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For Sam, and the eighteen years of bedtime stories you never once complained about reading






{ Introduction } HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


If you’ve picked up this book (or maybe received it as a gift), you’re already homeschooling—or at least strongly considering it. Maybe, like so many parents who found their educational support system crumbling during COVID-19, you had previously assumed home education wasn’t for you, especially if you were happy with your school. Or maybe it’s been percolating for a while—an issue with bullying, lack of personalized special ed resources, or a general feeling that there’s something better out there.

However you came here, I’m glad. This book was written to welcome all homeschoolers and those who want to know how to support their homeschooling friends and family. The COVID-19 pandemic has certainly brought new attention to a method of learning that had already been growing in popularity. The observations and advice in this book can be applied by both those who are brand-new to homeschooling and those who have been doing it for years. These tips will work for lifers (those who plan on taking it from K–12) as well as those just trying to get through the semester. And I hope they can also help explain why homeschooling works, so you can share them with grandparents or family members who want to play an active role in helping your children succeed but aren’t really sure how.

Why me for this book? I’ve been homeschooling for well over fifteen years. In fact, it’s the only way my kids have been educated. In 2007, I began writing. It started as a hobby, then became a side gig, and finally blossomed into a full-time career. Just a couple of years later, my husband’s career was a casualty of the recession, and we decided to put all our energy into establishing our homestead and growing my business. And it’s a good thing we did, too. While it’s had its ups and downs, the writing business has not only supported our six kids but given us the opportunity to watch them grow up close.

Has it been easy? Absolutely not. In fact, I never try to sell homeschooling as the easy choice. Like most of the decisions we’ve made based on our values or our goals for our family, it’s been very hard at times. Homeschooling while running a business has sometimes made me feel like I’m not doing either one particularly well. On my worst days, I worry that I’m not spending enough time working with the kids. I also see how some of my peers are making more money than I am because they can spend all day writing books or selling pitches or producing podcasts. It’s so hard not to compare ourselves to others; it’s a natural human response to any challenging scenario.

So what drives us to keep at it, even though it’s a difficult balance? While I can’t always say that my business is better off for our homeschooling, I can say that our homeschool days (and my kids in general) are better off because of our business. Here are just a few of the highlights:


	My daughter, infant son, and I got to explore New York City as part of a media tour. We experienced the parks, museums, and food while I built industry relationships. (This daughter will be graduating college with a degree in media studies soon.)

	My son celebrated his sixteenth birthday on a plane en route to a conference where I was speaking in Washington, DC. We saw the National Archives up close before visiting our state senator’s office and finished with a tour of the Justice Department. (This son is finishing high school with a desire to learn more about law.)

	Our entire family drove to North Dakota for a workshop I taught, stopping along the way for picnics in small parks, views of buffalo, and incredible photo opportunities of the Badlands. (Is there anything better for a lesson in geology than seeing these majestic rock structures in person?)



Over the years, I’ve spoken at dozens of events. I’ve covered hundreds of news stories. I’ve shared thousands of product reviews in my blog posts. And I’ve had my kids with me every step of the way. I nursed babies in the back of board meetings and taught lesson plans in car rentals and took my older kids to catered dinners while teaching them how to behave around tiny food plates. All these life lessons couldn’t have happened if we didn’t have the business, and if my husband and I weren’t determined to use it to help them see more of the world.

We’ve always done our best to show our kids how hard work and an honest business can present new and exciting opportunities. They’ve also seen how times can be tough when you’re self-employed. They know about taxes and working on weekends and that Mom and Dad are the ones who pay for the M&Ms in the hotel mini bar (so don’t touch!). They see the fruits of our labor every day, from when I’m working on deadline with an article at 2 a.m. to when my husband lugs home the groceries and lumber for a DIY project at the end of every week. They’ve watched me cry while recovering from my sixth cesarean section while working up the energy to call a source about an upcoming story and helped Dad create amazing soups and sauces in our kitchen to keep me nourished. They see the delicate ecosystem that business owners like us maintain every day. It’s been amazing.



Whether you read the book straight through or start with the chapters that speak directly to your current situation, I encourage you to give every section a try at some point. I’ve done my best to share universally applicable truths so that single parents can find common ground with married couples and civilians can find inspiration from those serving our country, for example.

I’m grateful for the opportunity to interview so many parents about their journeys. While I’ll never know what it’s like to be assigned to a different state for military duty, I learned a lot about how to handle moving (including what not to put in those boxes) from my military friends. Likewise, families who had nannies to help out or parents in urban areas with access to oh-so-many sports and hobbies shared unique stories that helped me assess what I’m doing for my own family.

Of course, there are also unlimited topics parents can disagree on when it comes to raising kids. From what to feed them to how long they should have a pacifier, it seems like nothing is settled. I understand these convictions; we all want only the best for our kids. If you’re reading this book, you may be thinking that homeschooling is one of the ways to do it.

And it does have many advantages—chief among them the freedom to parent the way you want. You can ensure your child soaks up the good values you want instilled while also acquiring the necessary skills to face the ever-changing future. You don’t have to wait for school boards or curriculum advisors or learning plans to be approved. You can, right now, do what you know is good for your child.

Of course, like anything worthwhile, it’s not easy. Read through and take notes; it can be a bumpy ride, but one you’ll never regret taking.






{ Chapter 1 } WHO ARE THE HOMESCHOOLERS?


Making the decision to homeschool is like joining a club. So who’s already in it? I can’t answer specifically for your part of the world, as homeschoolers are as varied and unique as the reasons they’ve selected home education. Below are some examples. Do you see yourself in these stats?

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) shared that in 2016 the number of homeschooled students in the US totaled 1.69 million children, or 3.3 percent of the student population. This was a significant increase from the 850,000 students (1.7 percent) who were homeschooling in 1999.1

Homeschoolers are diverse and becoming more so every year. When the NCES last tracked ethnicity, culture, and race among homeschoolers in 2016, the data revealed:


	
White homeschooled students made up 3.8 percent of the total student population, closely followed by Hispanic (3.5 percent), Black (1.9 percent), and Asian (1.4 percent).

	More children in rural areas are homeschooled than in cities, with 4.4 percent of these kids receiving a home education versus 3 percent of their urban peers. Even fewer suburban families made this choice; only 2.9 percent of these children were homeschooled.

	The big-family homeschool myth may not be without merit. The stats show that households with three or more children (4.7 percent) were more likely to homeschool than those with just one (2.7 percent) or two (2.3 percent) children.

	Two-parent homes showed a slightly greater share than single-parent homes. Just 2.3 percent of single-parent households made this choice, compared to 3.7 percent of those with two parents in the home. Surprisingly, 2 percent of the homeschool population had no parents in the home; they were being raised by relatives or friends.



However, these numbers don’t tell the whole story of the “why” behind the choice. None of us go into home education with the idea that it’s easier or cheaper, so why do we do it? Just look at the reasons parents in the 2016 data credited for making the leap:


	Environmental concerns, such as their children being exposed to drugs, negative peer pressure, or threats of violence, were cited by 34 percent of parents.

	Dissatisfaction with academics was listed for 17 percent of those homeschooling.

	The desire to educate according to their own faith or religion was the reasoning behind 16 percent of the parents asked by NCES.



Those weren’t the only reasons, however—just the biggest. Slightly less than 6 percent of parents listed their child’s special needs, including emotional and physical health, as the motivator. Moral instruction and a desire for a nontraditional school experience were also listed.

Parents are more likely to homeschool in the later grades. First- through third-grade homeschool students made up 2.4 percent of the US student population, while in the ninth through twelfth grades, homeschoolers increased to 3.8 percent. Whether parents felt those environmental issues to be more pressing at an older age or found more supplemental resources available for ninth- through twelfth-grade kids, the perception that homeschoolers teach only when the kids are little has been debunked by the data. Even if some parents feel less equipped to homeschool in the high school years, they’re certainly doing it.


DISTANCE LEARNING VS. HOMESCHOOLING

While many public schools have offered distance learning (also called remote learning) for some of their students over the past decade, the wider embrace of distance learning didn’t occur until the COVID-19 pandemic. Many parents who wouldn’t normally have chosen to have their kids learn at home found themselves doing just that. These parents didn’t necessarily object to their schools’ curricula or policies or worry for their children’s safety (other than in the face of COVID-19). Their kids were learning at home, but they weren’t technically homeschooling.

However, the two ideas have a couple of important elements in common:


	
1. freedom to learn from anywhere with a computer and internet connection.

	
2. in some cases, the ability to flexibly schedule some coursework around your family obligations or personal obstacles.



I should stress that the second point is more variable. Many schools now require students to sit in front of the computer and learn along with everyone else in their class. This “live” learning method is also called “synchronous” learning or “Zoom schooling,” after the video technology that many of the schools use.


WHY HOMESCHOOLING IS NOT SIMPLY DISTANCE LEARNING

I have many friends who are terrific parents, who love their kids, and who use the state-provided online learning platform. They also consider themselves homeschoolers because their kids learn at home—and, to be honest, they do play an active role in getting their kids logged on and doing their homework.

But here’s how homeschooling is unique:


	
1. As the parent, you get to pick the curriculum and courses.

	
2. You can set the schedule, including the days you teach and how long you learn at each session.

	
3. You can add new courses that interest you, at any moment, without approval from anyone else (in most states).

	
4. You can do the teaching, or choose someone else to teach through tutoring, online courses, videos, or co-op classes.



You can also choose to ditch the online learning option completely. It’s possible, even today, to homeschool with just books, workbooks, field trips, and DVDs. In fact, it’s possible—and common—to homeschool with no computer at all. This is usually not an option for remote learning through a public or private school.

Sounds pretty good, right? But I wouldn’t be leveling with you if I didn’t admit that there are some challenges that come with homeschooling, too. These obstacles are worth evaluating before you decide if homeschooling is right for your family:


	
1. You are solely responsible for your child’s learning outcomes.

	
2. You have to fund all materials, courses, and resources.

	
3. You may face discouragement from your family, friends, and school about your choice.



It’s good to know what you’re getting into, but don’t let these obstacles stop you from exploring home education. They’re struggles we’ve all gone through, and with more and more families choosing an independent and personalized approach to education, there are more support groups and resources than ever. Now is a great time to explore how life-changing homeschooling can be.

In the following chapters we’ll look at why being responsible for your child’s learning outcomes may be the best thing for your child—and for you. We’ll discover the ways you can prioritize homeschooling in your schedule and finance those teaching tools you need to succeed. We’ll also get into the stories of people, like you, who have gone out and blazed the homeschooling trail in their families and communities, even in the face of significant pushback.

If you’re brand-new to homeschooling, these first steps can inspire you to continue on your path. If you’ve been homeschooling for a while, you can hopefully take away some tips you haven’t discovered or be encouraged to reach out to other home educators with the same values and priorities you have. Since I’ve seen virtually every kind of family succeed at homeschooling, I’m confident your challenges, while unique, aren’t insurmountable.

You can do this.






{ Chapter 2 } HOW DO YOU START?


Throughout the more than fifteen years that I’ve been homeschooling my six kids, I’ve gotten many questions from family and friends. Some are hoping to sniff out inadequacies in my methods or catch me in the act of not knowing what I’m doing. Others are honestly looking for answers. But I tell them all the same thing.

My goal is to give you enough step-by-step, actionable information to be able to start homeschooling tomorrow morning, if you wish. But before I explain exactly how it’s done, I ask that you keep in mind one vital truth as you read this book (and any others you may have sitting on your shelf).

It probably won’t be like you think.

Remember the first time you tried to feed your baby solid food? You were so excited that you spent hours in the gourmet baby food aisle, choosing between organic peas or a lovely sweet potato–prune mix. You purchased the ergonomic-handled spoon, a bib that catches crumbs at the bottom, and the most versatile high chair on the market.

How do you feed your baby? It’s easy, you think. Open the jar, scoop up some puree, and place the food in the infant’s open mouth. What could be simpler?

And then you try it. The puree is runnier than you thought; it dribbles down your hand and arm, leaving little on the spoon for the baby, who has shut her tiny mouth well before you get there anyway. Now the game has changed. All those “simple” directions still matter, but you must improvise your way from one step to the next. Singing a song to get your baby to smile so you can sneak a spoonful of puree in before he realizes what’s happening and spits it all out onto his new bib? That’s the truth that won’t be completely covered in the book. That’s the part that will require intuition, trust, and patience.

You are a parent. You have instincts, and you know your child better than anyone. That’s the true advantage to you as a teacher, and why homeschooling can work so beautifully when done correctly. Every other homeschool parent has managed to fill in these gaps, and you will, too.

How? I abide by two rules when trying to brainstorm ways to get through these in-between steps:


	
1. We can try any methods possible if they’re legal, safe, and follow the values of my family.

	
2. If the children are moving forward, they’re learning, and homeschooling is considered a success.



If those seem vague or allow for too much flexibility, think back to those first few bites of baby food. I wasn’t in your kitchen at the time, so I can’t see if you played Taylor Swift or stood on your head or ate half a jar yourself to set an example. But if your methods followed rule number one and led to rule number two, you did a fine job. And that’s how homeschooling will work.

THE FIRST STEPS TO STARTING YOUR HOMESCHOOL

Now that you can relax a bit, knowing that you have what it takes to parent your child through a quality education, what to do first? Since education is largely localized, your state and district requirements will be unique. The paperwork needed to homeschool in upstate New York, for example, will be quite different from what it takes to get started in Nebraska. From there, however, the methods are generally the same.

1. Research the Requirements for Your State

Start this process now, even if you aren’t sure you want to start homeschooling until next year. Some states have a lot of hoops to jump through, paperwork to fill out, and permissions to grant. If you live in one of these states, it can take months to get from the research phase to your child’s very first day in their homeschool environment. Make sure you’re researching the most up-to-date information for your state as well, since laws change often. (Be sure to check out Chapter 3, with even more information on the legalities of homeschooling. Parents who share custody or who have unique family situations may need to reach out to an expert for legal advice.)

Where can you go for help? Home education support groups are the best way, and these can be found online through social media groups, websites, and sometimes even your state Department of Education. Find someone who has homeschooled within the last year (not twenty years ago). Ask what paperwork you need to file, and then double-check anything they tell you with the state educational department.

Why both? The parent can break everything down into actionable, real-life tasks, and the department can give you the actual letter of the law or forms needed for compliance. Between the two, you should get what you need to move forward.

2. Choose What You Will Teach

Most parents launch headfirst into picking curriculum at this stage, which I believe is a step or two ahead of where they should be. Before you decide what books and software you’ll use, you should know what subjects you’ll cover. How do you decide? Your state may have requirements (math, reading, or physical education), and you’ll want to teach the mandatory subjects above all else.

Then, work in the things they would likely learn in public school, such as history, science, or literature. Make a list of no more than six or seven classes for the year. You won’t teach them all at once on day one. It’s tempting to throw in everything you’ve ever wanted to learn as a child, but violin, advanced Mandarin, and oral interpretation of drama can all wait until you get fully adjusted. (More on choosing extracurriculars later.)

3. Decide How You Will Teach

Now comes what I think is the most challenging part of homeschooling. If you get it right, however, you’ll save years of time, frustration, and money. I’ll freely admit that it took us many trials to figure out our teaching style. As our family’s needs and schedule changed, so did the way we taught. When I was home nursing a new baby with several other tiny children around, we did more open-ended learning, with fewer textbooks and more play. As the kids grew, we invested in more formal online learning opportunities, with courses taught by professors and experts in their field. We frequently adjusted our methods and expectations, as our time and financial resources fluctuated. In other words, we made do with what we had.

Part of figuring out how you’ll teach comes from answering questions. I’d start by making a list and talking these over with your partner or whoever else cares for the kids:


	How many hours a day do we truly have available to teach with one-on-one instruction?

	How much are we prepared to spend on education, per child, each year?

	What value system do we want reflected in learning resources? Do we care if the approach is agnostic, faith-based, or created with a philosophical view in mind?

	
How do we feel about screen time? How many hours of video learning or app-based subjects are we willing to allow?

	Do we have the time or patience to mix and match curriculum and tools? Or would we rather buy an entire program from one vendor that we trust?

	How does my child best learn? Are there learning challenges, such as speech difficulties or sensory needs, that should be addressed?

	Do we have children who can learn some subjects together?

	What teaching methods are my trusted friends and peers using? What do they like best about them? What do they say are the challenges?



Some of these questions will require you to think hard about your child—both their personality and their capabilities. If they’ve been in regular school for some time, you may not even know some answers. For instance, if you aren’t sure how your child best learns, that’s okay (and don’t be afraid to ask their current or recent teacher!). Any information you have at this point will only help you make better decisions, but there will be a period of discovery with your child when you may be surprised by what they already know.

4. Sample Your Top Curriculum Choices

In your research and conversations with other parents, you’ll probably hear the same curriculum brands over and over. While there are some brands that are extremely popular, they aren’t the only names out there. Feel free to explore whatever programs you think fall in line with the answers to your questions in the previous step. Make a list of those that you think might work, then begin sampling.

How can you sample? Depending on the product, you can try before you buy one of these ways:


	Sign up for a free trial of software or a learning app, usually for seven to thirty days.

	Use the “Look Inside” feature on Amazon to see the contents of a book and how the text looks and reads.

	Visit the publisher’s website for a textbook and take advantage of the sample pages many offer for download.

	Ask to borrow a friend’s copy of a textbook or workbook.

	Check out a book or an ebook from the library to get a feel for the text.



To get an idea if a product will work, you don’t necessarily need to sit your kid down and go through the motions of learning. Some books will immediately seem like a bad fit, as maybe they feature worldviews that conflict with those of your family or they use a tone that’s too formal, and are therefore off-putting. Others will have great bones, but the accessories or workbooks will feel wrong. Still others may have excellent online videos but offer out-of-date texts. You’re the parent, so go with your gut. In addition to having quality educational content, the product should be engaging enough to keep your child’s attention.

A Word on Self-Guided Learning

One myth that many new homeschoolers bring with them is that they need to be the “teacher” for every part of their child’s learning. They assume that they will stand at one end of the dining room, a whiteboard behind them, reading prompts from a giant manual while their youngster copies down notes and raises their hand.

Drop this expectation right now.

Yes, especially when the kids are younger, you will sometimes have to sit with them and coach them through topics they find challenging. You’re also more than welcome to sit at the table with your child, demonstrating math facts or telling them about your time visiting a foreign country or even doing read-alouds (because you love reading aloud, and kids love listening to it).

Once a child can read independently—and sometimes long before that—there’s a good amount of work they can do on their own. You’ll need to plan the work and get it ready for them. You can explain new things to them and stand by them as they go through those first few worksheets on their own. You can be available for questions as they arise and check answers and administer tests. You can also take a more self-guided approach.

When a child can read on their own, you have a world of “independent learning” options available to you. These may look just like traditional textbooks, but instead of being written for a teacher to present to the student, they’re written directly to the student. They assume that this text (or video, in some cases) is the instruction. It stands alone as the expert in the room. It doesn’t assume you’ll be standing there as the teacher.

Can these programs really work? Yes, for the right student. A self-guided learning program will have the student read or watch a certain amount each day, then answer questions or put answers in a workbook for the parent to check. Tests and quizzes are given as usual. The parent can see gaps in learning right away, and there’s always an opportunity to explore further together. For the parent who has limited time or multiple students at home, self-guided learning can be a godsend.

Not only does it save all that “instruction time” you may not have much of, it gives kids something very precious: It teaches them to be responsible for their own learning, something that will come in handy when they reach college (not to mention the rest of the world!). Many of the best postsecondary classes today require mostly self-guided learning or independent study; your child will be poised to excel in this learning environment.

5. Buy Just What You Need (for Now) and Begin

Now that you think you’ve found the right materials or online resources for your child, you can start shopping. Go slow, buying what you need for one course at a time, if you can. This gives you a chance to try the courses in practice and makes it easier to change if you don’t like what you see.

Yes, you can sometimes get some really good deals when you buy an entire year’s worth of curriculum from one publisher or virtual school, but be careful. While the discount can be substantial, it’s only a bargain if you use all the materials. (Those with buyer’s remorse won’t feel that they saved at all.) Save this type of bulk buying for when you’ve used a company’s materials for long enough to know that you really love them. You’ll have many years ahead to get the big discounts on larger curriculum packages.

Note: If there’s a stereotype that fits most homeschoolers I know, it’s that they love to shop for curricula. We tend to overbuy, and those shiny curriculum catalogs are like catnip to those of us who only want the best educational opportunities for our children. It’s also common to experience FOMO (fear of missing out); parents may think that everyone else has upgraded to the latest edition of a book, so they must as well. If the hundreds of barely used textbooks that go on sale at sites like eBay tell you anything, it’s that overbuying is a real struggle. We love to get our hands on the next promising teaching tool, but we quickly learn that it’s not the magical answer we expected it to be.

If you want to avoid boxes of unused books and long hours reselling online, start small. Buy one thing at a time. Fully test each new thing so that you can be sure it’s a fit. And when you find out that it’s not—because even seasoned homeschoolers can misjudge how well a tool will work—forgive yourself. Homeschool materials have a particularly good resale value.

6. Adjust and Try Again. And Again.

I recommend that parents try one subject first, get acquainted with how it will work, then add a second. It may take a week or more to get to the point of adding in a second subject, and that’s okay. Legally, most states want you to spend a certain number of hours teaching within a year, and you can certainly fit it all in, even by easing into it slowly. This also saves frustration for the newly homeschooling parent who’s trying to balance it all.

An example might look like this:


	Week 1: Start with math. Do a few fun activities, such as learning videos or games, to break up the downtime. Go on a field trip or create a craft on Friday.

	Week 2: Add language arts to the mix. Check in with your child to see that they’re progressing at both. Don’t hesitate to pull back if it feels overwhelming.

	Week 3: Work up to three subjects now, making sure you’re saving time for those other fun activities that were done in week 1. Add in twenty to thirty minutes of quiet reading time each day.

	Week 4: By now, you could have four subjects, a full plate for most kids. If you’re wondering how you’ll get seven mandatory fifth-grade subjects this way, remember you can break up work by semesters. First semester might have a science course; second might include geography.



If at any point you experience extreme frustration from your child, stop and adjust. This doesn’t mean you let them have their way, but really listen to their concerns. It may be that one simple fix to their schedule or programming could make a big difference to them. (Math in the morning may be too stressful; moving it to the afternoon, after a snack and some downtime, could be the answer.)

Give yourself more than four weeks to find your groove. For some of our kids, it took years. If they’re moving ahead, they’re learning. Allow adequate time for breaks. (More on scheduling in Chapter 5.)

Note: If your child was removed from the public or private school system, they may be having more trouble than you expected. This is normal. See page 208 for how to meet this challenge head-on. (It’s actually not a bad problem to have.)

MORE CURRICULUM SHOPPING TIPS

For the newbie homeschooler, nothing is more daunting than picking a curriculum. I understand the stress. Not only can picking the wrong thing be expensive but it feels like a waste of time to spend too long on a set of books or online courses that don’t do anything for your child.

Lynnae McCoy, who has had her kids in public, private, and homeschool over the years, shares this thoughtful advice about the importance of picking the right curriculum (or rather why it’s not as important as we think):

“You’re in charge of the curriculum, not the other way around,” she says. “The first year of homeschooling is like the first year of parenting: you learn as you go. If something isn’t working, it’s okay to modify it to fit your needs. Just because the curriculum says you need to take a nature walk on Wednesdays doesn’t mean it’s set in stone. Take a walk on Fridays. Or don’t take a walk. Explore nature in your backyard. If your child is frustrated because there’s too much writing in the curriculum, do some of the work orally. The huge benefit to homeschooling is the ability to encourage kids to love the learning process. If you teach kids to love learning, they’ll be miles ahead of where they would be if you check all the boxes but they hate learning.”

Lynnae approaches learning the way I do, and like so many other homeschoolers do. She encourages parents to enjoy the process and not be afraid to learn with their kids. You can discover together, read together, and research all the new facts and topics that you’ll be experiencing. These priceless moments are what make homeschooling unique. It truly can’t be replicated anywhere else.
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