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~ example, might spend a few
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Unschooled

kids learn what
they want —
no cumculum
no homework
‘r.no tests

e

: Unlike hdme—‘schooling, ‘where parents:follow

provincial curriculums, unschooling means

STACEY STEIN

Sl

A s kids actoss the co'uhtryr
. A gear up for another school
year in pursuit of an A aver-

age, a parallel universe exists
where kids don’t do homework,
don’t take tests and don’t Worry
about grades.

 For acolytes of unschoohng, s
- kids call the shots and direct their

own learning. There’s no r1g1d
structure, no provincially pre-

scribed curriculum and no bell at.
the end of the day. An unschooled
‘kid with a preternatural interest

in the Jurassic' Period, for

weeks learning about every smgle
dinosaur of that era.

. “Inanutshell, [unschooling] is
. letting the learner choose what

they learn, when they learn, how
they learn and where theyleamn,”
says Judy Arnall, president of the

- Unschooling Canada Association.
‘The Calgary author’s latest book,

Unschooling to University, pub-
lished by Professional Parenting
Canada and set to hit bookstores

" in late September, follows the

trajectory of 30 unschooled chil-

dren who entered or graduated ,

from postsecondary institutions.
Unschooling is different from

home-schooling, where parents

follow the provincial curriculum.

As with home-schooling, it is le-

gal across Canada, although pro-
vincial registration regulations
vary. For the most part, parents

B i

- letting pupils choose What when, how
: and Where they 1earn

. are only required to notify or reg-

ister with the school board at the
beginning of the year.

~ Unschooling is not without lts :
- crities, who contend this un-

orthodox approach to education
leaves room for knowledge gaps,

- doesn’timpart higher-level learn-
‘ing and can shut kids off from

certain career paths, especially in
math and science, if parents
blithely allow children to avoid
subjects that don’t interest them.
‘Ms. Arnall refutes this type of

thinking. Having unschooled her
-own five children, who range in

age from 16 to 27, she counters
that at least half the kids profiled
in her book pursued careers in
STEM (science, technology, engl—
neering and math).

Iwo of Ms. Arnall’s children
work in STEM fields - one in
computer science and the other
in bioscience, and another child

is in university majoring in

biology and chemistry. While
hard stats are difficult to come by
- no educational or other regula-

tory body tracks the number of

unschoolers - the Unschooling
Canada Association = Facebook

group has 1,500 members, up
from about 1,000 members last

year, according to Ms. Arnall. The
association has representatlves in
every province and territory,
from Nunavut to Newfoundland.

-So what is unschooling like for
“these who practice it?  Four

parents shared their experiences
with The Globe and Mail.




LARA AND MARK ONABA

- Children: Denzel, 6,
and Jazlyn, 2
Location: Burnaby, B.C.

No two days are the same for Lara
Onaba’s children. A trip to the
grocery store may include a math

lesson by comparing the prices of -

organic versus non- organic pro-

duce, Ms. Onaba explains. Skip-

ping stones can turn into a lesson
-about angles and velocity.

“There’s no blanket of, ‘Our

days must start at 9 and must in-
clude writing and math, ” says

Ms.Onaba, an entrepreneur who

runs a property-management
company and tow- truck compa-
-ny with her husband. “We don’t
have those
- ‘musts’.in our days.”

When a topic sparks six- year-’

old Denzel’s interest, he’ll learn
more about it online by using Siri
or voice-to-text, since he can’t yet

requirements of .

‘read. (Unschooling families oftén

point to educational resources
online that make it easier than
ever for kids to self direct their
learning.)

When a topic sparks .
six-year-old Denzel's
.inferest, he'll learn more
about it online by using
Siri or voice-to-text since
“he can't yet read.\

“I know he learns a lot better
and retains a lot more informa-
tion for longer when it’s a topic ei-
ther he’s chosen himself or he’s
interested in,” Ms. Onaba said

during ‘a recent camping trip,
adding they’re often on the move.

“We make an effort to go to so

- many places and do so many

things so that he’s introduced to

ideas that maybe plant seeds for

_-school, but this changed after
~ they attended a conference in
- New York about unschooling

_ continue to be unschooled, just

sisted having his parents’ way of

him for later.” :

- Ms. Onaba says she and her
husband had originally thought
about sending Denzel to private

when Denzel was 3. Rather than
enter Grade 1 this fall, Denzel will

as he has been during his pre-
school and kindergarten years.
Ms. Onaba says Denzel has re-

doing things imposed on him, so
“rather than push against a brick
wall, you just go with it, and it’s a
lot easier this way.” She feels un-
schooling does a better job of fos-
tering kids’ analytical capabilities
and problem-solving abilities, de- ,
scribing - traditional school as o
“top-down” education. ]

. “If you don’t categorize it as
school work and youjust think of
it as living, then there’s no oppor-
tunity tohave a negative relatlon-
ship with it.”




ROBYN AND ZANDER ROBERTSON

Children: Ronan, 12,

and Zahra, 9

Location: A farm in northern Al-
berta, a little more than an hour
.oﬁm_am Om Grande Em_nm

2:% Robyn Wocmﬁwos_w kids:
. werein Grade1 and EEoH..wEmmT
garten, she pulled them out part-
_way through the wn_poo_, year to
- travel abroad. ,
* While spending six months in
Jamaica, where she has family, .
~ Ms. Robertson, home-schooled

“het kids, intendingto enroll them

back in their Edmonton area pri-

vate school upon the family’s re-

turn to Canada.

‘She began with mﬁEQE.mm.

days, setting a timer while Ronan

"~ and Zahra focused on mcw_moﬁw for

set periods of time.

“With kids and mo:ooﬂ;,mbg wnu

 tivities and sports, we were 59.\2
home, it was always rush, rush,
g0, 20, you got to get up in the

morning,” says Ms. Robertson,

- who previously worked in mar-

keting and outreach at the same

school her children attended but
is now devoted full-time Scs. ‘

w%oo_:_m. : ;
While in Jamaica, “I started
 seeing that the times when they
were learning the most were the
times when we were not doing
' structured activities,” she adds.

- ,.Hrmwm‘ 10w we eventually got to

ssmorco:um - I slowed down on

the structure and let EEmwmoS a

lot more? . .
Although she QOmmz,ﬁ mo:osﬂ a

set curriculum, Ms. Robertson

will engage in “strewing,” which

she describes mw.,mb,ESScos 8 :

learning. :
_It’s a no-pressure way for un-

‘schooling parents to Eﬂ\om:nﬂ
'something new to their children
_or encourage kids to delve further

into a subject of interest by plac-

ing various items (such as books,

games or other materials) around
the house. Foes

- “The whole dayi is ao:m_aﬁ.mm a

learning day, so were going to

talk about math during the day,

. and we're going to reflect it in our
real life” For example, cooking
and baking may include talk
about fractions, multiplication.

‘and division.

“I want my kids to understand
that math is not just a textbook,”
explains. Ms. Robertson, who
plans to unschool  her kids
throughout - their high-school

_years, while maintaining they’re
‘welcome to go back to traditional

school if they want. She adds that
kids lose accountability when

they are ocmu::m orders @oB\

teachers. L
“It’s not the child ﬁ&abm @9?

sonal responsibility for their'

learning,” she says. “That’s the
biggest goal for us.”




MARC DELAGE

AMELIE DELAGE AND ETIENNE GODARD FLAMAND

Children: Elias, 10, Léonard, 10, and Félix, 7
. Location: Montreal ‘

Amélie Delage decided to unschool her kids while doing research for
‘her PhD dissertation on the power dynamlcs between parents and
children.
“I was starting to quesnon how we raise our chlldren and how they
learn,” she says. This led her to question the traditional school model.
“Unschooling seemed so much more aligned with my pohtlcal val-
ues and having a more egalitarian relationship in learning, and giving
more freedom and autonomy for children to actually make meaning-

ful decisions about their lives,” says Ms. Delage, a PhD candidate in

political science at York University in Toronto.

While she tries to ensure her children aren’t too behmd what klds"

their age are learning in formal school, Ms. Delage also avoids i 1mpos-
ing anything on them.

“The desire to do something comes from them ” she says addmg :

her twin sons are interested in becoming engineers, which has led to
more of an interest in math. “I see my role as being there to provide
. them with the resources. ... I don’t see myself as a teacher who tells
them what to do all the tlme We solve problems together.”:

Ms. Delage describes her family’s approach to unschooling as pro-
ject-based - her kids often have several projects on the go, to the point
- where they asked for an agenda to organize their time so that they
could complete more prOJects She says working on projects for ex-
tended periods of time mirrors how people functionin the Workplace

' “You're always working on specific projects, instead of just 15 min-
utes on different subjects and changing subjects a lot;” she says.

‘4 Ms. Delage says that despite

 unschooling’s many benefits, it
_can be tough when her “free-

range” kids get the side-eye from

~ neighbours if they’re out midday
during the week.

“It's hard in the neighbour-
hood for them to roam freely in
the street because they get inter-
cepted - ‘What are you doing?

You’re supposed to be in school:

Why are you in the street?” ” she

' says

Taunts have also been an is-

sue.

“A few" ~ other  [formally
schooled] kids told them they’re
not learning anything, so some-
times they question it, if they're
learning enough,” she says. “It’s
not a big deal, but for now that
would be the major drawback -
when Kkids said that to them it
kind of bothered them a bit.”

‘Ms. Delage says if her children -
want to go to a traditional high

* school, she would be fine with

this. Every year, she asks her chil-
dren if they want to switch to for-
mal schooling, but so far, they

. don’t have an interest in it.
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