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INTRODUCTION
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The popular image of homeschooling usually involves several neatly dressed, hypernaturally polite and disciplined children sitting around a kitchen table, diligently working at spelling lists, multiplication tables, and sentence diagrams. Mom, who bears a remarkable resemblance to June Cleaver, hovers in the background, ready to jump in with advice, assistance, and supervision the instant she’s needed.

Perhaps it’s that word—“homeschooling”—or perhaps it’s just that most of us grew up going to conventional schools, but we Americans have a hard time imagining any form of education that doesn’t look a lot like school, albeit on a smaller scale. But until the turn of the nineteenth century, most American children got the better part of their education in ways much closer to those used by homeschoolers today than those found in modern public schools.

Until the advent of the “common school” movement in the 1850s, which culminated in compulsory attendance statutes nationwide by the turn of the century, school was optional for most families. Formal attendance at school was often confined to the winter months when the pace of life slowed and children were comparatively free of agricultural chores. Furthermore, unless a child was male and planned to go to college or a seminary—or came from a well-to-do family—school only lasted for three to five years. That provided just enough time to get a good grasp of reading, writing, and arithmetic, with a smattering of history and literature. The rest of the knowledge children needed to become competent adults was acquired by working alongside older family members or other adults, learning everyday tasks by doing them, knowing that their work was an essential contribution to their family’s livelihood.

Along with the widespread establishment of public schools and compulsory attendance laws came an equally widespread belief in schools as essential for children to learn to function as citizens in twentieth-century society. So much were schools assumed to be necessary for children’s education that, while there was much debate over the form schools should take and the content they should teach, there was almost no discussion of whether they were in truth the indispensable institutions they appeared to be. Those few children who somehow acquired their education mainly by other means, of whom Margaret Mead and Thomas Edison were notable examples, were viewed as eccentric exceptions.


So much were schools assumed to be necessary for children’s education that, while there was much debate over the form schools should take and the content they should teach, there was almost no discussion of whether they were in truth the indispensable institutions they appeared to be.



But those exceptions nevertheless existed. Some children simply lived in remote settings, too far from established schools to make attendance practical. Other children—Edison, for example—simply found school intolerable or came from families with unconventional ideas about learning. Mead’s quip was, “My grandmother wanted me to have an education, so she kept me out of school.”

These unconventional learners took a variety of paths for their education. Some had formal tutors to present material their families thought necessary for their education. Some read widely and voraciously. Others accompanied their parents in their work or on their travels; their “lessons” were simply side effects of the way they spent their time.

Whatever circumstances led to their unconventional approaches to education, though, these independent learners were isolated cases. Homeschooling did not become a movement until the 1970s, when educator John Holt, disillusioned with the process of school reform, began publicly advocating homeschooling. Holt became convinced that the kind of child-centered educational reforms he believed were necessary would not—indeed, could not—happen within a compulsory school setting. In 1977, Holt began publishing a four-page newsletter called Growing Without Schooling for families who wanted ideas and support to help their children learn outside of school. Holt’s ideas struck a chord with many parents who thought along similar lines. Within six months, GWS (as it almost immediately became known) had nearly five hundred subscribers; Holt’s appearance on The Phil Donahue Show a couple of years later prompted almost ten thousand letters asking for more information.

Holt originally used the word “unschooling” to describe the act of removing one’s children from school, but it soon became a synonym for “homeschooling.” Over the past two decades, the meaning of the term has evolved and narrowed, so that “unschooling” now refers to the specific style of homeschooling that Holt advocated, based on child-centered learning.

Since the 1970s the homeschooling movement has grown enormously. Some sources estimate that in the United States as many as 1.5 to 2 million students are homeschooled. Since the laws regulating homeschooling—and therefore the legal definitions of the term “homeschooler”—vary widely from state to state, accurate estimates are hard to come by. Breaking the movement into categories based on the style of homeschooling is even more difficult, and estimates of the numbers of homeschoolers who consider themselves unschoolers differ according to whom you ask. What we can say is that unschoolers constitute somewhere between ten and fifty percent of the movement.


Since the 1970s the homeschooling movement has grown enormously. Some sources estimate that in the United States as many as 1.5 to 2 million students are homeschooled.



Traditionally, homeschoolers who take a fairly conventional approach to education, using more or less formal curriculum packages according to a relatively fixed schedule, have tended to frown on unschooling. They view it as a form of benign neglect at best, and sometimes publicly criticize unschoolers as giving homeschooling a bad name.

But such staunch traditionalists often find themselves moving toward the less formal approach as they discover its advantages for their families.


I tried to do “school at home” at first, but didn’t like the amount of coercion I had to use to get anything done. We probably tried to keep some structure for a year or more, but slid into unschooling the end of last year. —Stefani, New Hampshire

We always knew we would homeschool, but we really geared up for it when Susie, our oldest, turned five. We spent about two weeks with me making up a bare-bones lesson plan, and then either abandoning it completely or making all of us miserable trying to follow it. So then I gave up and decided she was already brilliant enough to figure things out for herself. It was about six months after this that I discovered there was a term “unschooling.” —Amy, Idaho

I was very anxious and uncertain the first year, so I set up my own curriculum and followed it rigidly. I burned out very badly by the following summer, but managed to do the same thing for the fourth grade. After that, the entire thing just began metamorphosing into another entity. I’d successfully taught the girls multiplication (without memorization) and division, and felt I’d answered my critics sufficiently. Also, the girls began to really resist certain things, so I backed off happily. I got a couple of textbooks, for form’s sake, but relieved myself (and the kids, too) of most duties for that next year. It’s been a long process of unraveling the school protocol; with each year we feel more free of its shadow, until now it seems like an alien thing, even the concept of it. —Liane, California



So What Exactly Is Unschooling?

Answering that question is what this book is all about. Unschoolers are no different from other homeschoolers in at least one sense: we love to talk about what we do and why; the few dozen of us you will read about in this book are no exception. We’ve found a style of child-rearing, an approach to education, a way of life that allows our children so many advantages over conventional schooling that it often sounds too simple and easy to be credible—too good to be true. We often find ourselves confronted by skeptics who insist that unschooling has to be more complicated than we say it is, that there must be some key element we are leaving out.


We’ve found a style of child-rearing, an approach to education, a way of life that allows our children so many advantages over conventional schooling that it often sounds too simple and easy to be credible—too good to be true.



But the essence of unschooling is that there is no magic formula, no simple solution-in-a-box for every child’s educational problem. Unschooling is simply a way to tailor learning to the specific needs of each child and each family. No two unschooling families follow the same path—and no two children within the same unschooling family are likely to go exactly in the same direction.

So we won’t provide you with an easy-to-follow master plan guaranteed to turn your children into geniuses or get them into the Ivy League colleges of their choice. What we will do is tell you how we’ve approached the learning process with our kids, and what works and doesn’t work for us. We don’t have any mysterious curricula or magical techniques that will provide all the answers your family is seeking. What we do have is experience and a lot of ideas about how people learn and how to help them do so.

The first four chapters give an overview of unschooling. Chapter 1 tells how we define unschooling and how we view learning and our children, and looks at the research support for an unschooling approach to education. Chapter 2 covers the materials we learn from: everything from traditional curricular materials, toys, and games, to friends and acquaintances, to completely unconventional learning resources. In Chapter 3, we’ll look at learning and technology—at the uses of television, videos, and computers in learning with our kids, and at some of the debate over their value. In Chapter 4, we’ll talk about evaluating and documenting the whole process: how can we tell our kids are learning?

The next five chapters give examples of unschooling approaches to learning in basic subject areas: reading and writing; mathematics, logic, and problem-solving; the sciences; history and the social sciences; and the fine and performing arts. You’ll find that these subject divisions are somewhat arbitrary; many of the topics or activities our children pursue fall easily into two or three areas simultaneously. However, these chapters should begin to give you an idea of the process of unschooling.


But the essence of unschooling is that there is no magic formula, no simple solution-in-a-box for every child’s educational problem. Unschooling is simply a way to tailor learning to the specific needs of each child and each family.



The final four chapters look at some of the larger issues involved with unschooling. Chapter 10 addresses typical changes in the unschooling process as our children grow older and more independent, and considers the future beyond family-based learning. Chapter 11 introduces the practical considerations of legalities, siblings, and managing time and money. Chapter 12 looks at some of the ways to find help and support for an unschooling approach to learning. Finally, Chapter 13 considers some of the societal implications of the unschooling approach: How does it affect family life? What are its long-term consequences? Can conventional educators learn anything from unschoolers?

By the time you reach the end of this book, we hope we will have provoked lots of questions in your mind, and piqued your interest in starting to find the answers that will work for your family. Even if you ultimately choose a more conventional educational approach, we hope that our experience will get you thinking in new ways about learning, about your children, and about helping your children explore their world.




CHAPTER ONE
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What Is Unschooling and How Can It Possibly Work?

IMAGINE TWO STUDENTS, each about fifteen years old, seated at a table working on geometry problems. They are both using paper and pencil, perhaps a ruler and compass, and the same textbook. To all outward appearances, each is doing exactly the same thing as the other. But one is an unschooler and the other is conventionally schooled.

What’s the difference? To understand that difference, we need to look at the rest of these kids’ lives, how they spend the bulk of their time, why they are working on geometry, and what they will do next and why.

Our school student—let’s call her Cynthia—is pretty easy to understand since most of us went through roughly the same process when we were teens. Cynthia is enrolled in a local public high school, and geometry is one of the courses she signed up for last year. Most of the colleges she’s considering attending recommend at least two, and preferably three or even four, years of mathematics at the high school level. Those problems she’s working on were assigned by her teacher this morning, and, though she enjoys geometry and could easily spend a couple more hours playing around with angles and lines, she doesn’t really have the time; she has to read a chapter in her world history textbook for tomorrow, and then she’ll work on an English paper that’s due by the end of the week. Next year, Cynthia will take another math course at her school—probably an algebra 2/ trigonometry combination.

Kathleen, our unschooler, has never been to school. Early last spring when she helped her parents build some raised beds for their vegetable garden, she was intrigued when they measured the box diagonals to check that the corners were square. She asked lots of questions about angles and shapes while they worked together. Over the next few weeks, she began looking seriously into learning more about geometry. After a few more rambling conversations and a few trips to the library and local bookstores with her mother, she finally decided to use a textbook to dig into the topic formally. Over the past four or five weeks, she has worked on geometry fairly often, sometimes for several hours every day, sometimes for only a few minutes a couple of times a week between her dance lessons and the latest science fiction novel she’s reading. She rarely completes a full problem set, opting to go on to the next concept as soon as she grasps an idea. Her brothers are getting heartily sick of her frequent geometry mini-lectures every time they get out their Lego blocks, but they grudgingly admit she’s been building some amazingly complex designs lately (even though they really think she’s too old to play with building toys). Kathleen has seen hints of the existence of non-Euclidean geometries in her textbook, and she’s begun to look for a good introduction to topology. Her dad has offered to check around among some of his more mathematically inclined friends to see if anyone might be interested in working with her.
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Unschooling is basically a matter of attitude and approach. Simply put, unschooling puts the learner in charge. As one California mother puts it:


Unschooling, to me, means learning what one wants, when one wants, in the way one wants, where one wants, for one’s own reasons. The learning is learner-directed; advisors or facilitators are sought out as desired by the learner. There are no curricula, lesson plans, schedules, or agendas. Most of the learning is quiet, even invisible, as there is not a focus on creating a lot of “products.” —Carol, California



Sounds impossible, doesn’t it? The idea that children—even quite young children—should be in charge of their own education, choose what they learn and how they learn it, and even choose whether they should learn anything at all sounds ludicrous. Surely there must be more to the idea than that.


Unschooling, to me, means learning what one wants, when one wants, in the way one wants, where one wants, for one’s own reasons. The learning is learner-directed; advisors or facilitators are sought out as desired by the learner.



Listen to a few more parents describe their own concepts of unschooling:


Unschooling, for us, is mindful living, free play, and exploration. It is letting go of the schoolish “shoulds” and “oughts” and measuring sticks. We aim to live more fully rather than manufacture educational experiences to fill the gaps in our lives. Living this way requires a considerable amount of trust and patience—trust that children will learn what they need to know without years of conventional instruction, and patience enough to let them get to it in their own good time. It is not a life to be hurried, nor is it neat and tidy.

What we are doing is so vastly different from the way our society is schooled to believe humans learn that most people are quite skeptical, even uncomprehending of it. How do you know if they’re learning? Do you use textbooks? How can you tell if they’re at grade level? What about phonics? How will they get into college? How will they learn to do things they don’t like to do? What about advanced math and science? The litany of questions makes me chuckle and then sigh. Understanding what it’s all about is a journey, not a one-paragraph definition. Even beginning to understand requires a willingness on the part of the questioner to deschool a little. —Laura D., Texas

We don’t approach learning as something people do as a separate activity. We live our lives and learn as we go. We have no teaching, no classes, no lesson plans, no grades, no curriculum, no textbooks, no tests. Basically, I don’t pay particular attention to what the kids are learning; it is enough to see that they are growing as people, and gaining knowledge and experience as they go. I don’t keep track of what they do, other than as you’d know about what any of your friends learn about subjects they are interested in. We talk a lot. There is no special time set aside to do a learning activity, nor are any activities done because they’re educational. I have no list, physical or mental, of what I think they should know at any certain age.

We do a lot of learning, though. Our interests tend to be in things that are frequently considered educational. The kids spend a lot of time using the computer. Simon loves to read and spends a lot of his time reading. Simon and Timmy both do a lot of writing. —Linda, New York

My whole philosophy of unschooling is based on the premise that learning is a natural, enjoyable, impossible-to-avoid drive that we are all born with. I believe that children want to learn about life and will learn if they’re not interfered with. By interference, I mean extrinsic rewards, threats, being told what to learn and when to learn it.

You have to trust children in order to unschool.

The demands on families as far as time is concerned are “no time at all” and “all the time in the world.” We are unschooling twenty-four hours of the day, but it doesn’t take any extra time from what we’d be doing anyway. It’s like asking how much time it takes to live. —Susan, Iowa

As a classroom teacher I was always amazed at how well the students always did in the subject areas that sparked their interest. One good, well-done demonstration could ensure better understanding from your students, not because they understood the concepts but because they had become interested enough in it to want to learn about it. It became obvious to me that if a child wants to learn something, a child will learn it, and learn it very well. Unschooling, for us, taps into that natural curiosity and desire to learn.

I think the dropcapsgest misconception I’ve had to face about unschooling is that the parents have a totally hands-off attitude regarding their children. I have even been told that I must be ignoring my children, and that unschoolers have simply come up with a name in order to legitimize our abuse! I think it is the opposite, actually.

As an unschooler I find I spend quite a bit of time and energy helping my children. I am their facilitator. I am their guide through the library and resource books. I am their chauffeur and travel agent to exotic places. I am also the cleaner-upper of spilled paint, the answerer (for the hundredth time) of a math question, and the guide to the mysteries of their world. —Kathy,




Q: Do you like unschooling?

Rory (8): Unschooling’s just great. If I mess up on work, I’m able to take the time to get it right again. I think I’m learning more and it’s better than school. I can’t think of anything I’d like to do that I can’t, and there are a lot of things I can do now that I couldn’t do in school.

Hallie (6): I feel better than I would in school, much better. ’Cause in school you can’t see your parents as much as I can now. I very much enjoy learning this way. If I don’t like a book, I can change to a different book.



Traits of the Unschooling Household

Because of the individualized nature of unschooling, no two unschooling households look exactly alike. There is no common schedule, no common curriculum, no common set of materials among unschooling families. In fact, because their interests may diverge radically, even the experiences of children in the same family can differ significantly.

Some families come upon unschooling while their children are still infants and deliberately set out to create circumstances under which unschooling can thrive. Others develop similar ideas and habits haphazardly in the process of searching for a form of education that works for their kids. However they come upon the approach, though, unschooling households have certain characteristics in common.


No two unschooling households look exactly alike. There is no common schedule, no common curriculum, no common set of materials among unschooling families. In fact, because their interests may diverge radically, even the experiences of children in the same family can differ significantly.


An Environment Conducive to Exploration and Experimentation

The first requirement is that children spend the bulk of their time in places where learning and exploration are possible and welcome. For some families, this may mean that their house is filled with books and toys and games and art supplies—with materials most of us think of as educational. For others, the emphasis may be on the equipment of everyday life: kitchen utensils and gardening tools, calculators and computers. The exact details of the surroundings matter little—after all, every family lives in different circumstances—but children need to feel comfortable exploring those surroundings and using what they find around them.

A farm family, for instance, might possess little in the way of manufactured “educational” supplies, but the farm itself—the animals, the tools, the crops, and the land—provide an abundance of opportunities to explore and experiment. The family may not even think of its setting as “educational,” nor might the children think of the projects and chores they spend their time on as “learning.” Likewise, an urban family might choose to emphasize the community as a source of learning opportunities, instead of filling their home with materials of more transitory interest. Whatever the nature of the environment, though, it is imperative that unschooling children have access to what interests them.


Whatever the nature of the environment, though, it is imperative that unschooling children have access to what interests them.




We sold the desks, and in their place put a large table (the dropcaps ugly warehouse kind) where we can spread out our projects. We took the supplies out of their boxes and put them on a set of low bookshelves (a little Montessori technique creeping in). I found things were actually being used! —Jo, Louisiana

I’ve always made sure that there was a rich body of knowledge available to our son. We have a house full of books and good software, we travel, we read together—often aloud. We’ve spent many, many hours together in good books, and we’ve gone to fascinating places together: the Grand Canyon, the Plymouth Colony, Williamsburg, California missions, sites from Little House on the Prairie books, the Smithsonian, castles in Great Britain—we drink it all in. —Lillian, California

It’s not necessary to have a lot of stuff to unschool. We do have a huge library and all kinds of what I consider educational games and resources (jigsaw puzzles, abacuses, tangrams, crayons, clay, paints, paper, forest, creeks, yards, goats, dogs, turkeys, wildlife, flowers, gardens, tools, kitchen gear, etc.). I couldn’t possibly list all the things my kids have learned from through the years. But this is all stuff that we would have anyway. It is not educational paraphernalia that we purchase specifically to homeschool. Dan and I like doing and learning and living, so we have lots of stuff around to help us do that. The kids are welcome to use whatever of it they wish.—Susan, Iowa


However much parents may desire that their child learn to enjoy reading, that child will be unlikely to do so if she never sees her parents reading for pleasure.





We’ll look at finding and using learning resources in more detail in the next chapter.

Adults as Models and Facilitators

At least as important as material to learn about and from are people to learn from. Formal qualifications such as teaching credentials, undergraduate or advanced degrees, or early childhood education courses are unimportant. What matters is that unschooled children have people around them who provide learning models by the way they live, in the activities they pursue. However much parents may desire that their child learn to enjoy reading, that child will be unlikely to do so if she never sees her parents reading for pleasure. If the adults in the family are not obviously curious about and interested in the world they live in, if they never ask questions and search out answers, if they never try things just to see what happens, their kids will seldom do so either.

For most unschooling parents, learning becomes something they do along with their children. Sometimes the entire family gets caught up in some topic, often for extended periods. Often the kids will be intrigued with something they see their parents doing and get involved themselves, but almost as often the parents are drawn into unexpected topics by one or more of the kids.


I view integrating my children into my life as important. Learning the nitty-gritty of running a household, errands, chores, laundry, meals—all are grist for the mill. The qualities needed? Love for your children, delight in watching them grow, a desire to spend lots of time with them, a willingness to search for an answer and to say “I don’t know,” the willingness to learn alongside them, even things that you might not have pursued without their good example. — Carol B., Florida

Nobody believes it is as easy as it is. Live your life with your children, include them, and help them find answers to their questions. Many unschooling parents refer to themselves as facilitators. I especially love this word because of its relationship to “facile.” Breathing takes effort, too, but we don’t concentrate thought on it. — Cindy, Wisconsin

What’s crucial is the desire to learn. And the entire unschooling philosophy hangs on that objective: find, nourish, and protect a child’s desire to learn. You can jointly experiment with how, as long as the child wants to, but when the child loses interest and you have to struggle to get any attention and focus, the effort needed to get a result is several orders of magnitude greater, and it’s not clear that the results stick. Worse, the process seems to poison the well, and kids are turned off to other material even before you get to it, because it’s being forced on them. —Patrick, California

You need to have parents who are active learners as role models for their kids. Many people seem to think it takes all my time. Actually, it takes very little of my time. I mean, on the one hand, it takes all of it, since things are always happening. But I don’t have to focus all my time on the kids; I don’t have to be right there doing things with them all day. Most of what they do I hear about, but they do it on their own. —Linda, New York



There are, of course, plenty of times when the parents’ role is more overt and deliberate. Anyone who has ever spent time with a preschooler knows how many questions kids can ask, and unschooled kids tend to keep asking those questions as they grow. Unschooling parents have to expect to hear hundreds and thousands of questions, and they have to be prepared to either answer or to help find answers when they don’t know. (And they should expect to demonstrate often how much they don’t know!)
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You need to not be bugged by kids’ questions, and you need to be able to answer them. You especially need to be able to say “I don’t know” and “Let’s go look it up.” You need to be able to not teach, and just see yourself as a facilitator of learning. My daughter’s glare when I slip into teacher mode shuts me up pretty fast. I have to remember it’s my job to “strew her path with interesting things.” (That’s a quote I stole from Sandra Dodd on America Online, by the way.) —Joyce, Massachusetts

Unschooling doesn’t mean waiting for him to discover everything on his own at all. I feel there are a lot of things we want him to know about, and certain things he’s going to need to know about. This has never been a problem. We respect him and he respects us. He understands that we know a lot about living in the world, and he goes along with our ideas about what knowledge is good to pursue. He also has his own interests which he is free to pursue and which we support in any way we can. I’ve found his pursuits always to be valuable in leading him to more and more tangents and useful skills. We do a lot of learning together, and I think this is a much more natural way of life than the school model. —Lillian, California




Unschooling parents have to expect to hear hundreds and thousands of questions, and they have to be prepared either to answer or to help find answers when they don’t know. (And they should expect to demonstrate often how much they don’t know!)



Trust That the Child Will Learn

For many people, this last characteristic—trusting that the child will learn—is one of the most difficult hurdles to understanding how unschooling works. “But how do you know you are covering everything important?” “How do you know your kids aren’t missing some crucial topic?” “What if they don’t learn all the stuff they’re supposed to know?”

This is partly a reaction to our own educational experiences and our observations of school children. Years in school teach most of us to rely on what the experts—teachers, textbook writers, standardized test developers, government officials—tell us we need to know. Eager, hand-waving “Me, me, call on me!” first-graders become less enthusiastic—even indifferent—by the time they are ten or eleven. Too many times, they are told to settle down, wait until next period, until tomorrow, until next year, we’ll cover that later. It doesn’t take more than two or three years for kids to quit exhibiting their natural curiosity, to learn to wait more or less patiently—if uninterestedly—to be told what the next “important” thing to learn will be.

Developing the trust that kids can and will learn on their own is usually easier for parents who start homeschooling before their children reach school age. It’s hard to watch your children learn to walk, learn to understand and use language, and learn to get into anything and everything within reach, without believing that they are capable of learning about anything they are curious about. Most small children have such a broad range of interests that it’s easy to believe they may eventually become curious about almost everything.


It’s hard to watch your children learn to walk, learn to understand and use language, and learn to get into anything and everything within reach, without believing that they are capable of learning about anything they are curious about.




I am constantly amazed at what Sean knows just because he has been sitting around reading anything that doesn’t move for the last eight years. We have many resources here for the kids to browse, use, discard, or ignore. What is interesting to me is what Glynnis is learning right now. She is a nonconfident beginning reader now, but she is obsessed with cars! She follows them closely, knows every make, and is learning more about them by the minute. Also, she loves to play dolls—dolls in dollhouses or baby dolls. Who knows what she is getting from all this? —Melissa, California

I attended a “free” school as a child, and spent the larger part of four years under tables playing a long, drawn-out role-playing game. I went to school every day and had the freedom there to do whatever I wanted, which ranged from raising chickens in the basement, to making up recipes in the school kitchen, to writing plays, to learning algebra at the age of ten. I remember more from those four years than I do from the other eight years of school. I know it works to allow kids to live their lives. I’ve been there.—Linda, New York



For families who begin unschooling after their children have attended school, learning to let unschooling work is usually a more difficult process. It can take time—weeks, months, sometimes even years—for children to rediscover their natural curiosity, to adapt to the concept that what and how they learn is up to them, to believe enough in their own abilities to let themselves care deeply about what they do. In her book, The Teenage Liberation Handbook, Grace Llewellyn calls this period “The Vacation” and recommends that families explicitly plan to deal with this initial period of adjustment to a way of life without bells and schedules and rules about what to do and when.

The Vacation can be stressful for kids, who sometimes are mystified about what they are “supposed” to be doing and wait in a sort of limbo for their parents to give them a hint or two, but it can be excruciating for parents. All too often, parents leap enthusiastically into unschooling, expecting that their children will immediately invent all sorts of fascinating projects, while those same children happily watch television or videos for hours each day, or spend unbelievably long stretches of time sprawled out on the sofa, napping.


When my daughter was in preschool, I tried small forays into teaching her academic things I felt she needed to know. She rejected them. I despaired of all the things ahead she “needed” to learn; how was I going to teach her? I felt inadequate that I couldn’t come up with a fun method for everything. I even considered unit studies, but I tend to go way overboard, not wanting to start until I have everything in place. Then what if she had no interest in my carefully crafted unit on kings and queens?

I was very skeptical that my daughter could learn “everything” through unschooling, but it sounded much easier, and those doing it seemed to be having fun. It took quite a while, but seeing how much my daughter was taking in by following what interested her at the moment finally convinced me. I realized I wasn’t going to ruin her for life if we read Greek mythology instead of learning about “our community helpers” in kindergarten. —Joyce, Massachusetts

When I took them out [of school] the second time, we had a period of regrouping. I needed to do lots of reading. I hadn’t done any before because the homeschooling was supposed to be a temporary fix to a temporary problem. I knew little of the homeschooling world or how versatile it is. So I set out to read and the kids set out to explore. They spent hours at a time out on the trampoline in the backyard, and worked on various projects (all self-imposed) lasting from two days to three weeks. I saw that they were learning on their own and was in awe of what I saw. —Andrea, Nevada

I was in school from when I was five and a half until I was eight, but we didn’t really start unschooling until I was eleven. My mom was pretty strict the first couple of years, since I did not know how to read when I was pulled out of school. All I remember of the first year was learning how to read and learning how to type. I hated both. I’m really glad I know how to type and read, but I still think I learned before I was ready. We never really had a curriculum, except for spelling. I hated spelling, too, and I still don’t consider myself a very good speller; I just memorize the words I use all the time. Mom used to worry in the first two or three years whether Donald and I would learn anything or not, but I think she just needed to learn that we would and that it takes time. Donald still surprises her about being interested in things she never thought he would be interested in. We had to unschool Mom, too. —Chase, Florida



Once kids and parents both grasp the idea that learning occurs any time, anywhere, there’s usually still that pesky worry about “covering everything you need to know.” But even those of us who’ve unschooled all our children’s lives are still constantly surprised at how much our children learn in the course of their normal, everyday activities. We discover that our kids don’t need the repetition that so often permeates school instruction, because they are actively pursuing topics that interest them.


What [Andrea] learns has meaning. I was a good student, and did very well in school. But most of what I learned stuck with me just long enough to be tested. I knew then it was stupid, but it was a game I was good at. What I see happening with Andrea is real learning. It’s amazing and wonderful, and very different from the “education” I received. —Stefani, New Hampshire



But what about all those topics taught in school? Can we really trust that kids will learn social studies and math and language arts and earth science and all those myriad other subjects that they are expected to learn a little about every school year? The answer, of course, is yes, but it’s a somewhat complicated yes. The unschooled child will not acquire the exact knowledge that a conventionally schooled counterpart acquires during a given year, nor will she acquire the same knowledge as other unschooled children. But over the course of several years, unschooled kids will indeed learn at least as much as more formally educated students and will often far outstrip them in many areas.

[image: ]

What they learn, though, will not necessarily fall easily into traditional subject categories. Unschooling parents who live where they must document their children’s learning to comply with their state’s legal requirements often devote considerable time and ingenuity to translating what their children do into terms that make sense for reports designed for a more conventional approach to education. For example, a child baking bread may easily learn about following directions, measuring, using appropriate tools and
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