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Introduction

“Won’t your children be social misfits?”

“Do you really think you can teach them as well as a professional 
teacher?”

“What about the prom?”

 More than 1.5 million children in the United States are homeschooled. 
This number, a conservative estimate, represents 2.9 percent of the school-
age population1 and is up significantly from the mid-1980s, when the U.S. 
Department of Education estimated that fewer than 300,000 American chil-
dren were homeschooled.2 Since 1993, every state has provided a legal option 
for parents to educate their children at home,3 and although homeschoolers 
have gained legal legitimacy and visibility with their growing numbers, they 
have yet to secure mainstream acceptance. Homeschooling is widely mis-
understood by the non-homeschooling public, and homeschooling parents 
themselves feel the stigma sharply each time they are asked whether they are 
worried about destroying their children socially and academically.
 Misconceptions are fueled by national media stories that sensational-
ize the role of homeschooling in unusual events—either triumphs, such as 
a homeschooled child who wins the National Spelling Bee, or tragedies, 
such as a homeschooling mother who, under the influence of postpartum 
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psychosis, drowns her five children in a bathtub. Indeed, in February 2008, 
homeschooling made national news again, this time in California, when the 
state was prosecuting a case of child abuse in which the family happened 
to homeschool. The child welfare authorities argued that the state should 
require the children to attend public school so teachers could notice and 
report signs of abuse. During the course of the case, a California appellate 
court interpreted the state’s homeschooling law such that, literally overnight, 
the parents to approximately 160,000 homeschooled children became crim-
inals. The decision was vacated several months later due to pressure from 
organized homeschooling groups as well as from Governor Arnold Schwar-
zenegger, but the event reinforced for many homeschoolers that misconcep-
tions about homeschooling—and thus about the people who choose it for 
their children—still abound. 
 What are the realities of homeschooling, and why do people choose it for 
their children? I asked these questions in September 2000 when I moved 
to Cedar County, a semirural area in the Pacific Northwest, and immedi-
ately discovered that homeschooling was an exceptionally popular alterna-
tive to conventional education.4 Homeschooling’s prevalence surprised me; 
although I had heard of it before, I had never known anyone who actually 
did it, and I wondered, like many non-homeschoolers (whom I call “outsid-
ers”), what motivated parents to homeschool their children. Wouldn’t home-
schooled kids be socially awkward? Have gaping holes in their education? 
How would they learn to deal with diverse populations? And who were these 
parents who would choose such a radically different life for their children? 
I imagined they were either staunch evangelical Christians who spent their 
days using Bible verses to refute established scientific theories or else New 
Age hippies who taught their children—named Starfire and Chakra—to read 
auras rather than books. Regardless of on which end of the spectrum their 
practices lay, surely all of them were irresponsible parents who dismissed the 
importance of education.
 I discovered the exact opposite was true. Homeschoolers are extremely 
concerned about their children’s education, and they homeschool because 
they see it as a way to be ultraresponsible parents.5 This applies to most 
homeschoolers, anyway; the homeschooling community is a diverse one—
another discovery that defied my expectations. Homeschoolers come from 
all walks of life and educate in myriad ways. Likewise, most homeschooled 
children thrive socially and academically, though some do not, but this is 
certainly true for conventionally schooled children as well.6 Meeting a few 
homeschooling families during my first months in Cedar County quickly 
disconfirmed my stereotypes, but it also raised other questions about how 
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these families’ lives were affected by taking on such an enormous commit-
ment, especially one that is so disparaged. Raising children is hard enough 
when a family is going with the tide; I could not imagine adding “educate 
children” to the domestic chore list and, further, swimming upstream to do 
it. How do parents persevere with such a monumental yet stigmatized family 
choice? With these questions fueling my curiosity, I decided to investigate 
homeschooling sociologically.
 The issue of household labor and its effect on families is a vast area of 
study in sociology. With that in mind, I knew any information I gathered 
about the workload of homeschooling would be complex and interrelated 
with other areas of family life. In addition, groups or activities that are stig-
matized affect people in multifaceted ways, from identities to relationships to 
social standing and access to resources. No survey of fixed-choice questions 
emailed to homeschoolers could tap these issues deeply enough to reveal the 
intricacies of the experience. To study the workload and stigma of home-
schooling, I needed to have extended conversations with homeschoolers 
themselves.
 In March 2001, with the intent of learning more about homeschool-
ing from the people who do it, I located Cedar County’s primary organiza-
tion, which I call the Parents’ Association for Teaching at Home, or PATH, a 
homeschooling support group with more than 600 member families. Based 
on this number, PATH claimed that Cedar County had the highest home-
schooling rate in the nation, and though I was never able to confirm that 
statistic, the number does suggest that our rate was at least twice the national 
average.7 PATH’s meetings, held one night a month in a public school gym-
nasium, were open to the public, so I began attending even though I was not 
a homeschooler, nor even a parent.
 The most striking fact I encountered in my early experiences with PATH 
was that homeschooling “parents” were mothers. Cedar County homeschool-
ers, like homeschoolers nationally, were overwhelmingly mothers in two-
parent, heterosexual families, who stayed at home and educated the chil-
dren while their husbands earned enough in the paid labor force to support 
their families on one income. Fathers were occasionally involved in PATH, 
but mothers proliferated the subculture, attending meetings and posting 
to the email listserv to seek support for or offer advice about homeschool-
ing. I quickly understood that homeschooling was women’s work and was 
closely tied to mothers’ identities. The challenges they experienced, such as 
stigma from outsiders, and the concerns they expressed, such as unman-
ageable workloads, were filtered through their maternal identities, which 
influenced how they felt about themselves as mothers, progressed through 
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their mothering careers, and managed power dynamics within their families. 
Homeschoolers themselves often declared that homeschooling was about 
being the best mother they could be.
 At its heart, then, this book is about good mothering. I present home-
schoolers’ experiences against the backdrop of the cultural standards for 
good mothering and show how mothers used homeschooling as a way to live 
up to those standards. Like many other stay-at-home mothers, homeschool-
ers are primarily responsible for performing household chores and caring 
for preschool-age children. Homeschoolers, however, add educating their 
school-age children, possibly through age eighteen, to their stay-at-home 
mothering duties. These extended commitments to their children and addi-
tional responsibilities to their families significantly shape the way they come 
to see themselves as mothers. Despite their intense focus on children’s edu-
cation and their willingness to sacrifice a great number of their own inter-
ests, homeschoolers are constantly fighting public perception that they are 
irresponsible mothers for keeping their children out of conventional schools. 
How do homeschoolers combat the stigma and workload constraints to live 
up to the norms of good mothering? The answer appears in three conceptual 
threads, which run throughout this book: identity, emotions, and time. 
 Sociologists view the idea of identity, or the “self,” as distinctly social. We 
can only see ourselves as we think others see us, and we develop this under-
standing through our interactions with them—by interpreting their words 
and actions toward us. Conversely, who we believe we are influences our 
behavior, so we structure our interactions based on these ideas, which, of 
course, affects the interactions we have, and circularly, how we see ourselves. 
For the most part, social interaction shores up our self-perception, but occa-
sionally it drives us to refine or completely revise our identities. This process 
emerged in the interplay between mothers’ identities and their experiences 
with homeschooling. On the one hand, homeschooling shaped their iden-
tities as mothers; they developed certain justifications for homeschooling, 
which helped them defend themselves against outsiders’ negative perception 
and rebuild their maternal identities. On the other hand, mothers’ identi-
ties shaped their homeschooling experiences; they continued to homeschool, 
despite the highly intensive demands, because they saw themselves as certain 
kinds of mothers. In the pages that follow, I show how mothers’ identities 
both drove and were driven by their homeschooling experiences.
 When homeschoolers talked about being good mothers, two additional 
supporting conceptual threads wove themselves so tightly throughout the 
narratives that it was impossible to understand homeschoolers’ identities 
without considering the role of mothers’ emotions and time. Sociologists 
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view emotions much like they view the self: as interpretive and socially 
derived. Our feelings are not purely innate or instinctual but rather depend 
on how we define situations and internalize cultural beliefs about particu-
lar emotions. That is not to say that emotions are divorced from biological 
processes. Indeed, our physiological responses are important elements in 
experiencing our emotions, but they do not constitute emotions in and of 
themselves. Instead, we experience emotions “on the template of prior expec-
tations.”8 Through socialization, we learn to interpret these physiological 
responses by assessing the situation and drawing on our cultural knowledge 
about emotions. Sociologists are interested in the meanings we create around 
particular emotions—how we assign value (e.g., jealousy is bad), learn norms 
(e.g., control anger at work), and label our feelings in context (e.g., he’s cute, 
it must be love). We know that emotions have a robust social component 
because these beliefs vary across history, culture, and subculture.9 
 One important place we see the social construction of emotions is in gen-
der stereotypes, which yield distinct beliefs about women’s and men’s capaci-
ties for experiencing various feelings. As a culture, for example, we assume 
that women are “emotional experts,” and we stereotype men as having little 
capacity for emotional self-reflection.10 Most Americans would readily agree 
that emotion norms are gendered, and further, that mothering young chil-
dren is a highly emotional activity. Yet despite these salient understandings 
in our culture, surprisingly little research has systematically examined the 
emotional facets of motherhood. I found that homeschoolers’ narratives 
drew on the cultural discourse surrounding good mothering and in doing 
so exposed particular assumptions about the emotions inherent within it. In 
the process of examining homeschoolers’ struggles to combat the stigma of 
irresponsible mothering, first to themselves and later to outsiders, this book 
begins to map out the crucial role of emotions in mothers’ identities more 
broadly.
 In addition to identity and emotions, time was the third theme that 
infused homeschoolers’ experiences, and it surfaced in two ways. The first 
was quantitative and related to workload. Homeschooling mothers talked a 
great deal about the challenges of apportioning their time to perform their 
various family responsibilities. Many sociologists have studied the division 
of labor in the home, finding that women in heterosexual partnerships do 
the vast majority of household labor and, in light of this inequity, experience 
more stress and less satisfaction than their male partners.11 Studying time as 
a finite commodity, the ways it gets allocated across the different spectra of 
family life, and how individual family members feel about it tells us some-
thing about how we assign relative value to women and men, as well as to 
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paid and unpaid work. This was certainly true for the homeschoolers I stud-
ied, who, in their quest to be good mothers, often struggled with the ways 
they distributed their time over their various responsibilities as wives, moth-
ers, teachers, and homemakers.
 Sociologists have also examined qualitative aspects of time. Homeschool-
ers’ “time perspective,”12 or how they understood the temporal aspects of 
their lives, was the second way they talked about time. Mothers often felt as 
though time was passing too quickly, and they talked a great deal about try-
ing to “slow it down” to savor their children’s youth and their own identities 
as mothers. Both of these aspects of time—its objective use and its subjective 
experience—were central issues for homeschooling mothers, and further, 
were related closely to their emotions, and thus their identities. The quantity 
and quality of mothers’ time often led to problematic emotions, causing con-
flict both with their husbands and within themselves. These feelings and the 
temporal issues from which they arose interfered with their vision of good 
mothering and their ability to practice it. 
 In this book, I draw upon data collected from eight years of observing 
and interviewing homeschooling mothers to examine how homeschooling 
constitutes a particular type of mothering experience, one that is fraught 
with what I call  “temporal-emotional conflict.” Homeschooling mothers 
try to manage this temporal-emotional conflict by sacrificing more time 
and investing more heavily in their good mother identities. Although this 
solution may work for individual mothers in limited ways, it affects their 
identities greatly over the long run, ratcheting up the standards of good 
mothering and promoting an ideal that is even harder to live up to than the 
mainstream version. In many ways, homeschooling is an exaggerated case of 
stay-at-home mothering; as such, it is useful in shedding light on the cultural 
ideas about mothering we often take for granted. Thus, throughout the book 
I argue that these temporal-emotional conflicts are not unique artifacts of 
homeschooling but rather represent a broader truth about mainstream defi-
nitions of good mothering: that the temporal experience of motherhood is 
emotionally problematic. 

Good Mothering 

Understanding homeschooling mothers’ identities requires laying some 
groundwork about the cultural standards for good mothering. Sociologists 
assume that these standards are “socially constructed”—that is, as a culture 
we have defined good mothering in terms of specific behaviors and attitudes 
toward children, self, and family. When mothers act in ways that reinforce 
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this definition, they are rewarded with the label of “good mother”; when 
they challenge it, they are labeled “bad mothers” and reap the consequences. 
For the most part, we accept this mainstream definition as inherently true; 
it seems self-evident that good mothers use love and logic, for example, 
and bad mothers don’t, because we don’t see the standards as something we 
invented. 
 Different groups of people make up different rules, however. This is how 
we know the norms of good mothering are socially constructed, rather than 
true in and of themselves, because they are historically and culturally spe-
cific. For example, American mothers who did not want to breastfeed in 
the 1950s were not considered bad mothers, whereas by contemporary rules 
they are. Even today this belief varies by culture, and even by subculture; 
for example, in the United States, working-class women and African Ameri-
cans are more likely to embrace bottle feeding than middle-class women and 
whites.13 Although these meanings may vary between subgroups within the 
same culture, some meanings are considered more valid than others, namely, 
the ones that belong to the group with the most power. Unsurprisingly, sub-
stantial research shows that mainstream notions of good mothering in the 
United States match those of the middle class; working-class definitions are 
deviant by default.14

 These ideas of good mothering, though socially constructed, affect our 
lives in real ways. Those who adhere to the norms are rewarded, and prob-
lems arise for those who deviate. Depending on the magnitude of the devia-
tion (neglecting children’s homework vs. physical abuse, for example), viola-
tors at the very least get labeled bad mothers by their peers, and in the most 
acute cases are arrested and lose their children to the state. Mothers’ iden-
tities, therefore, are heavily influenced by how closely they adhere to their 
culture’s dominant definitions.
 In her comprehensive analysis of mothering norms in the United States, 
sociologist Sharon Hays uncovered what she called the “ideology of intensive 
mothering.”15 Her historical examination of child-rearing philosophies and 
interviews with mothers revealed that U.S. culture has raised the standards 
of good mothering to unprecedented intensity levels, requiring mothers to 
invest heavily in three main areas. First, the standards dictate that a child’s 
mother must be the primary caregiver. She is perceived to be the best person 
to raise a healthy, well-adjusted child. Paid caregivers, teachers, and even the 
child’s father are deemed far less suitable for the job. Of course, this belief is 
not necessarily true. Plenty of fathers, grandparents, and other care providers 
do a superb job raising children, but this belief is so powerful and pervasive 
that it compels mothers to sacrifice a great deal for their children.
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 Second, good mothers must regard their children as priceless, or “outside 
the scope of market valuation.”16 This tenet strongly encourages mothers to 
put children’s needs above absolutely everything else because they outvalue 
anything that can be given a price (which is to say, everything). Although 
the idea that children have a market value sounds ludicrous to contempo-
rary Americans, it is not as taboo across cultures, nor has it been throughout 
history. The “priceless” child is a social construction. At the end of the nine-
teenth century, for example, children were valued primarily for their eco-
nomic contributions to families, and in colonial America children were often 
sold into indentured servitude.17 Even in the twenty-first century, parents in 
some poverty-stricken cultures must choose between selling one child to 
feed the rest, or having the whole family starve. The fact that it is so dif-
ficult for contemporary American parents to imagine selling their children 
is evidence that this socially constructed idea is deeply entrenched and has 
immense power in forming our definition of good mothering. 
 Third, the ideology of intensive mothering is so comprehensive that it 
encourages mothers to strive for excellence in all areas: child-rearing meth-
ods must be “child-centered, expert-guided, emotionally absorbing, labor-
intensive, and financially expensive.”18 Yet this idea is also socially con-
structed. Many fine people have been raised by mothers (or others) who did 
not spend a great deal of money or consult a cadre of experts during their 
child-rearing years.19 
 Hays’s research found that these three principles—primary caregiver, 
priceless child, and comprehensive methods—emerge so consistently that 
they form the foundation of the dominant definition of good mothering in 
the United States. Furthermore, when taken together, these three principles 
promote an extremely sacrificial version of mothering, one that asks mothers 
to achieve near self-obliteration for their children. Yet the increasing sacri-
fice required of mothers contradicts the key tenets of late twentieth-century 
feminism, which urge women to maintain an independent sense of self, thus 
leading to what Hays called the “cultural contradiction of motherhood.” 
American mothers are caught in a paradox: they are asked to be independent 
women who are financially, politically, and socially liberated, yet simultane-
ously to sacrifice their time, energy, money, interests, and sense of indepen-
dent self for their children.20 These norms not only are contradictory but also 
are so uncompromising that deviating is inevitable—no one can live up to 
the opposing ideals—and mothers “can never fully do it right.”21 
 But mothers do try. Subsequent research has shown that the ideology of 
intensive mothering is pervasive, holding across many different populations. 
Even though most mothers do not unquestionably accept the entire ideology 
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because it is too stringent and requires an unattainable level of self-sacrifice, 
they are strongly influenced by it nonetheless.22 Sociologists have demon-
strated mothers’ adherence to intensive mothering practices across a wide 
range of activities and life experiences, from paid work to household labor 
to reproductive choices;23 however, three previous studies are especially rel-
evant here, as they illustrate how mothers, particularly middle-class mothers, 
may use children’s schooling as a site to implement the principles of good 
mothering. 
 Sociologist Annette Lareau discovered two contrasting, class-related par-
enting ideologies that affect the ways parents think about and invest in their 
children’s education.24 The middle-class model, the “process of concerted 
cultivation,” drives parents to structure their children’s schedules around 
organized, extracurricular activities that will develop their talents. Working-
class parents, in contrast, subscribe to an antithetical ideology, the “accom-
plishment of natural growth,” partly because they do not have the economic 
means to enroll their children in numerous extracurricular activities, and 
partly because they place higher value on children’s flexible leisure time as 
well as on their relationships with family and community members. Though 
both middle- and working-class parents love their children and want them 
to succeed, schools and teachers embrace the concerted cultivation model, 
which allows middle-class parents and their children to negotiate the edu-
cational system skillfully, while working-class children and parents become 
alienated from it, never learning to “work the system.” In this way, the mid-
dle-class notion of sacrificial, intensive parenting is further reinforced by the 
institution of public education. 
 Sociologists Alison Griffith and Dorothy Smith followed Lareau in exam-
ining how mothers’ involvement affects individual children’s education, but 
Griffith and Smith also focused on disproportionate outcomes at the institu-
tional level.25 They found that mothers who are financially able and so choose 
to stay out of the workforce—stay-at-home, middle-class mothers—have 
more time with their children and, thus, more opportunity for the “concerted 
cultivation” that Lareau identified (more, even, than middle-class mothers 
who work for pay), which helps their individual children succeed. However, 
the cultural capital these mothers impart to their children affects the insti-
tution as well. When children understand the expectations of a structured 
classroom and are equipped with self-management skills, the classroom in 
a middle-class school operates smoothly and teachers’ instructional time 
is preserved. In addition, the extra set of hands mother-volunteers provide 
in middle-class schools further increases the time teachers can spend on 
instruction. In this way, mothers’ time sacrifice, which is not recognized as 
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“work” either by schools or by mothers, is the hidden yet crucial mechanism 
that allows middle-class schools to outpace and outperform those in work-
ing-class neighborhoods, widening the gap and building systemic inequality 
into the very institutions designed to eradicate it. Thus it is clear that this 
intensive, sacrificial version of good mothering has become institutionalized 
beyond the family; it is an indispensable component of a “good school.”
 Finally, sociologist Mitchell Stevens has also examined the intersection of 
good mothering and schooling in his research on the homeschooling move-
ment.26 The mothers in Stevens’s study homeschooled despite the immense 
domestic burden because it resonated with how they defined good mothering 
and, additionally, helped them reconcile some of the contradictions inher-
ent in the ideology of intensive mothering that Hays and other researchers 
have identified.27 Stevens showed that more conservative homeschooling 
mothers, often evangelical Protestants, used homeschooling to integrate 
their traditional gender ideologies with more contemporary definitions of 
“ideal womanhood,” whereas more liberal mothers used homeschooling to 
come to terms with staying out of the workforce.28 Homeschooling allowed 
both groups to be more than “just” stay-at-home mothers. Stevens termed 
this phenomenon a “renovated domesticity—a full-time motherhood made 
richer by the tasks of teaching, and some of the status that goes along with 
it.”29

 The sparse evidence that exists suggests that homeschooling mothers get 
involved in their children’s education for the same reasons that mothers of 
conventionally schooled children do: because it is part of how they define 
themselves as good mothers, they feel strongly about it, and they have the 
time to devote to it.30 Yet although existing studies of how children’s educa-
tion affects mothers’ identities give some attention to several temporal and 
emotional conflicts, these conflicts are not central analytical foci. The home-
schooling mothers in my study talked a great deal about how temporal and 
emotional tensions affected their decision to homeschool and their identities 
as mothers, which suggests that delving deeply into these areas will reveal the 
roles time and emotions play in the social construction of good mothering.

Setting and Sample: PATH and Its Members

I began this research in the spring of 2001 and for two years was actively 
involved in the local homeschooling community by attending support group 
meetings and interviewing homeschoolers about their experiences. In 2008–
9, I conducted follow-up interviews with two-thirds of my original sample 
to see how their lives had changed since we first talked six to seven years 
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earlier. In the next chapter, I detail my methodological journey in studying 
homeschooling, but for now I set the stage by describing the ways individual 
families’ homeschooling endeavors were shaped by the legal, institutional, 
and cultural factors in our particular geographic region. 
 There are many ways to homeschool, but one thing common to all home-
schoolers is that they do not send their children to public or private school 
full-time; all of them, to some degree, are in charge of teaching their chil-
dren academic subjects outside of a conventional educational environment. 
Part of the reason there are so many ways to homeschool is because, though 
it is legal throughout the United States, each state has its own laws and 
requirements, which vary dramatically. Additionally, each state has a differ-
ent degree of compliance to its homeschooling laws—states with strict laws 
probably have lower compliance than those with looser criteria.
 The parents I encountered usually complied with our state’s relatively 
liberal homeschooling regulations. There were several elements to the law. 
First, for parents to be considered eligible to homeschool, they had to qualify 
in only one of the following ways: the instructing parent must have com-
pleted at least one year of college; the instructing parent must have taken a 
fifteen-hour homeschooling course (offered at local community or technical 
colleges); or the children and parent must meet with a state-certified teacher 
for an average of one hour a week. The vast majority of parents I talked to 
met the first requirement, although many enrolled in the fifteen-hour course 
anyway. In 2001, I did not know of any PATH parents who had their children 
meet with a teacher once a week. The second legal criterion was that parents 
had to file an official form with the school district declaring their intent to 
homeschool (for children age eight or older, the compulsory education age 
in our state). Third, parents were required to cover eleven curricular subjects: 
reading, writing, spelling, language, math, science, social studies, history, 
health, occupational education, and art and music appreciation, but how 
they did so was entirely up to them. Fourth, the children had to be assessed 
annually either by a state-certified teacher reviewing their work or by taking 
a standardized test. And fifth, the law required parents to keep records of the 
annual assessments but did not require them to submit the results to anyone. 
In contrast, some other states have much stricter criteria, such as requiring 
parents to obtain state approval of their curricula, hold teaching credentials, 
or schedule home visits by state officials.31

 Homeschoolers in our area were grateful for the flexibility they had under 
this lenient system. The general consensus was that our state, compared with 
many others, had very parent-friendly homeschooling laws, which provided 
a great deal of leeway for parents to direct their children’s education with 
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very little intervention from—or accountability to—state authorities. Legally, 
then, homeschooling was easy to do, which might partially explain the high 
rate of homeschooling in our area. 
 While many parents were the sole teachers to their children, some felt 
their ability to provide certain skills was limited, such as when teaching 
required a group of children (e.g., orchestra), expensive equipment (e.g., 
biology lab), or specialized talents (e.g., dance). In these cases, homeschool-
ing parents innovated solutions. One was to utilize the public school district 
facilities to meet their children’s needs; in our state, homeschooling parents 
had the legal right to do so. Many parents chose this option, especially as 
their children reached high school age. For instance, the child would go to 
school for trigonometry or band and then return home to continue with 
other subjects. Another option was for parents to enlist the help of special-
ists to tutor their children in particular subjects; they would either pay tutors 
or barter their own services, such as trading web design skills for Japanese 
lessons. A third solution was to join institutionalized homeschool co-ops, 
organizations where they could “enroll” their children in almost any course, 
usually taught by another parent. Finally, some parents enrolled their chil-
dren in distance-learning homeschooling programs, where they paid tuition 
in exchange for curriculum packages, scholastic schedules, testing and evalu-
ation services, and institutional transcripts (Bob Jones University, in South 
Carolina, for example, sponsors such a program for Christian homeschool-
ers, grades K–12). Of all these options, the most popular were the least 
expensive, such as utilizing the public school facilities and trading skills with 
others. Paying for specialized tutoring in one particular area was also fairly 
common, but few people I met through PATH were enrolled in organized 
homeschooling programs, although this option was more common in other 
geographic regions, depending on state laws.
 By 2009, however, the character of homeschooling in Cedar County had 
shifted. Over eight years, PATH’s membership dwindled to approximately 
400 member families, despite population growth in the county overall. Part 
of this decline can be explained by changes at the institutional level: the public 
school districts began targeting homeschoolers for Parent-School Partnerships 
(PSPs), in which district-paid teachers met with homeschooling parents one 
or two days a week to act as “facilitators” in their children’s education. Some 
of these programs had organized classes for homeschooled students, whereas 
others merely allowed parents to obtain advice from certified teachers. These 
programs were attractive to school districts, which could count the enrolling 
homeschoolers and receive increased state and federal funding based on stu-
dent numbers. In exchange, the program offered to reimburse parents up to 
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$400 per year in nonreligious curricular costs. PSPs were contentious in the 
homeschooling community, however. Some parents welcomed the opportunity 
for advice, networking, and some financial support; other parents eschewed 
them because they required students to enroll in the public school, and they 
saw this as a form of “government control” and therefore a threat to their civil 
liberties. The anti-PSPers often accused the PSPers of not being “true” home-
schoolers, though the PSPers did not see it that way. In any case, this institu-
tional-level change made a great impact on the nature of homeschooling in our 
area over the eight-year span of my research.
 At the organizational level, PATH provided a great deal of support for 
many Cedar County families over the years I studied homeschooling. It 
connected them with other homeschooling families and provided a venue 
for sharing curricular ideas, venting stresses, solving problems, and gain-
ing legal, academic, and social information about homeschooling. Despite 
Cedar County’s higher-than-typical homeschooling rate, PATH members’ 
demographic characteristics were quite similar to what the most representa-
tive studies have shown.32 Almost every PATH family was white, and though 
most appeared to be middle-class, income-levels seemed to range from poor 
to very affluent. PATH was officially open to all homeschoolers, regardless of 
religious beliefs; however, many members, at least those who spoke at meet-
ings, clearly identified as evangelical Christians.
 Parents typically arrived at the monthly meetings early to browse at the 
folding tables set up around the perimeter of the room, which displayed the 
various goods and services PATH offered to members. PATH asked par-
ents not to bring children to the meetings, but many did anyway, so there 
was always a group of elementary-school-age children running wild in the 
hallway outside the gymnasium where the meetings took place. The formal 
meeting activities began at 7:00 p.m. and usually ended around 8:45. Parents 
then mingled for another fifteen minutes before going home. Meeting activi-
ties varied but usually followed a yearly schedule. For example, the Septem-
ber meeting, when attendance was high as many newcomers were exploring 
the option, always featured a panel of seasoned homeschoolers facing rows 
of audience members for a question-and-answer session about their experi-
ences. The April meeting always divided participants into smaller groups to 
discuss concerns and strategies for children of different ages. The number of 
attendees at PATH meetings also waxed and waned. Some meetings drew 
hundreds of members, such as when PATH sponsored nationally renowned 
guest speakers. Other meetings, such as those in the late spring when fami-
lies were finishing up their year or were burned out on homeschooling, drew 
only a few dozen. 

9780814752517_lois_text.indd   13 10/25/12   2:18 PM



14 << Introduction

Portraits of the Homeschooling Mothers

Some of the most prevalent stereotypes that pervade the public’s perception 
of homeschooling parents are that they are negligent regarding their chil-
dren’s education, that their children are socially and academically deficient 
because of it, and that they are all extreme fundamentalist Christians who 
believe in government conspiracies. In the aggregate, these are all myths. Of 
course some of these things are true for a few homeschooled children and 
parents, but these same things are true for a few conventionally schooled 
children and their parents as well. By delving deeply into many homeschool-
ers’ lives, this book exposes the diversity among the homeschooling popula-
tion. In this section, I provide portraits of four mothers to illustrate the ways 
they might meet some of the stereotypes, but also to show the complexity in 
the ways they diverge from those stereotypes. I present only the key details 
here to sketch out general impressions of these four mothers, but because 
mothers’ stories are complex and their motives for and experiences in home-
schooling are multilayered, other relevant details surface in later chapters.

Sabrina Hernandez

When I called Sabrina Hernandez to schedule a follow-up interview in the 
fall of 2008, she answered the phone with the greeting, “Good morning! 
Praise the Lord!” This was the first time I had spoken with Sabrina. One of 
my research assistants, who had been homeschooled herself, located and 
interviewed several homeschooling mothers in 2002, and Sabrina had been 
one of them. Until I phoned her, I only knew Sabrina through her interview 
transcript, but I knew I wanted to ask her more about her homeschooling 
career. A working-class Hispanic American who lived down a long dirt road, 
Sabrina was fifty-seven years old when I met her in 2008. Her house, a raised 
ranch, was immaculate, and we sat in her country kitchen to talk over tea 
and cookies. Sabrina was small—barely five feet tall—but her personality was 
large. Her dark, shoulder-length hair framed her round face, and her eyes 
sparked vibrantly when she talked about her passions: her children, her faith, 
and homeschooling. She had twelve children, ranging in age from thirty-six 
to thirteen, and had homeschooled all but the oldest. 
 Sabrina identified as a “born-again Christian,” and her faith had influ-
enced many decisions in her life. Born and raised Catholic, she did not “give 
[her] life to the Lord” until she was in her late twenties. During her senior 
year of high school, she began dating her (now) husband, Hector, and upon 
graduation she enrolled in a four-year university, while he joined a branch 
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of the military. After two and half years Hector got stationed elsewhere, so 
Sabrina “quit” college, and they married and moved to another state. They 
had three sons over the next six years, during which time Sabrina enrolled 
in nursing school but dropped out after only one year because her husband 
resigned from the military and they moved again. In addition, Sabrina and 
Hector were having marital problems and were “on the verge of divorce” 
because of his drinking and smoking and late nights carousing with friends. 
She described her life at that point as “so miserable” that “something had to 
change.” One of Hector’s friends had recently returned to his own faith (Pen-
tecostal) and counseled Hector about changing his life by “making a new 
commitment to the Lord and becoming new in him.” Sabrina was skeptical, 
but after Hector got baptized she saw his behavior change overnight: “From 
that day on, he has not drank or smoked.” Sabrina herself took longer to con-
vert, but she and Hector began attending an evangelical church, and eventu-
ally she, too, became born-again.
 The Hernandezes’ spiritual conversion changed many things in their 
lives. Aside from saving their marriage, it compelled them to focus on their 
children: “God really spoke to us on the importance of our children; that 
was one area that God asked for us to trust him. No birth control, no noth-
ing. We just said, ‘Okay, God. Our children are your children.’” Sabrina and 
Hector enrolled their two school-age children in a Christian school for a 
few years, until the school closed. The oldest, in eighth grade by then, con-
tinued on at a magnet school, while Sabrina began homeschooling the rest 
(by that time she was thirty-four years old and had seven children). When 
she was pregnant with her tenth baby, the family relocated again, to our 
state, where she found homeschooling a great deal easier, in part because of 
the relatively loose state regulations. When I talked to her in 2008, she was 
still homeschooling her sixteen- and thirteen-year-olds, the youngest of the 
twelve children. 
 Sabrina and Hector believed that “God spoke to our hearts, that if we 
raised our children for him, he would use them for his Glory”; thus faith was 
part of everything they did as a family. Sabrina and Hector encouraged their 
children to pray out loud daily so “we can see what’s in their hearts,” and 
Hector led the family in Bible study every Saturday after breakfast. In addi-
tion, a Christian worldview permeated Sabrina’s curriculum: 

[It focuses] on God’s viewpoint of the world. History is God’s history—you 
know, how God has used it in the world and in mankind. Even math has 
a few Christian things in there—you know, God is a god of order and that 
kind of thing. So all of [the curriculum] has had that basis.
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Sabrina also believed strongly in the traditional educational model, so her 
children gathered around the kitchen table and worked for the whole school 
day to complete assignments out of textbooks and workbooks. This structured 
approach to homeschooling not only was necessary, in her view, to cover all 
the required material, but it also taught her children important character traits, 
such as responsibility and persistence. Moreover, with so many children to 
oversee, Sabrina depended on the structured approach to stay organized.

Jackie Bell

The first time I talked to Jackie Bell was in 2002, when she responded to an 
ad I had placed in the PATH newsletter soliciting interviewees who home-
schooled from a secular perspective. After a brief phone conversation, she 
invited me to her house, which was tucked far away in the woods, to talk 
about homeschooling. In a cold December drizzle, I drove up a rural, muddy 
mountain road, every quarter mile or so passing rustic-looking houses, some 
with blue tarps over farm equipment or trucks up on blocks in the front yard. 
I arrived at Jackie’s log cabin, capped by a green tin roof, where a large dog 
greeted my car. As I got out, the cabin door opened, and I realized I had 
been holding certain expectations because they were instantly negated: out 
stepped Jackie, a thirty-nine-year-old African American woman wearing 
flowing drawstring pants, a tie-dyed tunic, and dangling beaded earrings. 
Her hair was cropped to only a few inches, her feet were bare, and her smile 
was broad. At her side stood her husband, Benny, tall and lean, with hair 
slightly longer than hers. Also thirty-nine and African American, Benny was 
dressed as casually as his wife, but his demeanor was more reserved. Their 
nine- and five-year-old daughters peeked out from behind them as Jackie 
effusively welcomed me in. Jackie, Benny, and I talked in the living room, 
surrounded by piles of books, craft supplies, and games, while the girls drew, 
cut, and pasted at a corner table, periodically interjecting to show us their 
artwork.
 Jackie and Benny, neither of whom identified with any faith, had been 
married for more than ten years. They met in college on the East Coast but 
did not start dating until several years after graduation, when Benny was in 
business school and Jackie was working in a high-level corporate job. Early 
in their marriage, Benny’s career took off, and they moved every few years so 
he could advance. Jackie was firmly career-minded as well, though she had 
to start her job search anew with every move. They were pregnant with their 
first child when they heard about homeschooling and began seriously con-
sidering it. They read books and attended homeschooling workshops, where 

9780814752517_lois_text.indd   16 10/25/12   2:18 PM



Introduction >> 17

they encountered homeschooled children who were, according to Jackie, 
“lucid, engaging, and relaxed” and “were with their families in a really com-
fortable way.” Jackie decided to quit work to stay at home with the baby, and 
she and Benny adopted homeschooling as a parenting ideology, consider-
ing everything they did with their daughter to be simultaneously educational 
and part of their parenting duties. Although Jackie worried in the beginning 
about whether her daughter was meeting particular developmental mile-
stones at the “appropriate” age, and she was anxious about whether she was 
providing her daughter, then a toddler, the “right” kind of curriculum. Jackie 
eventually relaxed and discarded formal curricula entirely, a pedagogy called 
“unschooling,” by the time her daughter was four years old (more on Jackie’s 
pedagogical transformation later). 
 Embracing this alternative notion of education also changed other things 
in their family’s life “little by little.” Jackie told me that she and Benny real-
ized, “Oh, we don’t have to do things a certain way. How can we get it to 
work for us?” Since then, “that question has been applied to everything in 
our lives.” For their second pregnancy, they chose to birth at home instead 
of in a hospital, as they had for their first baby. They moved to this rural log 
cabin to be “in a peaceful area of nature,” to not feel like they had to “keep 
up with the Joneses,” and to “hear my own rhythm, and be in that.” When 
I talked to Jackie and Benny in 2002, Benny was home full-time after leav-
ing his corporate job to pursue his longtime dream of writing a screenplay, 
which he hoped to (and later did) make into a feature film. The family was 
living off of their savings and treasuring their time together. Homeschooling, 
according to Jackie, “was at the forefront of us doing things alternatively.”33 

Patricia Tomlinson

In 2002, forty-one-year-old Patricia Tomlinson walked into Starbucks 
wearing jeans, a pale blue blouse, and a buckskin jacket, fringed down the 
arms. Her wavy, light brown hair was pulled back loosely on one side with 
a decorative comb, and as she introduced herself, I could see that she wore 
a touch of eye makeup behind her round, wire-rimmed glasses. Laugh lines 
appeared as she smiled warmly, and we sat down to talk. A former portrait 
artist, Patricia had a graduate degree in education and was extremely artic-
ulate, employing a large vocabulary. She and her husband had two boys, a 
fourteen-year-old born while she was working as a teacher and “putting my 
husband through college,” and a five-year-old, born only after her husband 
had finished his master’s degree and gotten an industry job in the sciences. 
Patricia wanted to stay home with the second baby as well as “reconnect” 
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with her older son, so she left her teaching job and decided to homeschool, 
pulling her older son out of the private school he had been attending (the 
same school, incidentally, in which she had been teaching). 
 Patricia’s motives (which I will detail later) were multifaceted, but many 
of the particular reasons stemmed from the fact that her then-nine-year-old 
was exceptionally “capable” academically. He had been “bumped up a couple 
of grades,” but she was alarmed by the glaring holes she saw in his education. 
There were “fit” issues as well, since he was so young compared with his class-
mates, and given his “introverted” personality, Patricia thought he would fare 
better if she could individualize his instruction at home. When I talked to her 
in 2002, she had been homeschooling for five years, and it was going well. In 
addition to covering the required subjects, Patricia tailored her homeschooling 
to their family’s interests and her children’s talents. She infused a healthy dose 
of art into her curriculum, enrolling her older son in theater classes and piano 
lessons and nurturing her younger son’s imaginative bent. She supplemented 
her own, less structured approach with structured classes at a private “learning 
academy” that catered to homeschooled students, and there her older son took 
classes in U.S. history and geometry. She taught him health, sex ed (which, she 
laughed, “came up just recently”), and French, but when he wanted to learn 
Hebrew, she arranged for a private language tutor. 
 A big focus of Patricia’s curriculum was on teaching her children the 
“moral underpinnings” she thought most important to their growth. She 
espoused socially progressive views about the roles of women and men in 
society, and considered herself a “liberal Christian.” The private learning 
academy her son attended was faith-based, and she made it a point to talk to 
her son about its perspective. She explained to me her view on Christianity 
and how she wanted to raise her son:

The people at [the learning academy] are the very strong Christians. I 
appreciate a lot of the sort of things that they’re supporting. I really do. But 
I also have problems with their stance on diversity issues and sexual orien-
tation. And my son, I think, has the same sort of feelings—he’s more lib-
eral. So he gets religious instruction that’s Bible-based, but it’s more schol-
arly. And then he kind of draws from it what he wants to, and he questions 
certain things. You know, he’ll say things to me like, “What’s the deal with 
these Christian kids not being able to interpret this metaphorically?” That 
sort of thing. . . . So far he seems to have kind of been imprinted with my 
husband’s and my moral and philosophical standpoint. Which is good 
because I think that’s what you want as a parent. I don’t want my child to 
be totally alien from me.
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Whitney McKee

I talked to fifty-year-old Whitney McKee in March 2002, when she had been 
homeschooling for six months. She lived with her husband, Ray, and their 
eleven-year-old son, Ritchie, in a small, bungalow-style house in a working-
class neighborhood of Cedar County. Heavyset, Whitney moved stiffly as she 
led me into the living room, where we settled on the couch for our interview. 
The room had a cozy sitting area and a computer nook, and it adjoined a 
small dining room where her son’s hermit crab cage graced the table. Half 
self-consciously, Whitney acknowledged the clutter—mostly books and piles 
of paper—and explained that she often joked with her husband and son by 
wondering aloud, “When’s that maid coming back?” In mock snobbery, she 
put her nose in the air, tossed back her ash-blond hair, and laughed heartily, 
blue eyes twinkling. Ritchie was involved in several projects that day, passing 
through the room often as we talked, but once lingering much longer while 
he cleaned out his hermit crab cage.
 Whitney had become a mother at thirty-nine, later than most, she 
explained. When she met Ray in her early thirties, he had just come out of 
a bad marriage, from which he had two daughters. Whitney married him 
knowing he did not want more children, so she “suppressed all of those emo-
tions for wanting kids.” She was thirty-six when “one day [Ray] held a baby” 
and said, “I want one!” They decided to get his vasectomy reversed, but it 
“didn’t work,” so they pursued adoption. After three years, a woman who 
had just given birth chose Whitney and Ray as adoptive parents, and they 
brought Ritchie home. 
 Ray was retired from a blue-collar job and received a small pension. 
Whitney had always worked, first as a preschool teacher, then, once Ritchie 
came along, she did “home studies” for an adoption agency “at night while 
my husband was home” and routinely wrote up reports during the day at an 
indoor playground while her son played with friends. When I asked Whit-
ney if she would have stayed home if she had been able when Ritchie was a 
baby, she immediately corrected me: “I did stay home. The first four years, I 
stayed home.” She left the job at the adoption agency and returned to the day 
care industry when Ritchie was four years old. 
 For kindergarten, Whitney and Ray enrolled Ritchie in a Christian 
school, where he had stayed until finishing fourth grade, eight months before 
I talked to her. Whitney decided to homeschool Ritchie for the first half of 
fifth grade because they planned to move to Central America; she and Ray 
had taken jobs through a church program, and though she was reluctant to 
say the move was going to be permanent, she was “giving it five years,” to 
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see if it would work out. The family would move in February, so Whitney 
thought it would be easier to homeschool Ritchie for the fall semester before 
they left. She quit her job and began homeschooling, but within weeks, their 
moving plans fell through. Rather than reenroll Ritchie in the Christian 
school, and fearing that he was not “streetwise” enough for public school, she 
continued to homeschool him for his fifth-grade year. 
 When I talked to Whitney, however, she acknowledged that Ritchie would 
have to start sixth grade in public school the next year because the family 
could not afford for her to be out of the workforce. She explained that they 
were “financially on the low end of life,” and that it would be nice to “have 
a little breathing room.” Eight years earlier, a medical condition sent her for 
two six-week stays in the hospital, where she had “almost died.” The con-
dition (which she did not name or explain) left her with lingering health 
problems and hefty ongoing medical expenses for monthly prescriptions 
and regular doctor’s visits. Though ultimately she thought it was unrealis-
tic, Whitney fantasized about ways to continue to homeschool the next year, 
such as getting a part-time job with benefits: “Something that at least brings 
in enough to cover our medical. Then I think we’d be okay. Tight, but okay. 
You know, I’m not looking for riches.” She also predicted that Ray would 
have to find work as well, but for now, they were focused on enjoying this 
one year they had to homeschool.
 Whitney cried twice, both times tears of joy, during our interview: once 
when we discussed adopting her son, and again when she talked about her 
faith. She identified as “Christian,” though reluctantly as evangelical because 
she thought the term carried a stigma of intolerance. Her understanding of 
evangelism was steeped in love and acceptance—“Christ didn’t judge”—and 
so she ultimately felt proud of her faith and emphasized her “passion for tell-
ing people that God desires a relationship with you.” Yet despite the impor-
tance that faith played in her family’s life, Whitney did not use a Christian 
curriculum. Instead, she followed the public school program and was fairly 
structured in her daily lessons because she did not want Ritchie to be behind 
when he began public school the next year.

Overview of the Book

In the chapters that follow, I tell the stories of Sabrina, Jackie, Patricia, and 
Whitney, as well as those of many other homeschooling mothers. I begin 
chapter 1 by describing how I studied homeschoolers, the methods I used 
in collecting and analyzing my data, and the problems and issues I encoun-
tered during the course of the research. The next two chapters constitute 
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part I of the book, in which I examine how homeschoolers’ emotions were 
connected to their maternal identities. Chapter 2 focuses on how women’s 
feelings about themselves as stay-at-home mothers influenced their deci-
sion to homeschool their children, and chapter 3 illustrates the justifications 
they developed to fight the emotional stigma of irresponsible mothering 
that came with keeping their children out of conventional schools. The next 
two chapters—part II of the book—focus on homeschooling mothers’ emo-
tions with respect to time. Chapter 4 exposes the quantitative side of moth-
ers’ time, tracing their increasing domestic workloads, rising role strain, and 
feelings of burnout as their homeschooling careers progressed. The quali-
tative nature of time is the heart of chapter 5, which shows how mothers, 
unable to “find” more time, resorted to managing their feelings about it and 
altering their subjective experience of it to deal with the substantial self-sac-
rifice homeschooling required. The follow-up interviews form the basis for 
part III, which shows the changes in homeschooling families and mothers’ 
homeschooling careers over time. Chapter 6 begins by presenting moth-
ers’ look back on the time between the interviews. I asked them to tell me 
about the successes and struggles of their journey since I had last seen them. 
Chapter 7 continues chronologically and details homeschoolers’ evaluations 
of the present—did they think homeschooling worked for their children, 
and how did they know? Finally, chapter 8 features mothers’ thoughts about 
the future—where did they see themselves going once their homeschooling 
careers were over? In chapter 9, I revisit the themes of mothering, the self, 
emotions, and time, tying them together not only to analyze homeschool-
ing mothers’ experiences but to suggest how they can shed light on intensive 
mothering more broadly.
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