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Foreword


During the legal battles that I fought over twenty-five years ago to give parents the right to teach their own children in my state, one could not foresee the full array of advantages that homeschooling would provide. Alex and Brett Harris worked for me at the Alabama Supreme Court at age sixteen and wrote Do Hard Things out of that experience, challenging young people not to conform to the low expectations of society for their age group. Now the Hardings have demonstrated how the age threshold can be pushed back even further by the individualized tailoring of educational opportunities afforded by devoted parents in their home. At a time when public education is in a constant state of crisis over poor results, this book is a must-read for loving, conscientious parents seeking the best for their children.


Justice Tom Parker


Alabama Supreme Court





Introduction


The Greenhouse Effect


Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.


—PROVERBS 22:6


This isn’t a story about geniuses or driven parents obsessed with their children. We like to think this is a love story, about how an ordinary couple met in high school and were eventually blessed with an amazing set of children. It’s a story of faith, and how that faith defined how we chose to parent. It’s also a story about dreams, about instilling them into kids with average intelligence and allowing them to blossom. We thank God for our family and for inventing this wonderful thing called homeschooling. Our true hope is that you’ll be inspired reading about all the possibilities homeschooling has to offer.


Before sharing with you who we are and how we got to this point, we want to start by talking about why we choose to homeschool. We realize there’s a stigma attached to this word. But homeschooling has come a long way in the last couple of decades.


When we first started homeschooling in 1997, we did not have all of the online resources that we do now. We felt like we had to find the material for our kids and try to supply all of the answers that their little curious minds could come up with. Now when they have a question we can’t answer, we say, “Wow, that is such a good question.” Then we suggest they Google it and tell us since we really want to know the answer, too. They usually come back a few minutes later with so much interesting information. And even if we’re not too interested in the subject matter, we are so thrilled to see that spark in their eyes that this newfound knowledge has put there.


Our kids teach us something every day and they are learning to find answers on their own. We do not have to worry about what they are missing in their education. We, as parents, just have to make sure that they have access to the Internet, good books, and our attention.


The amount of resources instantly available is remarkable. There are tools and techniques for homeschooling that we will share with you later in this book. But for now, we’d like to share the eleven primary reasons why we (and many other families—over 2 million kids as of 2013!) choose to homeschool (our source for the homeschooling statistics is www.topmastersineducation.com/homeschooled/):


1. There is a lot of “dumbing down” going on in the American school, as John Taylor Gatto explained in one of his books. Kids are not allowed to learn at their own pace in public and most private schools. Many kids get bored in school because the teacher has to teach to the middle of the class. He or she cannot move forward with the kids who are ready to move and doesn’t have time to really help the kids who are falling behind.


2. There are places like Selma, Alabama, where 40 percent of students do not graduate from high school. The public school system is failing. If you have doubts, just watch the documentary Waiting for “Superman.” As an early private school kid who later worked as a high school math and science teacher, our oldest daughter clearly saw how little learning actually goes on in a classroom of over twenty-plus kids as opposed to the quality of the education she got at home with personal attention.


3. We believe in a Christian worldview and creation. We believe that there is scientific evidence that supports intelligent design. Uncle Sam will pay for kids to learn only a single theory, which limits diversity of opinion and growth.


4. Our right to pray in school is being challenged everywhere (and has already been taken away in many places) even though it is still our constitutional right. Thirty-six percent of homeschooling families say that providing religion to their children is their first concern.


5. We believe teaching kids in an age-segregated environment is not the most effective way to develop real-life social skills and exposes them to peer pressure. It is not the way the real world works. In the real world, we encounter people of all different ages. We want to teach our kids how to interact with people of all ages. Homeschooled kids are less peer-dependent and better socially adjusted for the real world.


6. We were both educated in the public school system and we know all about how much time is wasted sitting around, standing in line, and excessively practicing concepts. Our daughter had to ride the bus for forty-five minutes each way to and from the private school that she attended for her first four years of school. At home, we can be done with our school day by lunch and have time in the afternoon to read more books for pleasure, to play, to go on field trips, or to have bonding time with the family. No homework for Dad to deal with when he gets home.


7. We do not have to worry about school shootings or any other kind of school bullying and violence, which has recently been in the media so much and is scary for all parents.


8. Now that we have kids graduating from college at the ages of seventeen and fifteen, we can’t turn back. Not even a private school setting could give us the results that we are getting—results that our children have worked hard for and desire themselves.


9. We are free to tailor our curriculum to match the interests of each child. For example, we can study one subject in depth and with great continuity, teaching how it may relate to other subjects. Kids really learn better when they can see the big picture of how each subject integrates with the others.


10. Homeschooling works. On average, homeschoolers score in the eighty-seventh percentile on standardized tests. Seventy-four percent of homeschoolers continue on to college, as opposed to 49 percent of the general population. Ninety-nine percent have read a book in the last six months, as opposed to only 69 percent of everyone else. And as you’ll see from our story, you can achieve amazing things through homeschooling.


11. You cannot pay for a better education outside of your home. Homeschoolers on average spend $500 per child per year, whereas the average public school spends almost $10,000—for worse results.


What is the greenhouse effect? Think of your home as a greenhouse where your new little seedlings can begin to take root and grow into big strong plants. Once your plants are mature enough to be transplanted outside to face the elements, you will be able to take them out of the greenhouse. We use this precious time before our “little plants” start college to teach them all we can about the outside world.


Kids have so many questions, questions like “Where do babies come from?” The answer you give your five-year-old is so different from the answer you give your ten-year-old. This will open up discussions about biology, psychology, and sociology. Why would you want them to get their answer from a textbook and an overworked and underpaid schoolteacher who really doesn’t know your child? Or, even worse, what if they get the answer from another child on the playground like many of us did?


It’s a beautiful thing when we’re able to be the ones there to give our children the best answers. And not only the best answers, but the love and bonding that comes in providing those answers.


This book is the story of our journey into homeschooling and how we managed to achieve the success we’ve had with our children. Our desire is not for others to imitate us but rather for them to be encouraged. We want others to follow their dreams and know that attending college early may be an option.


For our family, attending college early is the best option we know. And it really is something that can be achieved with hard work, perseverance, and faith.


A recent report (www.educationnews.org/parenting/number-of-homeschoolers-growing-nationwide/) in Education News states that since 1999, the number of children who are homeschooled has increased by 75 percent. Though homeschooled children represent only 4 percent of all school-age children nationwide, the number of children whose parents choose to educate them at home rather than in a traditional academic setting is growing seven times faster than the number of children enrolling in grades K–12 every year.


Source: http://www.breitbart.com/Big-Government/2013/06/07/Report-Growth-in-Homeschooling-Outpacing-Public-Schools


⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅


There is no school equal to a decent home, and no teacher equal to a virtuous parent.


—MAHATMA GANDHI
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Meet the Brainy Bunch


Let the words of my mouth, and the meditation of my heart, be acceptable in thy sight, O Lord, my strength, and my redeemer.


—PSALM 19:14


If you called the Harding house, an appropriate greeting message might sound something like this:


Hi, you have reached the Hardings.


If you are looking for an engineering consultant, press 1.


If you need architectural advice, press 2.


If you need medical advice, press 3.


For the computer help desk, press 4.


If you need someone to play violin at your daughter’s wedding, press 5.


If you want to learn the truth about the Viking horned helmet, press 6.


If you need legal advice from a ten-year-old’s perspective, press 7.


If you need help finding your car keys, cell phone, or any other lost item, press 8.


If you want to hear poetic readings of Dr. Seuss, press 9.


If you are looking for a wrestling partner, press 1, then 0.


If you would like to make a donation to the Harding College Fund or talk to Kip or Mona Lisa, please leave a message at the beep.


We would love to tell you that we are geniuses and that our children have our special, unique DNA to match our brilliance. Yet this is hardly the case. We are your average family and your average neighbors with ten children. Well, okay, maybe that is not so average. But if you have met some big homeschooling families, you might already have some preconceived ideas of what we are about. Like the list of reasons why we homeschool, we thought we’d share what the Brainy Bunch really looks like.


First off, we are Christians. We love our Lord Jesus with all our hearts and have dedicated our lives to teaching our children to love Jesus first and others second. If we succeed in this, then we have fulfilled our purpose on this earth.


Second, we are not perfect. We fail all the time. We fight just like everybody else. We yell at each other in anger at times, yet we know how to forgive. We try really hard to forgive as we have been forgiven.


Third, as we said, we are not geniuses. Every member of our family is of average intelligence. There is nothing special about our genes. Our kids have been able to start college by the age of twelve because of two things: the grace of God and the vision to accelerate our teaching methods that we have come to through Him.


The fourth thing you should know about us is that we are not experts. We continue to figure out things as we go. We did different things with our first daughter than what we are doing now with our youngest children. We cannot tell people, “Do this list of things and your child will be ready to enter college by age twelve.” However, we do have a general method that we have been following and we have gotten pretty nice results considering who our children are (more on them very shortly).


The fifth and final thing about us is that we want to help others. We feel called to write things down and speak to others on the matter of homeschooling. In light of Deuteronomy 6:6–7, we feel that Christians do best to keep their kids with them as much as possible. It’s such a privilege and an honor to be given children on this earth. We do not feel that strangers should educate our children. If you have children, they are on loan to you for a short time. Do not miss out and send them away for seven to eight hours a day, not even to a Christian school, while they are so young.


That’s a strong statement but we stand behind it. We are well informed in our area and feel that as Christians it is our God-given responsibility to keep our children home while they are young and impressionable. We understand that single parents will need outside help if they feel the same calling.


Have we always felt this way? Not at all. We grew into this belief, as you’ll come to find out. For a while, our eldest daughters went to a private school. Although I (Mona Lisa) wanted to homeschool from the beginning, I gave in to the pressure of doing what all the other parents were doing. It was only after Hannah (our eldest) finished third grade and Kip reentered active duty in the air force that I realized I wouldn’t have to work anymore and could start what I should have done in the first place.


We were learning back then and we continue to learn now.


•  •  •


Our story began out of broken families. Kip grew up in a home weighed down by divorce, yet God still reached down and saved him in the seventh grade. I (Mona Lisa) grew up in a home crippled by the death of my father, but God reached down and saved me in my late teens. I was living in San Jose, California, when Kip asked me to prom. A few weeks after that, he proposed to me.


I took Natural Family Planning (NFP) classes to prepare to be a good Catholic wife. I knew that this was the only form of birth control that the Catholic Church endorsed and I was trying to be a good Catholic. To be honest, I was afraid of having a dozen kids. It’s funny that this is exactly what I’m praying for now—twelve children to love and teach.


My mother was an “old-school” Catholic who didn’t think I should be learning NFP at all because she believed that truly good Catholics, especially Hispanics, should have all the kids that God wants to give them. Just like her mother did. My faith wasn’t there yet. I wanted to make sure this NFP stuff really worked. So after waiting one month and having one fertile cycle with no pregnancy, I was ready to have a baby! So voilà! Hannah was conceived when we were both eighteen.


Looking back, I remember how we had such a childlike faith. We didn’t know much about raising a baby, but we trusted that God would take care of us.


He always has.


Not only that, but He’s given us ten incredible reasons to thank Him daily.


•  •  •


Hannah is now twenty-five years old. She was the trailblazer (or some would say guinea pig!) in our family. She was gifted in math and was brave enough to try her first online college algebra math class at the age of twelve. She did this at Cuesta College while dual-enrolled in homeschooling. She then completed the California High School Proficiency Exam (CHSPE) the next semester and took two more classes at Allan Hancock College in the summer of 2001. Hannah was full-time in college at age thirteen and played soccer for the women’s team.


One of the best things about Hannah was her fearlessness. She wasn’t afraid of failure because she had the love and support of her family. She earned a BS in mathematics by age seventeen from Auburn University at Montgomery (AUM). She went on to earn two master’s degrees, in math and engineering, at Cal State East Bay in Hayward, California, and Tuskegee University in Alabama. She loves learning and is returning to Tuskegee University this fall to work on a PhD in engineering on a full scholarship.


Our second-born is Rosannah, who is twenty-three years old and the youngest architect in the American Institute of Architects (AIA). She has always been very independent and traveled abroad to Mexico City, where she met her husband, Sergio, a fellow architect from Peru. She completed a five-year architecture program at the age of eighteen at California College of the Arts and was married at nineteen. She worked for a firm in San Francisco before moving to New York City in August 2013 to attend the famed Cooper Union on a full college scholarship for an MS in architecture.


Rosannah has been privileged to be on an architecture team that designed a medical school for women in Saudi Arabia. She was also on an award-winning architecture team that designed the second-largest border crossing from Mexico into the United States.


Serennah is twenty-two and one of the youngest female doctors in the navy and in the U.S. At the age of ten or eleven, she felt called by God to be a physician. She took the SAT at age eleven and started part-time at AUM. She then transferred for two years to Santa Clara University in the San Francisco Bay Area. Moving once again as a military dependent, she transferred to Huntingdon College and graduated with a BA degree in biology at seventeen. She is now stationed as a navy doctor in Bethesda, Maryland, and doing her residency. She may ship out soon.


Our first son is Heath, who is seventeen and has completed an MS in computer science. From the time he was four he learned more on his own than from direct parental instruction, with the help of his big sisters as homeschool companions. He actually started his first college class while dual-enrolled at age ten at Foothill College, in Los Altos, California. He eventually passed all areas of the CHSPE. He then transferred to AUM in the summer of 2007 and studied part-time. That fall he attended Huntingdon and was enrolled there full-time by age eleven. He earned a BS in English at the age of fifteen.


In addition to his two part-time jobs, Heath is has founded a new business that will launch as AbstractEducation.com. They will be selling web-based abstracts and condensed learning materials for a variety of college-level courses.


Keith is fifteen and a college senior at Faulkner University. He started college by age eleven and chose mostly music theory and performance classes. Although he is the quiet and shy type, we are amazed at how he enjoys playing the piano, clarinet, and violin and singing in front of large crowds. He also was voted president of the choir at his college and has been honored as a section leader playing the clarinet in the band. His appreciation for classical music and the talent he shows is quite extraordinary and is a testament to the quality of instruction he has received while at Faulkner University.


Seth is twelve and started studying history at Faulkner University at the age of eleven. He still acts like a typical twelve-year-old boy but academically thrives in his college-level courses—he had the highest average in his history class! He is transferring to Huntingdon College this fall. He loves the Middle Ages/Dark Ages and is an enthusiast of the art of medieval combat and all things to do with knights, medieval customs, Vikings, and the archaeology of those periods of history.


Katrinnah is ten and took the ACT in April of 2013. She has a bubbly personality and would like to get onto a stage very soon. She likes to sing and dance and dress up in fabulous-looking outfits. She also has an interest in law and defending some of our American freedoms. We are tailoring her high school curriculum to match her interests and are considering a combination of prelaw and acting for her undergraduate work.


Mariannah is eight and is working on becoming an independent reader. She talks of becoming a doctor like big sister Serennah. She is very kind and gentle with her younger siblings and is very careful with helping to meet their needs. She was baptized at our local church in June of 2013 and is learning dance as part of her homeschooling.


Lorennah is five and spends most of her time practicing writing her letters and playing with her little brother, Thunder. She likes all things pink and related to princesses. She is a real joy in our home and is affectionately called Lori-B, our Southern belle.


Finally, there is Thunder, a very opinionated three-year-old who believes that he is a Superman/Spider-Man combo. His name is based on an actual event, when lightning struck a large oak in our backyard and blew out five windows in our home. Nine months later to the day, he was born. He shows early signs of athleticism, and we wonder what God has in store for this one.


These are the ten gifts God has given us. Each one is unique and exceptional in his or her own way. We love each one dearly and are amazed to watch them learn and grow. They are all special, yet at the same time they are ordinary children. They are girls and boys who have shown that homeschooling techniques like the ones we’ll be talking about with you do in fact work. If you meet them you’ll discover they’re just like other kids their age. Yet they are also blessed to have parents who want them to dream and want to encourage them in every way with those dreams.


This homeschooling adventure has been quite the journey, as you’ll come to read in what our children have written. But speaking of dreams, it’s been our dream that God keeps making come true. We hope it will be the same for you.





From the Kids


My Encouraging Homeschooling Story


by Hannah Harding (written at age 19)
[2007]


As I get ready for graduation from California State University (East Bay), many memories of the struggles that my parents went through to educate me come to mind. One of these took place when I was only four years old in our little house in rural Kansas. My father was taking a business calculus class, and he wanted to teach me how to compute the derivative. He simply showed me how to move the exponent down in front of the variable and then subtract the exponent by one and so on. At first, I did some wrong and got frustrated, but after a few tries I did one right. My father praised me for this accomplishment. I got really excited because I felt that I had just done something really good, whatever it was. Of course, I did not actually know what a derivative was at the time, but I understood how to move numbers around and subtract them.


Throughout my life, my father has continued to encourage me to do great things even if I did not think I could at first. As I look back, I think of how I would have never made it to where I am today if it were not for my parents’ involvement in my education. They decided to teach me at home when I was just an average third grader in a private school. Their decision was not only for financial reasons, but for our well-being and our future.


My parents have had to deal with a lot of criticism from people who have never heard of homeschooling. They would ask questions like, “What about socialization?” as if we would never come into contact with other human beings if we were homeschooled. This was ridiculous, of course. Besides being part of a big family, we interacted with many other homeschoolers through chess clubs, sports activities, art days, church events, soccer teams, and neighborhood children.


Many people choose to home-educate their kids for various reasons. My parents did it because of religious reasons and because they could see the higher quality in the behavior and intellect of children who were homeschooled compared to those who were not. People would ask if my parents had teaching credentials, to which I would respond, “No, and it is not necessary.” This is not to say that my parents were not educated but that they did not major in education. My father is now working on a doctorate in education. Since I already knew how to read and write, I simply read books about many subjects and did a lesson in math every day. My mother did most of my homeschooling, which consisted mainly of answering math questions if I could not find the answer in the solutions manual. I found that this was the best method for me to learn. After all, many famous mathematicians were self-taught, including Blaise Pascal.


For English, I would write essays on many topics or I would write in my journal and my mom would correct my spelling and grammar. My dad was the one who encouraged me to start doing two lessons of math every day, because he believed that once I became proficient in mathematics, that was the doorway to success. He was right. By the age of twelve, my parents knew that I was more advanced in math than they were. However, they did not view this as a problem, but merely an obstacle to overcome. Therefore, my parents decided to let me take an online math class at a community college as a high school student.


After that semester, I took the California High School Proficiency Exam (CHSPE), which is the equivalent of a high school diploma. In order to take this exam, a person has to be fifteen or in the second semester of their sophomore year. My parents knew that I was doing sophomore-level work, so I took the test. I had to show the test proctor my military ID (identification card), since I did not have a driver’s license. Military kids everywhere are eligible to get an ID at age ten. This was great since I needed it to take the ACT/SAT. My mother called this “getting in through the back door.” No one knew how old I was, and I did not tell them. I passed at the age of thirteen. At first I cried from being overwhelmed by the thought of enrolling during the summer as a full-time student on a real college campus. Then, my father and mother explained that it would only be part-time. My mother assured me that she would be nearby walking with my siblings around the college track for exercise. They made me realize my newfound freedom: I felt that I could accomplish anything I set my mind to. That summer I took two classes and played soccer for college credit because I loved to play the game. By the fall, I was accepted onto the women’s collegiate soccer team and started in every game.


Another thing people think about my parents’ homeschooling is that they pushed me too hard, but I never felt that way. On one occasion, my father found out the night before a test that I had not studied for it. My reasoning was that because I did well on all of the homework throughout the course, I did not need to review it or practice. Basically, though, I was lazy and I sometimes struggle with this today. I felt guilty because that weekend before the test I had been playing soccer and spending time with some old friends who had come from out of town, and I neglected to study. After receiving a thorough lecture from my father, I started crying. He rubbed my back and just explained how it didn’t matter and how he still loved me. He told me that all he expected of me is that I do my best work, and that is all I could do. At that moment, I realized that I was not really prepared for my test because I had not done my best work. He said, “If being a full-time student and playing on the soccer team is too much, you can be a part-time student the next semester. You are only fourteen and you are way ahead of your peers. You have plenty of time.” I was greatly encouraged and began to improve my study methods. I got a B in that precalculus class and A’s in all the others. The real lesson that I took away from this experience is how important it is that I always do my best work.


I have continued as a full-time student every semester since then and graduated magna cum laude in 2005 and I am graduating spring 2007 from California State University (East Bay) with my MS in mathematics. I write about myself not to brag but to testify to the truth of my parents’ accomplishments. Their decision to teach me at home, without question, has had a profound impact on my life. My parents were not discouraged by the criticisms of others and showed me my potential that I could not see on my own. If it were not for their wise decision, I would be like every other high school kid.


Furthermore, I have made the decision that I will do the same for my children someday, regardless of opposition from others. From my point of view, I have to look no further than my own siblings for encouraging success stories of homeschoolers. My seventeen-year-old sister is in her fifth year of the architecture program at California College of the Arts (GPA. 3.8, higher than mine). She hopes to own a firm someday and wants to design residential buildings. My other sister, now age sixteen, is majoring in premed biology at Santa Clara University and desires to be a doctor. My eleven-year-old brother has dreams of becoming an actor/director/producer and is taking drama classes. He is right on my tail, mathematically speaking, because he has completed intermediate algebra and is taking statistics.


My other siblings are still very young, but I know that they will accomplish much more than I did at their age, since they have been homeschooled from the beginning. Now, as I look at my degree, I think of all the struggles that my parents went through to help me get here. When I look back on my life and its humble beginnings, I begin to question why I am so blessed. A verse in Jeremiah 29:11 comes to mind: “For I know the plans that I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not for calamity to give you a future and a hope.” I am sure that God’s derivation of His plan for my life is far better than anything that I could calculate or my parents could encourage.
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How Did You Do It?


When he was twelve years old, they went up to the festival, according to the custom. After the festival was over, while his parents were returning home, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but they were unaware of it. Thinking he was in their company, they traveled on for a day. Then they began looking for him among their relatives and friends. When they did not find him, they went back to Jerusalem to look for him. After three days they found him in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding and his answers.


—LUKE 2:42–47


Twelve is a special number, a perfect number in the Bible. Think about it. There were twelve patriarchs, twelve sons of Israel, and twelve disciples chosen. So it’s no surprise that in scripture we read that Mary and Joseph found Jesus in the temple at the age of twelve talking to the leaders. Hmm . . . maybe there is something special that happens around the age of twelve.
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