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Homeschool High School: Now What?

By S.C. Torrington

“Education is not filling a bucket, but lighting a fire”—William Butler Yeats

Summer’s almost over and, for some homeschooling families, this fall begins a new chapter in their home education—high school. As always, there are many options to obtain the desired result. Most homeschooling parents will tell you their goal all along has been to help their children discover their passion, find their path, and travel it at their own pace.|
A certain percentage of homeschooled teenagers will enroll in a public or private school. Maybe that was the plan all along: to use their time at home to better prepare, academically and emotionally, for the challenges and changes a traditional school environment can bring. Family dynamics and economics can prompt the transition, especially if an out-of-state, four-year university is on their teen’s wish list. And then, some kids just want a conventional high school experience with their neighborhood friends. 
On the other hand, many parents are concerned that to do anything except continuing to home-educate their teens could negate the efforts and lifestyles their families worked so hard to create. Some eighth-graders have already envisioned their high school years at home, with taking some courses at a local college or trade school, and even finding part-time employment. Other 14-year-olds who are still getting their footing and making that transition from awkward tween to confident and self-directed teen may not adapt as well to the rigors of a public or private school.
“Our belief is that maturation is a process, not the passing of a date on the calendar, and homeschooling has entitled us to apply life, as it happens,” says Gretchen Roe, Calvert School Community Liaison and mother of six children, ages 22, 18, 16, 13, 9, and almost 3. This past March, her family began its fourteenth year of homeschooling, so she speaks from been-there-done-that experience.

High School Requirements
The Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE) requires a minimum of 21 high school credits, as outlined on its website. In addition, public school students must meet the service-learning requirement and then take and pass the Maryland High School Assessments, while homeschoolers and non-public school students do not. 
But how and where do homeschooled teenagers accumulate high school credits? And what do those credits translate into for the real world?
Home-educating families who are currently reviewed through their county can continue to do so. And parents can continue to plan, teach, and compile a transcript for their teens based on their own interests, beliefs, and goals. 
The homeschooled student does not receive a diploma for Maryland. But, the truth is that a high school diploma may not even be necessary for your child’s future.

“We have found that colleges have solicited our children, because of their homeschool experience, telling us that they are seeking homeschool students for their independence and their ability to stay on academic task,” says Roe. “We are blessed here in Severna Park to have a high school tutorial cooperative to be able to help us in the high school academic arena. The issue of a diploma/GED [General Educational Development Test] has never presented itself.” 
High school curriculum can also come through an online or correspondence school that provides the instruction and materials, scope, and sequence while tracking and providing the necessary transcript. A virtual or cyber school generally involves a scheduled, interactive, teacher-facilitated program with other online students. A correspondence program, although regimented in its provided curriculum, tends to be more self-directed in terms of when and how the student completes the material. Some students choose to complete their program in less than four years through advanced placement testing and hard work. An accredited facility may also offer its own high school diploma. Or a teen can opt to take a GED Test.
“The GED is needed for some trade school and military admittance in lieu of a state diploma. GEDs are not required to gain entry to colleges. Usually a portfolio, SAT testing [The SAT Reasoning Test, formerly Scholastic Aptitude Test and Scholastic Assessment Test] and ACT test [originally known as the American College Testing Program] scores are needed,” says Rev. Tuesdi L. Harmon, executive director of Many Paths of Natural Learning, an umbrella school registered with MSDE to oversee home instruction in Maryland. 
Harmon goes on to explain that umbrella or church exempt schools may look beyond the educational scope determined by MSDE to verify and award credits for their students. According to MSDE, a credit is defined as successful demonstration of a specified unit of study. Umbrellas may use this method for determining a credit and they may use other documentation such as hours invested in subjects and work hours of life study skill to determine a credit or they may use the Carnegie Credit Unit (120 hours/credit) in awarding credits. 
Regardless of what learning materials and opportunities you use or how your homeschooler is reviewed, the necessary and optional paperwork—diploma, GED, accreditations, transcripts, test scores, and portfolios—are totally dependent upon what your teen’s goals are. Transcripts especially can be up to the homeschooling family to compile and may contain every aspect of your teen’s life, from apple-picking to trips to the zoo. Just learn how to translate those fun activities into academic-speak.

Get an Early Start
Just like traditional high schoolers, do not wait until your child is 15 or 16 to start getting his or her transcripts together. Naturally, personal directions can change and game plans can be amended. But it’s best to start early to learn, work toward, and acquire the skills and documentation your homeschooler may need down the road. 
Upon completing high school, does he or she want to get a job right away, travel, start a business, learn a trade, join the military, go onto college, or just take a break, plop down on your sofa, and figure it all out?
Many local community colleges already offer credit courses suitable to homeschooling students that can be applied to their high school and/or college credits. At Howard Community College, early entrance applications for homeschoolers can be submitted with documentation of their academic progress and abilities, including a transcript and PSAT/SAT/ACT/AP/IB scores, if test scores are available. The student and parent or legal guardian must also meet with a Howard Community College admissions counselor. Many counselors acknowledge that it’s during this meeting a homeschooling family really has the advantage and the ability to “sell” the student's education and background to an institute of higher learning. 
“We carefully document our high school experiences, but even in the intervening time between my eldest’s college searches and now, [we] find that colleges are much more embracing of the concept of an alternatively educated high school student,” says Roe. “I am reminded of the commercial [that uses the line] ‘Life comes at you fast!’ One of the best fruits we can see in homeschooling is the opportunity to give our children a real world interface with life, while continuing the support of family as they mature.” BC

Resources
Maryland State Department of Education, 410-767-0600, www.marylandpublicschools.org.
Many Paths of Natural Learning, 301-498-4739, www.MPNL.org.

Additional Information
American School, 708-418-2800, www.americanschoolofcorr.com.
Calvert School, 888-487-4652, 410-785-3400, www.calvertschool.org.
National Home Education Research Institute, www.nheri.org.
Virtual High School, 978-897-1900, www.govhs.org.

Helpful Reading
High School Graduation Requirements Questions and Answers, www.eroosevelths.pgcps.org/guidance/HS_Grad_Q_and_A.pdf.
Homeschoolers’ College Admissions Handbook: Preparing 12- to 18-Year-Olds for Success in the College of Their Choices by Cafi Cohen (Three Rivers Press, 2000).
Homeschooling High School: Planning Ahead for College Admission by Jeanne Gowen Dennis (Emerald Books, 2004).
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