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‘Only connect’
 E. M. Forster, Howards End 


 


 


‘War was easier than daughters’ 
Game of Thrones




For our precious girls Maddie and Kiki.
 THANK YOU for your patience.
 We are, after all, just adult kids ourselves and,
 as Finn (from Adventure Time) once said,
 “Everything small is just a smaller 
version of something big!”




Introduction


Before we start, we’d like to ask you a question and present you with a challenge. Sit back or, if you’re standing in a bookshop reading these first few paragraphs, stay standing exactly where you are. Now, close your eyes and clear your mind. Next, try to slowly visualise the quintessential image of a homeschooled child.


Really take your time. Flesh out the picture. What are they wearing? How do they look? What’s their demeanour? How do they interact? What sort of parents do they have? Indeed, do they have parents?! See them in your mind’s eye and don’t shy away from cliché or stereotype. 


If you’re struggling here are a few suggestions:


Does he or she wear scruffy baggy clothes? Do they look pale and wan? Is veganism or vegetarianism their likely diet? Do they have butterflies sewn onto their dungarees? Do they look like a young Bob Dylan? Do they have head lice? Are they barefoot, running through the woods, crafting bows and arrows out of cedar wood? Are their parents Extinction Rebellion activists? Is their sport of choice skateboarding?


Or does your image sit at the opposite end of the spectrum? Well-behaved, quiet, obedient children, with shiny plaited hair; strict and overbearing religious zealots for parents? Potential victims of radicalisation or sectarianism due to issues around faith, lifestyle or a rejection of mainstream morals?


Or perhaps you’re seeing those kids that are referred to in the press as ‘school refusers’ or ‘system crashers’; those who cannot be tolerated for behavioural reasons, whose parents are themselves delinquents, and who are falling through the social care system?


Perhaps you don’t even think of the child at all? Maybe your image is of lazy parents, who don’t want to conform because they can’t be arsed, who take benign neglect to the next level (verging on abuse), parents who never grew up … ‘vandals in sandals’ as Mark calls them or happy-clappies as Nadia calls them?


Finally, of course, there’s another category of kid who for very valid learning-difficulty reasons has to be taught outside the conventional schooling system. 


Did your image fall into any of these camps? Honestly? Don’t be afraid if it did. Perhaps your image was even more extreme? Maybe they were smoking spliffs or were young entrepreneurs running a microbrewery at the age of eight? 


Either way, we won’t be offended, and we certainly wouldn’t be surprised.


You see, back in 2015, when we first took our youngest daughter Kiki-Bee out of school, we too had an image of homeschooled children that featured virtually every one of these stereotypes and clichés; some too rude to print. At its simplest, back then, homeschooling was for people or families who lived their lives (out of choice or necessity) very much outside the mainstream system. It was for people who had turned their backs on convention; anarchists, radicals, hippies, eccentrics, ideologues. It certainly wasn’t something for us! If you’d said then that we would have both gone on to homeschool our kids we’d have spat our oat milk cappuccinos across the room! Homeschooling?! Us?! No way! We weren’t homeschoolers!


How wrong could we have been?




March 2020 – The week lockdown was announced and most of the UK’s school children were told to stay at home.


Nadia: Kiki. Kiki. Wake up. 


Kiki: GROANS


Nadia: Kiki … Guess what?!


Kiki: Whaaaatttt?


Nadia: The whole world is now being homeschooled. 


Kiki: WHHHHATTTTTTT??!?!


Maddie: Dad! Dad!


Mark: Morning sweetie. You okay?


Maddie: Dad!!


Mark: What?!?!


Maddie: They’re calling the way we live ‘Quarantine’!





Homeschooling our girls was never an easy choice. It wasn’t an ideological choice. We often say, ‘We never went in search of homeschooling; homeschooling very much found us!’ It’s strange to think that some six years later, something we had no knowledge of, something we considered a bit crackpot and weird, has become our ‘new normal’. 


Right now, as we write, parents all over the world have been introduced to the concept of homeschooling their kids in a very sudden and brutal fashion. Choice has been removed. The U word is being bandied around everywhere. With schools closed, parents have been left (in lockdown) sitting across from their children facing the prospect of being mum, dad and now … teacher! It is, as they say … UNPRECEDENTED!


In many ways, this sudden change of circumstances – the rapidity with which lockdown was enforced and the speed with which parents were thrust into a teaching and learning maelstrom – echoes the way in which we too fell into homeschooling back in 2015. Although for the vast majority of parents who homeschool their kids in normal day-to-day life it is a choice, choice wasn’t really part of the equation when we decided to pull Kiki-Bee out of school. We can therefore empathise with the palpable shock of suddenly finding yourself almost entirely responsible for your kids’ education … sat at your kitchen table … or on your sofa … wondering if the Wi-Fi is going to be strong enough. 


Our hearts have really gone out to parents the length and breadth of the country who found themselves suddenly at sea trying to safeguard and protect their children’s learning, with nothing other than the at times limited online help of their schools.


That’s why we felt there was perhaps no better time than now to share our experiences (the good and the bad) as we too tried to navigate our ways through the choppy waters of a strange new world!


However, our desire to write about our experiences now isn’t just about the parallels we encountered at the point we turned our backs on conventional schooling. We also want to help alleviate some of the fear, worry and anxiety that necessarily comes with being responsible for your children’s education and learning. Having witnessed so many parents tearing their hair out and fretting about hitting this or that academic threshold or target in the school environment – there have been countless occasions when we’ve wanted to reach out or shout out: ‘STOP!!! Don’t go so fast! Stop beating yourselves up! Don’t make the same mistakes we made!!! There’s no need to RUSH at this!’ (We must stress, that while we will be using the term ‘parent’ throughout this book, we will be using it in the broadest sense of the word, in order to encompass all shades of parenthood, whether it be grandparents, carers, step-parents, siblings or guardians.) 


For us, the Covid-19 crisis has in one way presented parents with the obvious difficulty of trying to homeschool their kids but, if looked at differently, it also throws up countless opportunities for change, adjustment and a different type of learning. Bizarrely, this crisis offers all parents an opportunity to reconsider the very concept of schooling and learning. It may sound a bit hippy to say this, but the global pandemic has given us the chance to see things differently: the way we work, the way we travel, the way we consume, the way we use the planet and (of course) the way we learn and the way we teach our children.


It’s important to say from the outset that just because we have homeschooled both our girls now for the past six years, we have never been anti-school. For the vast majority of people, the schooling system (private or state) is entirely appropriate and correct. Many children do indeed find the right school. One that does what it says on the tin. But a huge number of kids find themselves in the wrong types of schools, trying to survive in a system that just doesn’t serve them well, and for many, many parents and children, this one-size-fits-all approach to learning and teaching children isn’t necessarily the right one. We simply believe that if you want to pursue an alternative approach to your child’s education it shouldn’t be stigmatised.


In sharing our story, we are not trying to persuade parents to take their kids out of school. Homeschooling isn’t easy. There are many practical difficulties involved with it. It doesn’t necessarily fit in with the ways many people and families live their lives. However, what we do want to achieve by writing this book is to address the prejudices, reiterate how achievable it is (if you can adjust your lives to accommodate it), but also (and perhaps most importantly) prove that there are many, many important strategies and techniques we’ve stumbled upon and discovered during our homeschooling journey that could prove enormously useful and beneficial to parents and children who have no intention whatsoever of turning their backs on school, but would like to cherry-pick some of the best bits of what homeschooling or, as we sometimes call it, ‘Complementary Learning’, can (at its best) offer up. 




Myth-busting


It is firmly our belief that the reason more people haven’t chosen to homeschool is because it is still (despite its increasing popularity) shrouded in so much mystery, fear, judgement and fake news.





Why is our story a good one to share? Our journey hasn’t been a smooth one, but then, if you think about it, most children’s journeys through education aren’t smooth ones. There are always hiccups en route. However, it has been our experience that in among the ranks of most parents there is a conspiracy of silence that seeks to deny, shield and cover-up any imperfections in our children’s educations. 


The peer pressure surrounding being a perfect parent in 2020, pretending that the system is working well for our kids, is probably more intense now than it has ever been in the history of parenting. But equally, this public image of parental perfection isn’t just the preserve of parents with children in schools, it can be the preserve of homeschoolers too.


It seems that, regardless of how your kids are learning or, more importantly, how they are feeling, parents always need to be the perfect advocates or defendants of whatever educational system their kids find themselves in. If our children go to a grammar we will extol the virtues of grammar schools; boarding schools ‘never did me any harm’; the state system ‘is the real world in microcosm’ … as parents we must always give an entirely positive spin on whatever system our kids find themselves in.


We have never claimed to be anything other than a couple of parents struggling to make sense of everything. Every decision we have made as parents has been made imperfectly, and so, in our advocacy of shaking up the ways in which we all view education, the last thing we are going to suggest in this book is the ‘perfect’ way to homeschool your child. We are anything but the perfect example of homeschoolers. Being parents, for us, has been a prolonged process of accepting our fallibilities, admitting our faults, embracing our mistakes, saying we’re wrong when we are wrong, identifying our defects and letting go of the idea that we have the absolute solution to everything in our children’s lives. We don’t, we never have. We are just two grown-up children who happen to be parents – and sometimes admitting as much is the first step to some sort of freedom!


In a weird way, it’s probably fair to say we often feel as though we sit as outside the homeschooling community as we do outside the conventional schooling community. Just as highly academic schools and high-achieving students can intimidate the smartest child (and their parents), so too are there many homeschooling parents and children who can seem incredibly intimidating, and who appear to be living an idyllic homeschooling life that the vast majority of us could only ever dream of replicating.


We therefore thought it would be best to share our thoughts and experiences in the form of both a shared voice and, at times, a split conversation; moving back and forth between the two of us. Although the journey has been a shared one, our perspectives on it have often been different and we haven’t always agreed on the best way forward. The experiences of a father are different to those of a mother, and both of us – when we originally set out on this homeschooling journey – had completely different experiences and ideas about learning and education; we had totally different fears and hopes; and yet neither of us could have done it without the other. In those early days in the homeschooling wilderness, we craved, in our different ways, an approachable, informative, honest and non-judgemental guidebook to, or account of, the many pitfalls and joys of homeschooling, and that’s what we have tried to create here.


Whenever Nadia has spoken about homeschooling on Loose Women, or whenever the two of us have both talked about the topic on our social media platforms, the interest has always spiked off the chart. There is a hunger to know what it’s really like, how it really works, what it really involves. There is a huge curiosity surrounding it. This is, therefore, very much our perfectly imperfect story. At its simplest, our experience of homeschooling is a real one. Warts and all. We’ve stumbled through it. We’ve felt the fear (indeed we still feel the fear) but we are also seeing the results and are coming out the other side with what we’d describe as some pretty spectacular results, in the form of our two daughters.


We want to stress from the outset that this book is not a ‘how-to manual’, telling you all the right and wrong ways of approaching homeschooling. Instead, this aims to be a book that candidly shares in the ups and downs of our strange but wonderful journey trying to educate our kids outside the conventional schooling system. There will be practical suggestions that have worked for our girls and suggestions on what might work for other kids. We will discuss the concept of ‘radical de-schooling’, a phrase that made Mark break out in a Covid-19-style fever, and a concept that can reveal just how co-dependent not only our kids are on the system, but also us as parents too, by essentially stopping all formal learning for a considerable amount of time at the beginning of a child’s homeschooling journey. Think of it as a form of educative cold turkey! 


A key part of our approach to homeschooling has been an acceptance of possible failure and this is really important to mention. We’re not claiming to be the beacons of homeschooling, nor do we have all the answers. Many choices we’ve made were the wrong ones, many others were right in none of the ways we expected them to be, and some of the greatest decisions we’ve ever made could never have been described as decisions in the first place! We have simply stumbled here, fallen there and found ourselves in the unlikeliest of places, turning circumstances into opportunities to learn something new and meaningful. We will share in these failures.


At no stage have we ever pretended to be teachers; we have only ever positioned ourselves as grown-up people who are themselves still learning about the world and who want to learn alongside our girls. If there was any theory to what we’ve done, any strategy, we would have to sum this up by the phrase ‘only connect’ as used by the author E. M. Forster, which means only by connecting everything you experience in life to something else can any meaning, understanding or joy be had. 


This book is all about the connections we’ve tried to make between ourselves and our girls’ learning and the connections we’ve failed to make. But fundamentally this is a book for anyone who feels that the system isn’t serving their child well, wants to do something about it, and wants to reconnect their child back to the essential idea of what it means to learn. Learning can be fun and that’s not a bad thing. Homeschooling has the potential to connect you to your child in a way you could have only ever dreamed of, but more importantly, it will connect your child to the world in a truly meaningful and creative way.


By this stage we may be experienced homeschoolers of our own children, but we would never suggest we could expertly educate anyone else’s kids. We can suggest strategies for trusting yourself, your instincts, and trusting your kids. But remember this is about you and your relationship with your own unique child. We hope that by reading this book you will feel more equipped and less at sea if you ever decide to homeschool your child. We will walk and talk you through the process of taking your child out of school, discuss the groups and communities that are out there to help, and explain how at certain times we used the syllabus to help us and how we departed from it at others. We will highlight and share in the fears and doubts we all feel as homeschooling parents. We also hope that if, in the unlikely event of, say, a global pandemic (!!), or, more realistically, your child is deeply unhappy or struggling at school, you don’t need to face homeschooling on your own. 




No such thing as a perfect education


Remember, there is no perfect education for your child. School (even when a child ‘successfully’ passes all the way through it from ages three to eighteen), is rarely a seamless or smooth experience. Neither is homeschooling. It offers up a different range of challenges. But one thing it undoubtedly does is places your child centre-stage for their own education. If nothing else, this book will remind you that you are not alone in your journey. Which is why it is not a ‘how to do homeschooling perfectly’ book. That would be a bum steer. Instead, consider this an honest, warts-and-all imperfectly perfect guide to accompany you on your own journey, should you find yourself in your kitchen wondering how to teach chemistry to your twelve year old!





Every morning and evening in bed, we often ask ourselves: are we succeeding at this homeschooling lark? What are we doing? Nothing is more important to us than the education of our kids. Taking full responsibility for their learning is frightening because it matters so much to us. Just because they don’t go to school doesn’t mean that all bets are off. Quite the opposite. When you think about it, it’s relatively easy to drop your kids at the school gates every day and trust that the school will do what’s needed for them. When you wake up as a homeschooler, you are responsible for every single bit of learning your child will receive that day. But our measuring sticks to gauge success or failure are very different to those in most other households (and this is something you’ll need to adapt to if you decide homeschooling is the best route for your family). 


Whereas most parents and children can rely on the grades achieved at SATs, GCSEs and A Levels as barometers of success, we don’t have any obvious markers because we’ve essentially turned our back on the system. Our gauges of success are more subtle and less academic. It can be a lonelier route and one that comes with judgement, but the one thing we are both in absolute agreement about is that at the point each of our girls moved into homeschooling, the mainstream education system, as it then existed, had profoundly failed them and we felt we had no other choice available to us.


Has it been a success? Did we make the right decisions at the right time? Were we qualified in any way whatsoever to take responsibility for our kids’ educations? Well, despite many wobbles on the way, we are just about arriving at a point where we might (at a push) say yes!


We hope this book will be a practical, inspirational and down-to-earth resource for parents who are interested in understanding how homeschooling works, written by parents who have been through it all. We want this book to be the book we would have bought way back at the beginning – one that is not afraid to share in the struggles and setbacks, and be realistic in its ambitions for both homeschooled children and their parents. We read many books, joined many closed Facebook groups and attended countless meetings with other homeschooling parents, but there was no one single go-to resource that wasn’t afraid to admit that homeschooling is as much a ‘finding out’ process as it is a case of simply using this or that technique. In fact, many of the successes of homeschooling are only ever discernible with the benefit of hindsight.


•


It’s important to note that as we write we are in the middle of the coronavirus crisis, and while by the time you’re reading this, we may well be out ‘the other side’, this crisis has in many ways aimed a much-needed spotlight on the very essence of what learning and education are meant to be. Coronavirus has thrown down a gauntlet for all parents; challenging us to think on our feet, forcing us all to try and find the teachers deep within. However, while the crisis has made many parents go into a state of unbridled panic, it has also, more importantly (we believe), thrown up an enormous opportunity.


Not an opportunity to simply pull all our kids out of school and live our lives like, say, the family in the movie Captain Fantastic (in which a family lives in the woods, growing their own food, learning to hunt as well as read, essentially living their lives off the grid.) Not at all. 


What we mean is that we have potentially been gifted a huge opportunity to essentially do a much-needed ‘audit’ on what it is we want and need from our education system for our children, and what do our children need for themselves?


When we first saw images on social media and in the press of families trying to recreate the exact classroom conditions of school within their lounges and kitchens, we both wanted to scream, ‘STOOPPPPPPP!’ When we heard stories of children and parents replicating the school timetable we were taken back to those early days of fear and worry when we too – against our wills but in very different circumstances – found the education of our children landing in our own laps.


In many ways, when we take our children to the school gate, hand them over to the teachers and turn to leave, we are essentially crossing our fingers, gritting our teeth and hoping for the best. We have no real, intimate sense of how they will be taught for the day; we have no real sense of how they will socialise or how they will be encouraged to socialise; we simply cross our fingers and hope. In many ways we ‘let go’ when we leave our children at the school gates – and there’s a good reason for this. We have to work, we have to earn money, we have to live, we lack the expertise to teach, we don’t have the childcare. 




The easy option?


To take responsibility for your children’s education is (contrary to all those stereotypes that still prevail) not the easiest option. It is in many ways by far the toughest. And yet, it can also be the most rewarding too.





What we will be discussing in this book is the very personal journey we have taken with both our girls as they moved from conventional schooling towards homeschooling. But (and it is a huge but) we are not anti-school. If we are anti anything, we are anti bad schools, and we are anti huge parts of an educational system that bizarrely loses sight of the child in all the administrative noise. We are anti any institution that doesn’t recognise or acknowledge that a school environment can be incredibly difficult for some kids. We are anti schools that wilfully turn a blind eye to bullying. We are anti schools run by heads who care more about the fees or the SATs results than they do about the small human beings they are in charge of and care for for a staggering thirty to forty hours a week.


Throughout this book we will share our thoughts on how we think the current coronavirus crisis could well shake the traditional school system to its core. The system as it has been structured is no longer fit for purpose and it simply doesn’t cater to kids who want to leave early and pursue more vocational careers or interests. The system presupposes that learning is all about getting grades and passing exams. The pressure comes not only from schools but also from parents. An increasing number of kids are essentially peer pressured by society into thinking they must go into higher education when many of the degrees they go on to take aren’t even appropriate for them, their skillset or what they’ll later go on to pursue in life. More often than not, the decision to go to uni is not particularly well thought-out, precisely because kids are forced into making such a huge decision about what feels like the rest of their lives, at such an early age. The idea that choosing your GCSEs at just fourteen to sixteen in order to determine what you might be eligible to study at university is flawed. Who on earth knows (or should know) at just sixteen what they’re going to want to do with the rest of their lives? 


Going into this period of enforced family isolation – and having to take responsibility for their children’s learning – many parents will realise and see for themselves how stressed and pressurised their kids (and teachers) are. Many of our daughter’s friends who do go to school talk about only learning what they need to in order to pass exams, and then promptly forgetting what they’ve learned once they’ve sat the exam. Is this really what learning is about? 




All children have talents and we squander them ruthlessly.


Sir Ken Robinson 





The system has lost sight of the child and that is a devastating shame. In a lot of cases, it has made learning a null and void concept because everyone is simply aiming for the same target. Where mainstream learning takes the qualification as the end point and then works its way back to find the child; homeschooling takes the child as the starting point without too much focus on any specific end point. The end point is kept open. 


After all, no one should hit a certain age in their life and decide it’s time to stop learning. Did you stop learning at the point school finished, or did the ‘real’ learning, a different type of learning, kick in once you’d left?


In lockdown, there are countless parents seeing their children experience something close to an educational form of ‘cold turkey’, with all their targets, regulations, deadlines, grades and predicted grades having temporarily or even permanently vanished off the radar. Surely, the system cannot keep charging forward in the same manner, with the potency and relevance of GCSEs and A Levels appearing to diminish almost overnight? Although the coronavirus crisis will undoubtedly go down in history as a bizarre blip, we strongly believe that in any downturn there is always the chance to re-evaluate things.


We need to ask questions we’ve perhaps been too scared to ask for a long time. Why do we only believe in GCSEs, A Levels and degrees as the standard educational narrative? Why is everything geared towards going to university? Why is learning measured in principally academic ways? What system have we signed up to, and is it necessarily the only one available to us when it comes to educating our children? 




Our individual school stories
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