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Introduction

To the oft-cited triumvirate of what is ineluctable in life—birth, death, and taxes—we Americans are prone to add an unspoken fourth: school.

In fact, we Americans share an allegiance to school that remains for the most part unarticulated. Many of us see schools as the foundation of our meritocracy and the prime prerequisite to a satisfying existence. School is the institution sine qua non, the elemental experience of childhood. Most of us cannot imagine an American youth today without hallways, classrooms, and cafeteria trays; the kind of locker flirtations immortalized in cinema; homework, varsity basketball games, chalkboards, and multiple-choice examinations. School is so deeply ingrained in us that a call for learning outside of it, without it, can sound as strange as a call for us to try to live without food. School is inevitable; school is a fact of life.

In my classroom at a high school in an upper-middle-class milieu where education is taken, in relative terms, seriously, we read with great purpose precisely those stories that tacitly reaffirm this loyalty to schools: In Lord of the Flies a pack of schoolboys degenerate into killers because no teachers are around to preserve the constraints of civilization; in To Kill a Mockingbird the venerable Atticus insists that, for all its shortcomings—and despite the fact that Scout is best educated by his own good example and by life in the larger web of Maycomb County (and that Atticus himself never went to school)—Maycomb Elementary is mandatory. Catcher in the Rye is in large part the story of its protagonist’s maladjustment 
to schools, and though J. D. Salinger is highly critical of the hypocrisy behind a “good education” he ultimately offers up Mr. Antolini—an English teacher—as Holden Caulfield’s last best hope. Finally, A Separate Peace might explicitly condemn the neurotic competitiveness of school life, but its implicit message—the one that gets taught in schools, anyway—is that Gene Forrester should have paid closer attention to his English teachers while they discoursed on the nature of evil.

The doctrine of school’s necessity, which we early imbibe in the very belly of the beast, is inevitably supplemented once we’re disgorged. The daily implacability with which the media report the decline of schools, the constant knell of ominous statistics on the sorry state of American education, the curious popularity of such books as E. D. Hirsch, Jr.’s Cultural Literacy and Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind —these are portents, foremost, but they also serve to reinforce our shared assumption that school is required not merely because we attended it but also because our common life is so precarious. Our national discussion about education is a desperate one, taking place, as it does, in an atmosphere of crisis, but it does not include in any serious way a challenge to the notion that every child should attend school. Why? Because, quite simply, there is no context for such a challenge; because we live in a country where a challenge to the universal necessity of schools is considered not merely eccentric, not merely radical, but fundamentally un-American.

Furthermore, we Americans are likely to view schools as the supreme agents of democracy and—as E. D. Hirsch would have it—of cultural literacy. Jefferson’s vision, after all, was that school would function as democracy’s proving ground, a place where all comers would take their best shot at the American dream and where that dream would ultimately find its most 
basic and enduring sustenance. Not to show up at all—at all!—is thus to give in to the forces of cultural decline, to withdraw at the moment of national crisis, and to suggest openly that if Rome is really burning, the best response is not to douse the flames or even to fiddle away beside the baths but to go home and lock the door.

Our schools are celebrated daily in public-service advertisements (on MTV, for example, which exhorts students to stay in school in order to make something of themselves, and at time-outs during NBA basketball games) as conduits of upward mobility for the poor and disenfranchised; they are, at least in our history books, the best opportunity for the children of immigrants to gain a purchase on the American dream. Schools have gradually become associated in our minds with what is finest about our political and economic traditions. Our democratic sentiments, it turns out—so deeply felt, so altogether v to our national identity—prevent us, ironically, from seeing the democratic possibilities of a society in which many children learn outside of government-operated institutions.

Many of us view schools as the primary training ground for the social life we experience when at last we emerge from them: In halls and classrooms, we recollect with mixed emotions, we sorted out the broad panoply of human types, or the vast spectrum of American personalities, anyway, and then adjusted ourselves to them, found ways to modulate our own personas in the face of the great shifting tide of American humanity. As adults we believe that our understanding of others was developed first and foremost on school playgrounds and in classrooms; we feel that those without the experience of school are condemned to remain eternal outsiders, aliens who will live forever uninitiated into the tricky nuances of adult society. They will miss their cues at cocktail parties, for example; they will 
not understand the subtleties of behavior that come their way at the office or on the bus. The necessity of jocularity at the proper moment—or of self-effacement or bluster or silence or roaring laughter—will be entirely lost on these extraterrestrials, and when they meet someone essential at a sales conference they will be unable to place him on the list of types they knew at school. They will be, in this view, like caterpillars who never become butterflies, crawling along down the labyrinths of adult life and blinking unhappily at the shrubbery.

Then, too, many of us are entrenched believers in the absolute necessity of the school of hard knocks and in the notion that our finest virtues as adults are the result of school’s hardships. We remember quite vividly that we suffered in school, in large and small ways, at the hands of our teachers, at the hands of our peers, and we tend to feel, in retrospect, that these sufferings were formative experiences of the sort that steeled us for the myriad sufferings of adult life. School was the place where we had to struggle for our cookie, where some bigger boy shoved us from our place in line or stole our blocks or vandalized our finger paintings, where we learned forbearance and self-reliance and met in the form of our teachers adults who were less than perfect, less than fully attentive to our every need—where, in short, life in all its troubling glory presented itself to us daily. A dark inversion, perversely true, of Robert Fulghum’s Everything I Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten.

It turns out that our memories of school, shot through with nostalgia, prevent us from thinking objectively about it. Having attended ourselves, having experienced it as part and parcel of our childhoods, we have become believers in its necessity. School as we know it—an invention of the last century and a half, I should point out—is today a cultural assumption so pervasive that ultimately we do not recognize it as such: Like birth, death, 
and taxes it is simply there, much discussed perhaps, but unavoidable.

Pinned down by the forces of ideology and culture, by social consensus and our common mythologies, we have thus far in America been unable to treat fairly the notion that not every child need necessarily attend school, that many might indeed flourish beautifully outside of it, and that our society might actually derive significant benefits by promoting and nurturing what we have come to call homeschooling, a term that is in essence a powerful misnomer, a newspeak word for the attempt to gain an education outside of institutions. A homeschooler is not really a ¿oweschooler at all but rather a young person who does not go to school, a person best defined by what he does not do as opposed to by what he does. (It is sometimes used, too, to describe his parents, so that the term has often a double meaning: It encompasses both children who do not go to school and those who guide them in school’s stead.) There are currently upward of 300,000 homeschoolers in America—truants from one perspective, perhaps, but following in the footsteps, too, of George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Woodrow Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt, Thomas Edison, Frederick Douglass, Margaret Mead, Andrew Carnegie, Mark Twain, Charlie Chaplin, Andrew Wyeth, Pearl Buck, George Washington Carver, and Albert Einstein.

It is no coincidence that currently a substantial majority of homeschooling parents in America are fervently religious and that most of the rest might best be characterized as the philosophical heirs of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The former view the schools as at odds with Christian doctrine, the latter as at odds with Man the Individual. Starting from these distinctly separate premises they have nevertheless arrived at the common conviction that they do not want their children in schools.

The homeschooling movement is also polarized by a general disagreement regarding educational methods. At one extreme are the orthodox “structuralists” whose homes are essentially miniature schools with formal and conventional curricula. At the other are advocates of “unstructured learning” (among them quibblers about the semantic inaccuracy of the structured-unstructured dichotomy) whose guiding principle is trust in the child’s innate ability to learn even if parents do no formal teaching. In between the vast majority spreads itself along a spectrum that includes nearly everything.

Homeschooling parents may be a diverse lot—the conservative and the progressive, the fundamentalist Christian and the libertarian, the urban, the rural, the idealist, the social skeptic, the self-sufficient and the paranoid—yet studies of them show little or no relationship between the degree of religious content in a homeschooling program or the level of its formal structure or the education or affluence of homeschooling parents and the surprising academic success of homeschooled children, who tend to score well above the norm on standardized achievement tests.

Despite this—and despite the fact that teaching one’s own was pervasive in America until the mid-nineteenth century—homeschooling today is little more than a fringe movement, an uprising perceived by many as a sort of insult and by others as a severe admonishment: “Take more interest in your children, like us!” homeschooling parents appear to be saying. The movement, in short, has a public-relations problem. It inspires the sort of unease normally reserved for the isolate, the heretic, or the cultist.

Public disapproval of the homeschooling movement has another dimension perhaps best characterized as simultaneously religious and political. Many homeschooling families are fervently Christian, many of them outraged by the secular nature 
of our national life, many compelled to homeschool not from purely educational notions but primarily from religious convictions. Some see homeschooling as a brand of political resistance to an essentially secular and relativistic society; others feel certain God Himself has ordained that they must homeschool. They will quote from Scripture words to the effect that God expects parents to educate their own, that God does not permit parents to delegate that responsibility, particularly not to the public schools—“places,” as one writer tells us in The Christian Educator, “where a carefully maintained atmosphere of materialism, humanism, evolution, relativism, and sometimes downright atheism is deliberately created for the impressionable student.” For fundamentalist Christians homeschooling is a political statement as much as an educational strategy, and because of this they are both vigorous and prominent in the national homeschooling movement. Thus the public, when it thinks of homeschooling, thinks of fundamentalists first and foremost and has come to loosely associate homeschooling with Christian talk shows and conservative politics. Throw in, for good measure, a few harmless and wide-eyed granola heads, romantic libertarians, and idealistic progressives, and you’ve got the whole bizarre recipe.

Few people realize that the homeschooling movement also includes many professional educators—parents who teach in the public schools but keep their children outside of them. Their paradoxical behavior makes them at times a curiosity and at times an affront to the schools that hire them; their students are confounded by their apparent hypocrisy; their colleagues are apt to tread lightly around the subject if they enter its terrain at all. So saying I’ll add this personal confession: I am one of these walking contradictions. I teach my neighbors’ children in my high-school classroom, but my wife and I teach ours at home.

We came to it, I should admit from the outset, viscerally, with our understanding incomplete, pondering no more than a year’s trial run. We were like most parents in the turmoil we felt far in advance of our first child’s first step onto the school bus, but we were unlike most in our response to it: We became existentially worried.

At first it seemed this anxiety must signify something fundamentally wrong with us. Were we overzealous, overprotective, paranoid? Were we like Allie Fox in Paul Theroux’s The Mosquito Coast, psychotically certain that society is irredeemable and destroying our children to protect them from it? It was our duty, we tried to tell ourselves, to override our parental instincts: School, after all, was ineluctable. So my wife attempted to visit the local kindergarten (to no avail—its principal’s policy forbade such visits) in order to assure herself that nothing dreadful might occur within its walls. Meanwhile I sought to convince myself that my own experience of student life as nightmarishly dreary and an incomparable waste of time was my own experience, nothing more, and that nothing legitimate could be deduced from it. This was true: I could deduce nothing.

I wish I could write that my wife and I had excellent reasons for deciding to homeschool. We didn’t, however. It was not a matter of compelling logic (although sound reasons have kept us at it since then). It was in the gut, and the gut, we knew, could be wrong. In May of that year—six years ago now—we contemplated books on education; in June we talked, July we wrung hands, August felt deep and hot and still, September came, and then one morning the big yellow school bus arrived, waited for a moment with its doors swung open, and our child did not get on it.

That fall we took to answering our inquisitors—friends, acquaintances, siblings, grandparents—with the all-purpose and 
ultimately evasive assertion that to hold a child out of kindergarten was not really so unusual, that many people, all kinds, do it.

“Not schoolteachers,” they replied.

Since then each of our three sons has missed the bus, so to speak, and we have gradually discovered that there are excellent reasons for sustaining this state of affairs.

With one foot firmly in each educational camp—a public-school teacher and a homeschooling parent—I set out to write a book about families and education. I have tried to keep in mind the seriousness of asking parents to reassess their commitment to schools at a time when many voices in education are calling for a greater commitment to them. I have not encouraged parents to withdraw their children from schools, nor have I meant to offer homeschooling as a panacea for our nation’s educational ills. Finally, I do not claim any sort of moral superiority for homeschooling parents nor do I hold them up as exemplary. My central notion has been a simple one: that parents are critical to education and therefore public educators—and everyone else—can learn much from those who teach their own.

Like all people homeschooling parents make mistakes, fall short in various ways, act on faulty premises—in sum are prone to the whole gamut of educational folly and failure. But they have also wrought some astonishing successes, and these warrant our examination. I have tried to make a case for the academic, social, and political efficacy of homeschooling (Chapters 1—4) and to offer a number of useful perspectives from which homeschooling might be viewed (Chapters 5-9). I have also suggested some ideas for cooperation between school districts and homeschooling families (Chapter 10) and have concluded by describing some of the fulfillments in store for parents who 
choose to educate their children. My approaches to these matters have been intentionally various—narrative, anecdote, personal experience, analysis, reflection, comparison, contrast—in the hope of sustaining my reader’s interest.

My deeper hope, though, is that family-centered education will someday gain legitimacy and will eventually be incorporated into our national system of education. I also hope that the term homeschooling will fade with time as Americans come to recognize that every home, every community, is a place in which education should go forward—and where they in fact cause it to go forward with the assistance and support of school systems.

Finally, while I might already have described myself as a walking contradiction—a homeschooling parent and a public educator—I see no real conflict in what I am doing and remain committed to both worlds. At school I come to admire many of my students, to like them so well that I am sad to see them go; at school there are moments in which I am gratified, even moved, by a sentence a student has written in an essay, by a question somebody asks. Yet for all this, for all the quiet joys of the classroom, I am forever aware of some amorphous dissatisfaction, some inkling that things might be better. It seems to me that many of my students should simply be elsewhere, that they would be better served by a different sort of education, that their society would be better served by it too. I believe this education is one their parents can help provide and that their parents should expect schools to assist them in providing it, should help create a community that nurtures learning. They love their children with a depth I can’t match, finally; and finally teaching is an act of love before it is anything else.


1. Teacher, Parent

We schoolteachers constantly complain—into a steady, implacable wind—that with much smaller classes and more one-to-one contact we might make better academic headway. Small wonder, then, that homeschoolers score consistently well on standardized achievement tests: they’re learning alone or in groups small enough to make real academic success possible.

But a strong case has been made recently that standardized achievement tests don’t tell us very much that matters, first because they are culturally biased, and second because they are achievement tests and tests are attended by varied levels of anxiety and by a wide range of test-taking habits. Homeschoolers, it turns out, are predominantly from the middle class that standardized achievement tests purportedly favor, and their parents are for the most part strongly committed to their education as well as better educated themselves than the average American adult. (A 1986 study comparing private to homeschooled children yielded closely corresponding standardized test scores, though the mean income of homeschooling families is far lower—between $20,000 and $30,000 annually. One plausible interpretation is that the crucial factor in test success is not parental affluence but parental commitment to education.) We should also consider that some homeschooling parents teach 
“to” standardized tests—some classroom teachers do so as well—because states require that their children take them or because college entry is largely contingent on test scores in the absence of a school grade point average. This coaching, of course, can greatly influence scores: The Educational Testing Service advises that forty-five hours of it will yield a thirty-point gain on the SAT, or Scholastic Aptitude Test.

So while I might be tempted to assert that learning out of schools is in some general way superior to learning in them, I don’t much trust the standardized test results that on the surface bear this out. These tests, it appears, are inherently unsound measures of learning, in part because of factors 1 have described, in part because we have yet to formulate a satisfactory description of what learning is about, of what it is we seek to measure when we measure learning.

In fact, most of the measures schools have devised to determine educational success yield problematic results. The majority of public-school teachers know this so well that when asked to describe the difficulties of their task they will soon mention the dark travail of evaluation: essays, tests, quizzes, and assignments designed to measure the learning of young people but in reality measuring the approximate degree of their adjustment to life at school.

Take, for example, the ubiquitous unit test, that staple of teachers in American schools, which seeks to measure, presumably, both the quantity and quality of a student’s learning during a given period of time. In my high-school English classes I have sometimes administered this style of exam: one on, say, Robert Frost; another on cummings, Jeffers, Stevens, and Sandburg; a third on Hemingway; a fourth on Fitzgerald. Many of my students have become sleekly expert at taking these, chiefly because they have come to understand the full set of assumptions in-herent in them. They are content tests, my students know, designed to ferret out what they have gathered in the way of information about, among other things, Frost’s use of rhyme scheme or Hemingway’s use of understatement. The test will demand of them both adrenaline and mental focus, a careful balance of clarity and nervousness that should begin brewing the evening before during a controlled and methodical last study session culminating in plenty of sleep. It will demand they bring with them no hunger or restlessness, no personal anxieties or outside problems—or that they keep those things, with the test before them, out of mind. They should bring, too, a finely tuned comprehension of the art of school test taking: when and when not to raise their hands to request illumination or deciphering (taking into account the various kinds of embarrassment that might accrue from their peers), how far to push me in search of explanations or outright clues, in what order the questions might best be answered, how to organize their time, how best to reassess their chosen answers. The test, for them, should be the culmination of a strategy they have been busily employing since the unit on Frost began two weeks earlier: uncovering what it is I will demand of them and gathering themselves to meet it—worthy skills, perhaps, and certainly of value in contexts beyond the present one but nevertheless disassociated entirely from the purposes for which the test was conceived and designed.

Anecdotal evidence may be superfluous, the conclusions we draw from it irrelevant, but nevertheless I point to the results of an informal experiment I have conducted five times in a ten-year teaching career. In this experiment I give a test on Friday, an ordinary objective test (true-false, matching, fill-in-the-blank, multiple choice) preceded by a Thursday review session and a week full of reminders that this test is on Friday, don’t forget 
to reread this or that, to study those notes, to review this handout, to get plenty of rest, to see me if there are questions; I am furthermore explicit all week long about both the form of the test and its subject matter. In short I prepare them to meet the test in the time-honored tradition of high-school teachers.

Friday evening I take their completed tests home. Over the weekend I grade them. On Monday, with no prior warning of any sort, I give them the same test and ask them to take it again. Monday evening I grade those, staple them to the Friday exam, and hand both back to students.

None—no one—has ever received an equal or higher grade on the test administered Monday. Most, in fact, receive a considerably lower grade, missing, often, twice as many questions on Monday as they missed on Friday.

My point is not that school children have poor memories but that most measures of academic success, from general knowledge standardized achievement tests to the unit tests administered so pervasively in schools, are of dubious value at best. Learning, it turns out, is a mysterious process, nearly impossible to “measure.” It goes forward in singular fashion in the mind of each individual. It does not lend itself readily to examinations designed to reveal its progress. Nevertheless examinations are to date what we have—for better or worse—and believers in their efficacy should take the hard numbers about homeschoolers and their academic performance seriously. They tell us that homeschoolers as a group score well above public schoolers in all categories of the widely used Stanford Achievement Test except mathematical computation, where they are merely at the norm (though, interestingly, they score well above the norm in mathematical applications). In many categories they score in or above the sixtieth to seventieth percentile. In Oregon, Tennessee, Pennsylvania, Montana, 
Washington, Alaska, and elsewhere the results are uniformly good, and the evidence continues to pile up—so much of it that the educational establishment in this country, which relies so heavily on standardized tests as measures of academic success or failure, must sooner or later come to terms with the fact that by its own definition homeschooling is an astonishing success.

Perhaps more astonishing is that despite a disadvantage inherent in their situation—they have no transcripts to present to admissions boards—homeschoolers are both enrolling and flourishing in our most prestigious colleges and universities. Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and many other schools have welcomed homeschoolers onto their campuses, and homeschoolers have left such places with high honors and prestigious scholarships. Grant Colfax, for example, left Harvard with a Fulbright to study livestock in New Zealand. Alexandra Swann began at Brigham Young at age twelve, finished her program at fourteen, then began work on a master’s degree from California State University. It is, of course, still too early to tell what sorts of contributions these young people will make as adults; suffice it to say that past homeschoolers—Edison, Wyeth, Mead, Chaplin, Twain, and others—have made extraordinary contributions.

Both college success and high test scores have been achieved by homeschoolers from widely different backgrounds. It does not seem to matter, for example, how well educated home-schooling parents are or how wealthy or religious they are or if they are certified as professional educators or if the curriculum they devise for their children is highly structured or informal, time-consuming or swiftly finished. It does not seem to matter how old their children are or what sex they are or if they have been to school before or if they are new or experienced homeschoolers. Despite wide variation in all these things, which 
would seem on the surface to influence scores, homeschooled children from broadly varying backgrounds remain very similar in one regard: They do extraordinarily well on standardized achievement tests. The most important variable, it turns out—one that unites the entire group and one, I think, we can justly infer—is that all homeschoolers come from families devoted to the education of their young.

It seems to me, on the other hand, that we need no test scores to tell us this. Most of us recognize instinctively that parental commitment to education is easily the most essential factor in academic performance, and most of us would acknowledge that homeschooling parents, as a group, have this commitment by definition. It is worth noting that many political conservatives, those most likely to feel skeptical about home-schooling, are just as likely to articulate forcefully this connection between family and learning. William J. Bennett, secretary of education during the Reagan years, is emblematic of these voices. “All parents are teachers,” he writes in Our Children and Our Country, “the all but indispensable teachers. And as teachers, parents always have had the first and largest responsibility for educating their children. . . . The fact that we have established public schools is not a surrender by parents of their basic responsibility for education. Each parent still has that responsibility [ics mine].”

Bennett is joined by Allan Bloom, whose 1987 The Closing of the American Mind mentions just about everything except homeschooling and yet simultaneously bemoans the fact that “hardly any homes have any intellectual life whatsoever, let alone one that informs the v interests of life,” that today’s parents “lack self-confidence as educators of their children,” and that today’s children are “raised, not educated.” E. D. Hirsch, author of the equally popular Cultural Literacy: What 
Every American Needs to Know, also recognizes the connection between family and learning, suggesting in his discussion of family background and academic achievement “that the significant part of our children’s education has been going on outside rather than inside the schools.” Like Bennett and Bloom, Hirsch does not mention homeschooling; instead he argues that by changing the curricula of schools we can ensure that the significant part of our children’s education will one day occur within their walls.

Hirsch’s Cultural Literacy, which promotes a national curriculum, also dismisses the widely held view that family life is so significant to academic success that schools, no matter how arranged, cannot do much to equalize matters for children from educationally deprived backgrounds. Hirsch is of the opinion that changes in school curricula can negate or overcome differences in the family lives of children and lays partial blame for our “fatalistic conception” of schools on the well-known Coleman Report of 1966, which concluded that differences in academic success more strongly correlated with students’ family background than with differences in the schools they attended.

Hirsch might dispute the findings of the Coleman Report, but he does not underestimate their impact. The Coleman Report touched off a national debate about how schools might cope with the academic differences between students from homes where education is promoted and homes where it is less so. It has been, perhaps, the single most influential piece of educational research done in America in the past thirty years, and its conclusions have been widely accepted. Curiously, however, few of our educational experts, in responding to it, have focused their attention on families or on how to nurture academic success in the homes of all Americans. Instead they offer endless new curricula and novel ways of organizing schools on 
the assumption that by so doing they will somehow negate the truth of the Coleman Report—that education begins at home.

Furthermore, most parents recognize that their own influence is critical to their children’s learning. More than half of those polled recently by Newsweek said the role they play in their children’s education is “extremely important,” while just more than a third could say the same of schools and teachers. Meanwhile, Yale’s James Comer has tested the notion that direct parental involvement in education might make a critical difference. Comer brought together teachers, administrators, receptionists, and parents at two New Haven elementary schools with reputations for poor academic performance, investing all in a joint-decision-making process that ultimately changed not only the life of classrooms but the commitment of families to education. As a result, says Comer, student achievement at both schools now ranks at or near the top when compared to other New Haven elementaries.

Consider, for a moment, education in Japan. We Americans are prone to regard Japan as the home of a rigid and merciless educational system that destroys individuality and produces automatons. We like to point to the suicide rate among its adolescents and denigrate its system of examinations. (Actually, the United States has led Japan since 1980 in its rate of adolescent suicides; furthermore, no consistent relationship exists between Japanese suicides and shiken jigoku, or “examination hell.”) We might rightly refuse to learn from Japan on a number of counts, but we ought to keep in mind that Japanese schools work and work very well. Why? Chiefly because parents there have not yet taught themselves to leave education to the schools (nor have teachers, who are expected to spend time with the families of their students and to take it upon themselves to grasp the family context out of which the child comes). School 
administrators in Riverside, New York—home to a sizable Japanese population—were mystified recently to find many Japanese families purchasing two sets of textbooks for their children. They discovered, as Merry White recounts in The Japanese Educational Challenge, “that one set was for the mother, who would study one or more lessons ahead of her child to help him or her in schoolwork. The result was that Japanese children who entered school in September knowing little or no English often finished in June at the top of the class in all subjects.”

In the end no argument or evidence is really needed to convince Americans of what they already know: Parents are crucial to the education of children, and family life is fundamental to academic success. These things are so obvious as to go without saying; the surprising thing is that in the face of them few of our foremost thinkers on education have yet listened to what homeschoolers have to tell us.

 

Homeschooling families differ vastly from one another not only in their choices about educational methods and content but also about the relationship of one to the other. The purchaser of a mass-market educational program providing fixed curricula, textbooks, work sheets, home video instruction, and the option to send a child’s work to company headquarters for professional assessment and review (and when the curriculum is completed, transcripts and diplomas) might refuse for sound educational reasons to impose on a child a fixed and structured day of learning. Conversely, a true believer in child-centered learning—or organic learning or holistic learning—might nevertheless, and with a sense that so doing is utterly consistent, demand that a child spend two hours every weekday, from 7:00 A.M. to 9:00 A.M., at the kitchen table working on mathematics assignments. In other words, rigidity (or flexibility) regarding 
content does not necessarily imply the same regarding method—and vice versa, too.

A central truth lies behind all this, one that ought to be self-evident: namely, that many homeschooling families, when it comes to selecting and integrating methods and content, view the needs of their children, their particular learning styles and areas of interest, as the elemental consideration. Most do so instinctively, without any grounding in the educational research (volumes of it, incidentally, some touched on in Chapter Nine of this book), which emphatically confirms that such individualization of learning is an extremely good idea. As I have said already, standardized-test results show no relationship between the level of formal structure in a homeschooling program and homeschoolers’ scores. If we choose to take this data seriously, it suggests that method and content in the abstract sense are not relevant to academic success but that discovering what methods and contents are right for individual children makes a profound difference.

We all know that each child differs from the next and that their academic needs are best met when we take these differences seriously. We also know that schools have enormous difficulties in this regard and are openly desperate to do better. Two pillars of the current educational debate—tracking of students and class size—are intimately connected to this larger question of individualizing education. Yet the novel approaches and creative solutions thus far conjured by educators have not altered the primary design flaw of schools: They are mass institutions and thus by definition ill suited to the academic needs of individuals.

Homeschooling parents have a distinct advantage over public-school teachers when it comes to individualizing education. Teachers at Bainbridge High School, where I am employed, generally meet with between 125 and 150 students 
daily—close to the national average for secondary-school teachers. Most are astonishingly good at uncovering the unique inner mechanics of at least some of these children, but most would readily admit, too, that even after ten weeks of class most students remain in essence strangers, somebody else’s children
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