at home instead of at school accomplish learning. This is not to say that the results of homeschooling are universal. Success is no more ensured by going about learning this way than it is by institutional—public or private—school attendance. Success is, however, much more likely with homeschooling, due in large part to fundamental differences in learning principles that guide the homeschooler's course.

To better understand the value of the material in this book, we must first dichotomize the thinking behind institutional and home approaches to learning. In so doing, we may deepen our appreciation for the opportunity our children have to learn in ways suited to their natural inclinations instead of in ways that help the school institution function despite the needs of those it professes to serve.

School Mind

Let's begin with what is, by far, the most popular way to think about education, at least for the past 160 years. We'll call it “school mind.” This thinking originates with a simple basic premise: Schools are necessary for children to learn and be socialized. Because of this starting point, the school mind places its trust about learning and socialization in the schools (theoretically, learning institutions; hereafter I will use the terms schools and institutions interchangeably). Despite the natural and numerous variations among human beings—you know, the ones we rave about when we recognize them in adults— all young human beings get sent to the same institutions to learn the same things at the same time in the same way. This is the essence of a system, as in “school system,” described by The American Heritage Dictionary as an entity that “stresses order and regularity affecting all parts of a relatively complex procedure.”

Certainly, the workings of school have become ordered and regulated. But anyone who has spent even a cursory amount of time studying how human beings learn knows it's complex and rather messy. Where one child needs to see, another has to hear. Where one child grasps concepts quickly, another must sleep on them before they make sense. Where one child requires a quiet environment, another can't take the silence. Where one child uses more of the left brain, another favors the right. There's little, if any, “order and regularity” here among the folks that the “system” is supposed to serve.

The school system, then, exists to apply artificial order where none naturally resides. In the school mind, this makes sense. Remember, in this mind, the institution is the necessary ingredient. As such, much time, energy, and attention is spent keeping the system, which is striving for order and regularity, functioning. The more order and regularity accomplished, the smoother the sailing for the system itself.

Of course, the people whose livelihoods depend on survival of the system must implement practices that serve this end. These practices include regularity—in the ages at which children begin and end attendance, in the subjects presented for study, in the content of the books they read, in the daily schedule they keep. These practices include order—assignments, right answers, grades, standardized tests, diplomas signifying that the order was followed.

As pillars for order and regulation, school minds believe in the necessity of the following:


	Compulsory attendance. This demands, by force of law, that children spend large amounts of their time in the institution and away from the reality of daily life.


	Curriculum. A course of study laid out ahead of time for everyone, chosen by people who are strangers to the children, who lack personal involvement in the children's interests in the subject matter, and who are not affected by their success or failure.


	A focus on the children's inability to meet existing standards. Children need to be tested, then measured against other children to determine, among other things, if they need to be “fixed” to become part of the desired “regularity.”




Here's what we end up with:

Compulsory attendance + Curriculum + Focus on lack of meeting existing standards = Schooling

Everyone who has been ordered and regulated via these methods has been “schooled.” (This certainly explains how there are so many people walking around with school mind.) It also sheds light on how we, as a nation, can spend so much money and time and energy on keeping the system going, even while witnessing an astonishingly large percentage of children going through the process and coming out unable to read, write, think, or tell Jay Leno whether the Revolutionary War or the Civil War came first.

Although children may be legally forced to sit through more than a decade of order and regularity, not a single school administrator will guarantee any form of actual learning. Courts will not hear cases in which parents take school systems to task for failing to educate their children. With school as the essential ingredient, the only certainty is that children will be schooled. We can no longer afford, however, to believe that being schooled is synonymous with receiving an education.

Education Mind

Due to the modern experience of homeschooling, increasing numbers of adults and children possess what I call “education mind.” The basic premise of education mind is that a school and its system are not elements necessary for children's education and socialization. Without a requirement to create and maintain a system to instill order and regularity, the starting point of thinking about learning and socialization naturally shifts to the child, who is to be served by any efforts in this direction. The need to apply order and regularity to an organically “messy” process disappears. Instead, increased time, energy, and attention (and money!) can be devoted directly to children, which increases the odds for their own smoother sailing.

The pillars to hold up order and regulation, mentioned earlier, are no longer necessary, because system support can be replaced by direct support of the children's needs:


	Autonomous use of time. Compulsory attendance laws control children's time for approximately half a year of regular forty-hour workweeks each school year. The freedom of individuals to use this large block of time in ways more appropriate to their own needs and desires creates much more opportunity for meaningful learning.


	Purpose. When children are curious about (interested in) something, they can see a purpose to learn about it. Interest creates intrinsic motivation to learn. This leads to a quicker grasp of information, concepts, or skills desired. Because interest leads children to apply the knowledge once acquired, they retain it.


	Focus on what is being achieved. Serving the needs of individual children negates comparisons with other children. Emphasis and attention shift to each child's forward progress. Someone who knows the child well, and loves and supports her, can accomplish this positive focus.




Where does this lead us?

Time + Purpose + Focus on what is being achieved = Education

Learning that begins in freedom, that is guided by curiosity, and that is conducted without a need for external rewards and punishments gives children an understanding that life is learning. As I wrote in The Art of Education: Reclaiming Your Family, Community, and Self, “In the singular act of living life to its fullest, in appreciating every moment as it unfolds, true education occurs. A child who grows knowing he already has inside happiness, love, success, and fulfillment is building a life and an education on a strong foundation. The inner gifts shine forth in play, work, busy time, quiet time, triumphs and failures. Each action becomes its own reward.”

Certainly this formula is not the only way to create education in lieu of schooling (and, yes, an education is possible simultaneously with schooling), but it is one that has proven to work. It is also inexpensive and accessible to millions of families within their own homes.


School Mind Versus Education Mind

School Mind

Compulsory Attendance (time in institution away from real world) + Curriculum (study chosen by strangers and lack of interest) + Focus on Lack of Meeting Existing Standards (tests, measuring against others + “fix the child to fit in” mentality) = Schooling

Education Mind

Time (freedom and opportunity) + Purpose (intrinsic motivation and interest) + Focus on What Is Being Achieved (love and support) = Education



Real Learning Is Messy

The school mind believes that one should go about educating children by “delivering answers.” As part of the necessary regulation, a curriculum determines which answers are to be delivered at a specific time, using the children's ages as a guide. The answers arrive at the children's desks all clean and polished and organized in textbooks, presented in allegedly easy-to-digest bits and pieces. Order and regulation are as necessary for an “answer delivery service” as they are for a package delivery service. Testing acts as quality control to determine how many answers hit their marks.

I entered the workforce almost immediately after public high school graduation. After so many years in school, the real world seemed a strange place, for which I was ill prepared. On that first workday, I sat at my desk thinking, “I can't do this!” People were so busy flitting around the office doing their own thing that no one had time to spoon-feed me little bits of digestible knowledge. Instead, they handed me the whole enchilada and expected me to start chomping off huge bits— now. Yeah, it was messy.

More than half a dozen jobs later, and after the experience of teaching myself numerous skills to accomplish personal goals, I've faced a lot of messes. When no one delivers the answers, there's the disarray of trial and error while you dig around for them yourself. There's also all that additional information you bump into that creates even more questions. Often there's the confusion—and frustration—of failure, followed by a hard, close look at what went wrong so you don't waste your precious time making the same mistake again. There's the hope and enthusiasm that grow from the excitement of leaving the wrong path behind and starting down a new one. And then there's that indescribably delicious exhilaration of the “aha!” moment when you know you've found the missing piece. You own the knowledge gained. If ever necessary, it's available for you to apply in myriad ways in the future. That's education.

This description is one person's perspective on the way adults learn outside of schools. Indeed, many homeschooling parents report that as they take on responsibility for their children's education, they closely examine how they learn what is important in their lives. This scrutiny tends to add another mark in favor of homeschooling, because the school approach emerges as an artificial process, as unsatisfying as a glass of orange-flavored soda when you're thirsting for orange juice.

Why deny curious children the learning route we adults allow ourselves? Or rather, why put them through the artificial “order” when the “mess” of real learning offers so many valuable life experiences in the search for answers? This mess is just an open mind away. Indeed, your mind must be open if you want to discard school mind to make room for education mind.

School mind asks, “What should my child know at grade level X?” Education mind asks children what they are interested in and further observes active children to gather its own clues. School mind asks, “Do they need to know this for a test?” Education mind asks, “Do they need to know this to improve their lives in some way?” School mind asks, “What can I teach them?” Education mind asks, “What can they learn?” School mind asks, “What answers have they retained?” Education mind asks, “Have they learned how to learn?” With just a little practice, you'll be turning around similar questions yourself in no time.

How Children Learn

Whoever said “a little knowledge is a dangerous thing” may have been talking about education reformers when they get their hands on the emerging research about early childhood development. For several years, news flash after news flash has heralded new understanding of everything from neural connections to “windows of opportunity,” and educators still scramble to bend the research to fit into the order and regularity of schooling.

Let's use as an example the report that resulted from a two-and-a-half-year review of hundreds of early childhood studies by the National Research Council, the research arm of the National Academy of Sciences, the National Academy of Engineering, and the Institute of Medicine. Jack Shonkoff, dean of Heller Graduate School, headed the panel and granted an interview to the Washington Post in March 2001, shortly after the report's release.

First, Mr. Shonkoff states that “one of the most important findings in the early childhood domain is the importance of nurturing, stable relationships as the key to promoting competence in young children.” My education mind considered this confirmation of an oft-cited benefit of homeschooling.

Mr. Shonkoff's school mind, though, worries about why we “are paying so little attention to the issues of training and compensation for the professionals who provide the care and education of children before they start school.”

He continues by stating that “research tells us that children's social and emotional development is critical to their learning.” Education mind says, well, of course one needs to nurture all aspects of the child, and home is a safe, easy place to do so. “School mind” worries because Head Start teachers say their biggest challenge “is difficulty in managing emotional and behavioral problems.”

In both cases, school mind looks at perfectly logical arguments for later, not earlier, school attendance, yet it continues to put the system first by focusing, in these cases, on how teachers (within the system) can achieve the benefits that would more naturally occur if the children remained at home. The school mind totally ignores the fact that children are rushed out of the home environment despite what the research says.

A Brief but Important Introduction to What Research Says

There's now enough research on early learning to fill a set of encyclopedias many times over. Therefore, I will hit some highlights relevant to using the activities in this book to your child's best advantage. Remember to let this exploration of research exercise your education mind.

Background on the Brain

Brains are made up of two kinds of cells: nerve cells (neurons), with branches called dendrites, and glial cells. Basically, the glial cells nourish the billions of neurons that busily create and maintain connections for thinking. This is accomplished when a neuron's dendrites pick up messages from other neurons and send them to the cell's body, from which the message travels further still to the axon, the neuron's out box. When leaving the out box, the message must “jump” across a gap (synapse) to be picked up by another neuron's dendrites. This feat happens billions of times each day as we participate in mental activity.

Enter new experiences for a child. These new experiences create new connections, changing the structure of dendrites and synapses to create new paths down which messages may travel. A child can learn new skills as the brain becomes more flexible now that alternative paths to the old destinations are developing. Ah, so experience is a key to learning? Let's find out.

Rats!

This has been one of my favorite research results since I discovered it over a decade ago in Dr. Jane Healy's Endangered Minds: Why Children Don't Think and What We Can Do About It(Touchstone, 1990). Dr. Healy reports on an experiment in which all rats received the same food and water, but some lived in “impoverished” cages while others enjoyed an “enriched” environment—larger cages, more friends, and lots of toys that kept them curious and active. Researchers found that although the impoverished rats weighed more, their brains were inferior in two aspects significant to learning. “First,” explains Dr. Healy, “there are many more glial support cells in the enriched brains, and second, the neurons themselves have more dendrite spines and thus, presumably, more synapses.” In addition, the enriched rats “appear to pick up more and different information during exploration as a result of their lively curiosity.”

Although this research does not translate directly to humans, we can still stretch our imaginations and think of the impoverished environment as a bad school where life experience is limited and the enriched environment as a good school offering more opportunity for life experiences.

And then there are the rats that grew up “in the wild” outside the lab, exposed “to the real challenges of living in a free environment,” explains Dr. Healy, “finding food, defending themselves, and moving about when and where they wish.” Rather than being in school, these rats participated in activities that are part of real life in a rat community. These rats are, in comparison, the “homeschooled” rats.

Researchers have found that the “enriched” environment isn't as stimulating to the rats' brain as is the natural one, from which come rats that “tend to have larger and heavier cortexes than do those raised in cages.” Cortexes, Dr. Healy explains in her book, are “the control panels for processing information at three levels: receiving sensory stimuli, organizing them into meaningful patterns so that we can make sense out of our world, and associating patterns to develop abstract types of learning and thinking.”

This sure gives us something to chew on.

Parents with Education Mind Know


	Experience provides young children with the “files” of information they need for learning, thinking, reasoning, and making decisions in the future.


	Cramming things into children's heads under even the best artificial circumstances isn't as efficient as allowing time for natural processes to unfold.


	Given sufficient time, children quench natural curiosity that results in learning.




Relevance to this book's activities:Rather than waiting for the possibility that your child will receive sufficient, stimulating experience, you provide that experience with activities that can become part of your lifestyle.

Children Need Touch and Attention

Examining brain function, emotional learning in infants, and cultural differences, two Harvard Medical School researchers, Michael L. Commons and Patrice M. Miller, told us in 1998 that early separation of babies from parents creates stress that causes unnecessary, permanent harm. “It changes the nervous system so [children] are overly sensitive to future trauma,” researcher Commons states.

Indeed, the research partners say that the way we are brought up colors our entire society. “We've stressed independence so much that it's having some very negative effects,” explains Miller. Parents distance themselves in separate beds, often separate rooms, and don't respond quickly to crying for fear that their children will grow up dependent. Commons and Miller say this is a backward way of going about independence. “Physical contact and reassurance,” they declare, “will make children more secure and better able to form adult relationships when they finally head out on their own.”

When the Gusii people of Kenya, whose culture includes sleeping with their babies, watched videotapes of U.S. mothers with their infants, they grew upset that American moms took so long to respond to crying. The researchers called ours a violent nation marked by loose, nonphysical relationships. “I think there's a real resistance in this culture to caring for children,” Commons concludes, “but punishment and abandonment have never been good ways to get warm, caring, independent people.”

Parents with Education Mind Know


	People criticize them for being “overly protective.”


	Their children often appear less stressed than their peers.


	The reassurance of their presence and attention builds a firm foundation of security from which their children venture out into the world.


	Others who meet their children after a period of homeschooling notice how warm, caring, and independent they have become.




Relevance to this book's activities:As a parent, your participation in activities is essential so that the necessary social and emotional growth occurs along with the academic enrichment.

Play It Again, Children

Thanks to magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), research shows that when humans learn a motor movement (such as playing the piano), a large portion of the brain's motor region is used. But according to a report in a 2000 issue of Cognitive Brain Research, the brain uses smaller and smaller regions of the motor cortex as the person gains experience, or begins to master the skill. In other words, repetition, alternatively called practice, makes neural networks more efficient to the point that regions of the cortex are free for still other uses.

Parents with Education Mind Know


	Children with the time available to do so will naturally gravitate toward practice, alternatively viewed as repetitive play with regard to children.


	Children have the perseverance to immerse themselves in repetition if free to do so.


	Play is a child's most important work.




Relevance to this book's activities:Your child may become so enamored with a particular activity and want to repeat it to the point where you think you'll go mad if you do it one more time! Do it one more time.

Age Integration

An analysis of fifty-seven studies from 1968 to 1990 revealed that 52 percent of multiage classrooms outscored single-grade ones, reported the Chicago Sun Times in May 2001. Multiage classrooms group together two or three grades, and the teacher stays with the children for more than a year. Some research indicates that such grouping reduces bullying, aggression, and discipline problems and increases self-esteem, cooperation, and social skills.

According to the article, advocates report that “multiage classrooms feel more like families.” “Veterans nurture younger students, teach them classroom rules and routines, and help them with academic tasks that solidify their own understanding.” Test scores in many schools rose, even as some parents complained that “it didn't look like learning was going on. It looked like kids were having a ball.” (Now is that school mind or what? Can't have fun and learn at the same time!)

“I get help from the fifth-graders, but I can also help the third-graders,” explains Mike, a fourth-grader in the middle of a third-to-fifth-grade classroom. “It's fun…it's almost like we're brother and sister.”

Parents with Education Mind Know


	Younger children listen and pick up knowledge seemingly by osmosis when older children are learning in the vicinity.


	That warm, family feeling naturally supports social and emotional development so that it doesn't need to be artificially enhanced.


	Everyone likes to feel useful, helpful, and needed. This includes children.




Relevance to this book's activities:Enlist the whole family in activities whenever possible. Younger children take clues about growing up from older siblings. Interaction between children of mixed ages mirrors the real world, and children grow more inclined to accept and help each other.

How Are You Doing?

When children feel their social and emotional needs are met, they are more inclined to ask for help, says the Journal of Educational Psychology.In relation to schools, where were these important needs best met? According to University of Illinois researchers, the needs are met in classrooms “that emphasize self-improvement rather than relative ability” and where the opportunity to “take risks” is allowed. Where relative ability rules, children with self-imposed low academic expectations seek help less often. As a result, educators are encouraged to “let your students focus on how well they personally have improved rather than on comparing themselves to others in the room.”

Parents with Education Mind Know


	A child's self-improvement is more important than high test scores that prove nothing except that the child is good at taking tests.


	Self-improvement is a clear indicator of individual progress readily and easily observable to the learner and to an attentive adult who knows the learner well.


	Focusing on one's own improvement helps a student realize his education is a gift to himself instead of a competition that only a small minority “wins.”


	Effort as opposed to a grade (the journey as opposed to the destination) becomes valuable in its own right.




Relevance to this book's activities:Use the activities for fun time together, not to increase your child's test scores. Watch for improvement of academic skills for its own sake. Encourage your child to do the same.

Calling All Parents to Talk

Jane Healy's Endangered Minds includes a chapter on language. In it she reports on a conversation with Dr. Arnold Scheibel, coauthor of a preliminary study on postnatal development of the brain's motor speech area. After what was still a limited study of “normal” brains of children aged three months to six years, Dr. Scheibel “is personally convinced that interaction with adults, including language stimulation, is one of the growing brain's most important assets.”

“Without being melodramatic,” he further stated, “I think it would be very important to tell parents they are participating with the physical development of their youngsters' brains to the exact degree that they interact with them, communicate with them. Language interaction is actually building tissue in their brains—so it's also helping build youngsters' futures.”

Parents with Education Mind Know


	Children need interaction with caring adults.


	Parents need to spend a decent amount of time with their children in order to have opportunities for interaction.


	The better you know your children, the deeper and more significant the communication. The deeper and more significant the communication, the better you know your children.




Relevance to this book's activities:Building stronger, lasting relationships by participating in these activities is even more important than the academic benefits realized.

Supporting Autonomy

Research on “student-centered classrooms” is most interesting to homeschoolers. It drips with irony. Even as critics, especially those from state teachers unions, continue to decry homeschooling's child-centeredness as ill preparation for their entry into the adult world of “having to do things you don't want to do,” the Journal of Educational Psychology shared a 1999 study of teachers who use “autonomy supportive” teaching methods as opposed to “relatively controlling” methods.

Students of autonomy supportive teachers were found to be more likely to stay in school, perform better academically, and show more positive emotion, among other things. Here are some of the qualities that set these teachers apart from their more controlling counterparts. These teachers


	Listened more


	Supported the students' intrinsic motivation


	Verbalized fewer directives


	Asked more questions about what the students wanted to do


	Responded more to student-generated questions


	Didn't hold the instructional material in front of the class as often




Along the same lines, a Yale University study compared instruction involving analytical, creative, and practical methods of instruction to the rote, memory-based approach typically used in public school. Students exposed to the former methods had superior results in performance-based and memory-based multiple choice tests.

Parents with Education Mind Know


	Removal of complete external control on children's education allows space for all-important self-motivation.


	Students maintain their joy of learning when they feel they “own” the education they receive because they have had a large say in determining its course for themselves.


	Children in charge of their own education are more inclined to take risks, exhibit high amounts of creativity, and possess many practical skills.


	It is possible for parents to help their children learn without being a “relatively controlling” teacher.




Relevance to this book's activities:Allow your children to choose the activities most appealing to them. Pepper your conversation with open-ended questions that help your children create and analyze. Encourage suggestions for activity improvements or new activities, and follow through with them.

Don't Sit Around Holding Your Breath!

As you exercise your education mind, you're probably wondering why all this knowledge about how children learn hasn't been more visible in the present educational reform that is all the rage. Truth is, one of the prices of all that order and regularity is a huge bureaucracy running all the way from the school in your neighborhood to the U.S. Department of Education in Washington, D.C., with many other state and federal organizations' hands in the system. The system is incapable of rapid change, even in the rare cases in which service to the children is a primary goal.

You don't have to wait for others to provide rich educational experience for your child. You can take a giant leap ahead of educational reform by using your education mind to create your own curriculum, or bypass curriculum use all together.


[image: ]

Because of the ever-increasing number of laws related to schooling, politics and educational reform go hand in hand. The first President Bush called it “America 2000.” With a few tweaks and a slight name change, President Clinton gave us “Goals 2000.” (You don't hear anything about those goals anymore!) Today, the second President Bush touts the “No Child Left Behind Act of 2001,” which, by the way, represents $44.5 billion for the U.S. Department of Education in fiscal 2002 (one year, at the federal level!). The next president will ballyhoo a new brand of educational reform with an equally catchy name, setting forth yet another set of standards and his or her ideas about how the government will see to it that those standards are met or, better yet, exceeded. Federal education funds are the carrot ensuring compliance, as any school that “doesn't play” loses a sizeable chunk of cash.

Every time the program changes, new panels are commissioned to perform new studies and then issue new guidelines for necessary curriculum alterations and their implementation. Eventually, this all filters down to the local school administrators and teachers, who merely carry out the orders from on high, whatever those orders may be.

In some cases, these orders trickle down to the children in the form of tweaks to their course of study. If, for example, current research shows that American kids lag too far behind other industrialized nations' children in science, the U.S. kids find, at least in theory, a more vigorous science program





Bypass (or Leap Ahead of) School Reform




Do-It-Yourself Reform






Why You Don't Need a Curriculum















Just a Few Benefits of Do-It-Yourself Reform
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