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We’ll be digging deeply into

the subject of play . . .

its benefits for all

ages, ways to

encourage it,
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reviews of

games and

resources.
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“Play is more than just fun. Plenty of

play in childhood makes for happy, smart

adults – and keeping it up can make us

smarter at any age.”

~ Stuart Brown

(The Neuroscience of Play)

Coming soon!
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From the Editor’s Desk

Learning Happens

Learning-by-doing has emerged as one of the

themes of this issue. That’s not surprising, of

course, since experiential learning one of the foun-

dations of unschooling. But grasping exactly what that means is one of

the difficult aspects of deschooling ourselves in order to trust our chil-

dren to learn. That’s because hands-on, active learning likely made up a

tiny fraction of our own school-based educations.

Not understanding hands-on learning is also at the root of a classic

concern/criticism about life learning: “What if my child doesn’t choose

to learn math?” But that’s the issue, see. A child who lives and learns

without schooling doesn’t have to choose to learn math! Learning math

is a notion created and perpetuated by a group of adult experts who

think that children need to be taught certain things – like it or not, for

their own good. And, really, the question is more about being taught

math than learning it – and one doesn’t necessarily follow the other.

Life learning children are busy living life in all its complicated glory;

that’s why we use the term “life learning”! They are pursuing their curi-

osity and interests, being involved in family tasks and decisions, discov-

ering, questioning, and exploring. Along the way, they are learning, but

that’s not the focus, not what they’re choosing to do. They are choosing

to ride a horse, play a computer game, catch butterflies, design a

website, build a LEGO marble chute, write a short story, volunteer to

paint sets with a local theater group, collect and study rocks, garden,

bake a cake, divide up a pizza (as one of our articles illustrates), play the

guitar, attend a public meeting, help their parents with household ac-

tivities, climb a tree, learn to hunt for whales (as another of our articles

illustrates), dismantle a broken clock, or simply lie on the grass watch-

ing the clouds.

And while doing all of that and more, our kids are learning math, sci-

ence, languages, geography, economics, health, philosophy, history,

the arts, and much more…as well as lots of important life skills. They

don’t need to choose to learn; they just do – in a hands-on way. (That,

by the way, is also how we adults learn, as you’ll be reminded in this is-

sue.)

There is so much more in this issue to read and think about, including

how life learning’s hands-on nature can help one develop a sense of

place. And the next one will is shaping up to be very meaty as well.

Thanks to everyone who has volunteered their families’ stories about

participating in the life of their communities, we’ll be burying, once and

for all, that old criticism that home educated kids

are hidden away at home!
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“Reading What Really Matters is like sitting under the kitchen table

and eavesdropping on a conversation about the true essence of

learning and education. If you want to get a deep feeling for the es-

sence of schooling and homeschooling, read this book!”

Jerry Mintz, Director, Alternative Education Resource Organization

“Magnificent, profound beyond words, and a delight to read...This book

is David’s apex (so far).”

Jeffrey L. Fine, Ph.D., Co-Author, The Art of Conscious Parenting

"If I could recommend only one book for familiarizing oneself with the

joys and unique possibilities within homeschooling, this would have to

be the one."

Lillian Jones, creator of BestHomeschooling.org, mother of a happy

and successful homeschool grad, and longtime volunteer for HSC,

the HomeSchool Association of California

Two veteran home education advocates

discuss what learning is really all about.

Buy now in print or e-book format

www.NaturalLifeBooks.com

What Really Matters
by David H. Albert & Joyce Reed

http://www.NaturalLifeBooks.com


“Society’s zeal to push reading has resulted in a

huge number of people who find the expression

‘reading for pleasure’ to be an oxymoron.”

Ruthe Friedner Matilsky

in an article Reading When You’re Ready

from the book Life Learning: Lessons from the educational frontier

(The Alternate Press/Life Media, 2008)
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How do we learn to make our way through the

world? How do we learn responsibility to-

wards other humans and towards the natural

world around us? How do we continue to enhance

our knowledge of the world through the course of

our lives?

In 2002, I went to the Canadian Arctic to under-

take research for a PhD in social anthropology. I

was interested in the role of the sea in the life of an

Inuit community. Little did I realize that questions

about embodied knowledge and skill, and about

learning to be a respectful and responsible human

being, would lie at the heart of what I discovered

over the ensuing decade. And, in discovering how

Inuit learn about the world around them, I was

given the opportunity to reflect on how I learn as I

move through life.

Learning by Doing

Anthropologists don’t like to ask direct ques-

tions. We shy away from surveys and statistics. In-

stead we immerse ourselves in our chosen field of

study, learning by doing, and learning though our

bodies as much as our heads. Our method is

known as “participant observation,” but the an-

thropologist Clifford Geertz best captures what we

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com

Learning about herself, and about life and learning, while living in an

Arctic community has provided some insight, years later, into how her

unschooled daughters learn experientially.

Learning by Doing:
Lessons From my Inuit Teachers

By Martina Tyrrell

http://www.LifeLearningMagazine.com


do with the phrase “deep hanging out.” In order to

satisfy our intellectual curiosity, and to answer the

questions that keep us awake at night, we live

amongst the people we are studying, learning their

language, living in their homes, working and playing

alongside them. We are like children, learning basic

life skills from our hosts. And in the course of learn-

ing, we often discover that the questions we have

are not necessarily the most important or interest-

ing ones. Our conversations with our hosts, often

taking place in the course of working or relaxing to-

gether, give us an insight into local interests and

concerns. The people we have come to study be-

come our teachers, our friends and, if we are very

lucky, our families.

So it was that in 2002 I flew into Arviat, a town

of two thousand people, on the west coast of Hud-

son Bay, for one year of immersive “deep hanging

out.” I had already lived in the town for a year be-

tween 2000 and 2001, volunteering at the local el-

ementary school. It was while volunteering that

my curiosity and interest in the sea developed, and

I wanted to learn more about the sea as a social,

cultural, and spiritual space. After a year of read-

ing and planning and formulating my research

questions at a Scottish university, I was ready.

Immersed in the Life of the Sea

For twelve months, I lived in Arviat, leaving only

once on a two week visit to another community

farther north. In order to learn about the relation-

ship between Inuit and the sea, I had to immerse

myself in the life of the sea. Inuit rely on the sea for

food, clothing, and for psychological nourishment.

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com

Frank and Martha were two of the people

with whom the author did some “deep

hanging out” in the Canadian Arctic.
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The sea permeates the life of the community. Rela-

tionships and identity are expressed through hunt-

ing and fishing, in the making and sharing of food

and clothing procured from the sea, in celebration,

and in the maintenance and repair of hunting equip-

ment.

I spent the year hanging out with a purpose

with hunters. I went seal hunting on the sea ice in

winter and on the open water in fall; and beluga

whale hunting, arctic char fishing, and mussel

picking in summer. I learned how to soften and

sew seal skins to make mittens and boots. I was a

novice in all these things, but through the course

of the year I learned to handle boats, to drive

snowmobiles and quad bikes, to set fishing nets

and fire rifles, to cut and scrape and sew. I learned

to skin and flense and butcher the animals I as-

sisted in hunting. And I learned to read the

weather, to understand the behavior of animals,

and to respond to the subtle non-verbal cues of

the hunters I accompanied.

It was a steep learning curve. Deep in winter my

fingers and toes ached with cold as I stood on the

floe edge in -20°C temperatures. In summer, I

flensed belugas and checked fishing nets while po-

lar bears prowled nearby. My muscles ached from

long days on quad bikes and from skinning and

butchering our harvest, and my fingers stung from

cleaning fishing nets in cold salt water. I learned

through bodily practice how to move and work

and be useful in an environment once so alien to

me. I learned from my mistakes of saying and do-

ing the wrong things. And I learned from my pa-

tient hosts and teachers, who encouraged me and

set me straight.

I spent time hanging out in local homes, drink-

ing coffee, talking and listening, and at community

celebrations, feasts, and dances. I learned about

social relationships, and the importance of sharing

above all else. I learned about hunting animals

with respect and dignity, not hunting more than

one needs, and showing respect for animals by

generously sharing meat and pelts.

In learning and practicing the skills of living by

and from the sea, and in listening to the stories

that Inuit shared (with me and with each other)

about the sea, my initial research questions grew

less important, and were replaced by, amongst

“I spent time

hanging out in local

homes, drinking

coffee, talking and

listening, and at

community

celebrations, feasts,

and dances. I

learned about

social relationships,

and the importance

of sharing above all

else. ” P
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other things, a growing interest in how Inuit acquire

their very deep and detailed knowledge of the sea

and of marine animals. I discovered that for Inuit,

patience, practice, experimentation, and risk-taking

are the paths towards life-long learning and the on-

going enhancement of knowledge and skill.

Frank and the Whale

It’s August 2006, six years since I first lived in

Arviat. Over the years, as my knowledge of the

people and the place have become more refined,

so have my research questions. I’m in town for a

few months, carrying out research specifically re-

lated to the relationship between Inuit and beluga

whales. I have been here since June, hunting with

my old friends and teachers, sometimes spending

twelve or more hours at sea in small boats during

these long summer days. Most of that time is

spent waiting patiently for signs of beluga whales

– watching for their white backs, listening for their

breathing, watching for and feeling changes in

weather. These long spells of “alert idleness,”

passed in silence or occasional conversation, are

punctuated by sudden bursts of activity when a

pod of whales is sighted.

Much of my time is spent with Frank, his

brother-in-law Arden, his uncle Tony, or with my

own adopted dad, Paul. It’s 7am and on this partic-

ular morning I’m with Frank. I love spending time

with Frank. He is funny, easy-going, patient, and

very insightful, with a deep knowledge of the land

and the sea. Over the years, he has welcomed me

into his family and taught me so much. In the ab-

sence of anyone more experienced or suitable,

I’ve been Frank’s hunting partner for the past few

weeks, but so far we’ve been unsuccessful. We are

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com

“I discovered that for Inuit, patience, practice, experimentation, and

risk-taking are the paths towards life-long learning and the ongoing

enhancement of knowledge and skill.”

P
ho

to
©

M
ar

tin
a

T
yr

re
ll

http://www.LifeLearningMagazine.com


using Arden’s small boat today and, at this hour of

the morning, we are alone on the calm waters of

Hudson Bay.

After a couple of hours at anchor, we hear the

unmistakable sound of a pod of beluga whales sur-

facing nearby. We jump into action. Frank pulls up

the anchor, I start the engine, and the hunt is on.

Frank stands in the bow, his home-made harpoon

in his hand. In silence, and with subtle gestures of

the harpoon, he directs me to steer the boat right

or left, to speed up or slow down, as we follow the

pod of seven or eight snow white whales.

We work as a team and, as instructed over the

years, I keep my eye on Frank. His first strike of the

harpoon hits the mark and now I follow his instruc-

tions as we close in on the dead whale. Leaning

over the side of the boat, we work together, tying

ropes around the massive animal to bring it to

shore. I slowly motor to the nearby reef, carefully

avoiding the rocky shallows.

Once ashore, Frank leaves me to get on with the

job of flensing the whale, while he does other

things. It’s hard work but, always keen to please

my teacher, I get on with it. Frank then divides the

harvest, as is customary. He keeps half of the ed-

ible parts for his household and, because we are

using Arden’s boat, sets aside half for Arden, and

all of the inedible parts for Arden’s sled dog team. I

take a small portion of the skin and meat for my

own meager needs. When we return to town, I

help transfer the harvest to our quad bikes on the

beach, and I deliver Arden his share.

That evening, and over the next few days, when

I meet people around town and at the store, they

slap me on the back and shake my hand. Frank has

shared the news via CB radio and everyone, it

seems, knows about it. People I don’t even know

smile and say, “Well done.” A few days later, Frank

and I go inland to hunt caribou. As we sit on the

tundra eating lunch, he produces a harpoon head

from his pocket. “It’s for you,” he says. “I made it.

On account of getting your first whale.” I beam

with pride.

Embodied Knowledge

I have learned a lot about Inuit culture over the

past decade, although not necessarily what I

thought I would learn. One of the most important

lessons I have learned is that acquiring the func-

tional, utilitarian knowledge and skills to safely

navigate and hunt at sea are inseparable from

learning respect and responsibility towards other

humans and towards animals. For Inuit, humans

and animals are co-inhabitants of a shared envi-

ronment, and therefore relationships with hu-

mans and treatment of animals cannot be com-

partmentalized

and separated.

Treating animals

with dignity be-

fore and during

the hunt is fol-

lowed by gener-

ously sharing the

harvest widely,

particularly with

those in need.

This brief vi-

gnette about my

own learning ex-

periences cap-

tures some of the

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com

“I have learned a lot

about Inuit culture

over the past decade,

although not necessar-

ily what I thought I

would learn.”
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things I have discovered over the years

about multi-sensory awareness of the

sea, about boat handling and hunting,

about the embodied skills of flensing

and butchering, about partnership and

team-work, about sharing, and about

family obligations. I learned none of

these things through formal instruction,

but instead through practice, trial and

error, observing the actions of those

more experienced than myself, listening

to stories, and a good dose of patience.

From spending a lot of time with the

children of my friends and teachers, and

from talking to adult Inuit about their path to knowl-

edge and skill, I have decided that Inuit acquire their

– albeit deeper and more expansive – knowledge in

the same way I did.

Children are encouraged to become comfort-

able with snowmobiles, boats, knives, rifles, and

the other tools of hunting from an early age. Most

nine-year-olds can drive vehicles and some can al-

ready expertly service an engine or fire a rifle. Chil-

dren are trusted and encouraged to follow their in-

terests, under the watchful eyes of adults.

Success is celebrated. Just as I was congratu-

lated on my first beluga hunt, a child’s first suc-

cessful hunt is cause for celebration and feasting.

News spreads quickly throughout the community,

and the child’s family holds a feast, during which

the child gives away all the meat from the har-

vested animal. Thus, from an early age, children

learn the importance of sharing and are praised

for their developing skills.

Learning happens informally all the time,

through both storytelling and information sharing.

People publically share stories, advice and infor-

mation on CB and local FM radio. At home, in the

constant coming and going of extended family

members, people talk about where they have

been, what they have done, and the hunting and

travelling techniques they have used. In a culture

where there are no clearly defined adult’s or chil-

dren’s spaces, children are exposed to these con-

versations all the time, gaining their first insight

into maritime skills, and giving them the desire to

go to sea.

But listening to stories only takes you part way

towards knowledge. Embodied knowledge and

skill come about through practice, through learn-

ing the physical bodily movements of holding a ri-

fle, cutting snow blocks to build an igloo, or pad-

dling a boat against the current, and through

learning to be patient. Spending long hours and

days immersed in the environment, throughout

the changing year, novice hunters (sometimes as

young as five) gradually becomes attuned to the

weather, the sea and sea ice, and the behavior of

animals. When I first lived in Arviat, I quickly be-

came disorientated once out of sight of the town.

In winter, land and the sea looked the same to me.

But over time, through practice and with great pa-

tience, I learned to read the land and the sea a lit-

tle, and developed some understanding of the be-

havior of animals. My knowledge, however, is

scant, compared to Inuit men and women who,

from the moment they are born, are immersed in

these practices and this way of life.

Risk-taking and experimentation are encour-

aged. An elder once told me, “The ice floes were

our classroom,” Playing at being hunters with his

friends, he learned about the dangers of sea ice,

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com
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he learned the skills and techniques to safely tra-

verse the ice. His father encouraged this, believing

the only way to learn about the ice was to experi-

ence it.

Despite the increased pressures from formal

education and employment, the environment re-

tains economic, social, cultural, and spiritual im-

portance, and this is reflected in the amount of

time and energy spent thinking, talking about,

preparing for, and going to the sea and on the land.

Reflecting on my Learning

While Inuit embodied knowledge is specific to

the Arctic environment, to migrating Arctic ani-

mals, and to the social relationships specific to

Inuit culture, there is also something universal

about the way Inuit learn to know the world and to

be responsible adults. In light of what I learned in

Arviat, I have since reflected on growing up in rural

Ireland. I learned

about the environ-

ment and animals,

how to be a good

d a u g h t e r a n d

g r a n d d a u g h t e r,

about local history

and geography and

culture, simply by

hanging out with

the people around

me, learning by do-

ing, learning from

my mistakes . I

learned from pa-

t ient adul ts , I

learned from ani-

mals, and I learned

from my own ob-

servations.

As I raise my own

children (on the

sea, of course), I am

guided by what I

have learned over the years in Arviat. I strive to

give them freedom to experience the world on

their own terms. To know the world they have to

live in it, be open to the possibilities it offers, and

figure things out for themselves. They need space

to play and experiment, to listen and think. And

with some gentle encouragement and guidance, I

hope they will grow into responsible adults, who

show respect and empathy to both their human

and non-human fellow inhabitants of the Earth.

Martina Tyrrell is an environmental anthropolo-

gist, writer and unschooler. She lives aboard a sail-

ing boat with her husband and two daughters, and

blogs about whatever pops into her head at

http://carinaofdevon.wordpress.com. Her article

about unschooling her two daughters at sea was

the cover story in Life Learning Magazine’s Sep-

tember/October 2014 issue. - LL -

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com

“As I raise my own children (on the sea, of course), I am

guided by what I have learned over the years in Arviat. I

strive to give them freedom to experience the world on

their own terms. To know the world they have to live in it,

be open to the possibilities it offers, and figure things out

for themselves.”
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My daughter, Luna, like most babies, began

to grasp the concept of quantity the mo-

ment she discovered the delight of placing her

foot in her mouth. If she tired of the one, there

was always the other. But somehow there was

never a third. Our bodies, in all their beautiful

symmetry, are mathematical! And as Luna discov-

ered her own body, she couldn’t help but discover

math. Like all of us, she was immersed in mathe-

matical concepts from the moment of her birth. So

I never thought it unusual that Luna should love

math.

Now she’s eight and tends to eat erratically,

generally having little interest in food, but then be-

coming absolutely ravenous every second or third

day. This was a ravenous day, and Luna was busy

wolfing down slice after slice of spinach pizza with

her friend, Maya. Meanwhile, Maya and I were re-

marking on Luna’s enormous appetite and amus-

ing ourselves by tallying her slices as she ate them.

The conversation went something like this:

Me: You’ve eaten more than one whole pizza!

Luna: How many slices are in one pizza?

Me: Eight.

Luna: And how many more than eight have I

eaten?

Me: Two more.

Luna: So eight and two…

Maya: That’s ten slices!

Luna (after some thought): That’s one and a

quarter pizzas!

Me: How did you figure that out?

Luna: Well, if there are eight slices in a whole

pizza, then there are four slices in a half, and two

slices is a quarter because a quarter is half of a

half. �

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com

One and a
Quarter
Pizzas:

An Unschooling
Math Adventure

By Holly Graff
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Luna’s learning is not

tied to any externally

imposed schedule. She

is free to mull things

over, to process ideas

for as long as she de-

sires. There are no

deadlines to be met

and no evidence re-

quired of her learning. I

simply trust her to be

curious and motivated,

and to learn at her own

pace. After all, millions

of years of evolution

have honed the human

brain into a fine, re-

sponsive instrument

for the purpose of seek-

ing out knowledge. And

just as Luna learned to walk and talk organically,

without force or coercion, I believe that she will

learn everything else she needs to know – includ-

ing math – as a result of her natural interaction

with the world. This postulate of unschooling, that

children can and should be trusted with their own

education, can be difficult to explain to others. But

I think breastfeeding provides a great analogy.

Like unschooling, breastfeeding involves a lot of

trust. It’s so common to see new mothers examin-

ing baby bottles after a feeding, noting the volume

of milk consumed and expressing some degree of

either surprise or dismay at their observations.

They tend to feed their children according to a pre-

scribed schedule, usually suggested by a pediatri-

cian. In contrast, a breastfeeding mom has no

quantifiable evidence of her child’s nourishment.

She trusts her child to communicate when she is

hungry and to drink until she is full.

As an unschooling mom, I am similarly lacking in

any quantifiable evidence of Luna’s academic

progress. I have no test scores and no report cards,

no ounces of milk to cite as proof of her intellec-

tual nourishment. Much

of what she’s taking in,

like breast milk, is invisi-

ble to my eyes. But I

trust her to drink of the

knowledge for which

she thirsts, and I trust

her to do so until, for

the time being, she’s

had her fill.

Indeed, unschoolers

believe that the most

profound learning often

takes place silently and

invisibly, in between ac-

tivities and away from

prying eyes. It is here

that all those pieces of

information, having

been shaved from active

experience, are pulled inward to jostle against one

another in various combinations and arrange-

ments until gradually, or sometimes suddenly, a

new understanding emerges. This takes time, and

time is one of the greatest gifts of the unschooling

life.

Luna often experiences such moments of reve-

lation, discovering key math concepts over time

through her own thought and exploration. While

reading a recipe, for example, she recently came

upon the measurement, 1.5 cups. She’d seen the

decimal point used in this way before and through

experience understood that this was just another

way of writing 1½. But on this particular occasion,

a new connection was made.

Luna said, “Oh, so is that because the five could

go up to ten, and then ten would mean another

whole cup?” When I told her yes, that she was ab-

solutely right and that’s why we call it the base-10

system, she said, “I knew that because five is one

half of ten, and if 0.5 means one half, then if the

five went all the way up to ten then that must

mean one whole.” �
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The joy that I felt upon hearing my daughter

construct her own understanding of the decimal

system was akin to the joy one feels upon watching

her toddler take her very first step. For some time,

Luna had been collecting her experiences with

numbers, quantity, fractions, and probably a

dozen other ideas, turning them over in her mind,

processing them. And on that day, within that con-

text, she fit them all together to make a new and

more sophisticated connection. This idea would

not have had nearly the same significance if I had

simply told Luna that it was so.

Visual Models

A few days later Luna told me that she’d

thought of a good way to explain how zero is used

as a placeholder in the base-10 system. “You can

think of it like a vending machine that sells drinks

or something,” she said. “Even if one of the spots

runs out of bottles, there’s still a place there. Zero

is holding the place until it gets more.” When Luna

has been mulling over a concept in her head, she

often comes up with interesting visual models to

aid her understanding.

This is another hallmark of unschooling. Chil-

dren are not restricted to the models and formulas

taught by others. They are free to create their

own. This allows for more flexibility and creativity

when approaching a problem and also allows chil-

dren to draw on their own strengths and preferred

learning modalities. Luna is a strongly visual

learner in general, so it comes as no surprise that

she would often describe her understanding of

math in terms of a visual model like the vending

machine.

As a visual thinker, Luna loves to create art and

has always been very interested in symmetry. She

often incorporates symmetry into her artwork and

invents symmetrical patterns. When she first be-

gan adding two numbers together, the problems

that she was able to figure out immediately, with-

out pausing to count in her head, were the follow-

ing: 2+2, 3+3, 4+4, and 5+5. Other problems, those

involving two different numbers such as 3+4 or

6+3, required more time and thought, and she did-

n’t always solve them correctly. I believe that her

strong ability to double numbers is an extension of

her symmetrical visualization skill. I find that fasci-

nating, and it is a gift that will serve her well in the

development of her mathematical ability. If Luna

were in school, her teacher would probably focus

on the problems that had given her trouble rather
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than on this very obvious and exciting pattern in her

work. One of the benefits of unschooling is that Luna

will always be regarded as an individual. I will always

have the time and ability to try to understand her. I

may not always succeed. But because I know my

child so well, I have the ability to recognize her

strengths and help her build on them.

Alternative Algorithms

Given so much freedom, Luna often devises

original strategies when performing calculations

in her head. How’s this for an alternative algo-

rithm? During an extended stay in Paris last year,

Luna asked how many days we had left before go-

ing home, and I said six. Then she asked, “How

many hours is that?” So I said, “Well, there are 24

hours in a day, and…” Before I could do the mental

math and provide her an answer she began it on

her own. I happened to be writing at the time, so I

jotted down exactly

what she said,

“Well, 24 is almost

25, and a quarter is

25 cents, and there

are four quarters in

a dollar, so four 25’s

is 100. So if I had

four 24s then it

would be taking

away 4 from 100.

So… 100, 99, 98, 97,

96. 96 is four 24’s.

Four, five, six… So

we need two more.

So we need half a

dollar now. So half a

dollar’s 50. Take

away 2 from 50. So

that’s 48. So add 48

to 96.”

Here things got a

little tricky because

48 and 96 weren’t

so easy to add in her head. But after trying it a cou-

ple of different ways, she decided to make the 96

into 100, add the 48 and get 148, and then subtract

the extra 4, giving her a final answer of 144 hours

left in Paris.

At the time, Luna would have been in second

grade. By this point in traditional schooling, there

is much emphasis placed on memorizing “basic

facts.” A second grader is expected to know basic

addition and subtraction facts and to have begun

memorization of the multiplication tables, often

rattling them off by rote. “Two times two is four,

three times two is six, four times two is eight…”

Luna hasn’t memorized her “basic facts.” She

doesn’t know the multiplication tables by heart.

She still even counts on her fingers a lot of the time

when solving some basic addition problems. But

when in her daily life Luna encounters a math

problem that she’s interested in solving for one

reason or another,

she always finds a

way to do it. Always.

More impor-

tantly, it never

seems to occur to

her that for any rea-

son she couldn’t do

it. While a problem

like 24 hours times 6

days might be com-

pletely uncharted

territory for her, she

approaches it with

confidence. She

makes use of what

she knows to ex-

trapolate into what

she doesn’t. Her

problem solving

process is always

creative and fasci-

nating. She doesn’t

always solve prob-
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lems correctly, and sometimes her process is so me-

andering that she forgets what she was trying to

solve in the first place! But I’m not concerned about

these things. I see her playing with math, manipulat-

ing it, using it, and owning it.

Luna is much more interested in working prob-

lems in her head than working them out on paper.

She prefers to talk the problems through, describ-

ing the steps as she performs them in her head. I

think that’s great. I was always good at math, but

because I was taught one “correct” way to work

out problems in school, I’ve always felt very de-

pendent on pencil and paper. If there’s none avail-

able, I’ll even use a finger to “write” invisible num-

bers on my palm so I can keep track of their

positions as I borrow and carry. It was only in grad

school, when I had to do more advanced math,

that I finally started to break away from these

school-imposed restrictions and started to feel

comfortable manipulating numbers in a way that

suited me.

Because Luna was never told that there’s a

“right way” and a “wrong way” to work a problem,

she’s already comfortable juggling numbers

around in her head, pretending they’re 25s instead

of 24s because that’s what works for her, and then

later taking away the extra ones she gave them

earlier. She is in command of those numbers. She

calls the shots. As I said earlier, math is a tool. Like

a hammer. You can wag it menacingly over a child’s

head. Or you can put it in her hand and watch her

swing it.

Holly Rebekah Graff is an unschooling mom and

former public school science teacher. She believes

that every child deserves the freedom, time, and

support necessary to pursue her passions and con-

struct her own rich understanding of the world.

She has worked with a diverse group of students,

urban and rural, pre-kindergarten through high

school, in a variety of settings from crowded urban

classrooms to intimate groups of homeschoolers.

She currently teaches science classes for

homeschoolers at her home in the Catskills of New

York. She blogs at Unschool Days

(www.unschoolgirls.blogspot.com) about the

school-free lifestyle. This essay appears in the new

book Playing With Math: Stories from Math Cir-

cles, Homeschoolers, and Passionate Teachers,

edited by Sue VanHattum (Delta Stream Media,

2014). For a review of the book, see Life Learning

Magazine’s September/October 2014 issue. - LL -
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I made a chocolate pudding with a whipped

cream topping this past week. Using just coco-

nut milk and semi-sweet chocolate, with some va-

nilla and rum for added flavor, the pudding tasted

and felt more like a mousse than anything – rich

and dark and creamy – and was, in fact, rich

enough that none of my family could eat much at a

time. In short, it would be classified by some as

“not good for you,” although I think it was an ideal

treat – fun to make and eat.

My sister and I, both adults now, have grown

into adulthood with remarkably few issues around

food. Neither of us has ever dieted; we’ve never

counted calories or gone out of our way to avoid

“bad” foods. I care whether the food I’m eating is

healthy for me (which is why I tend to avoid soy,

which messes with hormone levels), but I also feel

strongly that health, when it comes to food and

other areas of life, is about our emotional health

as well as our physical health, which means that

when I get a craving for noodles with fried tofu,

the next time I’m at the grocery store I buy a big

block of the stuff.

In short, my approach to food is one of listening

to my body and mind, and approaching both cook-

ing and eating with an attitude of excitement, fun,

and enjoyment.

Guilt or limiting has nothing to do with it.

The fact that my sister has a similar attitude

kind of amazes me. Two women from the same

household, and both of us have a healthy and joy-

ous relationship with food? In the world we live in,

which places a whole lot of pressure and guilt on

women especially when it comes to food, I don’t

think there is a magical set of steps that guaran-

tees children will grow up with a good relationship

to food (I certainly have my own set of issues when

it comes to other aspects of life, regardless of my

Learning to Eat
By Idzie Desmarais

A grown unschooler on how her upbringing influenced her relationship with food.
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upbringing). Some of the reasons are probably as di-

verse as genetics, the communities we’ve been a

part of, our personalities, and pure chance. How-

ever, I feel like some of the ways I was raised created

an environment that was conducive to that positive

relationship.

Life learning wasn’t the sole contributor, for

sure. But, I can’t help but think that my upbringing

did have an impact… We weren’t “radical un-

schoolers,” we didn’t

have unlimited ac-

cess to sweets, and

we were generally

only allowed to

have dessert after

supper. I can’t really

say whether that was

a harm or a help, al-

though I have felt that

certain foods being

“treats” meant that I

only really discovered I

wasn’t so fond of them

later in life. Mostly,

though, I don’t really

care about what limits

were or weren’t placed

on food when I was

young, since at this point

in my life food is so mar-

velously positive.

I was never told I had to finish what’s on my

plate. It was okay to stop eating when I was full.

I didn’t have to eat if I wasn’t hungry. We had

regular mealtimes because it was important to my

father that he get to eat at certain times, but I did-

n’t have to eat then if I didn’t want to.

My mother felt very strongly about never try-

ing to trick us into eating “healthy” food. I never

had to look at my meal suspiciously, wondering if

something I hated was mixed in there. Any discus-

sions we had about healthy eating were open and

honest, and not a matter of manipulation.

My parents never commented about our

weight. It just wasn’t mentioned. There was no

“you need to exercise more, you’re getting

chubby” or comments about food being too fat-

tening. While my mother

might have frequently

had insecurities about

her own weight, that was

never transferred to me

or my sister.

My parents very

clearly and vocally val-

ued us for things other

than our looks. While

my grandmother fo-

cused very much on

prettiness and looks

and activities that

she deemed appro-

priately girly (in a

well-intentioned al-

though very mis-

guided way), I al-

ways had the

strong feeling that she was

wrong to do so, a feeling that my mother very

much validated.

My mother always had a great excitement for

trying new things. That doesn’t mean my sister

and I always felt the same. Children especially can

be good at being very picky! But both of us did

eventually develop a similar love for new flavors,

cuisines, and dishes, as well as a love of making ex-

citing new dishes ourselves.

When I started to become really into food, my

parents supported that passion. They didn’t
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discourage me from pursuing something so un-aca-

demic, or feel that I was wasting my time. Instead

they just found me cookbooks, acted as very happy

tasters, and encouraged me to pursue more food-re-

lated opportunities. They liked seeing me so happy

about something, and I don’t think it much mattered

to them what that something was.

I’m a cook, and I’ve done some cooking profes-

sionally, and I’ve spent many more hours in my

own kitchen. I can tell just how passionate I am

about creating tasty food by how exciting a

thought it is that no matter how many new dishes I

make, there will always be more to try! Food holds

a large and important place in my life. I love read-

ing cookbooks and watching cooking shows, talk-

ing about food with friends and thinking up new

dishes. Cooking is a main artistic outlet for me, and

just generally causes a whole bunch of warm and

fuzzy feelings.

I’m drawn to the philosophy of “intuitive eat-

ing,” as it just seems really right to me that most

people, if they’re never taught to distrust their

own bodies, can figure out quite well what and

how much is best for them to eat. We’re all differ-

ent, and will all require slightly different fuels in

different proportions, guided by personal tastes

and preferences and availability. Instead of fight-

ing against an individual’s naturally developing re-

lationship with food and eating, telling them that

certain foods are bad or “unclean,” and introduc-

ing a whole bunch of guilt and body shaming into

the picture, it seems we would be much better

served by always treating food with the respect it

deserves.

Food is about our physical and emotional

health. It’s about our cultures and community. It’s

personal and it’s social and it holds and expresses

so much history and creativity and innovation. No

matter how you look at it, food is important. And if

we can embrace it with a sense of joy and discov-

ery from a young age, it can remain something

deeply positive throughout our lives.

My upbringing wasn’t perfect. And no matter

how good my upbringing was (because it really

was pretty good), there are still a lot of negative

messages and pressures to be found in our current

culture. However, I do think that my parents got

some things really right when it came to food, and

I’m so grateful for the place it now holds in my life.

I have a beautiful relationship with food, and I

think that life learning helped me to develop it.

Idzie Desmarais is an unschooler, cook, writer, and

anarcha-feminist. She likes to spend her time mak-

ing tasty food, reading fantasy novels, blogging

about unschooling, and going on road trips with

friends. Idzie dreams of someday living in the

woods with friends and family, growing tons of

tasty food, and writing a book (or two or three).

Currently, she lives in Montreal, Quebec with her

parents, sister, two cuddly kitties, and a big

shaggy dog. - LL -
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Every year, most children prepare for the new academic

year, shopping for uniforms and stationery, ready to be-

gin the next grade. They will spend the coming year in orga-

nized classrooms with people of the same age. Most people

think that makes perfect sense. However, parents of un-

schooled/life learning children will beg to differ.

Schools in the UK, where I live, did not divide into “grades”

or “year groups” until the introduction of the Education Act in

1944. Similarly in many other countries, in the past, children

from the ages of six to fourteen shared the same classroom

and were all instructed by a single teacher. This enabled

younger but more advanced pupils to complete work aimed

at older children and vice versa. Age segregation was eventu-

ally enforced as a way of teaching children born in the same
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year the same things, to create a division between

primary and secondary schools, and to educate girls

and the working class. Standardized testing at spe-

cific ages was put in place for a variety of reasons, in-

cluding to ensure students were at the same “level”

of learning that was expected of their age group, and

to allocate students to secondary schools that suited

their “aptitudes and abilities.”

Unfortunately, age segregation in schools rarely

accommodates for variation in learning speed as

all pupils must advance at the same pace accord-

ing to the pace of the average pupil. The teacher

has no choice but to teach the middle of the class,

meaning that those more advanced become bored

and those who cannot keep up are set up for what

schools call a “fail” before they have even begun.

This problem does not exist for children who do

not attend mainstream school, as they are able to

learn at their individual speeds regardless of their

age. Many children of the same age are dissimilar

in terms of maturity and are not all at the same

level of mental development. Some may appear

assertive and independent in the classroom,

whereas others are often insecure and in need of

adult reassurance. Schools such as Montessori do

not segregate pupils in compliance with their age.

Their schools are peaceful and focused places, full

of independent learning.

Where children in mainstream schools are nei-

ther older nor younger than their classmates,

which could result in competition, children in

non-age segregated environments can learn from

each other. Older children become role models,

assisting younger ones and understanding in more

depth what they learned at the same age, through

teaching it. By observing the learning of older chil-

dren, younger ones are able to put their own

learning into context, understanding where they

will eventually progress to and where they have

come from, and how what they are learning now

will take them between the two. This is especially

true for life learning children as they figure out the

logic in things like math through every day experi-

ences, such as counting change and measuring in-

gredients. Older children also learn to guide and

be gentle, and younger ones gain confidence by in-

teracting with older peers and imitating their

social skills.

Outside of school, children learn from parents,

grandparents, neighbors, friends, and mentors.

Non-school educated children are able to benefit

from these encounters every day, whereas

schooled children may only do so outside of school

hours. Learning from people of all ages, at every

moment in life, exposes children to generations

worth of experiences and memories. Whereas in

many schools it is considered “un-cool” to speak to

younger peers, unschooled children speak to
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children beneath their age with respect, not superi-

ority. This is because they have not been taught to

categorize by age and are not part of the move up

the conveyor belt, stopping at each grade until they

are deemed “ready” to join the next institution

within the school system.

Children who spend a lot of time around people

of different ages can often express themselves

with a wide vocabulary and good language skills.

My mother runs a Bed

and Breakfast, which

exposes my four-year-

old sister to a large

range of different peo-

ple, old and young. Not

only has her confi-

dence with people and

her ability to be with-

out her mother improved, but she also speaks with

a more extensive vocabulary than most four-year-

olds. This could also be due to the fact that she

lives in a household with family members of multi-

ple different ages.

In school, too much depends on the year group

you belong to. Being a summer baby, I started

school at barely four years of age, because that

was when my year group had to start. Research has

shown that children born late in the year they be-

gin school are less socially, physically, and emo-

tionally ready for school than their classmates

born earlier on in the year. Indeed, in the UK, un-

less you are officially home-educating your child,

then school is compulsory from age five, regard-

less of whether you think your child is ready or not.

Many parents decide that the relaxed and familiar

environment of home is better for enabling their

children’s learning, avoiding the distress of de-

tachment at such a young age and allowing the

children to learn naturally from everyday situa-

tions and the interests they have.

In Year 2 of school, I was at an advanced level of

reading compared to my peers and was lucky

enough to attend a school that allowed me to

choose my reading books from the selection of-

fered to the Year 4 classes. However, this is not al-

ways the case and in some schools children have to

stick to the reading that is seen as the appropriate

level for their age.

I and many others believe that the best way to

enhance a child’s learning process is to take him or

her out of school or, even better, not to send him

or her in the first place. Too many people do not re-

alize that learning does not begin or finish at a cer-

tain age and that chil-

dren learn every day

from everything they

do including play, ob-

serving, daydreaming,

helping with tasks, and

what looks like mess-

making! Not only do

they learning by doing

and exploring, but they also benefit from the

knowledge passed on to them through casual con-

versation and exciting discussion with people of all

ages and backgrounds. If you are unable to

unschool, perhaps mixed age classes are the way

to go. What should be remembered is that there is

no age segregation in real life and that all children

have the right to a natural, fulfilling, un-pressur-

ized, and enthusiastic beginning to a lifetime of

learning.

Stephanie Williamson is a modern languages stu-

dent in Bath, UK with the ambition of becoming a

writer/journalist. She homeschooled after reading

Grace Llewellyn’s The Teenage Liberation Hand-

book and feeling like an explosion had just taken

place inside her head. She is passionate about al-

ternative education and learning, gender equality,

and literature and likes to rant about her ideas on

her blog www.typewritered.com. She is a big

reader of alternative education theories, attach-

ment parenting, and vegan eating and also con-

tributes to the Smart Girls Group. When she is not

writing or reading she can be found spending time

with her family and friends. - LL -
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A Toy-Free Learning Experiment
By Saira Siddiqui

“Out of clutter, find simplicity.

From discord, find harmony.

In the middle of difficulty

lies opportunity.”

~ Albert Einstein
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Last year, a friend of mine went on a road trip

with her two small kids. When I asked her

what she took to keep them busy she replied,

“Nothing really, just some crayons. The trip itself

was enough entertainment.”

Umm.. I’m sorry, come again?

Traveling can be rough, and when you throw lit-

tle ones into the mix, the disaster that can strike

can be of epic proportions. From trying to keep

them occupied on plane rides so they don’t disturb

other passengers, to managing tantrums over

missed nap times and unfamiliar food offerings,

traveling with small kids can push any parent to

the brink of insanity – it’s all we can do but go pre-

pared!

Don’t get me wrong, I love traveling with my lit-

tle ones. For a life learning family like ours, which

focuses on learning through real world experi-

ences, travel takes on a new sense of importance.

We push ourselves to get out on the road so that

our children can see and experience as many new

things as possible. And because of this motivation,

we find ourselves enjoying the fruits of lessons

learned that go beyond the world of academia.

But the idea of going “unprepared” – without

the usual array of what I refer to as “time fillers” to

smooth over the difficult moments on the trip –

that terrified me!

Our Toy Fast at Home

Fast forward several months and our

family found itself in the midst of a toy

fast. For almost two months, I rid our

home of any and all toys. The result was

an amazing show of self-reliance and cre-

ativity on the part of the kids. Every day,

they walked downstairs and began dis-

cussing different role play ideas or games

that would busy them for the better part

of the day. Interestingly, I also benefitted tremen-

dously from the fact that I no longer stepped on

tiny camouflaged landmines hidden in the carpet,

nor did I have to do a daily house cleaning of mas-

sive proportions.

The toy fast taught me the lesson I feared the

most: That without all that stuff, without the time

fillers to smooth out the rough moments, the kids

would be fine. And not just fine, they would be

thriving!

Toy-Free Road Trip Here We Come!

I felt ready, at that point, to try this new lifestyle

out on the road. Our impending road trip to New

England seemed like the perfect place to test it

out. The trip would begin with a plane ride to New

York, and would then involve driving though all the

New England states, for a total of about two thou-

sand road miles logged. I began packing for our trip

in our usual manner: each child carrying a back-

pack filled with items to meet his or her needs.

Only this time, aside from some granola bars and

water, they had nothing more than a pencil case

and a journal. There were no toys, no sticker

books, no craft kits. I carried no Hot Wheels for my

three-year-old. Nothing. Just some good old-fash-

ioned pencils and paper. And with a small prayer,

we were off!

�
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From the start, I realized this experience was

going to go much more smoothly than I had antici-

pated. Just as I had been shocked at how self-reli-

ant the kids became during our toy fast at home, it

didn’t take long for them to blow me away with

how quickly they adapted to having no toys on the

road. From that initial plane ride, it seemed that

the pocket in front of them carried enough “toys”

to satisfy even my little one’s interest. And that

brings me to the first or many lessons I learned

through having no toys:

Lessons Learned Through

Being Toy-Free on the Road

1. Children don’t need us to provide them

with toys because they are pretty good at creat-

ing their own. It’s an interesting thing about kids:

They know exactly what they need. And they’re

good at creating it for themselves. When my kids

were without toys, they had no difficulty in creat-

ing their own. The seat front pocket on the plane

was like a library of reading material and interest-

ing things to learn. The hotel room carried toilet-

ries that doubled as action figures and cups that

became caves and hideouts. It seemed that every-

where we went there was enough stuff to play

with. Being able to witness the magical world my

children created when left to their own devices

was reason enough to do this!

2. It’s amazing what children will learn

when you stop trying to teach them. I never real-

ized it, but providing my children with a specific

set of toys was similar to designing a curriculum

for them. I was outlining exactly what they would

be playing with, and in some cases, the toys even

dictated how they would be playing with them.

The car bingo game we brought previously was ac-

tually a pretty close-ended activity. I was blown

away at how many open-ended activities they cre-

ated for themselves when left alone. And each

came with unintentional learning I never planned

for. Without the time fillers on the plane, my

six-year-old son read through every safety bro-

chure he found, and discovered where all the

equipment was hidden, from the life vests to the

air masks. And if that wasn’t enough, his reading

segued into a conversation about personal versus

communal responsibility as he realized there are

some on the plane who have to do more to help

the group. What valuable life lessons came about

when there were no time fillers to distract us!

3. One of the biggest benefits of traveling

with no toys is that it was an exercise in living in

the moment. We were no longer consumed with

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com

“There were no toys, no sticker books,

no craft kits. I carried no Hot Wheels

for my three-year-old. Nothing. Just

some good old-fashioned pencils

and paper.”
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planning for the future, we were fixated on making

the most of the present. Our energy was poured into

trying to find a way to make now work. And living in

the moment forced us to appreciate the little things.

Instead of back-to-back excursions, my husband and

I were forced to slow down and have spontaneous

park days where we dropped everything and ran to

the nearest playground. Looking back, those slow

motion days were among the most memorable and

enjoyable days from our trip. We paid attention to

our children’s needs, as well as our own, and came

up with solutions that worked for us in each mo-

ment.

4. We learned to be pa-

tient. I wish I could tell you we

had no hairy moments. The

truth is, we had a few. Not as

many as I had feared, but

enough to make me nuts

sometimes. But the thing is,

we got through. And in the get-

ting through, we all learned to

be a little more patient. Yes,

there were times when the

kids were over playing with the

toiletry men, or moments in a

restaurant where laps were

run around other, overly nice,

customers. Yes, there were

moments of delayed gratifica-

tion. Where the children didn’t get exactly what

they wanted, when they wanted it. And in those

moments, when I had no time fillers to assuage

their frustrations, I believe they grew the most.

I remember a moment, during our time in

Maine, that showed me just how much my

three-year-old had grown on this trip. We were on

a moose safari, and had yet to see much of any-

thing, let alone a moose. The kids were disap-

pointed, it was cold, and it was wet. We were trek-

king from our jeep, through a wooded area, to get

to our canoe. My husband and I were nervous

about whether the kids would be able to manage

the treacherous path, which was not just muddy,

but full of puddles. The littlest one set out after his

dad, with me close behind. My heart dropped as I

watched him fall. Over, and over again. I knew it

was only a matter of time before I would have to

pick him up, which would make my own trek nearly

impossible. But not once did he turn around and

ask me to carry him. Not once. He just kept picking

himself back up. Patience. He learned it on this

trip. I can’t tell you where or how it happened. But

it happened. This was one of those life lessons you

can’t teach. �

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com

“Whereas once the thought of being toy-free

terrified me, there is such a comfort in knowing that

my children can thrive with very little.”
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5. By far, one of the greatest benefits that

came out of our toy-free vacation was the close-

ness it gave our family. Without any distractions,

we spent more time talking, playing, and listening

to each other. We were able to share our passions,

our thoughts, and our feelings. The travel, itself,

became a shared experience that bonded us in a

deep way. And these are the building blocks to

having a more respectful, empathetic relationship

with each other. The value that that gave to our

family is priceless.

Whereas once the thought of being toy-free

terrified me, there is such a comfort in knowing

that my children can thrive with very little. Living

more simply, both at home and while we travel,

has helped us extract the richness out of our expe-

riences and relationships. We are not against hav-

ing material possessions, but we do believe that

the things we possess must enhance our lives in

some way; otherwise what is the point of having

them?

Will I travel toy-free again? Yes, please, sign me

up!

Saira Siddiqui is a freelance writer/online instruc-

tor who holds a Masters in Education. Prior to hav-

ing children, she taught for several years in the

public and private sector. When she is not writing

for others, she enjoys writing for her own blog,

Confessions of a Muslim Mommaholic. She cur-

rently lives in Texas with her husband and three

never-been-schooled children. - LL -
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“My heart dropped as I watched him fall.

Over, and over again. I knew it was only a

matter of time before I would have to pick

him up, which would make my own trek

nearly impossible. But not once did he

turn around and ask me to carry him. Not

once. He just kept picking himself back

up. Patience. He learned it on this trip.”
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It’s brilliant to have this opportunity to tell you a

little bit about our family’s home education. It

was such an inspiring journey where we adults

learned as much as the children and I always wel-

come the chance to share those lessons around.

Ironically, I started my educational career in

mainstream UK Primary schools. But I soon felt

that much of what I saw going on there didn’t ap-

pear to be that great for children – learning-wise,

emotionally, circumstantially, or intellectually!

When my own children began school, my suspi-

cions became reality as I watched their enthusi-

asm for learning, their health and wellbeing, even

their vibrant personalities, wither and disappear.

We knew we had to do something about it, so we

took the homeschool route.

Like the philosophies here in this magazine, I

also feel that “homeschool” is not the ideal name

because firstly, as much of it takes place outside

the home as in it and secondly, it is a very different

approach to children’s learning than schooling.

That’s one of the lessons we learned very early

on in our home education: “education” and

“schooling” are quite different things.

Schooling implies something done to someone

else by another person – exactly what happens in a

school. But real education is about personal

growth, and doesn’t necessarily have to take place

in a school. And a huge step the children took was

when they realized that education was something

that they can be in charge of, for themselves and

about themselves and their personal advance-

ment, rather than it being something done to

them by others in an institution.

Another very valuable family lesson we learned

was that children can learn by themselves, with-

out being taught, and everything is educational.

Every activity children are concerned with, from

feeding the cat, through playing, to practicing

some academic task, or looking on the Web, is an

opportunity for their advancement. If you throw

discussion, further research, going off on tan-

gents, more conversation, etc., into the equation,

the learning extends all by itself.

We also learned that one of the most valuable

opportunities parents have to facilitate their chil-

dren’s educational development is through con-

versation. Within conversation is the opportunity

to pose and answer questions, get children think-

ing, discuss hypotheses (e.g. I wonder what would

happen if...) make observations, wonder why, etc.

And the beauty of this is that conversation can

take place anywhere, at any time, whatever you’re

doing. It makes learning instantly accessible and

extendable.

That raises another valuable point that became

clear to us: Learning doesn’t necessarily have to be

written down to be effective. All the time you’re

It’s Not School At Home:
What We Learned About Learning

While Home Educating

By Ross Mountney

Learning From Those Who’ve Been There

http://www.LifeLearningMagazine.com
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conversing, you are extending the children’s ability

to use language, develop their social skills, their ob-

servational skills, their mental agility and reasoning,

and broadening their view of the world. What is edu-

cation for if not for broadening your view of the

world and increasing understanding? If children are

engaged with and observing the world, they’re

learning about it.

We took a very experiential approach to the

children’s learning day to day. That is, they were

practically involved in a variety of experiences and

activities that extended their knowledge and

skills. It might be playing or creating something,

home-based jobs or care, exploring, investigating

and experimenting, or practicing academic skills –

although we rarely did that for the sake of it; it was

more as a natural extension of other activities. Ac-

tivities were very much led by their interests, al-

though we offered guidance and encouragement if

motivation was waning. We met others, and got

out and about regularly – perhaps on a library trip,

doing the shopping, or a group visit to a museum,

gallery, or field trip. We got plenty of exercise,

sometimes on a meet with others for swimming or

wall climbing or skating, or just for a walk or cycle.

It was an intended part of their education (and

our parenting) that they understood that their life-

style had an important impact on their health and

well-being, mental and physical, that they grew in

confidence and self-esteem and that they learned

about themselves and how they could extend

themselves into the wider world. They decided to

use Further Education College and University to

help them do so and are now both working.

We also wanted them to learn that education is

an inspirational, uplifting and enjoyable opportu-

nity for them to grow, enhance their lives, to be-

come independent and make their own choices,

and know they didn’t always have to do the same

as others. What they did need to do was think for

themselves!

I would say they’ve both been successful in

that. Their ongoing learning has extended into

their lives by the way they lead their lives, as we

hoped it would.

When we first started back in 1999, it was be-

fore the Internet had become the tool for informa-

tion and networking it is now and I felt that it

would have been immensely helpful to have a

book for guidance. So I set about writing one as

our home learning matured, hence my book Learn-

ing Without School. Home Education.

The second book A Funny Kind of Education

came about because I thought there’d be more

chance of people reading about education

through a story format. I wanted to raise aware-

ness of other approaches to learning, to dispel

many of the myths surrounding home education,

and spread educational ideas around.

When you first step away from the mainstream

and start a life learning approach, you’re very anx-

ious and concerned about where it will all end,

how you’re going to cope and what will become of

you all. In those early days, it was unimaginable

that someday I’d be writing from a house that is

empty of little bodies – no interruptions, when

once I would have appreciated a bit of the peace

and space I now have on a daily basis. Suddenly it

doesn’t seem quite so attractive! But it will hap-

pen for you too. So enjoy your children while

they’re around for there will come the day when

they will have become so well educated they’ll

also be ready to fly, just like ours have!

Ross Mountney is a parent, writer, definitely an

ex-teacher, and home educator. She lives on the

east coast of England in a cottage that’s been

alarmingly empty as her two children have grown

and flown! She continues to support other home

educating families and a life learning way of living.

You can read excerpts from her books at

http://rossmountney.wordpress.com. - LL -

“If children are engaged with and observing the world, they’re learning about it.”

http://rossmountney.wordpress.com
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Place-Based Education
By Wendy Priesnitz

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com

“Personal empowerment starts with the realization of the value

of our own life experience and potential to affect the world –

whether we are babies, toddlers, teens, or adults. So as life

learners, we need to find as many ways as possible to nurture

this awareness of the value of experience in people of all

ages. Our children deserve the same flexibility, control, access,

and opportunities to be part of – and learn from – the daily life

of their families and communities as we have as adults.”

(from an essay by Wendy Priesnitz

that appears in the book

Life Learning: Lessons From the Educational Frontier)
�
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One of the defining movements of the early

21st century involves a re-focusing on our lo-

cal communities. In terms of food, the word used

is “locavore.” A locavore tries to eat food that is lo-

cally produced, which is often defined as being

grown either in one’s own garden or purchased

from a farmer operating within one hundred miles

of its point of purchase or consumption. The bene-

fits include knowing the origin of one’s food, that

it’s grown without any or excessive amounts of

chemicals, and is super fresh; environmental ben-

efits such as avoiding the pollution involved with

transporting food long distances; and support for

local economies. Locavorism is part of a larger

trend toward shopping locally, from small, neigh-

borhood businesses rather than large, multina-

tional chains – indie booksellers versus Amazon,

the corner coffee roaster versus Starbucks, and so

on.

There is also a movement in education that fo-

cuses locally. “Place-based education” (sometimes

called experiential education or community-based

education) is a philosophy that was developed by

Massachusetts-based nonprofit The Orion Society

in the 1990s. But it’s a term that could also be used

to describe how unschoolers learn. In fact, life

learning could be seen as the ultimate in

place-based education, which is still the exception

rather than the rule in school classrooms.

Through place-based education, students use

their local communities as resources for learning

by doing. Young people and adults work together,

often with local agencies, to solve community

problems and develop what is known as a “sense

of place.” Many philosophers believe that knowl-

edge of the history, culture, and ecology of one’s

immediate surroundings is a stepping stone to un-

derstanding broader international issues.

Gregory A. Smith – associate professor in the

Graduate School of Education, Lewis & Clark Col-

lege, Portland, Oregon – notes in a 2002 article in

the Phi Delta Kappan magazine that one of the pri-

mary strengths of place-based education is that,

through its adaptation to the unique characteris-

tics of particular places, it can “help overcome the

disjuncture between school and children’s lives

that is often a characteristic of school.” He de-

scribes it as putting learners in charge of their own

learning agendas, with adults as “experienced

guides, co-learners, and brokers of community re-

sources and learning possibilities.” Smith also

points out that place-based education allows stu-

dents to “become the creators of knowledge

rather than the consumers of knowledge created

by others,” in much the same way that graduate

schools do. Although place-based education the-

ory, along with Smith’s commentary, refers to

school environments, it all sounds very much like

life learning to me! �

“From the standpoint of the child,

the great waste in the school

comes from his inability to utilize

the experiences he gets outside

the school in any complete and

free way within the school itself;

while, on the other hand, he is

unable to apply in daily life what

he is learning at school. That is the

isolation of the school, its isolation

from life. When the child gets into

the schoolroom, he has to put out

of his mind a large part of the

ideas, interests, and activities that

predominate in his home and

neighborhood.” ~ John Dewey

http://www.LifeLearningMagazine.com
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Place-based education is usually

hands-on, project-based, and always

related to something in the real world.

It involves kids in solving real-world

problems. And that’s perfectly suited

to life learners, who populate their

communities during the day when oth-

ers are in school. If they’re old enough,

in many communities they can volun-

teer at local institutions such as librar-

ies, hospitals, or nursing homes. Or

they can assist entrepreneurs and re-

searchers in their real-life work. Or

they can create their own projects, of-

ten with an environmental or social as-

pect – helping monitor the health of a local body of

water, cleaning up a park and figuring out how to

keep it that way, documenting local flora and

fauna as citizen scientists, or exploring local his-

tory by interviewing local residents, for instance.

One well-known place-based project is the Appa-

lachian Foxfire movement of the 1970s, where

young people documented their parents’ and

grandparents’ life experiences working in the coal

mines and living a hardscrabble life on small, rural

properties.

Because such projects connect kids to the eco-

nomic, civic, and social lives of their communities,

they can lead to entrepreneurship opportunities

and internships/apprenticeships with local busi-

nesses as they begin to pursue career ideas.

One of the criticisms of home-based education

in general, and unschooling in particular, is that

families whose kids aren’t in school have scorned

their civic duty, resulting in their kids becoming

self-centered and unable to participate in a de-

mocracy. I have always argued that the opposite is

true; life learners, with their place-based educa-

tion, have plenty of opportunities to become

aware of their status and responsibilities as resi-

dents of their neighborhoods and communities.

And that leads to a stronger commitment to recog-

nize and solve problems as they arise. That’s the

focus of the next article in this series, to be pub-

lished in the January/February issue of Life Learn-

ing Magazine.

Wendy Priesnitz is Life Learning Magazine’s

founding editor. She is also the author of twelve

books, including Challenging Assumptions in Edu-

cation (2000) and Beyond School: Living As If

School Doesn’t Exist (2012). She and her husband

Rolf founded Life Media in 1976 so they could both

be at home with their two life learning daughters.

Learn more about her and read some of her writing

at www.WendyPriesnitz.com. - LL -

“Valuable knowledge for most

children is knowledge that is

directly related to their own social

reality, knowledge that will allow

them to engage in activities that

are of service to and valued by

those they love and respect.”

~Gregory A. Smith
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Did You Miss Something?
Life Learning Annuals for 2012 and 2013.

These PDF e-books contain all the articles that were published in Life Learn-

ing Magazine on a yearly basis. (And we’re working backwards to 2002!) The

articles appear exactly as they do in the magazines, complete with photos,

layouts, and live links to resources and ads. Plus, we’ve created a table of

contents for each year, making it easy to find the articles you’re looking for.

Great gifts to introduce someone to Life Learning Magazine, an

easy and economical way to read the back issues you’re missed,

and a convenient archive for subscribers. And they’re priced at

just half the cost of an annual subscription.

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com/annuals

http://www.LifeLearningMagazine.com/annuals


Life Through the Lens of Unschooling

Pam Laricchia has been life learning with her three children for

over a decade. She is also a talented writer and blogger who can

make her topic come alive; some of her popular articles for Life

Learning Magazine have included “Choices” (March/April 2012),

“Everything I Need to Know I Learned

From Video Games” (November/Decem-

ber 2004), and “Whose Goal Is It Any-

way?” (March/April 2006) all of which

are available on our website, as wellas

“I Can Read, You Know!” (May/June

2004).

For her second book, Life Through

the Lens of Unschooling (Living Joy-

fully Enterprises, 2014), Pam has col-

lected a selection of essays drawn

from her blog www.livingjoyfully.ca

that bring to life the day-to-day activ-

ities of an unschooling family and ex-

amine the assumptions of both traditional education and conven-

tional parenting.

The essays cover a wide range of topics, from learning to read and

do math, relationships with relatives and chores, to college. They are

all organized around nine key words that Pam feels have been woven

into the fabric of her family’s unschooling life: deschooling, learning,

days, parenting, relationships, family, lifestyle, unconventional, and

perspective.

This book will be helpful to life learners who want to dig deeper

into their understanding of what living without school can look like

or expand their educational philosophy into other parenting issues.

It will also be of interest to new home educators wanting to get a

handle on unschooling, as well as onlookers, academics, and curious

family members. You can purchase it directly from the author at

www.livingjoyfully.ca.

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com

News and Resources

Information and inspiration

for your life learning journey.

Science for Kids

Your kids will enjoy discover-

ing the amazing world of sci-

ence via the awesome range of

free games, fun experiments,

science fair projects, interesting

facts, amazing videos, quizzes,

and more found at the New Zea-

land website Science for Kids –

www.sciencekids.co.nz.

They can, for instance, learn

about gravity, electricity, mag-

nets, and gears, among other in-

teresting physics topics. Or they

can dive into a seemingly end-

less treasure trove of informa-

tion about animals, chemistry,

technology, space, weather, and

many other topics. Sure to en-

dear the site to many kids is a

collection of jokes and funny

facts, all with a science focus.

There is even an image bank.

As well as activities for chil-

dren, there are also ideas for

parents and other resources for

anyone interested in physics and

learning about (or teaching) sci-

ence online. It was created by a

regular guy with an interest in

sharing science with kids who

once ran programs at a science

center.

http://www.livingjoyfully.ca
http://www.livingjoyfully.ca
http://www.LifeLearningMagazine.com
http://www.sciencekids.co.nz
http://www.livingjoyfully.ca
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Home Grown

Ben Hewitt is a high school

dropout who is also a pro-

lific professional writer. He and

his young family live on a self-fi-

nanced, forty-acre, off-grid

homestead in Vermont, where

they run a small-scale, diversi-

fied farm. His two sons, Fin and

Rye, now ages twelve and nine,

have always been unschooled –

or, as Hewitt prefers to call it,

they experience “self- directed,

adult-facilitated, life learning.”

In addition to contributing to

a variety of mainstream maga-

zines, he has written four books:

The Town That Food Saved

(Rodale Books, 2010), Making

Supper Safe (Rodale Books,

2011), Saved: How I Quit Worry-

ing About Money and Became

the Richest Guy in the World

(Rodale Books, 2013), and Home

Grown (Roost Books, 2014).

The latter one has created a

buzz in the unschooling world,

beginning with a widely circu-

lated article by Hewitt in Out-

side magazine. It eloquently,

thoughtfully, and unflinchingly

describes the life led by the

Hewitt kids as they live and

learn on the farm.

Interestingly, although the

cover blurbs are from people

like Gray, Farenga, and Skenazy,

it’s also been endorsed by a vari-

ety of people not known for

their support of the school-free

lifestyle, from Richard Louv to

environmentalist Bill McKibben

and farmer Joel Salatin. And per-

haps that speaks to the book’s

strength: Although the publicity

touts the unconventional nature

of the boys’ “unschooling,” the

book simply focuses on describ-

ing their life on the farm and in

Nature. How they become edu-

cated alonglTh the way is, of

course, part of the story – a part

that will reassure and inspire

other life learning families as

their children learn from what-

ever lives their particular fami-

lies lead.

You don’t have to plan a move

to the country or spend much

time in Nature to enjoy Home

Grown; it is a satisfying read

about adults and kids enjoying

each other and their lives, and

about conscious parenting

choices.

For me, it’s also about roots.

Hewitt writes, “Of all the things I

want for [my sons], connection

to place and a sense of knowing

how they fit into this world

usurps all others.” Visit

www.benhewitt.net/buy-a-book.

FutureLearn

There are many opportuni-

ties to take free online

courses these days. Some web-

sites make available material

from classrooms or traditional distance learning courses, while oth-

ers facilitate people helping each other to learn. Increasingly, there

are platforms such as FutureLearn – www.futurelearn.com – which

offer purpose-made courses for accreditation and general interest.

At this large, year-old UK site, you can choose a high quality, inter-

active course from a range of topics, from Science & Technology to

Arts & Humanities, from Body & Mind to Business & Management.

Readers may be familiar with FutureLearn’s parent, The Open Univer-

sity. It has forty partners in the UK, Europe, Africa, Asia, and the Mid-

dle East, including universities, national libraries and museums.

One of the award-winning site’s strengths (in addition to a won-

derfully clean and intuitive design) is its approach to building story-

telling into its courses. That guides learners through course narra-

tives made up of videos, articles, and other multimedia elements…

and promises a great online learning experience. - LL -
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Products and services for learning. Please contact

publisher@lifelearningmagazine.com for information

about advertising in this section.

School Free
The Homeschooling

Handbook

by Wendy Priesnitz

A newly revised e-book edition

of this bestselling homeschooling

handbook by

the founder

and editor of

Life Learning

Magazine

and well-

known

unschooling

pioneer.

Order directly

from the publisher

www.NaturalLifeBooks.com

Contribute to

Life LearningMagazine

We welcome your article ideas

and submissions, as well as

books and websites for review.

Send an email to

editor@NaturalChildMagazine.com

www.LifeLearningMagazine.com
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The latest unschooling book by Life Learning Magazine’s editor.

Beyond School
Living As If School Doesn’t Exist

by Wendy Priesnitz

How families and individuals can

live and learn without coercion or

struggle, and with trust, respect,

dignity…as if school doesn’t exist.

This book holds high the beacon of

respect for and trust in children –

not only to learn what they need when

they need it, but to participate in the

lives of their communities and to take

their places in a democratic society.

“Priesnitz is a calm, clear, voice of advocacy and support for life learning. She writes

with a wisdom and certainty born of forty years of observation of the damage done

by schooling, and from her own experience and that of other families living without

coercion. Making the radical seem obvious, she shows that school is not only un-

necessary, but can get in the way, as it turns children from active to passive learn-

ers, shuts down their curiosity, removes their autonomy, and damages their

creativity and ability to think clearly.”

By directly from the publisher in DRM-free PDF.

www.NaturalLifeBooks.com
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