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Preface
Education Is What Goes
 on in Schools—Or So I Thought!



PATRICK FARENGA




LIKE SO MANY ENGLISH MAJORS, I decided I would parlay my bachelor’s degree toward becoming an English professor. Because so much of my youth had been spent in school sitting before teachers while I listened, I felt very comfortable with the idea of getting paid to stand in front of students while I talked. The social routines, schedules, and expectations of the workplace were all quite familiar to me; I like reading and writing, so I figured becoming an English professor would be my adult work. However, after receiving a master’s degree in English, I decided I wasn’t cut out for a doctorate. During this period I still wanted to be a teacher, but teachers weren’t being hired in 1980—in fact, the glut of teachers was so bad that they were being laid off in Massachusetts, where I decided to settle to be near my future wife. To sustain myself financially I worked at various jobs and continued to seek out ways to stay in touch with teaching, and to develop contacts and skills. While working as assistant manager in a bookstore in downtown Boston, I volunteered at Holt Associates, an education consulting and publishing firm founded by John Holt; I did so primarily to learn how to use a word processor, and to do something to tide me over while waiting for a teaching position to open up. Yet the more I learned about the organization, the more I also learned about education, homeschooling, and, eventually, myself.


John had been publishing Growing Without Schooling magazine since 1977, as well as selling books and materials to people interested in homeschooling. And there were several opportunities for me to advance in this small, growing company. I went from being a volunteer to a paid employee, and have been with the company ever since.


I usually volunteered in the evening, a time when John Holt happened to be in his office—writing, reading, or waiting to go to a concert. Music was John’s mistress and, in his spare time, if he wasn’t listening to concert tapes, he was at a concert or playing his cello somewhere. One night John stepped out of his office to engage me in conversation. A bachelor then in his late fifties, he wore his glasses loosely on his nose. His white hair formed a wispy border around the bald spot on the center of his head; his pens and a little notepad were bulging out of his shirt’s breast pocket. In a soft, deliberate voice, he asked, “So, where are you from, Pat?”


“New York. I moved up here to be with my girlfriend.”


“I’m from New York too . . . ” and before I knew it we were chatting away. He eventually asked me about work.


“I work in a bookstore. But I want to get out of there and do other things, which is why I’m learning word processing here.”


“What do you really want to do?”


“I want to be a teacher.”


“Really? Why?” John asked.


“Because I enjoy working with kids.”


John swiftly pulled off his glasses and looked me squarely in the eyes. “Pat, you have it all wrong. If you become a teacher you won’t be working with children, you’ll be working on children.”


I was dumbfounded. Who was he to say such a thing about this important profession?


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“Have you ever read any of my books?”


“No.”


“Well, no problem if you haven’t. But if you do, you’ll see that this is a theme of mine. I’ve developed my ideas over many years, and don’t want to go over old ground with you. After you’ve read one of my books, I’ll be happy to discuss it with you if you like.”


Thankfully for me, the conversation veered elsewhere. That night, as I walked out of the office and onto Boylston Street, I resolved to read one of John’s books.


It was 1981, and the first printing of John’s newest book, Teach Your Own, had recently arrived in our office; I thought that would be a good place to start. He promptly lost me. His points about how ordinary parents can help their children at home learn as well as, if not better than, in school struck me as an impractical option for most families. I couldn’t step outside my core assumptions about the place of school in my life: School is how we all learn; an education is an expensive investment to make, which pays us big dividends like any good investment; you won’t get a good job unless you go to college and get good grades. I couldn’t finish reading Teach Your Own the first time I tried. When I presented my dilemma to Holt’s office manager, Peg Durkee, she had the correct answer—as usual. Peg said, “My favorite is his first book, How Children Fail. Try that.”


I immediately identified with John’s descriptions in that book of what school is like, not only from a teacher’s perspective, but most important, from a child’s perspective. How Children Fail spoke to my own experiences and feelings as a student, and to my current situation as a would-be teacher. Without a pile of research citations and academic credentials, John clearly explains what he observed and how he worked with this information to help children learn; his experiences made deep sense to me. John almost always theorized from the specific to the general, whereas in my school experiences, particularly in higher education, I was taught to apply general theories to specific work. The details and processes of working with children became vivid and important to me through John’s writing. Grand theories and institutional concerns are considered yet they don’t cloud his sharp and original observations of the ways children learn. His writing about children and school surprised me in many ways, and he quickly disabused me of the notion, long fixed in my mind, that “schooling” is the same as “education.”


Soon, I was engaged in conversation with John, often on a daily basis. In retrospect I realize how patient he truly was with many of my ill-formed objections and comments about his work. Although I didn’t understand or agree with everything he wrote or said then, I nonetheless kept coming away from these conversations with a very unsettling feeling: that my years of schooling may not have been the best way to spend my youth. The more I learned what school teaching was really like from John and the various teachers and authors to whom he introduced me, the more naïve my goal of becoming a teacher who would help children learn in interesting ways began to seem. John’s conviction—that most adults don’t want school to be less coercive of children, but actually more so—at first struck me as being a bit cranky. But over time, I felt this feeling no longer applied, especially now in this new millennium of rigid standards, and high-stakes schooling and testing.


I especially looked forward to coming to the office when John was in, but because he was an active writer and lecturer, he would often be away for a week or more every month. Fortunately, I was able to enjoy conversations with my colleagues at the office who shared ideas about education similar to John’s, as well as with homeschoolers and others who would visit Holt Associates. Eventually, I came to appreciate homeschooling as a sound educational choice. However, even after two years of working at Holt Associates, my wife, Day, and I were still uncertain if we were going to homeschool our future children.


It wasn’t a single homeschooling encounter, book, or research paper that convinced my wife and I to try homeschooling—it was the increasing exposure to homeschoolers whose children were obviously thriving physically, mentally, and spiritually. Some parents’ ideas about education—such as strict school schedules—were radically different from ours. Other families jettisoned school altogether. Yet there was a commonality that my wife and I noticed among all these families: The children were, on the whole, very comfortable in public with their parents and other adults. Indeed, many of the homeschooled children we knew were also fun to be with, good at conversation, and displayed wide-ranging interests and abilities. The education establishment’s stereotype of homeschooled children as social misfits simply didn’t ring true with our experience. Furthermore, as students of homeschooling, we reflected on our personal experiences, realizing that John’s ideas held true: Much of what has stayed with us for use in our lives as adults has very little to do with our actual school work. Friends, including teachers, and extracurricular activities are far more lasting and important to us than long nights writing papers or cramming for math. Working at Holt Associates made me question education, and the value of my own schooling, in ways I never thought of before.


For instance, why do parents and educators insist that our children labor joylessly to learn things most adults never even use? The same pedagogical justifications that now I hear as answers are the same ones I heard when I posed the question as a smart-aleck prep school student: “To make you a well-rounded individual;” “learning calculus (algebra, trigonometry, Latin, chemistry, take your pick) will help you learn to think.” Why is learning piano, football, painting, horseback riding, poetry, electronic instruments, dancing, drama, or reading less an activity that instills discipline and thinking than forcing children to attend classes and do homework for which they have little aptitude, purpose, or liking? I’m all for helping children, indeed, all people, learn to think; but why must learning be so joyless and so often useless in our daily lives? Don’t useful and joyful things teach us to think?


In workshops I give about abandoning our notions of traditional curricula, I am usually challenged by someone who pronounces, “But you need to know trigonometry! You need to know this in order to be a literate person in today’s complicated, technological society.” Society is complicated and increasingly technological, but many of us will have to admit that learning trigonometry or calculus in school was not a prerequisite for learning how to use computers as adults. The vast majority of adults who learned to use computers in the eighties did so without attending classes of any sort. There are multiple ways to learn skills when we need to, and using courses with well-designed lessons is but one. Now, I run spreadsheets, word process, do page layout, retouch photos, e-mail, use the Internet, and so on. And I learned to do all these tasks by directly using these applications, not through high school and college classes in algebra, graphics, and other disciplines.


Day and I took John’s challenges to education seriously, raising questions to each other and to our friends, such as:


“Why force students to study things they’re unlikely to use?”


“Are homeschoolers risking their children’s futures—their ability to find good jobs, meet decent people, catch literary references at cocktail parties—by not educating them as we were educated in private and public schools?”


“Must we act like schools and make our children learn as we did in school in order to find success as adults?”


Day and I discussed these sorts of questions intensely when we were in our twenties, sometimes causing family uproar over education topics raised during holiday meals (a mistake we try not to duplicate). No matter what concerns or objections we raised about compulsory education, including ones we all agreed upon, it often seemed that the final consensus was that forcing kids to learn is a necessary evil. “We must control a child’s attention and action,” goes this argument, “or else they will spend all their time playing games, watching TV, or getting into trouble. Furthermore, they won’t be able to do what they want as adults, so the sooner they learn to buckle under authority and get with the program, the better for us all.”


Certainly we might need to do things we don’t like doing in order to achieve our goals. Before we were married, Day worked for an autocratic theatrical producer for a year in order to gain her ultimate goal of work experience in the theater. But in school one is often forced to do undesirable things just for their own sake: Is that really a good use of anybody’s time? Though we both enjoyed good public- and private-school experiences throughout our youth, Day and I still remember the periods of waiting to be allowed to move on when we were done with our work, the periods that ended before we completed work, the frustration of being moved along according to a schedule we only vaguely, at best, understood. Perhaps, as Day and I began to think, these homeschoolers who let their kids study astronomy or play with dolls for hours on end do have a better way, or at least a more interesting way, of doing things than school. As we continued meeting home-schoolers, as well as thinking of how we’d prefer to raise our not-yet-born children, Day and I realized that there are many different ways to raise a family, and many different ways of teaching and learning besides the traditional “sit down, shut up, and do as I say” model.


Patient, observant people can help the young learn well, without resorting to the all-too-common instruction techniques of fear, humiliation, and force. John often shared books with his friends and sold them through his mail order catalog, John Holt’s Book and Music Store, about schools and teachers and parents and children who learn in unconventional ways. These books serve not only as evidence that alternatives to conventional school do exist for our young, but also demonstrate that the values John treasured and found flourishing in homeschooling can also be found in, or transferred to, other people and places.


Our innate ability to learn by experience and example is so powerful that we are practically programmed to teach the way we were taught in school. We’ve all spent so much time in school that it’s difficult for us to imagine that there actually are other ways to live and learn in our current society. Therefore, it’s very easy to duplicate conventional schooling at home. After all, we know what school is like from our own experiences as students, perhaps even as teachers, and when we homeschool our own kids, that word “school” connects it all for us. In response to the prevailing definition of the word “school,” John created the word “unschooling” to describe how we help children learn without duplicating ideas and practices that we learned in school.


For instance, you can unschool lessons in organized football, which I always thought had to be learned by emphasizing painful, fiercely competitive, win-at-all-costs sportsmanship. Then I read the following article about Minnesota’s St. John’s University head football coach John Gagliardi:




[His] record, if accomplished using conventional football wisdom, would be one thing, but Gagliardi practically throws away the book. In fact, he says St. John’s doesn’t have a playbook, only a single page listing assignments.




“The guys learn everything on the field,” he says . . . . “To me, a lot of this [printed] stuff is like giving a kid a description of how to ride a bike. You can write it up, but the kid doesn’t understand it. He’s just got to get on the bike and try it a lot of times.”


Gagliardi doesn’t say “no” just to playbooks, but to a whole host of other standard procedures in football . . .


Some quotes from Gagliardi’s “Winning with No’s Philosophy:”





• No player cut.


• No one considered too small.


• No grading of game films.


• No signs in dressing rooms.


• No laps.


• No use of the words “hit, kill,” etc.


• No practice on Sundays or Mondays.


• No statistics posted.


• No cheap shots tolerated.


• No practice in rain, mud, or excessive wind. No timing anyone in forty yards, mile, etc.1 





That’s one example of challenging assumptions and achieving great results by not following conventional practice. It also shows how counter to popular wisdom the elements of success can be. As of 2002, Gagliardi is the winningest active coach in collegiate football and the second all-time winningest in collegiate football history. He has achieved these by doing the opposite of what all other coaches in football do. By not following the standard procedures, best practices, and the typical motivation of players to “kill or be killed,” Coach Gagliardi has provided us with new ways to work with young athletes that are far more interesting than the increasingly common “Little Napoleon” coaches that dominate sports for young people.


Monty Roberts, partly in reaction to violence done to animals, people, and himself as a young man, sought out new ways of training horses, working with the disabled, and raising children. He would base his practices on observation, patience, and communication rather than procedures, results, and coercion. His record of success, particularly with difficult horses, is impressive, and his technique—horse whispering—is safer, more humane, and quicker than conventional horse-breaking. Roberts has little to say about his formal school experiences (“my attendance record was slim”), but a nun, he claims, was his most influential teacher.




What I will always remember about her is her statement that there is no such thing as teaching—only learning. She believed that no teacher could ever teach anyone anything. Her task as a teacher was to create an environment in which the student can learn. Knowledge . . . is not to be forced on anyone. The brain has to be receptive, malleable, and most important, hungry for that knowledge.


That same philosophy I apply when training horses. To use the word “teach” implies an injection of knowledge. Like Sister Agnes Patricia, I came to agree that there is no such thing as teaching, only learning.2




What Roberts did with horses, Holt was doing in his fifth-grade classroom: facilitating learning rather than imposing instruction. Like Roberts, Holt’s work was not greeted with enthusiasm by the authorities, but individual teachers and parents greeted his work with interest. Holt emphasized, time and again, that he never studied education in school, which he considered a benefit. He wasn’t full of the assumptions and dictates of education theory, just full of hard thought about what was working and not working when he tried to teach children. Monty Roberts spent weeks in the desert following herds of wild horses and learning their physical language by closely observing their interactions and how they reacted to his presence when he made it known; likewise, John paid attention to children. This is not a matter of free and easy observation; as John wrote to the Harvard Education Review in 1969:




I learned whatever I have learned about children by prolonged and careful observation, and even more importantly, as a result of continued failures to teach them, in more or less orthodox school fashions, the things people said they should learn. There seems to me a suggestion—forgive me if I’m wrong about this—that in learning about the world, other people’s books are more important than observation. With this view I most emphatically and strongly disagree. This is indeed part of what I am trying to tell teachers—that the things they learn or feel they are learning from their direct contact with and observation of children are more important and what is even more important more to be trusted than what the theoreticians may tell them. This is a heretical view, I know, but it is my own.3





John came to feel that parents can do as well as he did in the classroom, if not better, because, if they are careful in nurturing their relationships, children will show parents (or other patient, concerned adults) how they learn best. His support for people to try homeschooling, regardless of their social class or education background, is rooted in his own experience of trial and error, of seeing what worked and didn’t work in his classrooms.


However, John Holt and other educators have received criticism, even by homeschoolers, that they don’t know what it is like to be with children twenty-four hours a day as they may not have children of their own. “If he only spent a day with my kids he’d change his tune!” is how many parents react to John’s admonitions to be gentle, patient, and understanding in the face of children’s strong emotions and actions.


But John never wavered in his empathy for children and in his wish that parents give second, third, fourth, and more chances for children to learn, academically and emotionally. Nor did John feel that children should be allowed to treat parents as doormats! John didn’t arrive at his advice about living and learning with children solely from his classroom experiences; he deliberately, indeed, eagerly, placed himself in situations where he could spend time being with, and observing, children of all ages. When I booked his speaking engagements, he had me seek out families he could stay with rather than stay in hotels. In his books he often mentions his sisters’ children, the children of his friends, as well as the children in his and others’ classrooms. He would discuss all sorts of issues about raising children with homeschoolers, both in the pages of GWS (and quoted in this book), and with parents directly. John became a wise old uncle to many people in the early years of homeschooling.


It’s ironic that one of the common criticisms of homeschooling, that children won’t be properly socialized, was actually, in John’s mind, a major reason homeschooling makes sense. His observations led him to believe that children are, above all else, social creatures, and that socialization into one’s family, one’s extended family, one’s community, and so on, helps children to learn and grow. A child’s interest in learning to speak, for example, wouldn’t be nurtured without a community of talkers, without people to listen, and to respond and talk with him. The fact that school too often denies children social opportunities—indeed creates negative social experiences in many cases—was never lost on John.


Educators seeking to dismiss Holt’s ideas as impractical often dub him a “romantic child-worshipper” and put him in the same category as the famous liberal French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. John is most definitely not influenced by Rousseau, who felt that children learn best when they are kept away from the corrupting influences of adult society and, in particular, from their parents. Nor was John an advocate of tough love with children. In the chapter “Living with Children,” John views adult relationships with children most clearly. He writes:




Children do often seem to me like talented barbarians, who would really like to become civilized. Many free schools, and some kindly and well-meaning parents, have suffered from the notion that there was something wild and precious in children that had to be preserved against the attacks of the world for as long as possible. Once we get free of this idea we will find our lives with children much easier and the children themselves much happier. As I write this, I have spent much time recently with young babies, and my overwhelming impression is that basically they want to fit in, take part, and do right—that is, do as we do. If they can’t always do it, it is because they lack experience, and because their emotions sweep them away.


Oddly enough, the reactionary view and the romantic liberal view of children are like opposite sides of the same coin. The hard-nosed types say that to fit children for the world we have to beat the badness out of them. The romantic child-worshippers say that in fitting children for the world we destroy most of the goodness in them. One group claims that children are undersized and defective adults; the other, that adults are oversized and defective children. Neither is true. There really are ways to help children, as they grow, to keep and build on all their best qualities.





John’s calm reasoning helped many parents continue to homeschool when their children were a strain on them. He helped parents understand the different learning schedules and styles that children exhibit once they start learning outside of school, and he urged parents to relax and enjoy their time with their children rather than encouraged parents to be academic task-masters. But when Teach Your Own was first published in 1981, he was also an important figure who dispensed political and legal advice. He knew that public and private schools had power and money on their side, but he also knew that families and children had more rights and options for schooling than they were aware of. John advised parents, whenever possible, to avoid trouble with school officials, even to the point of moving to a friendlier school district. When families worried about the authorities, John provided court cases, stories, and analyses for support and advice, much of it quoted in the original edition of Teach Your Own. Fortunately the political climate has changed considerably in the past twenty years in favor of homeschooling, and homeschooling is now legal in all of the fifty states, as well as in Canada, England, Ireland, Australia, France, Spain, Japan, Scandinavia, and many other regions and countries. Many of John’s references in the book’s original edition concerning school officials, legal decisions, and school politics are now dated, and most of these have been edited from this edition. However I’ve kept some of his commentary for the historic record as well as for his astute advice.


Homeschooling isn’t just another instruction-delivery system; it shows us alternative ways to teach and learn, and to participate in family and community life; ways to find work or get into higher education without jumping through the standardized hoops of mass-market schooling; ways to use school rather than have school use you. Homeschooling also offers ways to think about “democracy” and “individuality,” while, at the same time, avoiding the polarization that places people into lone-survivalists or drone-collectivists camps; and ways for children and adults to reunite living and learning that go far beyond doing homework together. Read this book to find out how.




It is, in fact, nothing short of a miracle that the modern methods of instruction have not yet entirely strangled the holy curiosity of inquiry; for this delicate little plant, 
aside from stimulation, stands mainly in need of freedom; without this it goes to wrack and ruin without fail. It is a very grave mistake to think that the enjoyment of seeing and searching can be promoted by means of coercion and a sense of duty. To the contrary, I believe that it would be 
possible to rob even a healthy beast of prey of its voraciousness, if it were possible, with the aid of a whip, to force the beast to devour continuously, even when not hungry, especially if the food, handed out under such coercion, were to be selected accordingly.
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Introduction



JOHN HOLT





THIS BOOK IS ABOUT WAYS WE CAN teach children, or rather, allow them to learn, outside of schools—at home, or in whatever other places and situations (and the more the better) we can make available to them. It is in part an argument in favor of doing it, in part a report of the people who are doing it, and in part a manual of action for people who want to do it.


Many events, some public, some personal, some in my own mind, led me to write this book. It began in the late 1950s. I was then teaching ten-year-olds in a prestige school. I was also spending a lot of time with the babies and very young children of my sisters, and of other friends. I was struck by the difference between the 10s (whom I liked very much) and the 1s and 2s. The children in the classroom, despite their rich backgrounds and high I.Q.’s, were with few exceptions frightened, timid, evasive, and self-protecting. The infants at home were bold adventurers. 


It soon became clear to me that children are by nature and from birth very curious about the world around them, and very energetic, resourceful, and competent in exploring it, finding out about it, and mastering it. In short, much more eager to learn, and much better at learning, than most of us adults. Babies are not blobs, but true scientists. Why not then make schools into places in which children would be allowed, encouraged, and (if and when they asked) helped to explore and make sense of the world around them (in time and space) in the ways that most interested them?


I said this in my first two books, How Children Fail (1964) and How Children Learn (1966). They were soon widely read, and translated in many other countries. Along with others saying much the same thing, I found myself busy as a lecturer, TV talk show guest, etc. Many people, among educators, parents, and the general public, seemed to be very interested in and even enthusiastic about the idea of making schools into places in which children would be independent and self-directing learners. I was even asked to give a course on Student-Directed Learning at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. For a while it seemed to me and my allies that within a few years such changes might take place in many schools, and in time, even a majority.


When parents told me, as many did, that they were dissatisfied with their children’s schools, I urged them to form committees, hold meetings, and organize public support for school reform, pressuring school boards and if need be electing new ones. In a few places, parents actually did this.


At first I did not question the compulsory nature of schooling. But by 1968 or so I had come to feel strongly that the kinds of changes I wanted to see in schools, above all in the ways teachers related to students, could not happen as long as schools were compulsory. I wrote about this in an article, “Not So Golden Rule Days,” which appeared first in the Center Magazine of the Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions, and later in my third book, The Underachieving School. Since compulsory school attendance laws force teachers to do police work and so prevent them from doing real teaching, it would be in their best interests, as well as those of parents and children, to have those laws repealed, or at least greatly modified. In the article, I suggested some political steps or stages in which this might be done.


In such ways many of us worked, with great energy, enthusiasm, and confidence, for this kind of school reform. As people do who are working for change, we saw every sign of change, however small, as further proof that the change was coming. We had not yet learned that in today’s world of mass media ideas go in and out of fashion as quickly as clothes. For a while, school reform was in fashion. There is no way we could have known that it was only fashion. One only finds out later what is fashion and what has lasting effect.


There were signs, even then. I had been one of a number of speakers invited to Minneapolis, a liberal city in a liberal state, to talk to a large conference of Minnesota teachers. At my meeting there were perhaps seven hundred. After my talk, during the questions, which had seemed friendly, a stout woman, thin pressed-together lips turned way down at the corners, said in a harsh angry voice, “What do you do with the children who are just plain lazy?” The entire audience burst into loud applause. I was startled and shocked. When the applause died down, I replied as best I could, and the meeting resumed its normal polite course. Later, I pushed aside the awkward memory of that little incident. I did not want to hear what it was plainly saying, that for a second the silent majority had spoken, and said, “Children are no damned good.”


In my travels I was often invited to visit schools and classes by people who said, “We’ve read your books, we think they’re wonderful, and we’re doing all the things you talked about.” Well, they usually were, but not in the way they meant—they were doing all the mistaken and harmful things that I described in the books and had once done myself. People also talked to me with great enthusiasm about innovative programs. But these were always paid for with federal money, and as time went on, it always turned out that when the federal money stopped, so did the program. People might feel badly about losing these wonderful programs. But pay for them with local money, their own money? It was never considered.


When I went to places to talk I was always met at the airport by two or three people. Usually, we were friends from the start. They had read my books, saw things much as I did. We always had a good time together, talking about the things we agreed on, sharing success stories, horror stories, hard luck stories. They always made me feel so at home that by lecture time, I assumed that with a few exceptions the people there must all be like my friends. Only slowly did I realize that the people who brought me in to speak were almost always a tiny minority in their own school or community, and that my task was to say out loud in public what people were sick of hearing them say, or even what they had been afraid to say at all. They hoped that if people heard me—famous author, guest on the Today show, etc.—they might pay attention.


From many such experiences I began to see, in the early ’70s, slowly and reluctantly, but ever more surely, that the movement for school reform was mostly a fad and an illusion. Very few people, inside the schools or out, were willing to support or even tolerate giving more freedom, choice, and self-direction to children. Of the very few who were, most were doing so not because they believed that children really wanted and could be trusted to find out about the world, but because they thought that giving children some of the appearances of freedom (allowing them to wear old clothes, run around, shout, write on the wall, etc.) was a clever way of getting them to do what the school had wanted all along—to learn those school subjects, get into a good college, etc. Freedom was not a serious way of living and working, but only a trick, a “motivational device.” When it did not quickly bring the wanted results, the educators gave it up without a thought and without regret.


At the same time I was seeing more and more evidence that most adults actively distrust and dislike most children, even their own, and quite often especially their own. Why this should be so, I talked about in my books, Escape From Childhood and Instead of Education. In a nutshell, people whose lives are hard, boring, painful, meaningless—people who suffer—tend to resent those who seem to suffer less than they do, and will make them suffer if they can. People who feel themselves in chains, with no hope of ever getting them off, want to put chains on everyone else.


In short, it was becoming clear to me that the great majority of boring, regimented schools were doing exactly what they had always done and what most people wanted them to do. Teach children about Reality. Teach them that Life Is No Picnic. Teach them to Shut Up And Do What You’re Told. Please don’t misunderstand me on this. People don’t think this way out of pure meanness. A man writing, sympathetically, to a radical paper, about life in small towns in Iowa, where in order to pay their debts many full-time farmers have to do extra work in meat-packing plants—as he says, “shoveling lungs”—says, “The work ethic has been ground into these folks so thoroughly that they think anyone who doesn’t hold down, continually, a full-time painful job is a bum.” They don’t want their kids to be bums. Back To The Basics, for most of them, is code for No More Fun and Games In School. Most of them don’t care particularly about reading, as such. They read little themselves—like most Americans, they watch TV. What they want their child to learn is how to work. By that they don’t mean to do good and skillful work they can be proud of. They don’t have that kind of work themselves, and never expect to. They don’t even call that “work.” They want their children, when their time comes, to be able, and willing, to hold down full-time painful jobs of their own. The best way to get them ready to do this is to make school as much like a fulltime painful job as possible.


Of course, they would be glad to see their children go to a “good” college, become lawyers, doctors, corporation executives, part of that world of wealth and power they see every day on TV. But this is like winning the lottery. You may hope for it—about the only hope you’ve got—but you don’t plan on it. Anyway, most people know by the time their children finish second or third grade that they are not going to win the big prize. What’s left is that full-time painful job. To get them ready for that is what most schools are for, always were for.


Just the other day, this truth was once again thrust in my face. Taking a cab to the airport, I fell into conversation with the driver, a cheerful, friendly man. He asked me where I was going and what I did. I said I wrote books about children, schools, and education, and also published a little magazine about people teaching their children at home. He said he didn’t think that was a very good idea, and went on to talk about schools and what was wrong with them. As soon as I reached the airport, I wrote down all I could remember of his words. The fragments I quote here give a fair picture of the whole.


Early in our talk he said,




Seems to me the students are directing the teachers these days, instead of the other way round. . . . When I was a kid, if I’d ever talked back to a teacher, I would have got a face full of knuckles. (Laughed.) Then I would have had to hope to God he didn’t tell my father about it.




Print can’t convey the approval, even the pleasure, with which he said this. I rarely meet people who have this faith in violence to solve problems. When I do, they scare me. I thought in the cab, “What have I got myself into now?” During the ride, I said little, tried once or twice without success to change the subject, and at the end said nothing at all. He did all the talking, getting angrier and angrier. Yet when we reached the airport he said good-bye and wished me a good trip, in the most friendly way. I looked at him as we parted. In the city I see many faces that look angry, brutal, and cruel. He did not look that way at all.


After saying the words quoted above, he said, “God help any of my children if they had ever talked back to a teacher,” with such ferocity that it froze the tongue in my mouth. Yet I wonder now what he would have done if they had, and whether in fact he had actually ever done it. Suppose one of his children had claimed to be the victim of a teacher’s injustice. My guess is that he would have told them to forget about justice, that the teacher was the boss, and that their job was to do whatever he said.


This thought recalled a scene in Frederick Wiseman’s film High School, in which a student and a disciplinary vice-principal were arguing. The student, wearing glasses, good at using words, obviously not a poor kid, was stubbornly insisting that he hadn’t done something he was accused of doing, and therefore, that he shouldn’t be punished for it. The vice-principal, a big man, a former athlete and probably once a poor kid, was just as stubbornly trying to explain to the student that it didn’t make any difference whether he had done what he was accused of or not; the people in charge had decided that he did do it, and there was nothing for him to do but take his punishment—“like a man,” he said, implying that only crybabies and troublemakers whine about justice. Theories about what was true, or fair, were beside the point. In the real world, Authority had declared him guilty and he was going to be punished, and he might as well accept it.


Later in our conversation the driver spoke admiringly of Catholic schools, saying,




I know a guy who had a couple of high school kids who were kind of wild. He sent them to Saint—School. There, if a kid talked back to one of the priests, he’d deck him, right then and there, no questions asked. (He laughed approvingly.)





I know well and on the whole believe all the conventional arguments about the futility and destructiveness of violence. None of them would have made the slightest dent on this driver. For in our conversation he told me that all six of his children had gone to college, earned the money for it themselves, and made it through. One had finished at the top of her class of 170 at a school for dental technicians. Another was trying to get into medical school, but (so the driver said) had not yet been able to, because he was not black or Puerto Rican or Mexican. (He talked a long time, and very bitterly, about this.) But in any case, here he was, driving a cab, and here were his six children, all college graduates, on their way to higher levels of society. Here was all the proof he needed that his threats and toughness worked. Not for a moment would he ever have considered the possibility that his children might have done what he wanted not so much because they feared his fist as because they valued his good opinion.


We must be clear about this. It is not because he is cruel himself that this father, like many others, insists that the schools be harsh and cruel to his children. It is because he believes that this is how the world really works, that only by being tough on kids can we help them to live better than we do, working at good jobs instead of waiting on tables and driving crummy cabs. Nor is it only working-class people who take this harsh view of life. Let me tell again a story I told in an earlier book. A boy in one of my fifth-grade classes was the son of a middle executive in a large corporation, perhaps not extremely wealthy but certainly in the top 5 percent in income. In the two or three years before the boy came to my class he had done poorly in his studies and had been a behavior problem both at school and at home. Expert “help” had been called on, and had not helped. In my less rigid class the boy found many things to do that interested him, became the class chess champion, did much better in his studies, particularly math, which he had always hated, and became much better behaved, both at school and at home. His mother, a gentle and softspoken woman, came to see me one day after school. She said how pleased she and her husband were that their son was doing so much better in his school work, and was so much more pleasant and easy to live with. She told me how much he enjoyed my class, and how much he talked about all the interesting things that went on in it. Then she paused a while, frowning a little, and finally said, “But you know, his father and I worry a little about how much fun he is having in school. After all, he is going to have to spend the rest of his life doing things he doesn’t like, and he may as well get used to it now.”


As long as such parents are in the majority, and in every social class they are, the schools, even if they wanted to, and however much they might want to, will not be able to move very far in the directions I and many others have for years been urging them to go. These parents do not want their children in or anywhere near classes in which children learn what interests them most, for the satisfaction and joy of doing it. They want their children to believe what countless teachers and parents have told me: “If I wasn’t made to do things, I wouldn’t do anything.” They don’t want them to think that the best reason for working might be that the work itself was interesting, demanding, and worth doing. For the real world, as they see it, doesn’t run that way and can’t be made to run that way.


While the question “Can the schools be reformed?” kept turning up “No” for an answer, I found myself asking a much deeper question. Were schools, however organized, however run, necessary at all? Were they the best place for learning? Were they even a good place? Except for people learning a few specialized skills, I began to doubt that they were. Most of what I knew, I had not learned in school, or in any other such school-like “learning environments” or “learning experiences” as meetings, workshops, and seminars. I suspected this was true of most people.


As time went on I began to have more and more doubts even about the word “learning” itself. One morning in Boston, as I walked to work across the Public Garden, I found myself imagining a huge conference, in a hotel full of signs and posters and people wearing badges. But at this conference everyone seemed to be talking about breathing. “How are you breathing these days?” “Much better than I used to, but I still need to improve.” “Have you seen Joe Smith yet—he certainly breathes beautifully.” And so on. All the meetings, books, discussions were about Better Breathing. And I thought, if we found ourselves at such a conference, would we not assume that everyone there was sick, or had just been sick? Why so much talk and worry about something that healthy people do naturally?


The same might be said of our endless concern with “learning.” Was there ever a society so obsessed with it, so full of talk about how to learn more, or better, or sooner, or longer, or easier? Was not all this talk and worry one more sign that there was something seriously the matter with us? Do vigorous, healthy, active, creative, inventive societies—Periclean Greece, Elizabethan England, the United States after the Revolution—spend so much time talking about learning? No; people are too busy doing things, and learning from what they do.


These ideas led into my book Instead of Education where I tried to make clear the distinction between doing, “self-directed, purposeful, meaningful life and work” and education, “learning cut off from life and done under pressure of bribe or threat, greed and fear.” Even as I wrote it I planned a sequel, to be called Growing Up Smart—Without School, about competent and useful adults who during their own childhood spent many years out of school, or about families who right now were keeping their children out.


During the late ’60s and early ’70s I knew a number of groups of people who were starting their own small, private, alternative schools. Most of them did not try to start their own school until after years of trying to get their local public schools to give them some kind of alternative. When they finally decided to make a school of their own, they had to persuade other parents to join them, reach some agreement on what the school would be like, find a place for it that the law would accept and that they could afford, get the okays of local fire, health, safety, etc., officials, get enough state approval so that their students would not be called truants, and find a teacher or teachers. Above all, they had to raise money.


One day I was talking to a young mother who was just starting down this long road. She and a friend had decided that they couldn’t stand what the local schools were doing to children, and that the only thing to do was start their own. For many months they had been looking for parents, for space, for money, and had made almost no progress at all. Perhaps if I came up there and talked to a public meeting. . . .


As we talked about this, I suddenly thought, is all this really necessary? I said to her, “Look, do you really want to run a school? Or do you just want a decent situation for your own kids?” She answered without hesitation, “I want a decent situation for my own kids.” “In that case,” I said, “Why go through all this work and trouble—meetings, buildings, inspectors, money? Why not just take your kids out of school and teach them at home? It can’t be any harder than what you are doing, and it might turn out to be a lot easier.” And so it soon proved to be—a lot easier, a lot more fun.


In talking with young families like these, I found that what they most needed was support and ideas from other families who felt the same way. For this reason, I began publishing a small, bimonthly magazine called Growing Without Schooling, in which parents could write about their experiences teaching their children at home. Some of the material in this book first appeared in that magazine. Of this material, some is quoted from books, magazines, news stories, court decisions, etc. Some was written by me. Much of it comes from letters from parents. The letters quoted here are only a small part of the letters we have printed in the magazine, which in turn are only a very small part of those that people have sent us.


The ones quoted here are of course some of the best, but many others that we might have printed are just as good. I have had to break up many of these letters so as to fit the parts under different chapter headings. This may have caused a loss of some of the impact and flavor of the originals, which were often very long and covered many topics. Still, what we have quoted will give some idea how affectionate, perceptive, and eloquent most of these letters are. Reading the mail sent to Growing Without Schooling has been one of the great rewards of doing this work. I hope readers of this book will enjoy these letters as much as I have.






















1
Why Take Them Out?


WHY DO PEOPLE TAKE or keep their children out of school? Mostly for three reasons: they think that raising their children is their business not the government’s; they enjoy being with their children and watching and helping them learn, and don’t want to give that up to others; they want to keep them from being hurt, mentally, physically, and spiritually.


First, before some unschoolers tell you in their own words why they took their children out of school, two questions: (1) How many such people are there? (2) What kind of people are they?


Good short answers to these questions would be (1) nobody knows and (2) all kinds.


The reason no one knows or can find out how many families are teaching their own children is that many of these people, fearing with good reason that if the local schools knew they were teaching their own children they would make trouble for them, are doing this in secret. Sometimes they simply hide their children from the local schools, don’t even let them know they exist. Sometimes they tell the local schools, perhaps truthfully, perhaps not, that they have registered their children in some private school. Sometimes they have registered their own home as a school, which in many states is easy to do. Sometimes they and a few other families register as a church-related school. There is simply no way to tell how many such people there are. Thus, there is no way to tell how many of the registered private schools in any state are schools as most people understand that word, i.e., special buildings with specialized hired teachers, and how many are disguised homes with the parents doing the teaching.


Who are these homeschooling families? Again, it is hard to tell. Only a minority of them read Growing Without Schooling, not all of those who read it write to us, and those who write talk mostly about their children, not about their background or work or income. Most of our subscriptions and letters come from rural or star routes, small towns, or low- to middle-income suburbs. I have traveled enough so that I know the names of the wealthy suburbs of many large American cities, and I know that we get almost no mail or subscriptions from these. We also get very little mail from the cities themselves.


What about income, education, race? The little evidence we have suggests that the average income of homeschooling families is close to the national average. We have had almost no correspondence with people who, judging by their addresses, writing paper, businesses, etc., were obviously rich. Many families who write us have incomes well below the national average; they have chosen to live in the country or in small towns on very modest incomes, supporting themselves by small-scale farming, crafts, small businesses, etc. Some home-schooling mothers are on welfare. As to educational background, my guess is that most of the families who read GWS have been to college. Some of our most successful homeschooling families, however, have not been beyond high school. I suspect that a somewhat higher percentage of the people now using church-based correspondence schools have not been to college. As to race, I have no way even of guessing. A few of our readers and subscribers have Hispanic surnames. Other than that I know nothing, except, as I say, that so far we have had little contact with people in cities.


In sum, we are so far talking about a group of Americans, probably mostly white, more rural than urban, otherwise quite average in everything except stubbornness, courage, independence, and trust in themselves and their children.






[image: i_Imagein1] Twenty years after Holt wrote the preceding material, the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics released a study “to attempt to estimate the number of homeschoolers in the United States using a rigorous sample survey of households.”1 The Department of Education researchers reached almost exactly the same conclusions Holt did: Homeschoolers in the 1999 survey are quite average in terms of income, largely white (though the researchers note “growth in homeschooling may be reaching a broader range of American families and values”), more rural than urban, and homeschoolers tend to have more children in their families than nonhomeschoolers. Holt estimated that less than 30,000 children were being homeschooled in 1981 but that the numbers would grow rapidly. By 1999 there were 850,000 children, according to the statistics from the Department of Education. As I write this in 2002, probably more than 1 million children are being taught at home, about 2 percent of the total school-age population.


To Holt’s three major reasons for taking children out of school, I now add two more: (1) the desire of some families to spend more time together, not just “quality time,” and (2) the growing acceptance of Internet correspondence schools and other forms of distance learning in lieu of attending conventional school.


Families having more time together won’t automatically solve any problems between parents and children, but if both parties are willing to work on their relationships and use their time together to develop better communication, then it will be time well spent. By having more time together the chances increase that not only relationships, but also academics, can flourish. A well-publicized study by Harvard University found that both children’s literacy and school success could be linked to pleasant dinner table conversation about current events.2 In addition, Blake Bowden, a researcher at Children’s Hospital Medical Center of Cincinnati, “conducted a study to see what protects teenagers against maladjustive behaviors. The answer: sitting down to a meal with a parent at least five times a week.”3 It isn’t necessary to take children out of school to eat meals together, but doing so can make it easier to achieve, since long breakfasts, picnic lunches, breaks for a snack together, and in-depth nonmealtime conversations can become options for homeschoolers who are too busy during dinnertime.


There is, of course, too much of a good thing, and homeschoolers need to pay special attention to the dynamics of togetherness as their children get older. My colleague, Susannah Sheffer, studied adolescent homeschooled girls, and the increased togetherness they have with their mothers. Sheffer writes:




Several of the girls acknowledged their unusually good relationships with their mothers and said they hoped that the openness would continue. Others wished for the chance to talk and to be heard, which they didn’t feel they currently had. But no one said, “I’d rather not be close to my mother.” These girls remind me of what researcher Teri Apter has said about the traditional view of adolescence as a time of separation from one’s parents. After interviewing pairs of mothers and daughters, Apter concluded that adolescent girls do indeed want to be recognized as separate individuals and want to be truly seen and understood by their mothers, but they want to maintain connections to their mothers at the same time. They use conflict with their mothers to grow, to understand themselves, and to demand understanding of themselves.4





Conflicts and resolutions with one’s mother may not seem as important as school, but they are. All too often we are led to believe that success in school translates into success in life, and therefore time spent on school preparation and school subjects is time better spent than time eating, walking, or playing together with children. Yet, by viewing education as more than just the accumulation of credits and degrees, you are not only helping your child grow emotionally, but intellectually as well.


The growing acceptance of distance learning has been surprising due to the fact that distance-learning programs—primarily correspondence-study programs—have been part of homeschooling for as long as I can remember. Often viewed as the poor cousins of conventional schooling, correspondence-study programs were advertised on matchbook covers, not in the Atlantic Monthly, as they are now. Throughout the past twenty years, videotapes, computers, and the Internet have all made distance learning far more acceptable, even desirable, to the public. Furthermore, with major universities and big businesses promoting on-line learning, a new era of distance learning is beginning.


And it is a humble beginning. Most of the on-line course offerings are no better, and often far worse, than courses conducted by mail, contained in a book, or supervised by a teacher. If you like using your computer a lot, you may enjoy on-line learning (for suggestions see the Bibliography, subsection Homeschooling, listing for Homeschool Your Child for Free: More  Than 1,200 Smart, Effective, and Practical Resources for Home Education  on the Internet and Beyond), but I’m not a big fan of the computer as instructor. I appreciate and use a computer for its research, entertainment, and communication features. As technology changes, particularly with real-time, two-way video, and audio transmissions, distance-learning programs will most likely become better. But at this time, it’s too early to say that homeschooling will explode in popularity, even though homeschooling has gained some legitimacy or cachet, due to the Internet, that it didn’t have in the eighties. Homeschooling has grown for twenty years because of the efforts of real people in the real world, not chatroom personas operating in virtual reality. I hasten to add that among the earliest adapters of computers and the Internet that I know of are homeschoolers, who often used the first consumer-level computers to surf the electronic bulletin boards and chatrooms to seek support and advice, as well as for all sorts of political action. This legacy has expanded so much that any Internet search engine will give you thousands of references to your queries about “homeschooling” and “distance learning.” But the promise of distance learning is still unrealized, and I urge you to consider the computer as you do a textbook, a pencil and paper, or a calculator; something that supports learning at home, not something you need in order to homeschool.


The federal education researchers, mentioned earlier, also studied the reasons parents homeschool—quality of education, religion, and poor learning environments in their respective schools are the top-three reasons cited. One interesting statistic in the 1999 Federal Department of Education study showed that 22 percent of homeschooled parents have graduate/professional-school degrees compared to 16 percent of nonhomeschooled parents. Why are increasing numbers of people who have spent most of their youth in school and gone on to higher education, keeping their children out of school?


Perhaps it is for the same reason my wife and I decided to homeschool: We didn’t want our children to waste their time in the same empty rituals of education that we did: passing tests only to forget the subject matter when the grades were given; spending years with passing grades in foreign-language instruction yet being unable to have even a rudimentary conversation in the language outside of the classroom; struggling to learn advanced math skills that were seldom used outside of class; doing lab experiments that were more rote exercises than scientific inquiries. Time and youth cannot be regained, so perhaps, ultimately, the real crisis in education may be one of disillusionment among graduates rather than poor performance among current students. 
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THE INCOMPETENCE OF SCHOOLS


When I began work at the Colorado Rocky Mountain School, my first teaching task was to tutor an otherwise bright and capable seventeen-year-old whose school skills were at about second-grade level. High-priced specialists in his hometown had pronounced him “brain damaged.” In spite of the label, he wanted to read, write, and figure like everyone else, wanted me to help him, and thought I could help him.


Not having studied “education,” I had never heard of “brain damage.” But it was clear to me that whatever those words might mean, it was my responsibility and duty to find out what was keeping this boy from learning and to figure out something to do about it. I soon learned that he had a very precise and logical mind, and had to understand one thing thoroughly before he could move on to the next. What had stopped his learning almost at the start of his schooling was that he had not been able to understand fully many of the things that teachers were telling him about reading, arithmetic, spelling, etc., and either could not ask the right questions to find out what he needed, or else could not get answers to the questions he asked. Some of his questions I could answer right away; others kept me thinking and wondering for many years. But even though I did not solve all his problems, my conviction that they could be solved may have been help enough. A few years later he wrote me from an army post, telling me what books he was reading—serious, adult books. He had clearly solved his problem himself.


What I had tried to be is what I would call now a serious teacher. I was not willing to accept fancy excuses as a substitute for doing what I had undertaken to do—help children learn things. When, as often happened, they did not learn what I was teaching, I could not and did not blame it on them, but had to keep trying new ways of teaching it until I found something that worked. As How Children Fail makes clear, this often took a long time, and I failed more than I succeeded. Another book about serious teaching is James Herndon’s first book, The Way It Spozed to Be, a very funny, truthful, and in the end sad story about his first year’s painful but successful struggles—for which he was then fired—to help students that the rest of his inner-city school had long since given up on.


One reason that so few schools are any good at their work is that they are not serious. “Good” schools and “bad,” private and public, with only a few exceptions have always run under the rule that when learning happens, the school takes the credit, and when it doesn’t, the students get the blame. Where in earlier times the schools might have said that some kids were bad, stupid, lazy, or crazy, now they say they have mysterious diseases like “minimal brain dysfunction” or “learning disabilities.” Under whatever name, these remain what they always were—excuses for the schools and teachers not doing their job.


For further evidence of the incompetence of schools, we have this quote from the Chicago Tribune (1977):




It has been ten years in the making, but Chicago school officials now believe they have in place a complete sweeping program to teach children to read—a program that may be the pacesetter for the nation. . . . For some years, a Board of Education reading expert, Bernard Gallegos, has been putting together a package of the reading skills children need to learn in elementary school. At one point, Gallegos’ list topped 500 elements. It has since been reduced to 273 over grades 1 through 8.





This might be rather comic if it were not so horrifying. Five hundred skills! What in the world could they be? When I taught myself to read, I didn’t learn 500 skills, or even 273; I looked at printed words,

on signs, in books, wherever I might see them, and puzzled them out, because I wanted to know what they said. Each one I learned made it easier for me to figure out the next. I could read before I went to school, but insofar as that school taught reading, they did it by what we might call the Spell-and-Say method—“c, a, t, cat.” Most people who read, above all those who read well, were never taught 273 separate skills. And by what process was that list of 500 cut down to 273? 


It’s worth noting that the first of these skills is to repeat two-and three-syllable words. In practice, this is probably going to mean that all children, including black, Hispanic, Asian, or from other non-WASP groups, are going to have to pronounce these words “correctly,” i.e., the way the teacher pronounces them. Children who can’t, don’t, or won’t talk like middle–class North American white people will almost certainly be branded as not being “ready” to move to the next of the 273 steps. We can expect the schools to spend years trying to teach many of these children to talk “right,” so that they can then begin teaching them to read. This, in spite of the fact that the world is full of people who read English fluently, though they speak it in a dialect or with an accent that few Chicago teachers (or few Americans) could understand.


As I write, it is about three years since that story was printed. I don’t know whether the Chicago schools ever put that scheme into practice, or if they did, whether they are still using it. One thing is sure—if Chicago children are learning to read better than children anywhere else, it has been a well-kept secret.


Some years ago I heard from a teacher in another large city who, being serious, had over the years found a way to help children who had never read before become good readers. She had just been fired, because when the school board adopted some new reading program and ordered all teachers in the city to use it, she sensibly and responsibly refused to scrap her reading program that worked. This no doubt happened in Chicago; the best reading teachers were probably asked to change their methods or be fired. The children must be so busy trying to learn how to pass 273 reading tests that they have no time to read, and what’s worse will soon not even want to. Indeed, as in many other schools, quite a few children who can read are probably held back because they can’t pass some of the 273 tests. Then, ten years or so from now, we will read in the papers about some great new plan.


A teacher who had been doing some substitute teaching in a private elementary school, wrote to GWS:




I found myself . . . in third grade for four days. The two teachers team teach and so I had to team teach. Both are old-fashioned types who push math and reading workbooks. I almost went wild. I couldn’t figure out the questions and answers (I refuse to use the teacher’s answer book) and the kids were frustrated and in pain sitting still. By the second day I could see these kids never had time to think, let alone read as a pleasure—just word-grabbing, mind-reading workbooks. In their room were paperbacks, Charlotte’s Web and many more goodies not yet touched, because apparently the kids “can’t read well enough yet.” I went to the . . . principal and said I couldn’t continue unless the reading time while I was there became silent reading. She agreed to it but was not very happy about me, I could easily sense. I told the kids new rules, “If you don’t know a word and are really bothered by it, signal and I’ll come whisper in your ear. No sounding it out, no vowels, no syllables, no questions, just the word.” Very few asked after the first few minutes. But they asked for silent reading twice a day.





James Herndon makes much the same kind of report in his book How to Survive in Your Native Land. When he and one or two other teachers stopped asking the children questions about their reading, stopped grading them, stopped tracking them, and just let them read, they very soon read much better, even those who had been very poor readers. But his school and fellow-teachers refused to learn anything from this experience.


Another familiar complaint is that students can’t write. An article entitled “Pumping Polysyllabism” from the August 1977 issue of Mother Jones, suggests that the students may not always be the ones to blame:




Two Chicago English professors have found that a good way to improve your grade on a term paper is to use what they call “verbose, bombastic” language.




Professors Joseph Williams and Rosemary Hake say they took a well-written paper and changed the language a bit. They kept the ideas and concepts the same, but wrote two different versions—one in simplified, straightforward language and another in verbose language, loaded with pedantic terms.


They then submitted the two papers to nine high school teachers; they were surprised to find that all nine gave the verbose papers nearly perfect scores but downgraded the straightforward essays as too simple and shallow.


The professors then submitted the same two papers to ninety more teachers and came up with similar results. Three out of four high school teachers and two out of three college professors gave higher marks to pompous writing.








THE CIVIL LIBERTIES OF CHILDREN


I don’t want to and am not going to make this just a collection of bad stories about schools. The arguments against compulsory schools go much deeper. Some of them I expressed in a letter to the American Civil Liberties Union:




Though the courts have not yet agreed, compulsory school attendance laws, in and of themselves, seem to me a very serious infringement of the civil liberties of children and their parents, and would be so no matter what schools were like, how they were organized, or how they treated children, in other words, even if they were far more humane and effective than in fact they are.


Beyond that, there are a number of practices, by now very common in schools all over the country, which in and of themselves seriously violate the civil liberties of children, including:





1. Keeping permanent records of children’s school performance. This would be inexcusable even if there were nothing in the records but academic grades. It is nobody’s proper business that a certain child got a certain mark in a certain course when she or he was eight years old.


2. Keeping school records secret from children and/or their parents, a practice that continues in many places even where the law expressly forbids it.


3. Making these records available, without the permission of the children or their parents, to whoever may ask for them—employers, the police, the military, or other branches of government.


4. Filling these records, as experience has shown they are filled, with many kinds of malicious and derogatory information and misinformation. These may include not just unconfirmed teachers’ reports of children’s misbehavior, but also all kinds of pseudopsychological opinions, judgments, and diagnoses about the children and even their families. For examples, see The Myth of the Hyperactive Child, by Peter Schrag and Diane Divoky. (More recent books are in the Bibliography.)


5. Compulsory psychological testing of children, and including the results of these tests in children’s records.


6. Labeling children as having such imaginary and supposedly incurable diseases as “minimal brain dysfunction,” “hyperactivity,” “specific learning disabilities,” etc.


7. Compulsory dosing of children with very powerful and dangerous psychoactive drugs, such as Ritalin.


8. Using corporal punishment in school, which in practice often means the brutal beating of young children for very minor or imagined offenses.


9. Lowering students’ academic grades, or even giving failing grades, solely for disciplinary and/or attendance reasons. Not only is this practice widespread, but school administrators openly boast of it, though what it amounts to in fact is the deliberate falsification of an official record, a kind of printed perjury.


10. In all of these matters, and indeed in almost any conflict between the child and the school, denying anything that could fairly be called “due process.”




To return once more to compulsory school attendance in its barest form, you will surely agree that if the government told you that on one hundred and eighty days of the year, for six or more hours a day, you had to be at a particular place, and there do whatever people told you to do, you would feel that this was a gross violation of your civil liberties. The State, of course, justifies doing this to children as a matter of public policy, saying that only thus can it keep them from being ignorant and a burden on the State. But even if it were true that children were learning important things in schools and that they could not learn them anywhere else, neither of which I admit, I would still remind the ACLU that since in other and often more difficult cases, i.e., the Nazi rally in Skokie, Ill., it does not allow the needs of public policy to become an excuse for violating the basic liberties of citizens, it ought not to in this case.


Over the years the ACLU has tended to see as a civil liberties matter the right of children to go to school, but not their right not to go. I have been told that a committee of the ACLU is now discussing when and in what circumstances compulsory schooling may be an infringement of civil liberties. In some cases local branches of the ACLU, or ACLU attorneys, have given support to unschooling families. But it would surely be helpful if someday the national organization took a strong position on some of the issues I have mentioned.





[image: i_Imagein0]To date, the ACLU, as a national organization, has not taken a strong position on the issues Holt mentions. Indeed, many court decisions since Holt wrote this book have eroded the civil liberties of children both in and out of school, but the ACLU, and most other progressive institutions, continue to see the right of children to go to school as paramount over their right not to go.


The situation regarding corporal punishment in school is slowly changing; in 1998 the United Kingdom banned caning and other forms of corporal punishment in all schools, but it isn’t clear that change will be as encompassing for the United States. In 2000 the American Academy of Pediatrics recommended “that corporal punishment in schools be abolished in all states by law and that alternative forms of student behavior management be used.”5 But America is slow to heed this recommendation. For instance, as of February 2002 the two school districts of Moorhead, Minnesota, and Nashville, Tennessee, passed policies that forbid teachers from hitting, spanking, or using physical force, that can cause emotional and physical harm to their students; although, also in February 2002, Wyoming’s state legislature voted to continue to permit paddling children in school.6 Hitting or shutting students in closets as punishment in school is not as common as it was in the fifties and sixties, but corporal punishment is still openly supported by some states and school districts in the United States.[image: i_Imagein0]






A NEW SENSE OF RESPONSIBILITY


Even though many and perhaps most adults today dislike and distrust children, there is at the same time a growing minority of people who like, understand, trust, respect, and value children in a way rarely known until now. Many of these people are choosing to have children as few people before ever did. They don’t have children just because that is what married people are supposed to do, or because they don’t know how not to have them. On the contrary, knowing well what it may mean in time, energy, money, thought, and worry, they undertake the heavy responsibility of having and bringing up children because they deeply want to spend a part of their life living with them. Having chosen to have children, they feel very strongly that it is their responsibility to help these children grow into good, smart, capable, loving, trustworthy, and responsible human beings. They do not think it right to turn that responsibility over to institutions, state or private, schools or otherwise, and would not do so even if they liked and trusted these institutions, which on the whole they do not.


We may think of these views as very old-fashioned or very modern. They are probably some of both.






[image: i_Imagein0] More and more people are homeschooling today than when Holt wrote this book and school officials are far more used to dealing with homeschooling requests than they were in the seventies and eighties. Few who wish to homeschool today find that in order to do so they must engage in pitched battles with their schools, hire lawyers, or move to a friendlier school district. Indeed, today, under the rubric “Independent Study Program” many schools are actually seeking out homeschooling families to join their programs, and some charter and for-profit schools are actively wooing homeschoolers with promises of free computers for home learning, ongoing professional support, and so on. More important, many more homeschoolers are benefiting from the growth of local, state, and national homeschooling support groups and businesses. Services and materials can be found through these homeschooling sources rather than conventional school institutions. Options abound for homeschooling in the twenty-first century.


Attitudes have also changed considerably in the past twenty years regarding homeschooling. All three of my homeschooled daughters have gone in and out of public and private schools, at their request and at different times of their lives, without any difficulties coming from the schools. For instance our youngest, Audrey, insisted on going to first grade because she didn’t think we were “teaching her enough.” Within a couple of days Audrey was in love with her first-grade teacher, a talented veteran teacher, but in despair over school.


“What’s the matter?” I asked.


“I’ve been in school a week and they are still learning the alphabet! I know the alphabet already!” (Audrey often speaks with exclamation marks in her voice.)


“But there must be other things you are learning there. Can’t you wait until the class finishes the alphabet and catches up with you?”


“Dad! It’s so boring! And in math they are just learning to count up to twenty by twos now! I can count all the way up to one hundred by ones, twos, and fives!”


Day, my wife, went to the school a few days later to speak with Miss Reppucci, Audrey’s first-grade teacher. Miss Reppucci understood exactly what Audrey was talking about and she complimented Day on the fine job of homeschooling she had done with Audrey. (We never thought of what we were doing with Audrey as some type of preschool “homeschooling” when she was so young—it was just what we did with all our girls: talk, listen, and explore the world together.) Then Miss Reppucci told Day, “I have so many children in my first-grade class that aren’t anywhere near where Audrey is right now, though they should be. I need to spend extra time with each of them, and that’s time I can’t spend with Audrey. Why don’t you consider homeschooling Audrey again?”


When Audrey heard that her beloved first-grade teacher thought homeschooling was going to be just fine for Audrey, she seemed relieved and, after eleven days of public school, Audrey willingly came home to learn—with the blessings of her schoolteacher.


Not all teachers are so sympathetic, of course, and not all homeschoolers want help from public school. Homeschoolers are an independent lot, and some of them feel that any connection to local, state, or federal government that doesn’t mesh with their personal beliefs is an illegal burden to be fought. These people define their sense of personal responsibility in such a way that they are almost in conflict with nearly every conventional practice in school and law, as is their right to do, of course; most homeschoolers take a more flexible stand, trying to work with, around, and without schools while not getting needlessly entangled with the law. [image: i_Imagein0] 





Judy McCahill, wife of a career officer in the U.S. Navy, explains her sense of personal responsibility:




Always, always must we parents and any others who undertake a revolutionary change which seriously affects the lives of others remind ourselves that we do so for selfish reasons. My husband and I began to get cold feet (“sounds like an epidemic,” our daughter said) two or three days before school started this year; what urged me to continue with our plans was the thought that I would be very unhappy if I didn’t give it a try. It was certainly not that we didn’t consider what was best for the children; we believe (and still believe) they would be better off growing up at home than in a classroom. But keeping them home was mostly my decision, my experiment, my act of faith. What I hope is that the children not only will flower more truly in their home environment, but also will be enriched by growing up with parents who are attempting to live their beliefs. I hope that they will learn the true meaning of action, that a wrong seen is a wrong to be righted; a better way seen, one to be taken.





The mother of a Muslim family living in this country expresses similar reasons for keeping her youngest children at home:




. . . Like many other families who are schooling their children at home, our main reason for wanting to make this move was a religious one. In our case, however, the religion is Islam, not Christianity. We are a very committed Muslim family, and it is of the greatest importance to us that our children grow up in an atmosphere which is not destructive to their religious orientation and values. For this reason, we are obviously in total disagreement with many social and moral values (or “unvalues”) which are being propagated in schools, as well as with the limited educational approaches. Moreover, in our faith religious and other learning is not to be approached as two separate matters since Islam does not acknowledge any schism between “sacred” and “secular” aspects of life.


Our three older children had grown up in public schools, with very serious consequences to their sense of self-worth and the rightness of their values, and above all on the integratedness of their personalities. They passed through the hands of a series of junior high and high school teachers and situations in which religion, and anyone who upholds high moral and ethical values, was viewed with contempt or at least stigmatized as being very, very strange and abnormal. When my son was in the first year of junior high, we had just come back from a year overseas and the boy was feeling very much at odds with the school atmosphere. I went to the principal and expressed my concern about him, saying that he was a very religious youngster with high values. Would it not be possible to form a club or association for youngsters of similar inclinations? The response of the principal was astonishing. He told me he would look into my son’s record and behavior and talk with his counselor to see if he was really normal and fit in. Of course, you can imagine how I felt after this encounter, and the club idea naturally died of its own accord although I tried without success to interest other people in the community in it. I felt and still do feel that such an organization would be very important and meaningful to young people who care about religion and values but have no support and are even afraid to voice their opinions under prevailing conditions.


When the fourth child, Y, was old enough for kindergarten, we enrolled him in a Catholic school, hoping it would be in some significant way an improvement over public school. But it was a total disappointment, in no real way different in atmosphere or approach. Thus, toward the end of Y’s kindergarten year, seeing that there was no workable solution except to teach the children at home, I went to discuss the matter with the local superintendent of instruction.
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