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One 

DESIGNED FOR JOY 
Change is scary. For most people, at most times, that is. Particularly when there is 
significant skin in the game. We prefer what is comfortable and normalized to that which is 
uncomfortable and new. For the majority of Westerners, the concept of school - complete 
with teachers, students, grade levels, textbooks, and tests - is normal and comfortable. 
Anything that calls itself education outside of that arena is uncomfortable, even 
threatening. 

While today’s public education system is barreling further and further toward a near 
robotic standardization of learning, the number of alternative learning environments is 
slowly increasing. Charter schools, public alternative schools, and private schools often use 
their independence to take a more child-centered approach, while online schools tend to 
mimic the public education program. Home educators exercise the freedom to utilize a 
complete spectrum of educational approaches, anywhere from freeform unschooling to 
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the most rigid, standardized curricula. In addition, home educators are able to test and 
approve the approach that is best for their child or children, adapting it in real-time over 
the course of the student’s educational career. 

Yet, with all the debates over what is the best way to educate a child, or a nation, there are 
very few who begin with the question, “How are we designed to learn?” In other words, 
what is our natural relationship to learning? 

There’s no doubt that humans are wired to learn. All it takes is half an hour with a nine-
month—old child to see that there is an innate drive to learn new skills and try new things 
that is insatiable, unstoppable, and completely biological. It is only after children have 
spent time in an educational institution, like our current public schools, that they begin to 
rebel against the idea of learning.  

We should ask ourselves, then, is education supposed to be a long, dreary, competitive 
process with very little direct relevance to a child’s life? Or is education meant to be 
exciting, self-directed, fully relevant, and incredibly fun?  

Perhaps finding the best educational method, if such a thing exists, means pulling away 
everything that hinders our natural drive and desire to learn and thriving in the simplicity 
that remains. Authentic Learning seeks to do just that. Although the journey to return to 
our roots may seem scary and uncomfortable, it is every bit worth it to rediscover the way 
we were designed to learn: with great capacity and great joy. 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Two 

THE 9TH WHEEL 
In the homeschooling realm, there are currently about eight educational methods that are 
popularly used. These methods are: 

• Charlotte Mason 
• Classical 
• Eclectic/Relaxed  

• Montessori 
• Traditional  
• Unit Studies 

• Unschooling 
• Waldorf 

Of these eight methods, six rely on curricula to guide the learning process. One 
(unschooling) rejects all curricula, and one (eclectic) is free to use curricula or not. 
Authentic Learning as an approach to home education was partly born out of the need for 
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this list to address an educational method that begins with interest, not curricula, yet still 
allows for purpose, goal-setting, and structure. 

Authentic Learning is most akin to the Eclectic and Unschooling methods. Like 
unschooling, Authentic Learning as an approach is heavily influenced by the work of John 
Holt, who trusted the child’s natural instinct to learn and placed a great deal of importance 
on interest-led experiences. In Authentic Learning, unlike the current unschooling trend, 
parental values and goals have a vital place in guiding student learning. If poetry 
memorization is important to Dad, then by all means, the student can have an expectation 
to memorize poetry as part of his or her education. 

So why not just call it Eclectic, then? Because by very nature of the classification, Relaxed or 
Eclectic homeschooling does not have a clear purpose or methodology. A particular 
parent certainly can, but the category does not. Authentic Learning, on the other hand, is a 
well-defined approach based on the premise that education should no longer be 
hindered by the traditions of men but should resemble original design, to the best of 
our ability. 

Authentic Learning, therefore, gladly assumes its place as the ninth wheel in the wonderful 
vehicle of home education methods. As the movement grows, let there be many more 
methods, many more wheels! 
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Three 

SO, WHAT IS IT? 
Authentic Learning aims to restore a natural interaction between life and learning, in 
which children are engaged in ongoing cycles of inquiry and discovery, interest and 
expression, within the context of family and community.  

In this method, learning is as natural as breathing and as exhilarating as flying. Students 
learn the way we were designed to learn: through real life, real interests, real problems, 
and real community. As an approach to home education, Authentic Learning is interest-led, 
relevant, ongoing, and highly interactive: 

Interest-led: Children have as many interests, ideas, and passions as there are stars in the 
sky, and these unique, deeply personal interests act as the starting point for the majority of 
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earning that takes place in Authentic Learning. Other important learning catalysts include: 
curiosity, necessity, and family values. 

Relevant: Students ask and find answers to questions that are relevant to their daily lives, 
identify and solve problems in their sphere of interaction, create tools, art, resources that 
are useful and meaningful in their world.  

Ongoing: Learning is not scheduled for certain times, days, and seasons. While some 
learning activities can certainly follow a schedule or rhythm (such as a daily reading time at 
9:00 a.m.), the learning that takes place on a weekend is every bit as valuable as weekday 
learning. 

Interactive: In Authentic Learning, students interact with the people, places, and 
things around them almost non-stop. Whether reading books, playing with toys, building 
LEGOs, writing stories, cooking a meal, planting a garden, visiting the library, shadowing a 
store manager, starting a business, attending a cultural event, volunteering at the food 
pantry, or a million other activities, students are active participants in their own families and 
communities. 
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Four 

LEARNING IN ACTION 
The beauty of Authentic Learning is that it looks different every day, for every family, for 
every child. There are as many examples of Authentic Learning as there are stars in the sky. 
(That’s kind of the whole point!) Here are just a few: 

Nataja, age 5, loves to travel on airplanes. She talks constantly about all the places she 
wants to visit. Mom helps her come up with a plan to earn money to go on a special trip by 
drawing and selling postcards. In the process, Nataja learns basic business concepts, 
money concepts, addition, importance of quality work, customer service skills, goal setting, 
patience, realistic expectations, and much more.  

Parker, age 7, is curious about lightning. He reads numerous books about lightening, 
watches a documentary, watches several YouTube vidoes, and grills his adult friends until he 
is saturated in the topic. Parker decides to conduct a science experiment, with adult 
supervision, to recreate lightning. He films his experiment, explaining the results, and posts 
it on social media to share all that he has learned. 

Everyn, age 8, does not seem to have a grasp on basic math concepts beyond addition and 
subtraction. Everyn is an avid artist, however, who especially loves watercolor painting. 
Everyn's mom connects her with a friend who is an art teacher, who starts visiting  twice a 
week to use art as a medium for learning math, making visual connections between the 
artistic process and the mathematics involved. Everyn begins to grasp the math concepts 
and is curious enough to start working through a math workbook on her own. 

As you can see, Authentic Learning is driven mainly by interest, but also by necessity and 
family values. Unlike unschooling, parents are encouraged to engage in goal-setting for 
and with their children and to regularly integrate any learning aids that might help their 
children continue toward those goals. 
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Five 

IT TAKES A VILLAGE 
Authentic Learning is student-led, family-oriented, and community-integrated. While the 
student has a significant voice in his/her own educational journey, the needs and wants of 
all family members, particularly the parents, are taken into consideration. And while the 
home may be the center of the student’s educational environment, Authentic 
Learning always includes significant interaction with people, events, and institutions in the 
greater community. 

In Authentic Learning, students are integral members of an interdependent whole: both 
the whole of the family and that of the community at large. Methods of instruction that are 
entirely student-centered are damaging to both the child and the community, creating 
unhealthy levels of self-centeredness in our society and placing unbearable pressure on 
each child to perform and succeed according to often irrelevant, arbitrary standards. 
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Rather than being empowered, we see today’s students suffering from unprecedented 
levels of stress, anxiety, and depression, and turning to harmful coping mechanisms at 
earlier and earlier ages. 

Instead, students who are educated via the Authentic Learning method have a deep sense 
of belonging because they are equal citizens in their family and community and highly 
active participants in both groups. Some examples of how this plays out are: 

Miles, age 8, has recently taken to racing to his room after dinner and spending the entire 
evening isolated from the rest of his family. In a side-by-side conversation with her son, 
Miles’ mom finds out that he is frustrated because the family doesn’t seem to do any of the 
kinds of leisure activities that he enjoys. Thus, he feels bored and left out spending time 
with them after dinner. Miles’ mom gently encourages him to brainstorm ideas and come 
up with an activity in his line of interest that the whole family can enjoy. Miles decides to 
teach his family his favorite role-playing game, and they incorporate this into their family 
rhythm as a weekly activity, led by Miles. 

Coretta, age 6, is missing her grandparents, who live on the other side of the country. 
Coretta’s dad spends time with her looking at pictures of her grandparents, and they make 
a video call as well. Then, Coretta’s dad explains how many elderly people live right across 
the street in the Alzheimer’s Special Care Center. Upon questioning, he describes 
Alzheimer’s disease, as well as the loneliness and isolation many elderly people experience 
when living separate from the rest of society. Moved by what she has heard, Coretta 
decides to visit the center and ask how she can be of help. Then, she and her dad set up a 
monthly visit to read aloud to some of the residents there. Coretta builds meaningful 
relationships and continues to learn through serving in her community. 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Six 

NUTS & BOLTS 
Incorporating Authentic Learning into your home education setting should not be a 
daunting task. It is an exercise primarily in letting go. Letting go of curricula and standards. 
Letting go of contrived learning experiences. Letting go of people’s opinions even.  

What you get to start doing, on the other hand, is dreaming. And not just you, but your 
spouse and children. Together, the first step after letting go is simply to dream. What are all 
the things we would love our child to experience? What are her current interests? What are 
his current struggles? At the end of this time we have to teach our children in our home, 
what kind of young men and women do we hope they will be? 

1. Create a Vision Statement 

After a week or two of simply talking and dreaming together, hold a family meeting to 
create a vision statement for your home education outcomes. The vision statement should 
be very short and simple, yet clear enough to keep all family members focused on the 
same ideal. It’s a good idea to write the statement in present tense: a truth that can be 
realized more and more over the years. Here are a few examples: 

❖ Our daughter is a woman of virtue and valor. 
❖ Our children are accomplished, intelligent, and compassionate contributors to society. 
❖ We pursue truth and excellence in every aspect of our lives. 

2. Find Your Rhythm 

This may sound counterintuitive to Authentic Learning, but creating a schedule within 
which your student will live and learn is essential to the happy functioning of most 
households. The nature of your schedule is entirely up to your family. Spend some time 
charting out your current activities and paying attention to how each family member 
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prefers to function at different times of the day. Together with your child, brainstorm wish 
lists of types of activities you each would like to have included in the daily rhythm. Draft a 
schedule and try it out. Whatever isn’t working, tweak until you’ve found a rhythm that fits 
for your whole family. 

3. Follow the Guideposts 

At the beginning of each year, create a list of anywhere from five to 15 guideposts that 
highlight the main ways in which you plan to guide your student’s learning opportunities.  
This is not meant to be an exhaustive list of goals or activities for your child. Rather, it is a 
simple reminder of several of the areas in which you would like to see continued growth. 
For example: 

Isaiah, age 5 
1. Interests: Continue to write down interests, dreams, and goals. Help him pursue these 

daily. 
2. Reading: Read together at least hour every day, gently encourage him to read aloud as 

well. 
3. Writing: Write thank you cards, letters to cousins, and continue writing for fun. Start 

learning to type on the computer with a typing game. 
4. Arithmetic: Focus on time, money, and addition. 
5. Concepts: Continue to use globe, United States map, and calendar regularly. Continue 

using YouTube to explore topics that come up in conversation. 
6. Faith & Character: Create and follow a daily task chart to work on responsibility. Practice 

memorizing one new scripture verse about every two weeks. 
7. Vocation: Choose between two current interests and explore related career options. Do 

related projects and activities related and meet at least on person in this career field. 
8. Dad’s Wish: Begin learning to code through coding games. 
9. Mom’s Wish: Continue practicing Spanish through games; begin writing in Spanish. 

4. Listen and Respond 

As the primary facilitator of your child’s learning, you have the unique role of listening and 
responding to his or her questions and interests in such a way that promotes ongoing 
learning. If this process is new or daunting for you, here are a few tips and techniques for 
prompting your child to dig deeper, explore further, and learn more: 
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❖ Scaffolding - Whatever your child is comfortably succeeding at, add a related challenge 
that is a bit of a stretch but not out of reach. 

❖ Let’s find out - Avoid answering your child’s questions with, “I don’t know.” Instead, try to 
answer with, “I don’t know. Let’s find out!” Use whatever tools you have to research an 
answer together with your child. 

❖ Parallel tasks - Whatever you are working on, try to find an age-appropriate version of the 
same task for your student to engage in alongside of you.  

❖ Project thinking - Take your child’s current interests and turn them into the opportunity 
for project learning. Does he love horses and writing? Encourage him to write an 
equestrian-themed story. Does she love adding to her sticker collection? Ask her to 
create a bar graph showing how many of each color sticker she has. 
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Seven 

SAID AND DONE 
When all is said and done, what really matters to you about your child’s education? 
Perhaps you just want him to leave home happy and confident to enter the world. Maybe 
you want her to have every opportunity to make it into an Ivy League College. For some, 
the goal is all about faith and character. For others, their focus is on day-to-day, joyful living 
as their children will likely be dependent for life.  

The beauty of Authentic Learning is that we as parents set the vision, the destination. And 
our children, together with our family and community, determine the path to get there. We 
are partners with our children in their educational journey, and we experience the wonder 
of learning together. 
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“These commandments that I give you today are to be on your hearts. Impress them on 
your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, 

when you lie down and when you get up.” 
— Deuteronomy 6:6-7 
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