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So...”Unschooling Curriculum” is an oxymoron. Unschoolers don’t use curriculum. At least they don’t use curriculum designed by adults...or ... at least not curriculum that wasn’t chosen by the child... or maybe it was chosen by the adult, but only after an inquiry from the child... or maybe the adult left it in plain view on purpose, but wasn’t pushy about it...oh jeez..this sounds totally confusing.

Off to a great start. 

This book is really a collection of “Learning Units” designed by my child and supported by his community during our unschooling adventure. This is his personal unschooling curriculum. It should look different from any other unschooler’s journey. I’ve organized it to look kind of like the curriculum I used as a classroom teacher. I’m writing it because unschooling has transformed me and my relationship with my child. I am so happy with my choice that I feel compelled to share. I wrote it to look like curriculum because... well... I thought it was funny... but also because I wanted to show how unschooling really can cover a wide range of intellectual and academic learning topics even though it is all child-led learning.

I think I have a unique perspective as an unschooler, because I had 15 years of classroom teaching experience before taking on the challenge to educate my child at home. That, by no means, is meant to imply that I am somehow better suited to educate my own child, or to tell you how to do it. I can just clearly see the differences and similarities as I have been in both places. In fact, I have found that many of the people who choose to unschool their children have experience working in traditional education settings. It is interesting to see so many of these people choosing to educate their own children outside of the schooling norm.

I have often been told things like, “Well of course you can educate your child at home. You have a credential. He’s lucky to have a one on one teacher.” The truth is, my background in education has been the hardest hurdle for me to overcome. This is not an uncommon challenge for teachers who have gone rogue for their own families.

My self-assurance as an unschooling parent did’t just happen in a day... and admittedly, I still have days when I’m not quite sure what I am doing. It took a long time for me to shed my teacher’s mantle. I still struggle with it regularly. It’s hard to trust that humans like to learn and that we can find the answers we need as we challenge ourselves to meet intrinsically motivated goals. It's difficult to watch your kid give up on something when you want to see them push through. It’s painful to see them frustrated or taking their time when you know you could give them a strategy to make it all go smoothly, but you don’t because they haven’t asked for your help yet. It’s scary to watch your child make choices that you were never allowed to make as a child yourself. It’s aggravating when your child is being quizzed by relatives to see if he is “up to speed” with the rest of the pack.... But it is absolutely amazing to see them have ownership for their own learning and the confidence to think independently.

As my child began to help me de-school, I found myself wanting to analyze what he was learning in terms of what I had been programmed to teach. I kept going back to the California Department of Education Website to make sure we were covering all of the “required” content standards. I kept observing him like a diligent classroom teacher. Tempted to tick off the boxes in a list created by some education guru from an international conglomerate of an education publishing company paid to research “best practices”. 

I found myself justifying his natural tendency to learn by matching up his activities with the “required learning objectives” set out my national and state education standards. More often than not, my worries became a source of entertainment because he dug way deeper than any normal classroom lesson would have allowed for.

This book is in no way trying to make the case that unschooling is better than school, or that by unschooling your child will be proficient at meeting all required learning standards what ever they may look like where you are from. This book will not help you prep for any tests and will not guarantee college admission. This book is for entertainment and enlightenment purposes only. It is here to help you imagine what unschooling might look like for you and to put you at ease. Hopefully, you’ll find it funny too. Learning doesn’t always look how you think it should look.

My son, at aged eight through eleven, designed these units. They are based on his interests and motivations. I, however, wrote them out to resemble the curriculum design you might find in popular teacher’s editions or homeschooling manuals. They are written this way in order to help parents feel more comfortable with learning that might look like chaos or wasting time to the inexperienced observer. 

Many of these “Units” are an amalgamation of different experiences. For example, we went to the beach many times, but I just wrote one beach themed unit. All of the lessons you find there took place in repeated visits. Please don’t try to squeeze too much learning into one trip. For learning to be self-directed, the learner will pass by many learning opportunities and only partake of the ones that interest them. It’s OK. They can take advantage of missed opportunities later when they are ready, or, they may pass that opportunity by and never look back. It can be hard on parents. It’s only natural that we want our kids to appreciate all the same things that we do, but alas, they are individuals and not our little clones. I have learned to go ahead and point things out that are interesting to me, but try to keep the lecturing to a minimum.

Please keep in mind that each child and family structure is different. This is in no way a set of “instructions” to follow so that you will unschool the “right way”. It is simply an example of what we did. I supported my son’s learning in any way that I could. I provided guidance in the form of safety limitations. I assisted him by providing materials, transportation, access to information and explanations of concepts using my past experience, but the motivation and focus were all his. Or in many cases, life just happened, and in coping with it, we learned some things. More than anything...I  suggest watching and listening to your child. They are learning all the time whether you want them to or not.

In addition to these “Units” we spent plenty of time reading, playing games, going on trips, enjoying park days, shopping, cooking and having plenty of time for deep conversations and free play in enriched environments.
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How Standards and Standardized Tests Work.
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As a teacher, I spent plenty of time analyzing testing data... and I am here to tell you... Don’t worry about Education Standards. Trends change. Every state is different. They are all trying to prove that the taxes people are paying are worth it, so they spend lots of time collecting data to justify their expenses. High test scores benefit the schools and the teachers, but not the kids.

Let me let you in on a secret...

None of it matters except for the graduation test (and that is even debatable). Plenty of kids are getting into college without it and plenty of employers don’t really care either. They can get into a Community College with no diploma or test scores at all and then transfer to a university, or they can just start working at a job they choose and get experience that way. So relax.

Look...all of the state standards and national standards are sort of built the same way. They make a list of skills a graduate needs to know, then they create a thirteen year plan for making sure everybody has been taught these skills. Then they tell the schools, “Prove you are working toward these skills.” The only way the schools can do this efficiently is through standardized testing. The whole process ends up becoming quite redundant and tedious. You end up with something that looks like this...

Standard - Graduates need to understand complex sentence structure.

Kindergarten  - Students know that sentences need a subject and predicate. - 1 hour

First Grade - Students will identify subjects and predicates. - 1 hour

Second Grade - Students will write sentences using subjects and predicates. - 1 hour

Third Grade - Students will identify complex subjects and predicates. - 1 hour

Fourth Grade - Students will write sentences using complex subjects and predicates. - 1 hour

Fifth Grade - Students will use appropriate pronoun order for subjects and objects in a sentence. -1 hour

Sixth Grade - Students will use appropriate punctuation for compound and complex sentences. - 1 hour

Seventh Grade - Students will identify simple subjects and predicates in complex and compound sentences. - 1 hour

Eighth Grade - Students will write complex and compound sentences with appropriate pronoun order and clarifying detail. - 1 hour

Ninth Grade - Same - 1 hour

Tenth Grade - Same - 1 hour

Eleventh Grade - Same - 1 hour

Twelfth Grade - Same - 1 hour

So we commonly spend 13 hours or more (honestly, it’s a lot more) teaching and testing kids on sentence structure in a direct instruction setting while they could be learning most of it by having conversations with people who listen and respond appropriately. Think about it... If you spend most of your time sitting quietly in class, how much practice are you really getting on using complex sentence structure?

Here is how an unschooler might learn the same thing.

Lesson 1 (age 5 to 7)

Kid: “Me and him went to the store.”

Caring designated adult: “You should say, “He and I went to the store.”

Kid: “OK. He and I...”

This lesson takes approximately 30 seconds. (It and others like it may need to be repeated)

Lesson 2 (age 9 to 12)

Kid tells a story about something that are excited about. It makes no sense       because they are skipping important details.

Caring designated adult: “I don’t know what you are talking about. You need to       give me all the details and slow down so I can understand.

Kid naturally amends the story so that he/she is understood.

This lesson takes about 10 minutes (it and others like it may need to be repeated)

Lesson 3 (age 17 or so)

Because you have chosen to take this graduation test, you should probably study for it. It says you will need to identify the subject and predicate in a sentence. Look at the examples. The subject is the thing. The predicate is what the thing does. The object is the thing in the predicate that is having the action done to it. Take out all the other details. Done.

This lesson takes about 10 minutes. A little practice with complex sentences is a good idea. Maybe a half hour or so. If you have been reading and speaking English to this kid for the past 17 years, they’ll basically have it down.

All together unschoolers will have spent about one hour on this specific standard... or seventeen years, depending on how you look at it. The major difference is a dedicated and caring adult and some one-on-one time
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