Educational Materials for Home School Families
The Case for Doing Something
As our experience with respect to the No Child Left Behind Act (1992) and the American History and Civics Education Act (1993) makes clear, geography is no longer playing a significant role in national education endeavors.  We were included but unfunded in the former and we are not included and are unwelcome in the latter.  The National Geography Standards and the Geographic Alliances are still considered to be significant successes and models of their kind by educators.  Despite this recognition, and despite the AP program, Mission Geography, and the continuing endeavors of the geography education movement, we are in danger of being marginalized once again, especially given the attention being paid to school subjects that must be taught and assessed.   Therefore, we need to find an alternative way to refocus attention on geography education, to have an impact, and to expand our scope.

The Need and the Opportunity
There is one significant component of the K–12 education system that remains, understandably, ‘outside’ of the orbit of traditional education groups such as GENIP.  From ‘hard’ data, there are at least 850,000 children being home schooled in the United States (NCES, 1999): this amounts to 1.7% of US students.  As an estimate, The National Home Education Research Institute believes that nearly 2 million school-aged children are being home schooled in 2004.  

Most states allow this option and the movement is no longer dominated by ideologically-driven groups who object to the content and values of public education.  Increasing numbers of parents who are concerned about the quality and effectiveness of public education are home schooling their children.  All of these home schooling parents face similar challenges, most notably finding material for themselves and their children.  There are numerous local support groups and on-line sources of information and help.  

Given that context, GENIP should do two things: 

(1) help home schoolers to learn geography and 

(2) help geography educators to foster geographic literacy for a new group of students.

An Aside

I recognize that this proposal may pose some problems for you and indeed it has for me.  I feel strongly about the importance of public education and have always, therefore, had questions about any moves that weaken it.  Thus I have significant reservations about charter schools and the home schooling movement.  

Equally well, these home schooling students are American students and our mandate is to foster geographic literacy among American students.  Put more pragmatically, this cohort of students offers us an opportunity to show once again that we can provide high-quality educational opportunities to American students.  As those of us involved with the National Geographic Bee have come to recognize, there are significant–and disproportionately high–numbers of home schoolers who win Bee competitions at the state and national levels.  While the reasons for such numbers–and their significance–can be debated, they do illustrate the potential for getting parents and students to learn about geography.  Data suggests that home schoolers do very well on achivement tests (e.g., the SAT) and that significant numbers go on to higher education.

The Proposal
That the geography education community, led by GENIP, develop and run a program to support geography education for home schoolers.  The elements of the on-line program would include:

–standards-based curriculum materials

–assessments

–reviews of and recommendations about supporting materials (textbooks, atlases, geography games, web sites, etc.)  In effect, this would become a clearing house for geography education, a function that could serve audiences beyond home schoolers.  We should provide as many links to other web sites as possible.

–assistance in answering questions

–a regular GENIP column (e.g., monthly) about what is happening in geography education 

–a list serve for discussion of topics, sharing best practices, etc.

–‘feature’ stories on parents and home school students (again monthly)

–something akin to “geography in the News’ on a weekly basis to make connections between geography and current events.

What It Entails
All of this is predicated on a web platform.  Nothing should be provided in hard copy form.   Ideally we would need:

(1) to develop material at either:

(a) grades K-4, 5-8, and 9-12 or

(b)
grades K-3, 4-6, 7-9, 10-12

The latter would be preferable because we stand a better chance of ‘recruiting’ students in the early grades.  

(2) a person (or persons) to answer on-line questions for a number of hours per week during the ‘school year.’  We could not answer all questions but we could select questions that represent common concerns and that can have an impact on geography education.

(3) a home base, with a server(s) and technical support;

(4) a courseware designer to build and populate the site;

(5)
a mechanism, akin to course sign-ups, to assess who is using the site and to what effect;

(6) a campaign for launching and promoting the site.

We might want, for example, to build connections to home schooling groups and to involve them in the development of the materials.  We would also need a mechanism for feedback and again, such grous might be helpful.

The Problems?
I recognize the many problems:

–technical: who maintains the web site and where is it housed?  What sort of server capacity would be needed?

–ethical: what about the parents and students who do not yet have web access?  Should we support non-public education?

–legal: what do we do about copyright issues?  Who owns and who can reproduce material that we produce and material that we would wish to use?

–financial: what is it going to cost?  Who is going to pay for it?  How do we maintain in over time, not just build it?

Because this last question is the proverbial show stopper, I want to address it.  Like most of our projects, we have to rely on ‘volunteers’ to prepare the materials.  We will need professional help in converting materials into web-accessible formats.  We will need to hire someone to answer the on-line questions. 

A rough cost guesstimate:

–to develop materials (meetings etc.)
20,000

–a courseware designer for one year
60,000

–a server
10,000

–annual costs:

someone to answer the questions, prepare and update material
20,000

someone to maintain the site
5,000

Therefore, the initial development costs are $90,000 and annual operating costs are $25,000.  However, these costs are manageable in comparison to, say, the Standards or Mission Geography projects.  More importantly, I believe that we can get private foundation support for something like this.  GENIP can start the process going and we should then go after outside funding.  

There are some unanswered questions about scalability: what happens if we are successful?  Can we build and maintain additional server capacity?  Is an essentially half-time person sufficient to answer questions and provide material?

The Solutions?
We are in a good position to do this because:  

–there are numerous well-tested lesson plans available;

–there are many supporting web sites;

–there is the Mission Geography program and similar programs;

–there is significant expertise in the geography education community;

–we do have a good track record withe federal agencies and some experience with private funding groups.

Above all else, it is something that we can do without requiring the cooperation of any groups ‘outside’ of the geography education movement.  My hope would be that this would be viewed as a success on a par with Standards and Mission Geography and that we would get recognition and another cohort of young geographers,

At present, I’d like to keep this idea to ourselves if possible until we, as members of GENIP,  have had an opportunity to discuss it in Washington DC.  I would welcome your thoughts at (or prior to) the GENIP meeting.  Thanks.

