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s a public educator, I frowned on parents who chose 

to teach their children at home—until I became one 

of those parents. My family moved to a rural town 

because of my husband’s job. When my children 

entered the public school system, I was surprised to find lim-

ited services for the gifted and talented. Students with above-

average ability were allowed unlimited access to the library and 

the Chapter One computer lab until school officials cited regu-

lations that only students in the gifted program were permitted 

to use the lab. No other computers were available to students 

at the school. 
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Shery Butler
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	 I approached the school administra-
tion about making simple, inexpensive 
curriculum modifications like curricu-
lum compacting and subject skipping 
for bright students. They responded 
positively to the request; however, when 
changes needed to be made to accom-
plish these goals, administrators said, 
“If we make changes to accommodate 
bright students, it will open a Pandora’s 
Box, and we’ll have to do it for others.”
	 I saw my children stymied intellectu-
ally in a system that was more committed 
to protocol than education. The intel-
lectual dry bread and water being offered 
was hard to swallow. I elected to look 
for alternatives. The private school, while 
academically sound, had few minority 
students. Fearing such an environment 
might teach my children to be segregation-
ist, I explored other alternatives. Ironically, 
home schooling provided the answers.

Who Home Schools?

	 Researchers who study home school-
ing estimate “about 1.5 million students 
in the United States are home schooled” 
(Kantrowitz & Wingert, 1998, p. 66). 
Subsequently, there are as many reasons 
for home schooling as there are home 
schooled families. My family chose to 
home school for curriculum enrichment 
and acceleration opportunities. Other 
families choose home schooling for moral 
and religious reasons, to remove students 
from unsafe school environments, to 
save private school tuition fees, to meet 
specific needs of both the challenged 
and gifted learner, and to take advantage 
of travel opportunities. The paths that 
lead to home schooling are endless and 
personal.

What Laws Regulate 
Home Schooling?

	 Before a decision to educate at home is 
made, parents should conduct a thorough 

investigation of the process. Each state 
has its own requirements for parents who 
want to home school. Some states have 
embraced home schooling more warmly 
than others have. In Alabama, a parent 
is allowed by the state to home school 
if he or she holds a valid teaching cer-
tificate or joins a church-sponsored home 
school organization. Sponsoring churches 
have requirements that vary from group 
to group; however, most ask parents to 
maintain daily attendance records and 
report grades. Some home schooling orga-
nizations require attendance at monthly 
meetings, while others require yearly test-
ing to ascertain teacher effectiveness. As a 
state-certified teacher, I was required to 
present the local board of education an 
annual letter stating my intent to home 
school, and I had to include a list of the 
textbooks I would use. 
	 Home schooling is legal in every 
state; however, the laws that govern 
it vary widely (Sharp, 1997). Anyone 
interested in finding out specific require-
ments for his or her state should con-
tact the Home School Legal Defense 
Association (HSLDA). This group is 
an excellent source for information on 
home schooling. Additional references 
are available in the resource section at 
the end of this article.

Parental Backgrounds

	 The educational background of par-
ents who home school varies. A large 
percentage of home school parents have 
had some college and many hold degrees, 
though not all in the field of education 
(Rudner, 1998). Research reveals no 
relationship between student achieve-
ment and teacher certification among 
parents who home school. Generally, 
home schooling is successful not because 
of the special degrees held by parents 
who teach, but because “home school 
students and their families are very seri-
ous about education” (Billups, 1999, p. 
A8). Home schooling requires a major 

commitment from the parent/teacher 
and the student. People who begin proj-
ects with a great deal of enthusiasm, but 
have difficulty following through once 
the novelty has worn off, should prob-
ably look for other educational alterna-
tives. Individuals who are undisciplined 
or have difficulty sticking to a schedule 
should think twice before undertaking 
home instruction responsibilities. It is 
wise to spend time investigating the 
home schooling process and consider 
both the benefits and drawbacks that 
apply to the situation before undertak-
ing the commitment. 

Curriculum Options

	 After understanding state require-
ments, as well as the pros and cons of 
home schooling, parents need to select 
a curriculum that meets educational and 
personal objectives. One of the best ways 
to learn about good curriculum is to ask 
other successful home schooling fami-
lies what works for them. Find parents 
who have similar educational goals and 
personal objectives and examine the cur-
riculum they use. Check the accredita-
tion of the program before signing up.
	 After talking to a family and review-
ing the materials, I used the Calvert 
curriculum from Calvert School located 
in Baltimore, MA. Started in 1897, the 
school offers placement tests, subject and 
grade skipping, an enriched curriculum, 
and maintains an official transcript. The 
Calvert Program offer an advisory teach-
ing service that allows students to get 
feedback from someone other than a 
parent and grades all tests. Because home 
schooling was a solution for a short-term 
problem, and I knew my children would 
be re-entering the public school sys-
tem at some point, I used the Advisory 
Teaching service. My children looked 
forward to the letters and photographs 
they received from Calvert’s Advisory 
Teachers. Mrs. O’Conor, the teacher 
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who graded the French tests, always 
wrote an introductory note in French for 
students to interpret. “The Calvert Home 
Instruction Department is accredited 
both by the Commission on Elementary 
Schools, a division of the Middle States 
Association of Colleges and Schools, and 
the Commission on International and 
Transregional Accreditation (CITA)” 
(Calvert School Catalog of Home School 
Courses, 1999, p. 3). Not only did the 
Advisory Teacher service provide feed-
back and additional motivation for stu-
dents, the transcript from an accredited 
institution was more palatable to the 
educational officials when my children 
re-entered the public school system. 
	 Most publishing companies will sell 
the state-approved textbooks used in 
your area to parents who home school. 
My experience has been that they charge 
more to individuals for a book than they 
do for an institution. 
	 Many home school curricula offer 
video instruction for advanced-level and 
enrichment courses. Investigate the ser-
vices each company offers to see which 
one best meets the instructional needs of 
your child. Often, parents pull curricula 
from several publishers to get the materi-
als that are best suited for their children. 

Advantages 
to Home Schooling

	 Having the ability to tailor cur-
riculum to individual needs is one major 
benefit of home instruction. Students 
can work at or above their proficiency 
level. “Almost one in four home school 
students (24.5%) are enrolled one or 
more grades above their nominal grade” 
(Rudner, 1998, p. 15). Students are 
engaged in learning because the curricu-
lum is selected specifically for each indi-
vidual and is based on interests and needs. 
When my daughter was in sixth grade, 
she needed a challenge in mathematics. 

She took a math placement test from 
Calvert School that confirmed the need. 
She was then placed in a seventh-grade 
textbook for math. I wondered how skip-
ping sixth-grade math would affect my 
daughter’s Stanford Achievement Test 
scores. She rose one stanine in her total 
math score, and her interest and moti-
vation in mathematics increased while 
she worked the more challenging prob-
lems. “The evidence is overwhelming that 
acceleration in some of its many forms 
should be included in any comprehensive 
set of services for the gifted. As in any 
provision, when it comes to deciding on 
the best services for a particular student, 
the needs, interests, strengths, and weak-
nesses of the individual are the most 
important information” (Shore, Cornell, 
Robinson, & Ward, 1991, p. 79).
	 Families who home school enjoy 
scheduling flexibility that is impossible 
when students are in a classroom set-
ting. Some home school families begin 
lessons each day promptly at 8 a.m., 
others start at 10 a.m. Each family sets 
its own schedule based on their activities 
and time clocks. Students can spend as 
much time on one subject as they like. 
If students are reading a particularly 
interesting history lesson, they do not 
have to stop after an hour and wait until 
the next day to complete the reading. 
They can finish that chapter and go on 
to the next, if interested. The same is 
true with mathematics: If students need 
more time to grasp a concept, they’ve 
got it. If students are breezing through 
an English lesson, they can complete it 
and move on to another subject. They 
don’t have to do busy work or wait until 
classmates are through to move to the 
next subject.
	 The amount of time to complete a 
set of daily lessons at home is consid-
erably shorter than it takes at school, 
largely because students are self-paced. 
Students can also bring textbooks with 
them and study almost anywhere. My 
children once took their books to the 

beach, studied each morning, and 
explored the ecosystem in the after-
noons. When students finish school-
work, there is plenty of time left in the 
day to study topics of interest, develop 
hobbies, practice instruments, help with 
community service projects, create web 
pages, participate in mentorships, and so 
forth. Like many children, my son had 
an intense interest in computers when 
he was in junior high school. As part of 
his home school day, he independently 
studied computer programming manu-
als and worked with mentors to learn 
what he needed to develop his own web 
page. Thereafter, he served as a mentor 
to online friends who also wanted to 
develop personal web pages.
	 Severe weather, health, and safety 
concerns are minimized when students 
study at home. When students are phys-
ically ill, they can study in their pajamas, 
at a slower pace, or simply rest until they 
feel well enough to tackle a lesson. 

Disadvantages of 
Home Schooling

	 Whenever home schooling is brought 
up, someone invariably states that lack of 
socialization is the number one disad-
vantage to home education. In reality, 
home schooled children are socialized in 
a variety of settings. The public school 
system does not possess the only means 
by which an individual may be social-
ized. “The typical home schooled child is 
regularly involved in 5.2 social activities 
outside the home according to a recent 
study by Brian Ray of the National 
Home Education Institute” (Mattox, 
1999, p. 13A). Children who are home 
schooled interact with others in public 
settings (i.e., libraries, restaurants, the-
aters, churches, clubs, sports teams and 
sporting events, field trips, music, dance 
and art lessons, Scouting, 4-H, and so 
forth). Add to this list interactions with 
family, neighbors, and friends, and one 
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can see the possibilities for social interac-
tion in many arenas with interesting peo-
ple of all ages. Home-schooled students 
develop social confidence with parental 
guidance and support. Generally, par-
ents who home school do not list lack 
of socialization as a disadvantage because 
their children are socialized—just differ-
ently.
	 One disadvantage to home school-
ing is the loss of an income in a fam-
ily. Many home schooled families have 
made a decision to live on a single 
income so that one parent may be dedi-
cated to the task of instruction. Can 
the family manage on one income for 
a sustained period? One mother who 
needed a second income drove a school 
bus and taught her children when she 
came home from her morning route. 
She admitted the difficulty and the 
confinement of the job, yet she believed 
home schooling was best for her chil-
dren and saw the part-time job as a way 
to help her family financially and follow 
through on her commitment. 
	 Some families find home schooling 
confining. “In it’s day-to-day reality, 
home schooling demands not merely 
time and energy, but a sense of direction 
and a plan” (Guterson, 1998, p. 71). 
There is a certain amount of time each 
day that must be set aside for instruction 
and schoolwork. Neighbors who like 
to drop in and visit or friends who like 
to phone regularly have to be invited 
to do so at noninstructional times. 
Unfortunately, I have seen where a child 
elected to return to public school and 
was unprepared because of the parents’ 
lack of commitment to the demands of 
home education. This child fell into the 
hands of caring public school teachers 
who worked to remediate her in the 
areas of weakness. 

How Do Home School 
Students Compare 
to Those Educated 

Publicly and 
Privately?

	 Lawrence M. Rudner, professor at 
the University of Maryland, indepen-
dently compiled a survey for the HSLDA. 
Rudner looked at the achievement test 
scores and demographics of 20,760 
home schooled students in 11,903 fami-
lies (Billups, 1999). According to his 
report, 

On average, home school students 
in grades 1–4 perform one grade 
level higher than their public 
and private school counterparts. 
The achievement gap begins to 
widen in grade 5; by 8th grade 
the average home school student 
performs four grade levels above 
the national average. Another 
significant finding is that stu-
dents who have been home 
schooled their entire academic 
lives have the highest scholas-
tic achievement. The difference 
becomes especially pronounced 
during the higher grades, sug-
gesting that students who remain 
in home school throughout their 
high school years continue to 
flourish in that environment. 
(HSLDA, 1999)

	 Last year, Amanda Leggett, a 
home schooled high school senior, was 
a National Merit Scholar. She chose 
to attend Wheaton College in Illinois 
(M. Leggett, personal communication, 
March 25, 2000). Amanda was home 
schooled for five years beginning in 
eighth grade. She used curricula from A 
Beka, Bob Jones, and some supplements 
from other publishers. In her 11th- and 
12th-grade years, Amanda was dual 

enrolled a junior college where she 
amassed 45 college credits by the time 
she graduated from high school. Mrs. 
Leggett modestly credited Amanda’s 
scholastic success to “internal moti-
vation and emphasis on hard work.” 
While Amanda was active in church, 
she participated in recreational sports 
and other activities. “In the public 
setting there is much too much focus 
on extra curriculars—students come 
home too exhausted to study well in the 
evenings. Students should be alert and 
attentive to studies” (C. Leggett, per-
sonal communication, June 20, 2000).  
Mrs. Leggett was actively involved in 
Amanda’s lessons, using quizzing and 
drills before tests. To prepare for college 
aptitude tests, Amanda used an ACT 
study book and an interactive SAT 
CD-ROM, which she liked because 
it provided immediate feedback and 
tips. Mrs. Leggett stated, “Regardless 
of school arrangement, active paren-
tal involvement is the distinguishing 
characteristic in student success” (C. 
Leggett, personal communication, June 
20, 2000). All around the country, 
similar success stories are popping up. 

How Did Home 
Schooling Affect 

My Family?

	 In May, my son graduated from the 
Alabama School of Mathematics and 
Science in Mobile, AL, a residential high 
school for bright students. He was home 
schooled for two years and skipped a 
grade in the process. This example may 
not demonstrate any advantage to having 
once been home schooled, but perhaps it 
shows no liability in his education or 
socialization. At age 13, my daughter, 
who was home schooled for four years 
and also skipped a grade during that 
time, re-entered public school last fall 
as a ninth grader. She maintained a 
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spot on the A–B honor roll each report-
ing period and was one of the school’s 
athletes, playing on both the school’s 
volleyball and basketball teams.
	 When I was home schooling my chil-
dren, I had a public school educator tell 
me that I would never work for the public 
school system again because of my deci-
sion to home school. I understood her feel-
ings against this form of education because 
I once shared her beliefs. However, she 
was incorrect. I am currently employed as 
a teacher to gifted students. I am a public 
school educator who now has a heart for 
education in all of its forms: public, pri-
vate, home schooling, mentorships, and 
apprenticeships. As an educator, I’ve come 
to realize I do a disservice to my calling to 
only smile on those forms of education 
that authenticate my background. I have 
looked at home schooling from the inside 
and found a movement that helps indi-
vidual students maximize their potential. 
I challenge other educators to become 
informed and supportive of this positive 
alternative in American education. 

How Did Home 
Schooling Affect 
My Public School 

Teaching?

	 Three lessons from my family’s home 
schooling experience can be applied to 
the classroom:
Lesson 1:	 Allow bright students to 

work at their pace, and use 
rapid pacing where appropri-
ate for group lessons.

Lesson 2:	 Provide opportunities for 
students to conduct in-depth 
research in an area of inter-
est.

Lesson 3:	 Most importantly, provide 
opportunities for parents to 
actively participate in stu-
dent learning. 

	 Bright students work faster than 

many of their peers, so allow them to 
work at their own pace and use rapid 
pacing for large-group instruction. Rapid 
pacing is a form of acceleration that takes 
place on a lesson-to-lesson basis. 

Lessons must be paced quickly 
so that students are always reach-
ing and being challenged by new 
ideas. Since gifted students can 
assimilate new ideas rapidly, 
slowly paced classes soon become 
classes where the students grow 
bored and their minds tend to 
wander. (Fleming, 1982, p. 32)

Rapid pacing has been used with math-
ematically precocious students, and it 
has worked well for me in the study of 
short-term thematic minicourses. Rapid 
pacing may require more homework of 
students. 
	 Students are more engaged in learn-
ing when pursuing an area of interest; 
therefore, provide opportunities for stu-
dents to conduct in-depth research in an 
area of their choosing. An interest inven-
tory, such as Renzulli’s Interest-A-Lyzer, 
can be administered to help students 
pinpoint these specific areas (Renzulli 
& Reis, 1985). Time can be found in 
the daily schedule for exploration and 
research by compacting the curriculum. 
Curriculum compacting allows teachers 
to assess students’ knowledge or skills 
in an area prior to instruction so that 
students do not spend time going over 
information they already know. Spelling 
and math are good subjects to compact 
because of the availability of pretest and 
posttest. Reis, Burns, and Renzulli (1992) 
compiled a guide to modify the regular 
curriculum for bright students that is 
helpful for those new to compacting. 
	 While home schooling, I met numer-
ous parents who had an intense need to be 
actively involved in the instructional pro-
cess. Upon re-entering the public school 
classroom, I found the same was true of 
parents who support public education. 

Early in the school year, Greg Corder, a 
pilot with Federal Express,TM and a parent 
of two children in the enrichment pro-
gram, came and asked to be scheduled for 
time to work with students on rocketry. I 
am embarrassed to admit my first fleeting 
thought was, “I’ll see if I can work you in, 
we’ve got a lot planned this year.” Corder 
came and helped my class build and 
launch rockets, and he tirelessly helped 
other classes at the school during a study 
on aerospace. Corder believed so strongly 
that students should be exposed to these 
experiences that he personally funded the 
rocketry kits. Parents want to share their 
expertise—they need only be given the 
opportunity to share.
	 Not all parents want to be front 
and center in the classroom, but all car-
ing parents can be front and center in 
educational practices in the home by 
establishing consistent guidelines that 
can be conveyed through the school.
1.	 Communicate a belief that learning 

is important. Set high expectations 
for students. If students are not 
learning at levels of expectation, 
find out the reason and kindly make 
modifications.

2.	 Meet with teachers to find out how 
to reinforce at home what is being 
taught in the classroom. Be persis-
tent in requests and follow through 
on teacher recommendations.

3.	 Establish a “Homework First” pol-
icy. Outside activities come second. 
This confirms the belief that learn-
ing is important.

4.	 Establish a reading policy. For 
example, students must read at least 
two books a month.

5.	 Turn off the television or, at least, 
limit television and video viewing. 
Turn off or limit video and com-
puter gaming.

6.	 Establish study hours. Use the time 
for drill, recitation, reviewing for 
tests, reading, and as a time for shar-
ing new information learned. When 
all family members participate, this 
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communicates that learning has sig-
nificance that sends a strong mes-
sage to students.

7.	 Establish family fun hours for 
recreational and social activities. 
Make sure lots of laughing is on 
the agenda. This can be as simple 
as playing board games or seeing 
who can create the most unusual 
ice cream sundae—and eat it. This 
builds bonds, establishes trust, and 
creates an environment for sharing. 

	 Please note, in every objective the 
emphasis is on learning, not grades. 
Working for grades is stressful. Learning 
is fun, powerful, and lifelong; parents 
are vital partners in that process. GCT
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