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Chick-fil-A may be on to something. Homeschoolers
are popping up everywhere, moving seamlessly into college
and the workplace, thriving in internships and in entry-
and professional-level jobs. They’re also making a mark as
entrepreneurs.

At New Times Media, publisher of an independent
weekly newspaper in San Luis Obispo, Calif., Tamara
Cohen, a 24-year-old homeschool alumnus, is the youngest
account executive on staff. Bubbly and gregarious, Cohen
does not fit the homeschooler stereotype of bookish intro-
vert. “To succeed in my field, you have to be self-driven
and good at networking,” she says. “In sales, it takes cre-
ativity to learn what’s important to your customer.”

Rebecca Durkee, 24, recently moved from Schroon

Lake, N.Y., to Los Angeles to take a restaurant
chef position. People who learn
that the outgo-

ing, take-charge Durkee was homeschooled are surprised.
g & P
“There’s a stereotype of homeschoolers—that we’re reclu-

sive geeks,” she says. “I’'m not that way at all. ’m extro-

verted, a leader and interact well with others.
Homeschooling has helped me decide what I believe for
myself and not to be afraid to express my views.”

Many who have bad no personal involvement with.
homeschooling think it’s a fringe educational theory prac-
ticed mostly by religious fundamentalists. Indeed, most par-!
ents who homeschool their children are guided at least}
partly by religious principles, and many are evangeliéal
Christians. But some parents who homeschool their children
are Muslims, Orthodox Jews or of other faiths, and still oth-
ers are driven more by secular educational philosophies|'

rather than religion.

As the homeschool movement goes mainstream, it is
converting thousands of parents fed up with perceived
shortcomings fin public education. The number of home-
schooled children has tripled over the past
decade. Those in the first
wave have

graduated,
gone to collelge |
and entered the
workforce, and
now employérs!
are getting their:,
first glimpse of
what homeschool-
ers can do. Anecdo-
tal reports show
that homeschoolers
are thriving. Long
before they get their
first full-time jobs,!
many have accru‘ed‘;
years of experiencef
through apprenticeships, )
part-time employment ‘or
- ‘work in their own enter-|
prises or in their families’
-businesses. ‘
“They’re well-versed in
basic business principles,”
says Gary Knowles, professor
of adult education at the
Ontario Institute of Studies in
Education at the University of



Toronto. Knowles, who has studied home-educated
adults, says, “There’s a sense that if they want to do some-
thing, they can. They have discipline to either run their
own business or become quite focused employees.”

Critics of homeschooling contend that it’s not a well-
rounded education, that its gradu- |
ates lack exposure to real-world
diversity and that they don’t have
social skills needed for success in-an
increasingly team-oriented work
environment.

HR not only must consider such
concerns but also may have to grap-
ple with questions such as how to
evaluate someone who doesn’t hold - . .
a state-issued high school diploma. Also, most home—
schooled students go on to school their own children at
home, creating a greater need for flexible work schedules.
Moreover, homeschool vendors are gearing up to offer
package deals to employers on curricula and materials that
can be added to companies’ benefit packages.

By the Numbers

As many as 1 million children—up from approximately
300,000 in 1988—are being homeschooled. The U.S.
Department of Education’s National Center for Educa-
tional Statistics (NCES) in August released the first-ever
comprehensive study on homeschooling and pegged the
number at 850,000 students in 1999. The actual number
could be almost 17 percent higher or lower, says NCES
statistician Stephen Broughman.

Some observers think there are more than 1 million
homeschoolers. Brian Ray, president of the National
Home Education Research Institute (NHERI), a home
education information and research organization in Salem,
Ore., believes his estimate of 1.2 million to 1.8 million is
reliable. “Homeschool people are very privacy-oriented,
slow to give information to government entities,” he says.
“Because I'm viewed as objective by homeschoolers and
[by] state and federal governments, all are less reticent
about sharing information with me.”

A similar range of figures is put forth by Ron
Packard, CEO of K12, a McLean, Va.-based business
that sells homeschool curricula. The fledgling company,
founded by former Secretary of Education William Ben-
nett, is attracting investors who are convinced there’s
gold in the burgeoning homeschool market. “There are
between 1 [million] and 1.8 million homeschoolers,”

w Extra Online Resources
For more information on homeschooling,
links to homeschooling organizations
and a list of what each state requires
of homeschooling parents, go to the
HR Magazine section of SHRM Online
at www.shrm.org.

Packard says. “Twenty percent are on the fringes—the
‘preach and teach’ faction that want religion embedded
in every subject, and the ‘unschoolers’ who don’t want
any formal education. Neither of these is for us. Our
market is the 80 percent in the middle—religious and
~~—=  secular—who are united in that
they want a great education for
their kids.”

Mitchell Stevens, a professor at
Hamilton College in Clinton, N.Y.,
and author of Kingdom of Chil-
dren: Culture and Controversy in
the Homeschooling Movement
(PUP, September 2001), says even
if homeschoolers total around

850 000 that Would be double the number in charter

schools and “greater than the enrollment in the Chicago
public school system. Homeschooling is a boutique option,
but it’s legitimate.”

Indisputably, it’s an option that families have been
selecting increasingly over the past 30 years. In the 1970s,
there were 15,000 home-educated children. According to
Ray and others, the total will increase 7 percent to 12 per-
cent per year. Growth in recent years has been fueled by
“violence, health issues and dissatisfaction with public
education,” says Laura Derrick, president of the National
Home Education Network (NHEN), a national advocacy
group in Austin, Texas.

What Happens All Day?

The issue for HR professionals will be how to evaluate the
type of education a homeschooled applicant received.
While some states mandate that homeschoolers submit
curricula for approval, keep logs of subjects covered each
year and have students take regular standardized tests,
others leave it completely to the discretion of the parents.

Homeschool families typically start out relying on
established curricula or trying to replicate public school as
they recall it. As they get more comfortable, they adjust,
settling into a modus operandi more their own. Parents
who lack expertise in a particular subject may find another
parent or a tutor to provide instruction, or they may have
the student enroll in a community college or correspon-
dence course or school online.

“At some point, every homeschooling parent hits a
brick wall,” says Cafi Cohen, author of Homeschoolers’
College Admissions Handbook (Prima Publishing, 2000)
and a parent of two homeschoolers now in their 20s and
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working. “None of us has the expertise to do it all, but we
do have the expertise to be good networkers, to find peo-
ple who do have the skills and are enthusiastic about
teaching,” Cohen says. “My job was to help uncover
options, and there are a lot of them,” including correspon-
dence schools, community resources and now the Internet.

Because of homeschooling, Cohen says, “our kids got
so far ahead. What it takes a school seven or eight hours
to do, we were able to do in an hour and a half. We'd do
academics for three hours a day and be finished, including
Cohen says her children
could decide how to use their free time,

any homework assignments.”
“except they
My son got a
private pilot’s license; my daughter earned money to study
abroad in Australia. Both signed on for volunteer work
and paying jobs, and as a result, they had a pretty good

couldn’t watch TV or mindless videos. ...

sense of the work world before they hit college age.”

Joe Jeffcoat operates a Chick-fil-A restaurant in Colum-
bia, S.C. His wife, Carla, does most of the day-to-day
instruction of the seven of their 10 children still at home.
Her teaching day starts at 8 a.m. and usually ends at 1:30,
followed by another hour for.grading and organizing the
curriculum. Joe teaches math and science about two hours
each week. He’s a graduate of Kennesaw Junior College—
now Kennesaw State University—near Atlanta. Carla
graduated from Rockmont College in Denver with a major
in music. One of the three Jeffcoat daughters who com-
pleted homeschooling is a composer and piano teacher,
another is an artist and painter who’s also an assistant
manager -at Chick-fil-A, and the third teaches writing for
homeschoolers.

John Notgrass, 22, graduated from his family’s home-
school in 1997 in Cookeville, Tenn. Like many families
undertaking homeschooling, his began by replicating a
traditional curriculum. “We got burned out because we
tried too hard to copy the public school method at
home,” Notgrass says. “Then we relaxed and developed
our own approaches. We are believers in Christ but take
a less formal approach than many evangelicals. We
believe in having the family learn together.” Besides
being homeschooled, Notgrass has taken high school,
college and correspondence courses and has studied sub-
jects such as physics and calculus on his own. He scored
a combined 1510 out of a possible 1600 on his SATs.
Homeschoolers average 60 points higher than other stu-
dents on verbal and math SATs, according to the U.S.
Department of Education. In 1997, Notgrass joined his
parents to form the Notgrass Co., which writes and sells
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curricula in Tennessee histof:y for homeschooling fami-
lies. He handles the firm’s finances and web site.

Molly Pestinger, who was homeschooled and is a grad-
uate of Evergreen State College in Olympia, Wash., where
she studied social services, is part of a team of 10 profes-
sionals who staff a group home for teenage girls. She says
her mother based her homeschooling on a variation of
unschooling—a term referring to those who direct their
own education, also called interest-initiated learning. “I
had to use textbooks to meet college requirements,” she

»il

says, “but otherwise my mom let me take respon31b111ty
for my education. She was a helpmate and féllow learner. j

Pestinger says homeschooling helped her become se;lf
reliant. “It’s made me realize that if there’s something 11

peed to learn, I have to figure out how to do it.” b

The Socialization Controversy
Critics of homeschooling argue that it isolates children at
home with their families, thereby stifling their ability to’
interact effectively with the diverse world around them
and leaving them inadequately prepared for the working
world. “There are a few stories and cases that bear wit-
ness to that,” says Knowles. “But most modern home,
educators are involved in their communities and partici-
pate in a wide range of activities. If you went to a confer-
ence where these people meet, you’d see these kids are
very.capable.” |
“Homeschooling doesn’t mean you’re locking your
kid up every.day,”
there are support groups, gym classes [and] socials. Kids"
often are involved in part-time jobs [and are] active in

sociologist Stevens says. “Typ1ca|lly|

church groups.”

»

“It’s basically a non-issue,” adds Greg Cizek, associate
professor of educational research at the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill. “If anything, research shows that
because parents are so sensitive to the charge, they expose
them to so many activities.” )
Says homeschool alumnus. Durkee: “My parents Wéreg'
overly sensitive to the socialization thing. We did art a'nd],
physical education; I was in 4-H. I had a good mix 0£|
friends, including those who :went to public schools. YVe‘
went to the mall, the movies ... did things all kids do.” | li
The Washington, D.C.-based National Education Asso-
ciation (NEA), the largest teachers’ union and perhaps the
most vocal critic of homeschooling, contends that home-
education advocates are too dismissive of the socialization
benefits provided by public schools. The NEA went on
record with a resolution opposing homeschooling, saying



such programs
cannot provide
students with a
comprehensive edu-
cation experience.

“Too often miss-
ing from the debate
on homeschooling,”
says NEA spokesper-
son Melinda Anderson,
“are the benefits that
public schools provide
children, like educating
children to live and work
in a global society where
they will have to interact
with people from different
races, backgrounds and ethnic
groups. This is best taught by
experience... and public
schools provide such experi-
ences. Public schools also offer
students the chance to sharpen
skills required in today’s job mar-
ket, like problem solving in cooper-
ative groups.”

No two public schools are alike,
homeschoolers argue. “We tend to
overemphasize the civilizing impact of
conventional schools,” Stevens says.
“The typical school is not a haven of ®
diversity. Public schools are widely segre-
gated by class and race.”

To counter the socialization argument, some home-
school parents seek to have their children take part in pub-
lic schools’ extracurricular activities. The NEA is against
such participation, and it appears that most school dis-
tricts also oppose it. The NCES reported that only 28 per-
cent of homeschool parents in its survey said their public
schools offered extracurricular activities to homeschoolers,
21 percent reported they can get curriculum support and
23 percent said they’re offered books and materials. The
percentages of homeschool families that took advantage of
these opportunities were substantially lower.

Workplace Implications
When Ray, who once taught science in the public school
system, is asked to describe homeschooled students for

prospective employers,
he paints a picture that’s almost too good
to be true: “Self-starters, reliable and creative, intellectu-
ally prepared, better than average, read voraciously,
watch TV less.”

At the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in Wash-
ington, D.C,, Larfy Turner, senior scientist in the Office of
Pesticide Programs, supervised a college intern last summer
who was homeschooled. “He had a level of maturity well
beyond what we would expect of someone his age,” Turner
says. “He had the ability to organize things, to think inde-
pendently and to think out of the box.”

David Poe, 23, a rocket engineer at the Atlantic
Research Corp. in Gainesville, Va., was homeschooled
through high school in an evangelical Christian home.
Poe spent two years at George Mason University, living
at home, and then moved on to Virginia Tech, where he
graduated with a degree in mechanical engineering. His
boss, Rob Black, manager of ballistics, didn’t know Poe
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was homeschooled before hiring him. The bottom line
for Black, an aerospace engineer, is results. “David is
typical of the engineers that work here,” he says. “He’s
a self-starter; he’s intelligent, good with math and is a
logical thinker. He works in teams as well as anyone
with his experience.”

The Paper Trail
Employers who require job applicants to produce state-
certified high school diplomas will have to decide how
to handle homeschool applicants with diplomas that
often are generated by parents. How do you know if
they’re on the level?

“There has to be some kind of objective measure-
ment,” argues Andrea Edwards, vice president of market-
ing at Staffmark in Fayetteville, Ark., a staffing company
with 250 offices nationwide. “We ask for a high school
diploma or an equivalent. It could be a GED [general
equivalency diploma] or some other test that proves you
have mastered the equivalent of a certified high school
diploma.”

Requiring the GED as an equivalent to a diploma for
employment rankles Chris Klicka, senior counsel at
the Homeschool Legal Defense Associa-
tion (HSLDA), a Purcellville, Va.,
organization that has led legal batiles
to legitimize homeschooling. Judge
people by what they can do, not by
pieces of paper, he urges. “The GED is
for dropouts; it carries a stigma,” adds

Klicka, who also is the author of Home-
schooling: The Right Choice (Loyal Publish-
ing, 2000). “There shouldn’t be any stigma
attached to home education.”

Patricia Lines, a former U.S. Department of
Education researcher and now a senior fellow
at the Discovery Institute, a Seattle-based public
policy organization, disagrees. “Homeschoolers
are aware of what they need to do to meet diplo-
ma standards. Some enroll in correspondence
schools that are licensed to grant certified degrees;
many prepare portfolios that demonstrate their com-
petence; others take the GED. I don’t count the GED
as discriminatory. It’s an easy way for a homeschooler
to satisfy the diploma requirement.”
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One untapped labor source consists of parents who
homeschool.. Homeschool advocates say parents could
work part time if employers supported their schedules.
Flextime, reduced schedules, requests for permission to
use the computer to chat and instruct—all would help.
Home teaching with online support, advocates are quick
to point out, need not be a full-time venture; some may
choose to supplement public schooling with part-time
home education. |

Quality Control ‘ , ;i
At Chick-fil-A, the proof is in the batter, so to speak. The
company recruits homeschoolers, finding their work e%hicl-:;
and personal qualities an unbeatable combination. ]effc%')at?,I
the Chick-fil-A operator in Columbia, has employed 75
homeschoolers over the past 13 years. Currently, 10 of his
100 workers are homeschoolers, ages 15 and 16. He readi-
ly admits he favors homeschoolers. “People
assume they will be socially handi-
capped because they’ve
been home-

their




bound. but it's just the opposite.™ Jetfeoat savs, “They hase
a good sense of humor and know how ro act. Lots of kids
have trouble with judgment, differentiatung what's appro-
priate behavior in the work environment and on the ball
ficld. Not these kids, They're stable and mature, good ream
plavers and Tikelv to stand ap for what they think is righe.”

In the tinal analves, it vou're hiring, homeschoolers
may be a good mvestment. Curtting through the sterco-
tvpes, Liness who has studied the movement for many
vears, perhaps save ic bests I T dido’t know anvehing
about somcone other than their cducarion
hackground. I'd rather hop into a
foxhole with a home-

\(Ilut)l }\ld

; make the fg ent that a chsd wvth comp ter access can get marey; -

than onc from public school, The homeschool kid will
be a licte better educated and dependable. Ie's just the

law of averages.” @

Robert | Grossman, a contributing ediror of HR
Magazine, is a Lueyer and a professor of nai-

agenent stindies at Marist College in

Poughkeepsie. NUY.
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The Pestmger famrty in 01 ympia, Wash., has wnnessed the evo-

ution. “Ten years ago. when we started homeschooling, the com-

, :fvmunity was divided between the very teligious Christian groups and
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