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FOREWORD



LEARNING: LOST AND FOUND


AS A VETERAN HOMESCHOOLER AND AUTHOR, I field many questions about the lost educational and social opportunities homeschoolers face by not attending school, especially “How will my children get into college or find work without a proper school transcript?” and “How will my children socialize if they’re not in school?” The COVID-19 pandemic made these questions pertinent to every parent, not just to those considering homeschooling. Further, headlines such as “Research Shows Students Falling Months Behind During Virus Disruptions”1 and “‘A Lost Generation’: Surge of Research Reveals Students Sliding Backward, Most Vulnerable Worst Affected” exacerbated our fears about children falling behind in school and therefore in life, causing further anxiety in families.


Don’t let the hype upset you; your children will continue to learn and grow whether or not they are in school. Homeschoolers matriculate in and out of school, get into college, and find work they want to do without running through school’s curricular gauntlet. Our lives and careers often do not run in the same patterns as educational institutions, or as we, ourselves, wish. Missing months or years of standard school learning does not take an equivalent amount of time to regain, if one needs to learn it at all.


Education is an important element of civil society, but it has become a sedentary institution, serving much more as a gatekeeper for employment opportunities instead of enabling active learning for students. Both in-person and online education continue to operate on the assumption that by exposing all children to the same information at the same time they will learn it. This core belief is hard to shake; generations of school reforms to make schooling more personalized have tried it and failed. Ivan Illich summarized this situation in The Futility of Schooling (1968): “And yet it is politically inexpedient and intellectually disreputable to question the elusive goal of providing equal educational opportunities for all citizens by giving them access to an equal number of years in school.”


To even question the order in which school subjects are taught is to invite being labeled naïve or an enemy of education. For instance, in school the main reason for making sure children can read by the end of third grade is school management issues, not a child’s biological development. In puberty, hair growth is spontaneous and happens to all healthy children over a range of time; there is no equivalent biological process in our bodies that triggers “You will learn to read now.” Reading is a learned behavior, and forcing someone to learn something they don’t want to do can actually delay or impede learning.


However, the curriculum after third grade requires competent reading skills to succeed in school. Homeschoolers have long noted, and research shows, that when children are not forced to learn to read at home, boys tend to learn to read later than girls do. Once a child decides to learn to read, they learn quickly, catching up to their age-mates’ reading abilities in weeks or months, not years. Further, the studies show that children who haven’t been compelled to read due to their age, read more for personal pleasure and information as they get older than do those who were forced to learn to read at a particular age. There are many different paths and texts that turn people into readers, not just school’s path.2


This is why John preferred to refer to his work as unschooling; to describe learning that doesn’t have to take place in school or at home and does not resemble school learning. Homeschooling has become the default word that captures many forms of learning without attending school. John often used unschooling and homeschooling interchangeably in his talks and writing, but it is clear that duplicating school at home is not what John meant when he used the word homeschooling.


John started out as a typical school reformer, inventing clever ways of presenting curricular material to his classes, using alternative assessments, and giving his students as much choice and freedom as he could in school. With each book he wrote he moved further away from reforming school and towards reforming society to be more welcoming of children. He eventually described his work as reintegrating children into daily life and adult society, as they were until the rise of compulsory schooling placed them in an educational silo. In the first (1981) edition of Teach Your Own, he wrote: “We who believe that children want to learn about the world, are good at it, and can be trusted to do it with very little adult coercion or interference, are probably no more than one percent of the population, if that. And we are not likely to become the majority in my lifetime. This doesn’t trouble me much anymore, as long as this minority keeps on growing. My work is to help it grow.”


Published forty years ago and never out of print, Teach Your Own encourages us to rethink how children learn and grow in our society and, in doing so, to reframe education as a communal, social endeavor that supports families and individuals through school and community resources. Taking a more cooperative stance with families who want to be with their children during school hours, educators and parents can see how different learning schedules can be leveraged instead of viewed as outliers to be banished from the enterprise of education. Not everyone can or wants to homeschool, but the new combinations of learning—at home, in school, and in one’s community—open new opportunities for everyone’s learning. The variety of educational paths homeschoolers have forged—in terms of finding work worth doing, gaining college admissions, and becoming responsible citizens—are noteworthy. So what learning is lost by not attending school?


So far, the research on learning loss during the pandemic confirms what we already know from other studies of test scores: the poorest school districts and families are the most negatively affected and the wealthier ones are stable or thriving. The solutions proposed are more intensive tutoring and schooling during vacation breaks to make up for the lost learning time. But learning is not internalized simply by attending more classes and taking more tests.


The basis for the claim that school learning can be lost and must be replaced as soon as possible is based on research about summer learning loss, which is used as the basis for determining pandemic learning loss. Education writer Alfie Kohn notes that the evidence for summer learning loss is “much less persuasive than people realize” and “none of the research on this topic actually shows a diminution in learning—just a drop in standardized test scores (in some subjects, in some situations, for some kids).”3


Dr. Peter Gray examined the studies about summer learning loss and discovered some interesting data regarding reading and math. Dr. Gray writes, “Although the results are somewhat inconsistent from study to study, most studies show either no significant change or an average increase in reading ability.” Some studies of students’ “summer slide” broke out two types of math abilities: math calculation and math reasoning. Gray points out that math calculations are typically learned by rote and “hardly anyone does such calculations outside of school; we all have calculators of computers.” Math reasoning is about children’s “understanding of math concepts and their ability to use those concepts to solve problems. Indeed, the scores for calculation went down over the summer, but the scores for reasoning went up!… Maybe instead of expanding the school year to reduce a summer slide in calculation we should expand summer vacation to reduce the school-year slide in reasoning.”4


Learning loss can be recovered more quickly than we think. Many parents learn this lesson when they start homeschooling, usually when they must relearn something they could do in school, such as how to multiply and divide improper fractions, but haven’t done since. Later in this book you will see how this is a common technique in homeschooling: learning alongside children, rather than always directly instructing. This models for children how we actively learn rather than how we passively receive instruction. Since learning is typically iterative and cumulative over time—it is rarely a one-and-done event—your effort and dedication to the task or project is also communicated to the children.


Learning loss also reveals how doing poorly in one subject doesn’t mean you can’t do well in other subjects in school, so it begs the question: Why must teachers always double-down on a student’s weaknesses? Why not focus on strengths? Such weaknesses can be addressed later if they are, indeed, holding the student back from accomplishing what they want to do. Learning loss doesn’t happen only by not being in school; it is often the result of attending school!


In fact, most universities and community colleges offer remedial classes to students who are deficient in math or other core subjects. Isn’t summer school a recovery program for learning lost during school hours? Isn’t after-school tutoring a form of recovering learning that got lost in the classroom?


Our oldest daughter, Lauren, developed a strong interest in criminal justice issues when she was fifteen and we enrolled her in a course on the subject at our local community college that was taught by a working detective. Lauren got a lot out of the two-semester course, especially the realization that she did not want to work in the criminal justice system. Instead, she developed an interest and concern about why so many people, teenagers in particular, get themselves into trouble with the law and how to help them. This led her to take the Introduction to Psychology course the next year, which totally engaged her. At sixteen, she went to the department head to ask if she could work toward a degree in psychology and was told she needed to show proficiency with statistics before she could proceed to the next level of classes. Since Lauren hated math and, as a result, we’d downplayed it in our unschooling, this was a big blow to her. However, the professor told her she could take Fundamentals of Mathematics, a six-month course offered by the college, and if she passed, she could enter the psychology program. Lauren was the youngest student in the class, which was filled with recent high school graduates and older people. She passed and went on to earn her associate’s degree, which enabled her to transfer to a four-year college as a junior. She earned her bachelor’s in psychology there and then went to work as a social worker in Texas and Massachusetts. During that time, she completed her master’s degree in social work and moved into administrative roles, which she found to be even more draining than fieldwork. Lauren took up yoga to relieve her job stress and over time discovered she was happier being a yoga instructor than a social work administrator; she now runs her own yoga studio. Even if you make up for lost learning, as Lauren did with math, there is always more to learn—as long as we remain open to the possibilities of learning new things and can find support to try them.


And what about all those courses and tests we’ve successfully passed but which we don’t remember or use in or out of school once the test is over? That’s a lot of lost learning—and lost personal time.


About 25 percent of American high school students learn a foreign language, often for one or two years, mainly because most colleges and universities require one or two years of a foreign language for admission, rather than the students’ personal interest in learning one. Students graduate from high school and get into American colleges all the time, yet the United States has low rates of dual-language speakers despite our expertly created foreign language programs: “According to the U.S. Census Bureau, only 20 percent of Americans can converse in two or more languages, compared with 56 percent of Europeans. Experts estimate about half of the human race is bilingual, at least.”5


Ireland made Irish its national language and compels students to study Irish in its public schools. All public government signs are in Irish, and there is an active cultural movement to preserve Irish language and culture. Nonetheless, after fourteen years of compulsory schooling in Gaelic, only three out of ten Irish feel confident speaking the language.6


In New Zealand there is a debate about whether its native language, Maori, should be taught to all students as a way to preserve national identity and culture. David Seymour, leader of the New Zealand political party ACT, compared learning the Maori language in schools to Ireland’s experience. “Look at the Irish. They’ve had compulsory Gaelic for ninety years, it’s turned Gaelic into sort of the Brussels sprout of languages in Ireland. People eat it only because they’re forced to do so and it makes them resent it.”7


Michael D. Higgins, the current president of Ireland, visited New Zealand and offered his experience and thoughts about learning a language as a compulsory subject in schools. Higgins said, “I am in favor of encouraging people, bringing people to the language rather than forcing it.… You must lure them to the language, make the language attractive.”8


Most adults resist such thoughts and believe, if given a choice, children will always choose to learn nothing, especially difficult things like math and foreign languages. Further, the thinking goes, “We must make children learn math or Spanish now because their brains are pliable and open to new things. It will be much harder to learn when they are older, if they even have the time or ability to learn such things as parents or workers.”


Young children can learn languages more easily than adults, but plenty of adults successfully learn languages long after they’ve graduated from school. Indeed, some learn to speak conversationally simply by living in a foreign land or local enclave and engaging with the native speakers. A large study from MIT shows that the grammar-learning ability of children doesn’t start to decline until they are seventeen years old, much later than previously thought. Also, this ability declines much more slowly than thought, which is why adults can learn a language nearly as well as children.9


Ironically, the reason US educators tell us we don’t remember our foreign language studies is because we don’t have opportunities to use the language outside of class, which makes me wonder: Why make people learn things they aren’t likely to use, especially since the grade can affect their school record? An economist considered the lost opportunity costs for students studying a foreign language and concluded: “Any honest scale will tell you that the costs of foreign language instruction dwarf the benefits. Think about it: Even ignoring teacher’s salaries, we’re currently burning two years of class time per graduate. The payoff? Making less than one student in a hundred fluent.”10


Besides the myth that learning a second language is easier done by young people, schooling fetishizes another claim about youthful learning and scientific discoveries. There is a perception that young people make better scientists because most major scientific discoveries are made by scientists in their thirties, followed by diminishing achievements as they age. Though this was true for a short time in the twentieth century, research shows that “inventors peak in their late 40s and tend to be highly productive in the last half of their careers.… [but] the highest-value patents often come from the oldest inventors—those over the age of 55.… A study of Nobel physics laureates found that, since the 1980s, they have made their discoveries, on average, at age 50. The study also found that the peak of creativity for Nobel winners is getting higher every year.”11


John Holt described himself as a not very musical child and a late bloomer as a writer. In his book Never Too Late, John writes about learning to play the cello as a middle-aged man. John wrote the book as his musical biography but also “to question the widely held idea that what happens to us in the first few years of our lives determines everything that will happen later, what we can be, what we can do.” 12 John writes in this book that teaching is like medicine and therefore should be given in the right dose at the right time. If given the wrong dose or at the wrong time, such teaching can poison a child’s curiosity.


The number of students who give up on math, reading, or any subject because they think they are “not good at it” could be reduced if there wasn’t this institutional prejudice that failing is due to some personal flaw or issue, not because the teacher or subject matter was not appropriate for them at that time. Having a more agile curriculum, one that prioritizes students’ interests and strengths, is a big reason homeschooling succeeds.


The number of places and things for students to use at any time are limited to school and its calendar. This is the unappreciated value of homeschooling and alternative schools: both have lots of experience and success working with children outside of the classroom setting, calendar, and curriculum. Their examples show how a variety of people, play, and other activities can fill a child’s day instead of a steady stream of instruction. Schools could benefit, especially during pandemic times, by loosening up on direct instruction and consulting with their colleagues about how to leverage outdoors and online resources for local interactions that engender social and emotional learning.


There’s more on how schools are responding to homeschooling later in this book, but since schools are wedded to their regimens and the public doesn’t question this much, it is unlikely they will change. Some educators claim homeschoolers are harming their children because only formal schools know what works to make children learn. Carol Black, a filmmaker (Schooling the World) and author, gives this concise reply:




What “works?” Direct instruction. How do we know? Tests. Who designs the tests? The same people who have always designed the tests. What do the tests correlate with? Success in school. What does success in school correlate with? (Hint: it’s not creativity, compassion, critical thinking, scientific curiosity, artistic vision, sustainability, justice, spiritual insight, sense of humor, interpersonal skill, practical competence, or entrepreneurial success.)


Success in school correlates with more school success through a narrow band of verbal and analytical skills that are valued and measured in schools. More school success correlates with access to the elite institutions and sites of economic and political power that require school success as a gatekeeper for entry. (Oh, yeah. And it correlates with family income.)13





INSTRUMENTAL VERSUS SELF-DIRECTED EDUCATION


ADAM DICKERSON EXPLORES John Holt’s philosophy of learning in a scholarly book and notes the similarities between Aristotle and Holt regarding active learning and how it molds the learner.14 Aristotle wrote, “For the things we have to learn before we can do, we learn by doing, e.g., men become builders by building and lyre-players by playing the lyre; so too we become just by doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts.” This is similar to Holt’s ideas about children’s learning: children learn best by doing things, and by gaining competence and more access to the world, their learning and growth increase. In school, we must be taught before we can do.


Dickerson describes human activities that require attention from the doer as practices, and practices have external and internal goods. The external goods are “related to the practice only contingently, rather than (as internal goods are) playing a constitutive role in making it the practice it is.” The example of learning to play chess is used: “The only way to embody those internal goods is in stretches of chess-playing that demonstrate particular virtues (e.g., strategic brilliance, elegance, etc.). Hence, to strive to play excellent chess requires that the player choose to play chess for its own sake.” But if chess becomes a means to an end—solely to win fame and fortune—its practice becomes instrumental rather than autotelic (for its own sake).15 The primary pursuit of high grades in school is an instrumental practice that is embraced by teachers and parents, but it has significant downsides.


In school, families are often put in an unfair competitive position due to how much income they have. On a rudimentary level, those who can afford private tutoring for passing tests pay for it, and those who can’t afford tutoring must do what they can. On a higher level, the social capital that a middle- or upper-class child has—a secure home life, safe neighborhood, and easy access to books, technology, and knowledgeable people—provides many more educational, social, and employment opportunities for the cultural transmission of knowledge outside the classroom. This makes the school grading system inherently unfair toward poor families. Though not considered cheating by education officials, this dynamic is felt as deeply unfair by those affected by it. By pretending the school meritocracy is fair, when it is increasingly clear to all who participate that it designed to favor those who are already advantaged in life, we undermine credibility in the school system. The instrumental use of school grades to justify outcomes, to sort the haves and have nots in society, corrupts education.


High-stakes testing in India can make or break a student’s social mobility, and the test-coaching industry is deeply entrenched among the country’s middle and upper classes. This helps to explain the do-or-die attitude some Indian parents display as they help their children cheat on exams. News reports and video from 2015 show a large number of Indian parents scaling the outer walls of a school to pass their children cheat sheets during the high-stakes exams.16


It’s clear to these parents that school perpetrates an educational caste system, and they will do everything in their power to help their children escape the caste of dropouts and failed students, and its accompanying economic despair. It doesn’t matter to these parents that their children don’t know the content that school is testing because, unlike the wealthy, they can’t purchase or use other ways to escape their education caste. The crazy scene of parents passing test answers through a window to their children in school makes sense if you buy into the notion of school as the be-all and end-all of one’s destiny, a notion our all-too-serious educationists like to encourage through advertising, law, and custom. Powerless to change those factors, a sane response is to game the system yourself, to change what you can.


In the United States, studies consistently show that students from wealthy school districts do better on standardized tests, and even if their test scores aren’t good, wealth can still get a not-so-bright child into a university through some well-planned gifts or flat-out bribery. This clear, systemic unfairness is what emboldens parents to help their children cheat in order to get ahead in life. As in the chess example earlier, instrumental motivations drive schools to create and use tests that, intentionally or not, are biased against certain groups of students (poor, minority, non-native speakers, etc.), and this gives permission to the instrumental motivations of adults and students to cheat. The adage, “The corruption of the best is the worst” is an appropriate motto for the times we live in. In academia, all sorts of scholarly work are now in question due to issues of falsification of data and plagiarism. RetractionWatch.com writes that academic journals in 2020 alone retracted 1,800 papers.


In the United States our deadly earnestness about the need for even more school tests has led some teachers and parents to band together to opt out of the standardized testing regime, but it is far from a done deal. Alternative schools, other countries, and homeschoolers have used other types of assessments to determine how to help people do things better for decades, yet the testing and grading industry remains in control of education, citing the impartial nature of their scientifically produced test scores. Education has become a modern idol worshipped with test scores, instead of a human activity that enhances our lives.


An Indian journalist writes, “Other nations have managed to diminish the role of standardized testing or discard it altogether. Students in Finland, long the model of a successful national education system, take just one national test and only if they are moving on to university. Instead, the country relies on formative assessment—measuring students as they learn, not after, and providing constant feedback and coaching.”17 Nonetheless, the power of the state, combined with the power of standardized testing and bureaucracy, continues to trump individual needs and goals in education.


Forty years ago, John wrote at the end of this book, “Our chief educational mission is not to find a way to make homes more like schools. If anything, it is to make schools less like schools.” Let’s hope this change will happen someday. For now, though, you can make the change yourself and try homeschooling. [image: image]















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 tens (whom I liked very much) and the ones and twos. The children in the classroom, despite their rich backgrounds and high IQs, 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 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, and so on. Many people, among educators, parents, and the general public, seemed to be 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, and so on—they might pay attention.


From many such experiences I began to see, in the early 1970s, 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, and so on. 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 they 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 meatpacking plants—as he says, “shoveling lungs”—said, “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 children 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 they 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 full-time 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 he 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 the teacher 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 had done 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 [Name] 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 mid-level 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 it 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 soft-spoken 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 schoolwork 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 even began to have more and more doubts 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 1960s and early 1970s 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 they’d spent years 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, 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, and so on. 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.
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CHILDREN ARE NOT THE FUTURE—THEY ARE THE PRESENT


WHEN THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC LOCKDOWNS CAME, many parents started pulling their hair out trying to teach their children at home and cursing homeschooling as a result. However, participating in daily classroom lessons using a computer at home is remote learning, not homeschooling. For most of the public though, homeschooling is simply doing school at home, and now that perception is further primed by schools’ need to supply conventional schoolwork through the internet. This is why John Holt used the word unschooling to describe learning at home: it doesn’t have to occur only at home nor resemble learning in school. You are in control of your time with unschooling; the school is in control of your time during remote learning.


First-time homeschoolers often start by purchasing and following a packaged curriculum to ensure their children are learning the same things at the same ages as conventionally schooled students. The conventional school curriculum is easily adaptable to homeschooling, since most parents spent their early lives learning in a classroom and know the routine. But if you decide to recreate conventional public or private schooling in your home, you’re pretty much locked into a school schedule of learning, teaching the way you were taught, and evaluating your efforts the way school does. This is not something every child or parent wants to do at home five days a week, especially if school wasn’t working for them in the first place.


Certainly, some families succeed at doing school at home, and there are plenty of curricula companies, consultants, and books to help you do so. Further, daily lessons designed for a class of ten or more children can be finished more quickly by a family at home. This leaves everyone with more time to study a topic, or to put it away and move on to something else. Some families find they can complete a daily, prepackaged elementary school curriculum in one to three hours, leaving lots of time for play, socializing, and thinking. Other families just want to have the curriculum on hand to see what children in school are learning at a particular age, treating it as guidelines rather than directives. In any case, you don’t need to turn your home into a miniature school to help your children learn and grow.


The well-known and often described boredom of students during school can become a familiar complaint from children when school is transplanted into the home: “If I have to do school then I’d rather go back and at least be miserable with my friends.” As you will read, there are many ways to help children grow without resorting to conventional school schedules, techniques, and discipline.


Experienced homeschoolers and those who study education alternatives know you don’t need to use grades, standardized test regimens, and school’s seat-time metrics to judge how well a child is learning. You know because the child can demonstrate knowledge and mastery of topics by performing and documenting their ability to do science, history, math, and so on.


Homeschoolers see how reading, writing, science, and math are integrated and learned outside of school settings because they often occur when children participate in the tasks of daily life—fixing things, cleaning, cooking, using a computer, and so on. Children want to join us in our efforts to make things, do things, learn things, and we can invite them to do so. Many homeschoolers find their children not only enjoy helping around the house, but it gives them a sense of self-efficacy and accomplishment. If there are things children want to learn that parents can’t help with, they find classes, outside help from friends or relatives, online courses, books, videos, or tutors to help them.


As the pandemic resulted in parents spending more time at home with their children, some parents began to see how reading, writing, math, and more are learned through their children’s questions and cultural transmission. Further, supervising schools’ remote learning is making parents see how much time their children spend being bored or confused in class while the teacher instructs or manages technical and student-behavior issues. Yet we tell children they need to endure the bad parts of school now so they can reap its benefits in the future as adults.


It’s hard to change the culture of schooling when the entire enterprise is judged by how well people move to its next levels: the more graduates who go on to higher levels of schooling, the better the system is judged to be doing. In 1971 Ivan Illich explained in Deschooling Society how the need for schooling feeds upon itself, and this gets more evident the longer I live and see how much younger we put our children into school and how much older we keep them in.


Certainly, school does help some poor children obtain better lives, but it is not able to address the needs of the great number of children who become poor adults after graduation. The problem isn’t just how schools operate, but the public perception that more school is the best way to make people get ahead in our society, and schools’ willingness to feed that perception. We put money into educational programs like teaching social justice, civics, and ecology and think we are solving the problem because—Children are the future! We are teaching children to be better than we adults and we have record numbers of graduates! The future will necessarily be better because so many more people have been educated!


President Obama took this rhetoric to new heights when he claimed we are in a worldwide education competition that is “a race to the top, that we are going to out-educate the world and win the future.”18 As much as I like President Obama, his vague goal begs the question: How will we even know if we won the future since the future is always the future. Does time stop?


Such cheerleading and hubris about education cause us to be blind to other solutions before our eyes. Education has become the illusory fix for all of society’s ills, including poverty. Why are we hoping that children will just graduate from school and move up in the world without directly addressing the issue of poverty? Generations of college graduates have yet to fix the poverty issue.


Increasing wages, providing public healthcare, job and skill training, better unions, and so on deal head-on with the issue of poverty. Politicians and educators need to support direct action to ameliorate poverty, instead of more educational posturing about the next generation. Doing so will not only relieve many parents of worry about living on the razor’s edge, but also increase overall family security, which the children feel. Secure children learn better than insecure ones and secure adults sleep more soundly than insecure ones. Children can help us with these problems, according to their abilities, too. Helping to care, feed, and deliver things for those in need are all possible ways children can participate. Such efforts are usually a weekend or after-school project for children, or a year of service when they are much older, but why couldn’t it be something they do as part of their schooling in their local communities?


The virus is scary, but it is also a learning moment. Some children will naturally want to study the science and nature of the virus, but others will want to pitch in with the adults and help do something about it. Being off of school’s curriculum schedule enables children to do both in their own ways, often with the support of their parents and other adults. Here are two stories of schoolchildren who chose to help others instead of focus on the goals of school during this pandemic. After reading these, can you say what they did outside of school was less important than what they would be doing in school?


Seven-year-old Zohaib Begg spent three years in the hospital when he was younger and when he learned about the strain the virus is putting on his local hospital, he decided he wanted to do something to help them. ABC News reported that when Begg learned that some hospitals were running short of headgear, he thought they could use shower caps—and he knew that they were at hotels.




First he collected shower caps from the hotels, but it turned out the hotels also had gloves and face masks to donate.


Zohaib was able to collect more than 6,000 caps, masks, and gloves.19





The New Yorker noted the achievements of seventeen-year-old Avi Schiffmann,




who launched a homemade Web site to track the movement of the Corona virus. Since then, the site, ncov2019.live, has had more than hundred million visitors.… In a politicized pandemic, where rumor and panic run amok, the site has become a reputable, if unlikely, watchdog.20





Avi’s mom describes him as a C-student in school, but this project shows how competent and motivated he actually is. It’s always good to see parents who appreciate the value of supporting their children’s self-directed learning, especially when it involves subjects outside the school curriculum. These stories also show how adults can support young people who want to help us deal with our current problems now, instead of in the future.


A documentary film, Unschooled (2020), featured the Natural Creativity Center (NCC) in the Germantown section of Philadelphia. In several scenes you see Peter Bergson, the center’s founder, describe how low-income, inner-city children could benefit from the same freedom and nurturing his middle-class enrollees enjoyed in a similar center he founded with his wife more than forty years ago in the suburbs. A psychologist and a lawyer in the film criticize Peter’s efforts seeing him as just another white guy who wants to help but doesn’t understand the real problem: these kids need credentials and discipline to succeed in the future, not free choice, including time to play, and a sense of being accepted for who they are.


The three teens who are featured had trauma in their lives that public school was contributing to or ignoring, and they came from families in struggling neighborhoods on top of that. Patience, kindness, and respect for each teen is shown to pay off educationally in this film—but it takes time and doesn’t match either the public school schedule or methods.


As we watch the time and effort NCC puts into building trustful relationships with its students, we also see how it causes discomfort for both their families and the officials overseeing the project for the city and state. Many parents openly express their doubts that letting their young teenagers play and talk freely, and pursue their own interests, is somehow educational. NCC has a long-term view of how people learn, and when the young people return for a second year we see them using the center’s materials and mentors much more actively now that they have developed a baseline of trust in the NCC staff and the established processes. At the end of the second year, all three teens flourish in different ways and their parents recognize and appreciate the changes.


I think the movie title, Unschooled, refers to the adults in it far more than the young people. The adults are having their ideas about schooling challenged and, like most people, they resist change and push back. I know from my own experiences that supporting a child’s self-directed learning is a tough idea for most parents and educators to grasp, often because they don’t understand what their role should be if not instructor or director of education: “If children learn on their own, then what do I do?” This attitude is clearly shown in the film as various professionals criticize the lack of direct instruction and how such permissive ideas about children and learning are not educationally worthy, especially for inner-city youth. The adults don’t teach in the standard way at the Natural Creativity Center (or in most alternative schools and homeschooling learning centers). They act primarily as facilitators and mentors, allowing the children to explore on their own and ask for help or companionship as needed. New concepts and opportunities may be offered but they are not imposed. NCC focuses on the power of self-motivation, based on personal interests and passions, as opposed to a compulsory curriculum. This is not a modern way of teaching, but an ancient and proven one that has fallen into disuse.


When you are homeschooling and your children resist doing schoolwork, they will probably ask why they have to learn something that you don’t remember from school and that you’re struggling to teach them. If you say, “Because it will teach you self-discipline” or “Because the school said so,” or some other excuse that doesn’t truly answer their question, you are sending the strong message that the only reason for doing it now is just because “I said so.” Children eventually get the message that though we adults don’t really believe this particular thing is important, we’re forcing them to do it “just because.” Children can revolt from such treatment in many ways—silently through self-harm, openly with their parents and society, or through passive-aggressive tactics.


For example, Chinese students in quarantine and learning the state curriculum at home had to download and use an app called Dingtalk for all their schoolwork. The students organized a large-scale effort to post one-star reviews of Dingtalk to get it removed from the Apple App Store. This effort was copied by American students who targeted Zoom and Classroom apps.21


The students made the news but lost the fights, but their fights are worth noting for their creativity and effort. What students present to us externally as compliance is not necessarily what’s happening inside them: resentment, anger, humiliation, revenge for being made to do busywork during a worldwide crisis—those are likely the thoughts and emotions percolating inside in them.


We don’t have to structure schooling so it feels constraining to so many students, which is another reason why I see homeschooling as a hopeful path for education. Homeschooling shows us the many possibilities that exist for learning when children are reintegrated into the real world. In the words of George Bernard Shaw, “What we want to see is the child in pursuit of knowledge, and not knowledge in pursuit of the child.”


Since schooling seems stuck in the economic and social models of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—school as a factory that manufactures children into educated adults—shouldn’t we be updating our model?


NEW INSIGHTS INTO CHILDREN’S LEARNING


The metaphors we use to describe children and how they learn are telling. We describe children’s minds as being blank slates that need to be written upon, empty vessels to be filled, or lamps that need to be lit. All indicate an adult doing something to a child to make them learn. Upon hearing the motto of the Lamplighter School, “A student is not a vessel to be filled but a lamp to be lighted,” John Holt replied: “I’ve heard of that place, but they’ve got it all wrong. Their lamps are already lit. They just need to stop doing the types of things that blow them out.”22


Research and psychology support this position in many ways, as you’ll see throughout this book. A group of researchers sum up their findings quite clearly in the title of their paper: “The Double-Edged Sword of Pedagogy: Instruction Limits Spontaneous Exploration and Discovery.” Direct instruction advocates claim self-directed learning is inefficient and ineffective, but what these researchers found from their experiments was that after direct instruction from teachers, “children are less likely to perform potentially irrelevant actions but also less likely to discover novel information.” In other words, directly instructed students are compliant but less adventurous in their thinking. The less we instruct, the more children can explore and make sense of the world in their own minds.


The researchers note how young children will turn their attention to where there is more to be learned, demonstrating their innate strengths as independent learners.




Although the negative effects of instruction on exploration may seem disheartening, the results suggest a striking competence in young children: they are able to negotiate the trade-off between exploration and instruction such that they explore more when they can rationally infer that there is more information to be learned. Moreover, children demonstrate this competence remarkably early. By preschool, children seem actively to evaluate their teachers both for the knowledge they have and their ability to demonstrate it. Thus, well before children are immersed in formal education, they are sensitive to some conditions that promote effective instruction.23





Young children are much more capable at learning from the world than we give them credit for; let’s celebrate that and encourage their explorations as much as we can. This knowledge can help you get more relaxed about homeschooling young children, too.


Alison Gopnik’s book The Gardener and the Carpenter: What the New Science of Child Development Tells Us About the Relationship Between Parents and Children is full of current research and stories about how “parenting” has become something parents should do to children. It is a verb, a task or technique, rather than simply being a parent, a noun, to their children. The book is full of interesting insights that can give you confidence to let your children explore the world much as possible:




All this scientific research points in the same direction: Childhood is designed to be a period of variability and possibility, exploration and innovation, learning and imagination.24


… children learn more from the unconscious details of what caregivers do than from any of the conscious manipulations of parenting.25





LEARNING IS A BY-PRODUCT OF DOING


School is often described as preparation for life, but what are children doing if not living right now alongside us? At the time of this writing, they are enduring, in their own ways, the anxieties and disappointments caused by the pandemic and, like the adults around them, they are improvising solutions to a unique situation. It’s important that we tell our children when we don’t know what’s going to happen and to discuss it with them, even if it is upsetting to them and to us. It isn’t easy to do, but being open with our children about how we display and cope with our emotions and difficulties is important too. Having time to build your relationship with your child is one of the best benefits of homeschooling—if you stop worrying about the future and take advantage of the present.


This is a point homeschooling makes plain to those willing to see it: all learning is interrelated. In school we divide science from literature, history from math, philosophy from physical education, and so on. But in life there are no such divisions. A child might want to learn chess and be shown how to play at first, but in order to get better at it they also need to become a better reader, internalize intricate strategies, and play and observe lots of chess. In the course of doing this, the history, culture, and social world of chess are also discovered.


In the Foreword, I wrote about an economist who questioned the value of learning foreign languages in high school compared to learning or doing something else. In the comments to the article, several people state that even if you don’t learn a foreign language, being compelled to learn it is still worthwhile because of its learning by-products: It is an introduction to a language. It expands the mind. The experience teaches you discipline. Even if you don’t end up using it, having it will increase your value as an employee in the future. It makes you a well-rounded individual.


This is exactly the same thing that happens when you learn things you want to do, like how to bake cookies. But the by-products of baking cookies for a child (discipline to complete the task, measuring, tasting, reading, etc.) are not considered as educationally valuable as the by-products learned by forcing oneself to complete a language course you saw no need to take. The older I get the more I wonder what I would be doing had I been allowed to play and study piano in school instead of doing a forced march through French, Spanish, algebra, and Latin. We don’t know how much time we have on earth, and to think of the amount of time we spend in school being bored, confused, or doing things we don’t want to do makes me mourn for what is truly lost—my personal time. Many adults say they make children do things “for their own good,” because the young don’t appreciate how what they do now affects the future. Perhaps. But the young sure know what they want to do now.


Many misinterpret this reasoning and call for patience to mean children should be allowed to do whatever they want, whenever they want. John Holt did not argue, as some claim, that children should do whatever they want. In Freedom and Beyond he wrote, “As there is no life without structure, so there is no life without constraints.” John further notes that adults “often and rightly intervene in the lives of children” because adults know the social agreements and rules better than they do. Adam Dickerson writes that John does not “speak of the individual-independent-of-society (there is no such thing), but only of the individual-in-her-social-context.”26 This is seen in John’s description of the three types of discipline.


The Discipline of Reality—you play the wrong note in a song and that tells you if it was the right or wrong thing to get the result you wanted.


The Discipline of Culture, of Society, of What People Really Do—“Children sense around them this culture, this network of agreements, customs, habits, and rules binding the adults together. They want to understand it and be part of it.”27


The Discipline of Superior Force—coercing people into doing one thing rather than another. John writes, “There is bound to be some of this in a child’s life. Living as we do surrounded by things that can hurt children, or that children can hurt, we cannot avoid it.… But we ought to use this discipline when it is necessary to protect the life, health, safety, or well-being of people or other living creatures, or to prevent destruction of things that people care about. But we ought not to assume too long, as we usually do, that a child cannot understand the real nature of the danger from which we want to protect him.”28


Throughout Teach Your Own and in the many issues of the magazine he founded, Growing Without Schooling (GWS), John discusses how children choose to learn simple and difficult things in their own ways. GWS has thousands of examples of children who display their love for acrobatics, martial arts, music, dance, sports, science, math, social action, caregiving, and so on. This love drives them to seek higher levels of excellence and to learn more and meet more people, which can lead to all sorts of explorations and personal development.


But the amount of sustained attention, love, one gives to a practice depends on the amount of control the practitioner has in the process. Studies continue to show that having control over one’s learning makes it easier to retain and use what was learned. Alfie Kohn has written at length about the studies and research on learning, particularly how intrinsic motivations enhance learning better than extrinsic motivations in his book Punished by Rewards. Clinical psychologist Naomi Fisher writes that as she researched and explored cognitive evaluation theory (how to facilitate motivation in others), she learned intrinsic motivation cannot be manipulated in others: “You can’t force it; you can only facilitate it.”29 Despite this evidence, and folk wisdom like “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink,” we remain obsessed with having children delay gratification for what they want to learn now so they can learn something adults think may be important for them in the future.


This disconnect between the goals of schools and homeschoolers is stark. A few researchers have noticed this. A school may ask a homeschooler to show how they will remediate their child’s reading because the child is five months behind the reading level of fifth-graders in school, or they scored poorly on their last two math tests. The homeschool parents find this worry to be unfounded because they know their child enjoys reading and uses numbers correctly and will increase their proficiency with time. In Homeschooling in America, Professor Joseph Murray writes:




In short, what counts as evidence of success in public schools has de facto become the measure of progress in homeschools, at least for researchers.…


Most of the outcomes pursued by homeschooling families, such as learning for understanding, developing habits of inquiry, and learning across content areas, never appear in research studies on the effects of homeschooling.30





Another desired outcome not mentioned in Murray’s list but mentioned often in books and materials created by homeschoolers (and unschoolers in particular) is joy. Joy in learning, joy in living. There is scant education research about joy in learning in the classroom, but a study by Finnish educators




identified the circumstances that were most likely to produce joy in the classroom. No doubt many pupils would agree with this example of their findings: “The joy of learning does not include listening to prolonged speeches.”


Such teacher-centric lessons are much less likely to generate joy than are lessons focused on the student, the authors report.31





Education has been conflated with schooling so much in our culture that the terms are interchangeable, making it nearly impossible to separate the large-scale enterprise of institutional schooling from the small-scale project of personal growth. In his first book, How Children Fail, based on his experiences teaching fifth grade in private schools, John wrote that the only difference between good students and bad ones is the good students are careful not to forget what they studied until after the test. This charade of learning infects all compulsory school systems as instrumentalist learning is valued more than learning for its own sake. [image: image]
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