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Homeschool Resource Centers

i

A Conversation with Ken Danford and Joshua Hornick

Ken and Joshua are the directors of Pathfinder Learning
Center, a resource center for homeschooling teenagers
in the Amherst, Massachusetts area. Now in its fourth
year, Pathfinder serves as a social meeting place, offers |
classes and activities, and helps teenagers and their
parents work through the challenges and issues that
come up as they make the transition to self-directed
learning. Members pay an annual fee of $1500; those
unable to pay that fee can reduce it by helping with

Pathfinder's fundraising efforts.

Susannah Sheffer: Three years ago
you were two middle school teachers
dissatisfied with your jobs. When you
left to create something else, why did
you decide to create a resource center
for homeschoolers instead of an
alternative school?

Ken Danford: Creating 2 school
wouldn’t have addressed the concerns
we had as teachers: having to deal with
a curriculum, having a preset notion
of what kids would have to learn. And
if we opened a private school, the
tuition would be rather expensive for
the families. We wanted something
that would be affordable — something
that any of our students who wanted to
leave with us could decide to join.

§8: It’s interesting that you say
“who wanted to leave with us.” You
started Pathfinder with the idea that
your particular students might choose
to leave school as you did?

KD: It’s critical to understand that
Pathfinder was developed to make
homeschooling an appealing and suc-
cessful option for kids who were still in
school. We knew a lot of kids in school
who we believed would benefit from
another approach. Our main goal
wasn’t to collect all the homeschoolers
who were already out there and have

them join us, although of course they
were welcome as well (there weren’t
too many in this area, though). From
the very beginning, we were about
helping people choose to be in
control of their education.

SS: As you were making plans to
leave teaching, did you tell your
students what you were going to do?

Joshua Hornick: We were very
careful not to be actively soliciting
kids. We didn’t say anything in any
forceful way; we just let kids know what
we were doing. We never told kids they
should leave school. A few of them did
leave and join us, but most of our cur-
rent members of Pathfinder were not
actually Ken’s or my students in
school,

KD: We never recruited kids, nev-
er even cajoled. In fact, I think most of
my students had enough misconcep-
tions about homeschooling that they
just thought it was kind of goofy. I was
going to tutor homeschooled kids, is
how they thought of it. They didn’t
realize it had any meaning to them.

JH: When kids would ask, “Why
are you leaving?” I would say, “Because
it makes me crazy to be here. I get the
feeling most of you would just as soon
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not be here, and I’m uncomfortahle
having to watch over you like that.”
But as Ken said, not too many students
left school right then. Subsequently
many did leave, but Pathfinder has
caught on by word of mouth rather
than because we urged kids to leave.

KD: Three years ago we started
out with 20 or 25 kids. We moved up
to 40 or so and had over 50 at one
point.

5S: What do kids get with a
resource center that they wouldn't get
with a school?

JH: The real question is what they
get from homeschooling that they
don’t get from school, and you and
your readers know the answer to that
as well as we do. But from another
perspective, starting up a resource
center is a ot less work than starting a
school. Schools are required to play a
custodial role, so you're in a situation
where you have to be watching the
kids all day long. Here at Pathfinder,
the kids come and go as they choose.
Most come in only twe or three times a
week and not for the whole day.

KD: And with very rare excep-
tions, schools make kids learn certain
material. Pathfinder supports parents
and kids to make their own decisions.
Another question is, what is the differ-
ence between homeschooling with
Pathfinder and without. I think the
difference is simply that we make cer-
tain things easier. We provide a critical
mass of people and of energy, for
certain Kids of field trips, classes, and
activities, We certainly know lots of
people who homeschool successfully
without Pathfinder. Some people join,
discover they don’t need us that much,
and leave.
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JH: The other thing is the support
services we provide for the family. We
meet with families and help them
develop their plans and help them
review on a regular basis — are they
doing what they wanted to do? At least
twice a year we sit down with every
family and talk about which of their
goals are being met, which aren’t, if
there’s disagreement between parents
and kids, how should you go about
trying to deal with the problems and
support the successes. I perceive that
service as extremely valuable to some
families and at least moderately
valuable to all of them.

KD: Some of those meetings are
valuable even to families who have
been homeschooling successfully for
years. Just to have a brainstorming
session or a counseling session can be
helpful.

SS: Do other people have trouble
distinguishing Pathfinder from a
school?

KD: Almost everybody has trouble.

My parents say, “Ken’s school.” They
think that since we're teachers, and we
have these kids coming here, that's a
school.

88: What about the families you
work with? Do they understand the
difference between a resource center
and a school, or do they sometimes
expect you to do what a school would
do?

KD: A teenager might say to his
friends, “I go to Pathfinder,” because
that’s easier to say. But in the begin-
ning when we talk to families, we do
have to make it clear what we will and
won't do. We won't make teenagers
learn certain things, we won’t hold
them accountable, we won’t be task-
masters. At some opening meetings
with parents, they may think we're
going to “do the homeschooling for
them.”

JH: But to our credit, 1 do think
we make it pretty clear at the outset
what we are not and what we won't do.

KD: Some kids may begin
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homeschooling expecting us to make
them do math, and then when we
don’t make them, they don'’t do it, and
they end up resenting us for the fact
that they didn’t learn it.

S§S: So they're really thinking in
school terms, then.

Does Pathfinder make it possible
for people to homeschool who
wouldn't have otherwise?

JH: It makes the transition much
easier. The families have a clearer idea
of what to expect and they have
people they can turn to when they’re
unsure, At first when people look at
us, what they see that’s attractive is all
the activities and the fact that we are a
place where kids can come and hang
out together. But often they come to
realize that the family support we offer
is equally important.

KD: The social scene here is very
attractive for teenagers coming out of
school, too. And both parents and kids
like the idea of the kids having an
opportunity to learn in groups, but
with the chance to choose what groups
to be in. That’s possible here in a way
that it isn’t at school. Of course, home-
school support groups also offer
classes and activities, but having a
permanent and centrally located place
is very appealing. Kids know they can
just drop in and see who'’s here today,
what's going on. And then it’s also
very easy to leave, which is important.

JH: When people ask us about
setting up a center for teenagers, we
always stress the importance of having
it in an accessible location where there
are places for the kids to go if they
leave. If the center is far away and only
accessible by car, and the kids aren’t
driving yvet, they’'ll have to get dropped
off and they won't be able to leave
until their parents pick them up. At
Pathfinder, kids can walk out of here
and be right in the center of Amherst
with the library, coffee houses, pizza
places, stores, and many other places
to go.

SS: Pathfinder provides a center
for teenagers to be together, and you
also focus a lot on helping teengers

get out into the wider community
through volunteer work and appren-
ticeships. In your experience, which
do teenagers crave more — a specifi-
cally “teen space,” or the chance to be
more fully integrated into the commu-
nity?

KD: I think it’s a false dichotomy;
both are important. And in fact there
are adults coming into Pathtinder all
the time too, so it isn’t really a se-
cluded teenage hangout. Most of the
kids don’t come in every day, so
they're clearly off doing other things.
We're closed one day a week to en-
courage people to find a life elsewhere
if they haven’t already, because we did
feel there was a small group, maybe
five or ten kids, who were relying on
Pathfinder too much.

8S: Why have a center specifically
for teenagers and not just a resource
center for the whole community?

KD: Because we're focusing on the
particular importance of independent
learning during adolescence, and be-
cause we had been teaching adoles-
cents and that’s where our concern
was. But I can see that we could ex-
pand into being a lifetime learning
center, I have fantasies of hooking up
with the senior center here — maybe
having history discussions linked with
them.

JH: We had a senior citizen who
came regularly to one of our science
classes.

88: This may sound obvious, but1
know it isn’t obvious to everyone: why
do you think teenagers want to be do-
ing things like apprenticeships? After
all, these days schools and even juven-
ile courts often require community ser-
vice, implying that it’s a kind of medi-
cine that’s good for young people but
that they wouldn’t choose on their
own.,

KD: I think people want to be
really good at something, and also to
do something meaningful, something
that matters. Sure, it might seem like
kids in school would rather lounge
around than do anything else, but I
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don’t think people are really happy
just lounging around for long periods
of time. In school, their energy is
taken up with things they don’t really
care ahout, and then they don’t have
much energy left over. I felt that way
when I was teaching. When | came
home, it was hard for me to read
challenging books or do volunteer
work. I'd just watch TV. Now, I don’t
watch TV anymore and I read a lot,
because 1 enjoy what I'm deing during
the day. When people are happy with
their lives and feel in control, they
have more energy.

88: What about the adults that all
these teenagers are working with?
Another thing that I've found is not
obvious to many people is simply that
there are enough adults who willbe
welcoming to kids who want to help
out.

JH: At the beginning, we kept a
file of people in the community
interested in providing mentorships or
internships. We had about 80 cards,

and if we’d promoted it we easily
could have had 300 cards. It drove
home to me the point that adults in
the community are hurt just as much
from having kids secreted away in
schools as the kids are, because the
adults don’t have the opportunity to
mentor and teach unless they are full-
time teachers. We had many more
adults offering to be mentors than
kids who could take them up on it.
And those teenagers who did have
apprenticeships were finding their
opportunities in other ways and didn’t
need our file as much as we had
expected. Most families set up their
own apprenticeships by thinking of
people they know.

S8: What’s especially hard for
families about adjusting to the free-
dom of homeschooling?

KD: Letting go of the idea that
there are many things that everyone
should know and that you should
spend most of your time pursuing
those things.

JH: And kids have to learn how to
structure their time. Sometimes that
means setting goals and sometimes it
means establishing consequences for
oneself if the goals aren’t met. But
notice I said “for oneself.” We feel
strongly that if the parent is setting up
the consequences for the child, you
don’t get nearly as positive an out-
come. Last spring I was meeting with a
family who was having a problem with
the 14-year-old girl staying up until
1:00 or 2:00 in the morning on com-
puter chat lines. She was mature
enough to see that this wasn’t good for
her, because there were things she
wanted to be doing in the mornings
and she couldn’t get up for them.,
Identifying it that way — that there
were things she wanted to do but
couldn’t do because of staying up so
late — made a big difference. Then I
asked the girl what she thought she
could do to get to sleep earlier. She
said, “I’ll set a limit for myself for
midnight, and if I don’t keep it, I
won’t use the computer the next day.”
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88: It’s interesting because I bet
that if the parents had come up with
exactly that rule, she would have been
more likely to resent it.

JH: Right, but since she thought
of it for herself, it worked, or at least
we never heard about the problem
again. When kids are in school, kids
often perceive their parents as the
enforcers for the school, and we’ve
seen that in homeschooling the kids
and parents can feel much more that
they're working together rather than
working against each other.

KD: Another hard thing about
adjusting to freedom can be not valu-
ing what does get done. If a teenager
learns a new instrument or writes a
whole lot of poetry, people may say,
“Yeah, but he didn’t do anything else.”
There can be a tendency to devalue
what was done and focus on what
wasn't done.

I think in general that the value of
the first year of homeschooling is
learning how to structure your life and
figure out something you love to do.
But sometimes people have bigger
problems in their lives than education.
If a teenager is depressed or has stress
from other sources, those problems
need to be addressed first.

JH: Or as part of the
homeschooling.

KD: We had one girl here who, in
a very short period, had to deal with
an enormous amount of stress. She
had a whole slew of family deaths,
friends committing suicide — it seemed
that there was a drama of real signifi-
cance every time we saw her. I think
for her, being out of school was essen-
tial to her being able to process all this
and keep her spirits up. She was able
to have a close relationship with her
mother during it all, which was very
important, I don’t see how she could
have carried the full load of school-
work and done well amidst all these
tragedies. She’s a wonderful young
woman who has a lot of plans for her
life.

Then there’s an example that is
sort of the opposite of this: a young
man who came out of school fairly
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undirected and pretty unhappy. In our
meetings, he told us he basically likes
to be left alone with no pressure on
him. Mostly he comes here and hangs
out and gets involved in some social
activities. He doesn’t want to challenge
himself, and he says he likes it that
way. His parents are a bit concerned,
to say the least. But that’s where he is.
We're not able to put a life together
for him, though we do offer him many
things. He smiles and says no thank
you. I think there may be some issues
about his feelings about himself and
his past — I don’t even know all of it —
that would have to get resolved before
he is ready to accept those kinds of
challenges.

JH: There are those who say he
should be forced to be in school and
made to learn things. I have a strong
sense that if he were in school he
would become very antisocial because
he would be told he was no good all
the time.

It’s very hard for parents, too,
when everything they hear about their
child is negative. One woman who
spoke with us on the telephone began
crying and said, “You mean you're not
going to call me up and tell me what
my daughter’s doing wrong?”

88: What do you think teenagers
need adults for?

JH: I think in a healthy family, kids
need their parents for something all
the way up until their parents pass on.
Of course, the need decreases through
the years, but it's still there.

KDt The need for direct oversight
decreases, but teenagers certainly
need support and encouragement and
challenges. They don't need orders —
that's the difference. And they need
reassurance that they're OK, that their
feelings about their lives and, in this
case, their dissatisfaction with school
makes sense. At Pathfinder, kids want
to know that we believe in them: Few
adults will tell a teenager thatit’sa
good idea to leave school.

JH: We talk with kids here all the
time. I think teenagers tend to benefit
a greai deal from a caring uncle such
as we are to them, someone who's not
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the parent but who can give them
adult advice. We're just two more
adults that they can talk about life
with, as they're starting to get a sense
of being adults themselves.

S8:; What about the reverse: what
do you as adults get out of spending so
much time with teenagers?

KD: I get a lot of satisfaction out of
helping young people feel in control
of their lives. It’s satisfying to do it and
to see the changes in them.

JH: Most of the kids here are
extremely idealistic and fun to be with.
It just feels great to spend time with
them.

Sharing Materials through a

Center in Ohio

As we go lo press in September, the
Home Education Resource Center of
Central Ohio has just opened. Belinda
Augustus, one of the founders of the center,
explains its goals:

About seven of us form the core
group of homeschoolers that have
gotten this Resource Center going.
Our main idea was to provide a way for
homeschoolers to have access to books
and materials, especially those that it
would be too expensive for a family to
purchase individually. We wanted to
have available the kinds of materials
that a family might just use once or
occasionally — microscopes, skeletons,
expensive items like that.

Many organizations have materi-
als, equipment, and curriculums that
they are giving out for free to schools,
but they aren’t as receptive to giving
them to a homeschooling family
because they would rather know that
the materials were being used by a
larger group. As a resource center, we
can assure the donors that their
materials will be used by a large group
of children. Most of the materials in
our library have been donated from

. corporations and foundations. Some

science foundations have given us
huge science kits, for example. The
Ohio Department of Natural Re-
sources has materials that they're
willing to just hand out to a group, so

that’s another example. Other materi-
als have come from families who used
something once and now no longer
need it. Yet another way we get mater-
ials for the library is through families’
participation in book clubs like
Scholastic and Carnival. We collect
bonus points from them and then are
able to turn around and purchase
something else. Finally, we are able to

" get free samples from homeschool

vendors because we offer to keep their
catalogs available with the sample, In
the future, we may decide to purchase
high-cost items and then rent them
out at a very low cost — say, $5 a use —
until they’re paid for.

Before opening the Resource Cen-
ter, we had been running a home-
school library with books and materi-
als out of my home. It was outgrowing
my home and it was difficult to keep it
organized. We thought it would be
wonderful to have this lending library
available in a more accessible space.

The other reason for wanting a
Resource Center was to have a place
that could house cur support group
meetings and classes and workshops.
Libraries and recreation centers have
been supportive and many home-
schoolers’ meetings have been held in
those places, but we’ve found that it’s
a low priority for them. The library
might easily bump the monthly
homeschoolers’ meeting if the space
was needed for something else.

For all these reasons, we thought
that having a regular space just for us
would be a wonderful way of providing
support to homeschoolers. This way,
all the resources will be right there,
including homeschooling magazines,
legal information, and the chance to
tap into a network of others. We’ve
heard that homeschoolers who return
their children to school generally do
so within two years, and it’s our
contention that it’s because they
haven’t tapped into a community. We
wanted to make that easier.

That’s the reason we chose such a
simple name for the center. A lot of
names got discussed, but the straight-
forward name won out because we
wanted people to be able to look in
the phone book under “Homeschool”
and find us right away.

Finding a space was of course the
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