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This book is dedicated to my darling children who continue to live through my learning how to parent and homeschool by trial, error, and prayer. As I try to teach them to wash their faces and multiply double-digit numbers, they are teaching me about the wonders of childhood, how natural learning really is, and the joy of grasping a new concept. I love being a parent and find it a great privilege to be part of your educational journey. You are both special and brilliant, and I love you both very much!


Introduction

I have to say right away that I am so excited about writing this book about simple homeschooling. It is also something “ten-years-ago” me would never believe I am doing.

Even though I homeschooled most of my first-grade year, I never planned on homeschooling my kids. I believed, like so many people, that kids need socialization with lots of other kids. They need other kids for competition and motivation, and they need all the structure and schedule schooling provides.

Really, homeschooling landed in my lap as a last minute thing and it started a journey for me, my kids, and our whole family that has been amazing.

My daughter has always been a quick learner and loves books. She taught herself to read at the age of four and couldn’t wait to start kindergarten. All her friends were getting ready to start, but because her birthday was not till November, she missed the cutoff to be able to start kindergarten that year.

Because she was so excited about school and academically ready, I tried to get the school to make an exception and let her start kindergarten. They tested her, and although she tested high enough to be ready to start kindergarten if her birthday was earlier in the year, she didn’t test high enough to get the exception that would allow her to bypass the October birthday cutoff.

What I had was a kid who was excited and wanting to learn—a girl whose friends were starting school—but a girl who was one month and four days too young to start with the school system.

What was I supposed to do? The kid wanted to learn—so I decided to teach her.

We set up a schoolroom in our basement that year. We had a chalkboard, a globe, and lots of crayons and glue. We didn’t stick to schooling for the whole year, but by the time she was supposed to start kindergarten the following year, she was halfway through first-grade work. What was I to do? I couldn’t send her to kindergarten then—she’d just be bored and frustrated.

Now she’s in fourth grade and our homeschool has gone through lots of changes since that first year; we have learned tons about schooling, our kids, and ourselves, but we have never looked back.

This is my story for starting homeschooling, but there are thousands of reasons parents choose homeschooling over traditional school every year.

Just to Be Clear

This book is not written to put down traditional education in either the public or private settings. When we started homeschooling, we had a very good public school down the street and private options we trusted. I also know and look up to many elementary teachers and believe they work hard for their students. Instead of saying one option is good and one is bad, I believe the educational system is good and necessary, but I also believe, when possible, that homeschooling could be the best option.

We chose homeschooling over the other good options, and I believe that it could be the best option for your child as well.

Goal

The goal of this book is to encourage families who are interested in homeschooling. The basic principles of homeschooling are simple and come naturally to both kids and parents. You can do it!

Too many parents—me included—took in too much information and tried to do way too much in our early homeschooling years. It led to both the teacher and the students being overwhelmed, frustrated, and burned out. I hope with this book to help share with you what I have learned along the way that has changed my perspective, not only about homeschooling itself, but about homeschooling methods.

Format

I love a good story and think it is the best way to communicate. I think talking about ideas is great sometimes, but what most of us need is real (people) examples.

Because of this, I am going to both share with you what I believe as well as the reality of how it looks in our house. I am also going to introduce you to lots more homeschooling families with different personalities, challenges, and experience levels. By sharing our stories with you, we hope to give you new ideas, encourage you, and help you know that life (and school) doesn’t have to be perfect to have amazing results.

Many of the other families I share about also blog. I did this intentionally so that if there are specific stories you connect with, you can learn more about them online. Information about all the people included in this book in both case studies and quotes is at the back of the book.

Note: The goal of sharing stories of specific homeschooling families and what they do is for informational purposes only. The author and Skyhorse Publishing are neither an educational body nor able to provide legal advice for homeschooling. We encourage you to research and find out what is required in your area. Resources for this are provided at the end of the book.

Finally, I want to thank you for picking up this book (and for reading the introduction!). I am excited to share our journey, and I am excited for the journey you are on as well. I wish you peace, purpose, stronger relationships, obedient kids, and a never-ending supply of chocolate. Let’s go!
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Why Homeschool?

“The feeling of watching my children love learning and open themselves up to knowledge that will help them to grow and develop is about as good as it gets.” – Stephanie

“Every day feels like a huge accomplishment, because every day the boys can’t wait to tell their dad what they learned at the dinner table! My favorite memories involve math concepts that finally clicked, or the day reading went from painful sounding out of letters to fluidity. I truly can’t imagine missing these special moments with my children!” – Lindsey

It seems like a pretty simple question. I get it all the time, especially when I have to explain to cashiers or librarians why my kids are running around town with me instead of going to school. But to the simple question, I don’t have a simple answer. There are lots of reasons I homeschool, including:


• wanting to spend time with my kids while they are still young and building a strong family unit;

• wanting to make sure they understand my religious values and that character is more important than knowledge;

• allowing my kids to stay kids for longer and not have to sit at a desk for most of the day;

• staying away from negative peer pressure or media influences I don’t think they are ready for;

• the ability to structure their learning so they can always be challenged but not overwhelmed in every subject;

• the ability for us to travel as a family;

• letting my kids have a say in what they want to learn and teaching them self-learning.



These are my reasons and I am sure you have many others.

Homeschooling for the Right Reasons

One thing I want to caution against is homeschooling for the wrong reasons. There are homeschooling parents who keep their kids home to protect them from the world. It’s natural to want to protect our children from negative things they find in school, especially when we hear more and more stories about bullying and school violence. We don’t want to see our “babies” hurt. However, I believe we can hurt our kids if our primary reason for homeschooling is protection. If this is the main reason we are keeping them home, we are telling them that the world is dangerous and that they aren’t ready for it; we are setting them up to be afraid of the world and to avoid it when they can. In the long run, that is not a helpful message to convey to our kids.

Granted, if you know your kids are in danger or in a bad situation in school, it might make sense to switch to homeschooling. But in most cases, putting too much emphasis on protecting your children will wind up having negative consequences. I want my children to see the world as a huge learning classroom. I want them to have confidence to go out and explore it, confidence to make many different friends and connections with people of all ages, cultures, and economic levels. In homeschooling, I want to open the world up to my kids rather than focusing on protecting them from it.


I want my kids to believe the world is a good place with mostly good people, while I am by their side to teach them safety and exceptions to that rule as needed.



Can I Homeschool?

Many people I talk to believe in the homeschooling benefits and praise me for taking it on but then say, “But I could never do it.” They have wanted to homeschool their children, and maybe even tried at one point, but gave up on the idea because they thought they weren’t qualified.

There are three reasons I hear most frequently:


• Lack of structure

• Lack of patience

• Lack of education



I don’t know you, but I do know me (and lots of other successful homeschooling moms). There are a few parents out there with elementary teaching degrees and the personality to match who love lesson planning, singing, and smiley stickers. But most of us aren’t like that at all.

Many of us struggle with structure, have to learn patience during the process, and have trouble figuring out fourth-grade math problems. Many of us rarely have a day go as planned and make mistakes more than we would like to admit. We are human. Figuring out school while parenting our kids all day is something you can’t get trained for in college; on-the-job training is the best you can get.

But this is life! We aren’t perfect—we are on a path of growth and learning and we choose to take this path alongside our kids.


• Structure is different for every family. There is no one right way to structure your days, and what works for you right now may not work for you next week or next year. Being flexible is at least as important as being structured.

• Patience is something that’s developed as it’s used and tested.

• Educational support is readily available. Co-op teaching, curriculum, and Google are just a few of the tools you can utilize. (I have been known to put math problems on Facebook to get outside help within minutes.)



Whatever your concerns about homeschooling are, you should think them through carefully. But don’t automatically assume you’re not qualified to educate your children. You can homeschool, and I hope this book can help you with these areas, and more. If you believe homeschooling is best for your children, you can find a way to do it that fits your family.

Does Homeschooling Work?

You may be wondering how homeschooled kids compare to their peers academically. Every family is different of course, but on average, homeschooled kids surpass public school children academically.

When I started homeschooling, I received a copy of Homeschool Progress Report 2009: Academic Achievement and Demographics from HSLDA.1 This little booklet with only six pages was a very exciting find for me. Let me share with you some of the figures:


1. In achievement tests, homeschoolers scored (on average) in the 80s in all subjects. Public school students set the test average at 50 percent.

2. Students with a parent who is a certified teacher did not score better than students without a teacher-parent.

3. Family income and amount spent on homeschooling curriculum only had a slight correlation in test scores. The lowest-income homeschooled students still scored well above their public school peers.



These are some very encouraging statistics. As a whole, homeschooling is definitely working in this country, and the results are now here to prove it.

Kids who have been homeschooled are getting into college and even getting college scholarships. They are becoming doctors, dentists, and business owners. They are all around us in the world, creating, contributing, and changing the way society thinks.

Some days feel more successful than others, but as an educational model, we can see homeschooling really does work.

Why Not Homeschool?

Still on the fence? Think about it in these terms: Why not homeschool? If you decide to give it a try, what is the worst that could happen?

Maybe your kids learn nothing, you fight all day, and you give up and send them back to school. This is unlikely, but if it were to happen, what is really lost? Maybe your kids would have to catch up on class work, but lots of kids switch schools midyear and have to deal with that. The outcome isn’t really that bad.

But what is the best that could happen?

Take a minute to think about it. The best that could happen is limitless, different for every family, and much greater and larger than any worst-case scenario.

Not to get too touchy or personal, but I believe many parents are afraid of homeschooling their kids because they (as parents) are afraid they will fail. Our pride gets caught up in our decisions when really we should be thinking about what’s best for our kids, not worrying about our own egos. Isn’t it worth risking possible failure on our part (that only hurts our pride and will not cause lasting damage to our kids) if it opens up new and beneficial possibilities for our kids?


Can we have the confidence in our kids to give them an environment that allows them the freedom to learn and grow more freely?

Can we turn the focus away from ourselves, as parents, and whether we will fail or succeed, back to our children and give them the chance and tools to have a part in their own success?



When my children finish schooling and walk out into the world on their own, I want them to have taken responsibility for their education as well as their lifelong learning. I want them to be in the habit of self-discipline and self-direction. I want them to have the confidence in themselves and their ability to learn that will allow them to dream and do big things. These deeper beliefs and habits can be taught when I believe in my kids and act as a guide to my kids in homeschooling instead of getting wrapped up in believing these decisions are about me.

Looking to Others

At the end of every chapter, I will share with you the stories of other homeschoolers. I do this both for encouragement and to give you ideas. Every homeschooling family looks different, and I hope there will be a few families you will be able to relate to and learn from. We are all in this thing called parenting together, and it isn’t about competition, but about growing a new generation of kids who will work together to make the world better. We can learn from and encourage each other so much.

“I love learning with my kids. Seeing them grow emotionally, academically, and spiritually is amazing.” – Jen

Case Study—Lee

I want you to meet Lee. She and her husband homeschooled their children for eight years in Seattle. When they finished their homeschool journey, both her boys received full-tuition scholarships to their first-choice universities. The financial freedom that created (because college is a pile of money) gave her the chance to pursue her dream job of helping other homeschoolers. She has even published a book on how to homeschool through high school and get a great scholarship: The HomeScholar Guide to College Admission and Scholarships: Homeschool Secrets to Getting Ready, Getting In, and Getting Paid,2 which I have read and loved.

It is people like Lee who help me so much when I lack confidence. She is an amazing woman, but when I see what she has done, I think, I could do that too. And you can, too!

Lee and her family started homeschooling for academic reasons. They started their kids in the public school system but soon realized that they could do a better job at home. The idea wasn’t foreign to them because they had friends who were homeschooling, but they were still hesitant to make the switch. In public school, their boys were performing above average in academics but weren’t being challenged in the classroom.

Not only did homeschooling help provide academic challenge, but it also helped with socialization as her shy child became more confident and outgoing, both at home and in public, after she made the switch.

Lee used the Sonlight curriculum and enjoyed how it did the planning for her. She could supervise their education and be there to answer questions, but didn’t have to spend hours doing lesson plans. In addition to the curriculum, both her boys were able to develop areas that interested them. Her older son became nationally ranked in chess and taught other kids chess in both private and inner-city schools. Her younger son became very involved in the local political scene and was even offered a job as a research assistant at a public-policy think tank.

When asked how someone would know if they were successful or not in their homeschooling, she is quick to point out that it doesn’t depend on how the children turn out. Children are free persons and we can’t control them. As parents we do our best, try our hardest, and give everything we can to our kids. We can’t be perfect, but we can give our best effort. Successful education means giving your children the best possible education in all areas that we can provide. After that education is complete, the choices are up to them.

Now that her children are past the homeschooling stage, Lee has dedicated her life to helping other families homeschool, especially during the difficult times of high school and into college. These are times when parents often lack confidence in their abilities to homeschool, but also a time in a child’s life that is both fragile and full of real-life learning opportunities.

Lee and her family are proof that homeschooling really can provide amazing opportunities academically, strengthen a family, and create amazing kids.

Case Study—Abigail

I want you to meet Abigail. Abigail is my editor at Skyhorse Publishing (who you can thank for making the book in your hands both beautiful and readable) and an amazing product of homeschooling.

Abigail homeschooled for eleven years (she graduated one year early) with her brother in an old farmhouse in southern Vermont. Back when she started, there were very few homeschoolers and they ran into a lot of opposition in the community. However, her parents had graduated their first two children through the public school system and were not happy with the education they had received. Abigail’s parents did a lot of research, talked to as many people as they could, and decided to give it a try with their second two kids (Abigail was ready for kindergarten and her brother was going into second grade).

In their community, homeschooling was very new, and Abigail struggled with stereotypes. But she loved having the freedom to pursue her interests in writing, music, and dance without having to work around a school schedule. She also had a say in what she learned. For example, one year she decided she wanted to read historical novels and do research papers on the time periods in which the books were set. She says she learned more history that year than she ever could have by memorizing dates from a textbook.

When I asked her about her experience with socialization, Abigail said that she and her brother interacted with more people of different ages than most of their peers did. They traveled, hosted foreign exchange students, and made friends with many people of different ages, religions, and socioeconomic backgrounds. When she went to college, she got involved in the community quickly.

Were Abigail’s homeschool years successful? Absolutely! She explains that school years are really much more about learning to live than learning any specific collection of facts. Abigail is now the executive director of production at a New York publishing house and the author of more than a dozen books. In homeschooling, Abigail learned time management, money management, and how to be a self-motivated thinker and worker. These are the skills—much more than standardized tests can track—that make for a successful adult.
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What Is Learning?

“Learning to add two-digit numbers is important, and I certainly want them to progress through the curriculum, but homeschooling for me is more about laying a foundation for them to become lifelong learners, so I look for signs that that’s happening.” – Mandi

Often when we think of learning our mind turns to schooling. Learning is hard to put our finger on; schooling is much more tangible. We know what schooling looks like, we know how it is done, and we know how to test it for specific results. We like to see learning as schooling.

This becomes a challenge for families as they start their homeschool journey.

My homeschool journey started in our basement. My daughter had missed the age cut-off for kindergarten by thirty-five days, but she wanted to learn. I wasn’t going to let thirty-five days hold her education back, so we got to work.

We cleaned out the basement of all the toys, set up a big desk, painted the walls for school, got a big chalkboard, and bought all our school supplies. We didn’t have any idea what we were doing, but I had some experience in school (about sixteen years of sitting at desks) and I knew what it looked like. Lily loved the idea of school and got really excited watching the room take shape.

Our “basement school” started at 8:00 on a Monday in August and it was very exciting. We worked through our schedule and she soaked up knowledge like a little sponge. School worked out for a few weeks like that quite nicely. And then life hit.

Life in the form of a five-year-old student, a two-year-old little brother, a messy house, appointments, and health issues. Couple these with school losing the novelty factor, and our “basement school” kind of fizzled.

Because we didn’t technically have to be doing school that year, I didn’t worry too much. But that year and the years after it, I learned a lot about the difference between schooling and learning.

When we started, I thought learning included:


desks

tests

worksheets

schedules

all subjects

a flag with the national anthem

recess

special lunches

field trips

smiley stickers

red pens



. . . all with clean children, cute hair, and matching clothes. I am a perfectionist at heart.

It took those first few years for me to learn that schooling and learning are not the same things. Sure, learning can happen at school, but learning could also happen without anything on my list.


Learning just needs a child with an open, imaginative mind. And most kids come born with one of those.



Children can learn to read on the lap of a parent reading stories quietly while the baby is sleeping; math can be learned in the kitchen or at the store; science is regularly learned outside or whenever an adult’s back is turned (think bugs, fire, water, stains, mud, and more).

Learning can happen in many different environments, and often the best learning is hands-on and child-initiated.

One thing I learned during those first few years is that learning often comes much faster than writing. Both my children have hated worksheets but have excelled when doing things verbally. When my daughter was first doing math, we set up a huge store in the playroom with all her food and cooking items priced. First she learned single-digit addition and subtraction with different toy combinations, but then we expanded to double digits and she got to where she could “carry the extra 10 in addition” or “borrow a 10 in subtraction” all in her head.

Sitting there in the middle of all her toys watching her mind calculate 43 - 27 =16 accurately was amazing. It was these early experiences with learning in nontraditional school ways that really helped me understand homeschooling, believe I was capable as a parent, and have confidence in my daughter’s ability to learn.

Over the years, we have used many different methods, both non-traditional and traditional, depending on the kid, the subject, and our location. However, the lesson that learning is so much more than just schooling was huge to helping me realize that this was a real option for our family.

Home Learning

Sometimes I wish we could all agree to call homeschooling “home learning” instead. Home learning is much less intimidating.

Learning can happen while traveling, watching a nature documentary when someone is sick (or the laundry really needs to be done), or dealing with a family transition. Learning happens through birth, taking care of aging relatives, dealing with death, community service, starting a new business, and many other real-life experiences that schooling may mistake as a distraction.

Our kids need to learn to read, spell, write, do math, and have some basic ideas about history, but what they really need is to learn how to learn.

What Are We Training Our Kids For?

In Sir Ken Robinson’s speech on education from 20063 he hits on a very important idea—we have no idea what kind of world we are training our kids for.

Right now, we know that computer coding and security is a huge, growing field and that nurses are in demand. But if our children are just starting school at six years old now, the world they will live and work in is almost twenty years away. And that will only be the start of their working life. To properly train them for their working lives, we would need to know what will happen twenty to sixty years from now. We’d need to know what technology will be like, what jobs will be needed, what new inventions will need to be created, what political situations will be created, what languages will be the most important, and much more.
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