No grades,
classrooms
or rules for
children
“Living life is learning,”
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unsc OO unschooling is that the world
: becomes your learning space.”

Self-directed education gar-
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But as the still-small move-
ment grows thanks to Inter-
net chatter and conferences,
critics say there is little evi-
dence the process actually
produces a better educated
adult. There are fears kids
may be getting a substan-
dard education as curricula
is tossed by the wayside, that
they won’t be equipped for
life in the real world, that
they won’t have friends the
way students in high school
do. Some grown unschoolers,
though positive about it over-
all, admit they’ve at times
longed to be just like the
other kids, with big groups
of friends and a more regi-
mented path to post-second-
ary studies.

The concept emerged in the
late 1960s after New England-
born homeschooling cham-
pion and educator John Holt,
a scholar who felt he didn’t
learn the things he needed

~ to know in life while attend-
. ing private school, wrote his
- preeminent unschooling tome

How Children Fail, a book that
fixed blame squarely on the
schools themselves. The mes-
sage resonated with parents
interested in freeing their chil-
dren from what they saw as
a stifling and hollow institu-
tion, breaking away from the
typical ranks of homeschool-
ers who tended to be religious
and felt the home was a better,
less distraced venue for learn-
ing. Today, unschoolers are
classified as homeschoolers by
the government, so children
are still considered legally
educated.

In most provinces, parents
have to notify the local school
board in writing to say they’re
homeschooling their child.
From there, the laws differ. In
Ontario, for example, parents
are legally obligated to pro-
vide “satisfactory instruction,”
though it’s rare for board or
ministry of education officials
to check in, Dr. Ricci said. (The
province's Memorandum 131
on Home Schooling says they
will ipvestigate if there’s rea-
son to believe that standard
isn’t being met.) While the
form asks if the parent plans
to follow the Ontario curricu-
lum, it doesn’t force them to.
In Alberta, homeschool takes
the form of a8 “parent direct-
ed program,” and a certified
teacher checks in on families
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games and Lego often count).
In British Columbia, a par-
ent just has to tell the school
board the kids are homes-
chooling and it’s relatively
hands-off from there.

An estimated 100,000 stu-
dents are homeschooled in
Canada today, and advocates
peg the percentage of those
unschooled at about 10%.

Pam Laricchia, a 45-year-
old mother of three in Erin,
Ont., has been unschooling
her children Joseph, 19, Lissy,
17 and Michael, 13, since pull-
ing them out of school just
after March Break in 2002, a
point at which she felt regular
school just wasn’t working.
She started with homeschool-
ing, as many parents do, but
soon abandoned the work-
books when she saw her kids
were learning more from vol-
unteering and following their
own curiousities. They learn
financial literacy by buying
things at the store. They learn
history and English by read-
ing books.

People tend to mistake un-
schooling for unparenting, she
said, with many thinking par-
ents just let their unschooled
kids run around wild.

“Unschooling parents are
very involved with their kids,
not in a helicoptery control-
ling way ... but from under-
neath, very supportive of
whatever they're interested in
pursuing and helping them
expand their horizons around
what they're interested in,”
she said. “I wouldn't say it's
laissez-faire.”

Unschooled children tend
not to rebel because there are
no rules to break, Ms. Laric-
chia said, adding they know
what kind of behaviour is so-
cially expected.

Anita Roy, a parent of three
unschooled boys in Nanoose
Bay on Vancouver Island, says
her children —now aged 21,
19 and 18 — are worldly and
perceptive, A big part of their
education is travel — the fam-
ily has taken trips to India and
Europe. Her son Kian, 18, went
to Mexico by himself.

“Some people have this cli-
ché that if your kid didn’t go
to school that you locked them
up in the basement,” she said.
“[My sons are] the antithesis
of that”

They meet friends who
g0 to school through soccer,
music lessons and other activ-
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her school-attending friends.

While much of the response
to the Toronto family's gen-
der-masking experiment has
elicited gasps, Ms. Roy says
she sees where they're coming
from. The move encapsulates
a lot of the tenets of unschool-
ing: self-exploration, question-<
ing society’s norms, defying
conformity.

Although they don’t get
grades on projects or pass
tests and exams, many un-
schoolers do pursue univer-
sity — and tend to do quite
well. Judy Arnall, a parenting
speaker and author in Calgary
who has unschooled all five of
her children, said her 18-year-
old son just finished his first
year of engineering courses at
Memorial University in New-
foundland. He took five Grade
12 level courses so he could
prove he'd be able to tackle
university courses. Other post-
secondary schools require

- Unschooling
parents are very
involved, notin a
helicoptery way

students to pass a standard-
ized test and an interview or
provide a portfolio in lieu of a
grade transcript.

Many high-school-age
unschoolers choose to start
formal studies —either at
home or in traditional school
—when they realize it might
help them get the career they
want, Ms. Arnall said.

And though they often have
very deep knowledge in cer-
tain areas, there can be gaps.
Ms. Arnall admits one of her
daughters may never learn
about physics or chemistry be-
cause her passion is writing.

“That’s OK, but having
sald that, now with Internet,
there's a broad amount of in-
formation available,” she said.

Toronto’s new unschooling
private school will be an al-
ternative for parents who can't
be at home to facilitate their
children’s learning. Kristin
Simpson, a co-founder of the
Reach Sudbury School of To-
ronto — named after a Massa-
chusetts school that pioneered
democratic education — said
the school will be run with

and policies. There's struc-
tured learning and completely
free-learning —whatever each
child and their family think
works best. “Facilitators” work
as mentors, guiding students
in whatever subject they're
pursing. You want to learn
fractions? Grab a facilitator
and they'll teach you.

The school will be a reincar-
nation of The Beach School,
which closed down in 2008
due to lack of funds. When it
shuttered, a majority of the
students went to traditional
school.

“Many had never taken a
math class and suddenly they
were in Grade 11 and had to
figure out what they’d do to
catch up,” said Ms. Simpson,
who taught there. “For the
ones I knew, they certainly
had the skills to be able to ask
questions when they didn't
know something and kept ask-
ing questions until they got
help they needed.”

Paige Fisher, a university-
college professor at Vancou-
ver Island University who has
worked with unschooled kids,
said that while many are in-
deed inquisitive and dedicat-
ed, some lack the cooperation
and communication skills
that school-attending stu-
dents have honed since kin-
dergarten. She's fascinated by
the drive some parents have to
give their kids a curricula-free
education. I

“There's the really anti-es-
tablishment parents and then
there's the super mega right-
wing parents who don't want
their kids exposed to evolution
and so on,” she said. “It's pretty
complex, you can't break them
down into them all being the
same.”

The unschooling parents
are what Charles Ungerleider
of the University of British Col-
umbia calls “romantic homes-
choolers” — motivated by the
ideals extolled by French phil-
osopher Jean-Jacques Rous-
seau, who said children should
be left to develop without any
real direction.

But children do need to_

learn under the influence of
others, need to function fully
in a world outside their home,
said the education professor.
“That is, indeed, one of
the many strengths of public
schooling,” he said. “You learn
that under the guidance of
someone who is well prepared

Unschaolers may not he
giving today’s school system
enough credit, he said —it isn’t
a mindless world that only val-
ues grades. “The majority of
teachers do cultivate curious-
ity”

More questions about un-
schooling come to him: When :
does the youngster begin to
establish independence from :
the parent? Children should :
be able to reference their prior
knowledge and experience and :
chart progress —how does one |
do that without grades? Aren't :
you just making it harder for :
your son or daughter to catch :
up in the future? ’-

“I would be worried about :
the diversity of experience :
provided to the youngster,” |
Prof. Ungerleider said. More .
research needs to be done on :
the long-term effects of un-
schooling, he said, though Dr.
Ricei says studies have found
homeschool kids do better on ;
SAT tests and rank better in ;
citizenship than their school-
going peers.

If you want true evidence,
just talk to grown unschool- :
€rs, parents say. ‘

Ms. Roy’s son Zaman said :
he is glad he was raised un-
schooled. He enrolled in-
Grade 11 at age 15 just to check :
out the scene, and found the :
atmosphere far from rich. He
also struggled to learn some
of the algebra and physics, he :
said, but he got a tutor and all :
‘Was well, §

“1 think there was a couple -
times | questioned [unschool- :
ing), briefly and socially, just :
because it was shocking to :
go into high school,” the 21-
year-old musician said. “But
after awhile [ realized how
the whole thing worked.”
Questions like *Do you not
have any friends?” nagged
at him, but quickly rolled off
his back. He made even more
friends and the experience
just went into his repertoire
of uthers.

Meanwhile, Karina Ricei's
older sister Annabel has
chosen to attend school —
she's eight and just finishing
Grade 2.

Was her dad disappointed
when she chose that path of
education?

“Well of course, given my
philosophy and the way | see |
school,” be said. “But that's her |
choice” '
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