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1. Home schooling: some background information 

Home schooling began in the United States in the 1980's as an alternative to the many problems in the public schools and also the Catholic schools. Some of them were: kids carrying guns to school, teachers passing out condoms, value education classes which encouraged children to be alienated from their parents, and Catholic schools no longer teaching Catholic truths. Many parents were worried about their children's moral education. Some of them joined together to form small schools which taught values and religion along with other subjects. But these became difficult to manage and sustain and it was found to more convenient for parents to teach their own children at home. This was the beginning of Home Schooling. Today home schooling has coalesced into a movement enjoying tremendous popularity in the United States. There are more than a million children who are being home schooled in the United States. 

2. The pros and cons as they have been discussed worldwide
The spiritual and moral development which the parents can shape according to Catholic values is the most important and long lasting benefit. The home schooler's personality is shaped by the family. The interaction of children with members of the family at different stages of maturity is far more beneficial to healthy social development than the interaction with children in the same class in school.    

The cons are: No rest for the mother as the children are at home all day. Mother has to make time to study before teaching the children. Meals have to be simple on most days. Children may not study with the mother and may fool around at home. One of the parents should be at home for most of the day and cannot go out for shopping etc. Children are at different levels and may get distracted when others are reading or giving up lessons. 

3. Our own experience with home schooling 

We have 5 children. Our eldest is a girl aged 15, then we have 3 boys aged 12, 7 and 6 and now we have a little girl 10 months old. We have been home schooling our children for the last seven years here in Goa. One of the main reasons was that we were not happy with the education system as a whole. Another reason was the medium of instruction till Std. IV in Konkani and then English till Std. X. Still another reason was that religious education in schools was either non-existent or just a formality. One more reason was the sheer distance to any school from our village. A lot of time was spent travelling to school and back. The public conveyance was inadequate, infrequent, overcrowded and unreliable. Our 3rd child was on the way. Our two children, then 8 and 5 years old had to be woken up early in the morning, dressed, force-fed their breakfast and dragged to the place near our church to catch the school bus at 7 am. While our daughter was coping with school, our 5 year old son was miserable. We dreaded the scenario when we also had to take care of a baby in addition to all this. We had read about how parents in the United States were doing "home schooling". Could we do this with our children? Could we teach them all the subjects at home? What about exams? Would the government object? Could they appear for the Board exams as private candidates? Or would they have to go for Open School? Would they be able to go for higher studies later? What would our parents say if we decided to do this? What would people say? These were some of the questions we asked ourselves. 
We met with many people, throwing the idea at them and listening to their counsel. We approached the education department and were told that if our children wanted to appear as private candidates for SSC, they would need a 7th standard school leaving certificate and be at least 16 years old. Why this discrimination of age limit when most children finish their SSC at 14 or 15 years, we asked. It is necessary, we were told, else all children would be tempted to skip school and appear as private candidates. It was ridiculous. Still, our minds were almost made up, but we were looking for a safety net in case some thing unexpected happened. Since moving to Goa, Anna had decided to be at home for the children. So she would be the one who would teach the children, with Vally playing a supporting role. One of our worries was -- what if something happened to her? One of Anna's ex-principals in the school she used to teach in, promised full support for our plans.  If something unexpected happened, he would help to get admission for our children in regular school.

So starting from the beginning of the school year of June 1994 we kept our 2 children at home. In the same month, we were blessed with the arrival of our second son, Amish, and when mother and child came home from the hospital, home schooling began.

Initially it was a very difficult task to get the children to study every morning, though Nadisha and Nimish were excited about home schooling. They took it for granted that there would be no getting up early and that they would get more time to play. There was the temptation to just let them play or teach them for a little while and go off to cook or nurse the baby and so on, but with great determination and perseverance we were able to devote 4 hours every morning to studies. Do the children want to go back to regular school? No way! In fact, sometimes when we get really worn out trying to get them to sit down, we threaten to send them back to school. It works every time!  
Some of the advantages are that the children get more time to play. They are kept away from unnecessary bad habits.  They are able to begin school everyday with prayers and make time to study our Catholic faith. They have learnt to study by themselves. If they do not understand something they ask us to explain it to them. If we can judge that some part of the portion is difficult for them we have the option of omitting it and taking it up later when the child is ready. On the other hand if we think one of them is good in a particular subject we can go ahead and teach him or her more than what the syllabus requires. It gave them a chance to learn the second and third language at their own pace. They could do more work (next class) in the subjects they were good at. We also get a chance to guide the children to think critically about what they read about topics like evolution, population explosion vis-à-vis the Church's teaching on the subject.  We also spend less money on notebooks, pencils etc. Our children usually use diaries given as complimentaries at the beginning of the year. A big advantage is that there is no tension for the children or the parents during exams because – there are no exams!  Our children learn to interact with people of all ages the whole day long in our family. They learn to respect and help their grandparents, do chores in the house, run errands for us.  

Of course, we, the parents have to be good role models for our children to imitate. We are constantly challenged to become better everyday and make positive changes in our lives. For example, Vally realized that he had to stop using slang words if he wanted the children not to use them! We have realized our responsibility to be the primary educators of our children. 

Many people think that our children are missing out on social development and may not be able to mix around with others.  This is not true. Our children play daily with the neighbours who belong to different religious and economic backgrounds.  Our older children have been going regularly to Bal Bhavan, Panaji to engage in some extra curricular activities for the past 3 years. Nadisha has represented Bal Bhavan, Goa at Diu and Delhi for various national competitions. They attend Sunday school regularly. Our children also participate daily in the Eucharistic celebration and are active members of church associations like altar servers, youth group, the Legion of Mary. Our daughter will be representing the Youth group in the Parish Pastoral Council. This year our eldest appeared for her Std. X exams through the National Open School. She studied most of the subjects on her own with a lot of guidance from us. She did not do too well in Mathematics due to sheer nervousness during the exam, but nonetheless surprised us all by scoring an average of 75% over 6 subjects – English, Hindi, Science, Social Science, Mathematics and Business Studies. 

What have been the reactions of others: family, neighbours, educationists, etc?

Some of the family members did not seem too happy about our home schooling our children. The others supported us whole-heartedly. Our children became a distraction to the neighbours when they returned home from school and had to sit with home-work while ours were playing.  

Some teachers think we are criticizing them when we say that teachers do not teach well nowadays. What we mean is that there are too many children for one teacher to teach satisfactorily. Teachers also think that our children will not be able to adjust in the world later on. Some school principals have been very encouraging and keep enquiring how our children are doing and even give us many suggestions to improve. 

What about appearing for examinations? Are our children at a disadvantage? 

We do not think that our children are at a disadvantage regarding exams. Most of the time they read the lessons and answer the questions by themselves. We encourage them to understand the lesson well before answering the questions.  We also give them other workbooks to solve when they have finished their school syllabus. They also solve the scholarship exam question papers but do not enter for the exam. When the school children are answering their exams we get the question papers from the children and ask our children to attempt them. Our children are at an advantage sometimes as they do not have the pressure and tension of exams 3 or 4 times a year and we are also spared that tension and pressure. 

Do we envisage our children re-entering mainstream education after the SSC? Or later? 

Yes, our children can join any college after Std. X but since the results are late it is difficult to get a provisional eligibility certificate as they do not have any school reports. But we prefer the Open School as they have a better choice of subjects and our children can choose what they like maybe a mixture of Arts/Commerce and Science.

If our children want to join professional colleges then they can apply at a degree college after Std. XII. 

We have been asked if we think that home-schooling is a practical option for the vast majority of Indians. We would say that in our country home schooling is practical for any mother who thinks that staying at home to look after her children is the most important vocation in life at the moment.  
Most of the women nowadays are educated till Std. XII. All they need to do is to study along with the child and help the child understand the matter. This is so, because a teacher always learns more than the student. If a person who is 30+ is not able to understand some portion then how is it possible for a child who is 10/15 to understand that same portion? If the mother has difficulty in some areas she can always take the help of her husband or some relative or even the local school teacher. In the final years however if there is a very grave difficulty there are always tutorial classes available. If regular school children can attend tutorial classes then why not home schoolers? In fact hardly any learning takes place in regular school; the tutorial classes are the parallel school system where drilling takes place. 

Problems in school are a regular topic in social circles. We hear a lot of complaints about teachers, school management, government education policies and now the saffronisation of education. It appears that there is no solution. We too used to spend a lot of our energy, grumbling or trying to fight the system. But it was like beating our heads against a wall. After carefully considering all the related issues, we decided to opt out of the system. It required a paradigm shift. We had to draw our own map and we were prepared to make corrections and change the course along the way. 

What would be the requirements for home-schooling, from the point of view of parents' educational level, their free time, their occupation, their finances?

Home schooling is cheaper than regular school. We do not spend money on travelling. Our children lose less pencils and pens. The school bags last for 2 or 3 years. The books which are not used can be used to practice Maths etc. We use a 200 page book or diary for almost all the subjects by making different partitions.  We do not have to spend on special snacks during intervals, and the many other expenses of parents like uniforms, shoes etc.  But we do spend on getting them as many good children's magazines to read, joining a library, and on some extra curricular activities. 

What if parents are not able to afford extra-curricular activities?

Extra-curricular activities are a drain on parents’ resources in more ways than one and can actually have a detrimental effect on the whole family, as we have discovered, painfully. As we attempt to cope with timings of various activities for each child, tempers rise and nerves get frayed. Gasoline is burnt and many a times, Vally has to spend valuable time, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel of our old diesel station-wagon as he waits for one or other child to finish whatever activity is current. We have begun to attempt to create our own extra-curricular activities. Once a week, on Tuesdays is family night at the Coelho’s. One of us takes his turn to compere the evening, while each of us presents a previously prepared item – a song, a dance, a skit – anything that can entertain and provoke fun and promote togetherness. We had decided to invest in a good musical instrument whenever possible, so we can make music together. So far we have a guitar, two violins, a tambourine, two mouth organs and two small electronic organs. We have an eye on a drum set and a trumpet. Of course, as a purely defensive measure, we try to maintain very good relations with all our neighbours! 

What has been the (supplementary / complementary) impact of the computer on our children? 

It is difficult to judge this as yet. Nadisha can use the computer but lacks confidence as she thinks that as a girl this should not be a high performance area for her. But we are hoping to direct her interest in being able to use the computer as a tool for developing her talents, as it is meant to be. When she was very young, Vally allowed her to fool around with the keyboard and she managed to erase a whole floppy containing important information. He did not bawl her out as she was too small to understand. The point is that she was initiated early and definitely does not fear 'the damn thing'. However, Nimish has taken to the computer like a fish to water and knows enough about it to put Vally to shame sometimes. He is familiar with a lot of popular software and not afraid to put new software through the paces. He could be a good beta tester. The younger boys are picking up fast. In fact, Anna has a tough time trying to make Avinash, our 5 year old, unlearn the alphabets he has learned, so she can teach him phonetics! 

Do we think our children will be unable to 'compete'?

Most competition pits one person’s skills or knowledge or luck against another and inevitably there is one winner and one loser. That means that logically, half of the people in this world are losers, if everyone was competing with just one other person for just one thing. But this being not the case, almost everyone must have been a loser at one time or another.  What is the alternative? Co-operation. Or as Stephen Covey would have it – Win-Win. One of the rules in our house is "No comparing". Notwithstanding that the rule is broken more often than it is maintained, it is a good rule and teaches us that every person is unique in his own right. And with everyone contributing with his own skill, the common good is achieved.  This is exactly the vision of the Church – A new way of being Church. Small communities, where each person is unique and significant and therefore feels he belongs. We do not have high ambitions for our children to be 'successful' and 'do very well' – which usually translates as a highly paid career with good social status. But we do have great hopes that they will be successful human beings – compassionate, wise, honest and God-fearing. 

What career prospects are open to our children? What prospects are closed?  

Our children can continue their education through Open School for Std. XII and there after Indira Gandhi National Open University, if need be. After that they can enter the Goa University or any other University for their Masters Degree. But as of the present, it appears that there is a definite bias against children who have passed their qualifying exam through the NOS system.  
It is unfair and uncharitable on the part of the mainstream educational system to penalize students whose only crime is to dare to re-enter the system through another route. However we do not take this as an indictment of home-schooling simply because very few people are not even aware that it exists at all. We shall take advantage of the few colleges that are willing to give Open schoolers a chance. And we shall attempt to shape the opinions of others who minds are closed and maybe educate them a little in the process. The future is not clear. The course we are taking is an uncharted one. We hope for the grace and the wisdom to make the right decisions when they are required of us. We believe in God and we believe that our God is good. This is our faith and our faith keeps us on our journey.
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Update, February 12, 2004
Since the above article was written, our eldest, Nadisha, finished her Std. X Open School, in April 2001 with 6 subjects: English, Hindi, Social Science, Maths, Science and Business Studies with 75% marks.
She went on to complete Std. XII Open School in April 2003 with 5 subjects: English, Biology, Chemistry, Psychology, and Hindi with 65.5% marks.
She obtained admission in the Goa College of Home Science on her own merit and is presently coping well with college life, obtaining the first rank in the first term exams and heavily involved in extra-curricular activities in college and in the parish youth group.
Our second child, Nimish, completed his Std. X Open School in 2004 with 85% marks and obtained admission in Don Bosco, Panjim.
Update, 2008
Nadisha moved to Nirmala Niketan College of Home Science in Mumbai for her fianl year, majored in Human Development with a Gold medal from Mumbai University and went on to complete the Masters in Human Development, topping the class.

Our second child Nimish passed 12th standard Science and is at present doing the 3rd year Mechanical Engineering at Padre Conceissao College, Verna. He too is involved with the youth group and plays the guitar for daily Mass and Sunday Mass. 
Update, 2018
Nadisha received a scholarship from the University Grants Commission to do her Doctorate studies. She has a 9 month old baby (Therese) and is now trying to complete her PhD in Psycholgy at IIT Mumbai.  

Nimish obtained a B.E. Degree in Mechanical Engg and has since joined a Religious Order called "The Heralds of the Gospel". Right now he is doing ministry in Brazil. 

Our 3rd child Amish completed his Bachelors Degree in Fine Arts (Sculpture) from the Goa College of Fine Arts.  He left home after completing his second year in BFA to join the same religious order as Nimish. Right now he is studying in the first year of Philosophy in Sao Paulo, Brazil.  

Avinash, our next child completed Std. 12 from NIOS and joined the same religious order as his brothers.  

Shaheen our youngest has just answered Std 12 exams through NIOS and will be leaving for Brazil in June 2018 to join the second order of the "Heralds of the Gospel" called "Regina Virginum".  

We have a Catholic Homeschoolers of Goa group which meets every 2 months. In May 2017 the Catholic Homeschoolers of Goa hosted the First Catholic National Homeschoolers Meet. The Second National Homeschoolers Meet was held in November 2017 in Potta, Kerala. The Third Catholic Homeschoolers Meet will be held in November 2018 in Bangalore.

The National Homeschoolers of India group is called Swishikshan. It is open to families of all faiths. This group meets every year.  This year they met in Goa in January 2018.

Eight basic reasons why home schooling makes better sense academically: 

(Taken from "Catholic Home Schooling – A Handbook for Parents" by Mary Kay Clark) 

You do not waste the students' time. 

You do not re-teach what the student already knows. 

You can give your own children more individualized attention. 

You can gear the work speed to a pace your children can handle and that will keep them interested. 

You can, and SHOULD, eliminate the option to fail. 

You can build in automatic consequences for failure to perform. 

You can emphasize reading. 

Home schooling eliminates the silliness and nonsense picked up from peers. 

Vally and Anna Coelho are the Co-Directors for the India Chapter of the Couple to Couple League International, based in Goa. Their mission is to teach couples Natural Family Planning. Till very recently, they were Presenting Team couple for Marriage Encounter and Engaged Encounter. They spread the good news of Pope John Paul's Theology of the Body. 
Award for the Coelhos’ “outstanding contributions to the Pro-life Movement”
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