
Harvard vs Homeschooling 

     Prof. Elizabeth Bartholet, Director of Harvard Law School’s Child Advocacy Program, projects a deep 

distrust of homeschooling families, particularly if they are Christians (Harvard Magazine, May-June 

2020). If parents’ teaching is “dangerous” or “risky” as she claims, government schools’ decades of 

watering down of the basics in favor of politically correct social education reveals today’s preference for 

“safety” over excellence. 

      Some years ago I recall my dismay mixed with admiration when a pair of homeschooled twins from 

the tiny rural village of Boonville, California, bested all San Francisco Bay Area high schoolers and got 

into Harvard. They were not an isolated case. When interviewed the boys described pursuing their 

intellectual interests in a very resourceful and encouraging atmosphere. Unfortunately, this is the 

opposite of how Professor Bartholet sees homeschooling. 

     She cites Tara Westover’s gut-wrenching memoir, Educated, as an example of the dangers of home 

schooling. Although it is true that Idaho’s homeschooling requirements are far more liberal than those 

of, for example, Florida, where parent record-keeping and public-school district evaluation and approval 

are required every year, Westover was not homeschooled.  Her father, a fringe-Christian survivalist who 

cited the Ruby Ridge massacre as the reason he would not allow contact with US government anything, 

made Tara work in the family scrap business without schooling. Not only did he provide no “comparable 

curriculum” for his children as required by Idaho law, he gave them no training for unsafe worksites 

where they had to think fast or be killed or maimed. He couldn’t teach, although he could do Tara’s 

advanced math problems in his head.  He was moody, prone to violent outbursts and cruel to his family. 

No wonder Tara saw higher education, for which she secretly learned she had a gift, as a way out of her 

abusive home. Hers is an inspiring story of a very tough, smart girl escaping domestic violence, not 

homeschooling.  Like Janet Reno before her, Bartholet reads an enormous cultural threat into behavior 

that is aberrant, not reflective of a widespread trend, and her overreaction is itself the threat. 



     Professor Bartholet believes that homeschoolers are like Westover’s father, asserting that up to 90 

percent of homeschooling families are “driven by conservative Christian beliefs and seek to remove their 

children from mainstream culture.” Some are “extreme religious ideologues” who “question science and 

promote female subservience and white supremacy.” Data for these wild assertions are not given in the 

article. She touts the German model of a complete ban on homeschooling—shades of Hitler Jugend. 

      Bartholet seems unaware of the throngs of American families of all colors and ethnicities who abhor 

the poor quality of American public schools today but are unable to pay the fees for private school. 

These parents make tough sacrifices in order to teach their children at home, as it often requires one or 

both to give up paid work to help children meet social and academic requirements for college or career.  

     Far from withdrawing from society, homeschooling parents seek out support groups, sports teams, 

hobby clubs, music, science and arts projects that their children can participate in with same-age kids. If 

many homeschoolers provide Christian teaching along with the pure academics or bring their children to 

church, that has always been a right.  When I went to public elementary school my parents enrolled me 

in “R.E., a teacher in a bus on the school playground after the bell for Religious Education. Today it is still 

against the law to prohibit religious activity on school campuses outside of class time, but government 

schools still try to ban Christian groups and Bible reading, and they have already banned prayer in the 

classroom, replacing it with compulsory Buddhist-style meditation. 

     Schools are no longer teaching morality, good and bad, right and wrong, because these are 

considered Christian values. President Barack Obama declared that America is no longer a Christian 

nation, but he did not say there is an obligation to teach atheism. Nor is there, as in California, an 

obligation to include the practice of Islam, complete with the taking of Islamic names and the 

consumption of Halal food, in the public-school social studies curriculum.   

     My mother, the daughter of Northern Baptist missionaries in Japan, was partly homeschooled 

because she exhausted the fine curriculum at the American School in Japan. Her father’s tutoring 



resulted in the ASIJ recommending that she enter Mt. Holyoke College at age 15.  When I attended 

Wellesley College, a full year of Bible study was still a sophomore-year requirement. Even Harvard was 

founded as a Christian school in the early days of America. Was this so dangerous?  

     Today the public schools do instruct on the great harm done by the Crusades, but not on Christian 

values such as “love your neighbor,” “do not steal,” or why and how a worldwide religion and the 

advancement of Western Civilization began from the teachings and sacrifice of a Jew named Jesus. The 

result is that children like my own daughter learn in our “mainstream culture” public schools to despise 

or at best dismiss Christianity’s fostering of great literature, art, music, honesty and charity. 

     A notable American misconception today is the belief that the government knows better than parents 

how to raise children.  Every communist dictatorship has believed this, but all have been proven wrong. 

Since federal intervention in the curriculum has forced cultural relativism and political correctness onto 

the schools, academic excellence has declined and shared moral standards have disappeared.      

     I pray that elite academics will recognize what I have seen in years of teaching at all grade levels and 

at universities in the US and abroad: Even if parents don’t have a college education, even if they don’t 

speak English, even if they are Christians, if they love and encourage their children to seek knowledge, 

those children will blossom in an elite prep school, a poor public school, or at home with a book. 

     The demand for severe regulation or banning of homeschooling reveals a typical a statist fear of the 

family, which is the foundation of civil society.  I am not saying child abuse does not exist in America; I 

am just saying that equating it with Christianity and homeschooling is deeply flawed analysis.  

Christianity is love, and homeschooling parents show immense love for their children by teaching 

themselves what the state requires, and then some. 


