
Unschooling and Rurality

The image above is  the frontispiece to the  Rasberry Exercises,  a popular handbook for the 
creation of free schools published in 1970. It is probably meant to connote something about roads and 
journeys, and it is quite possibly a sketch of the actual landscape outside Freestone, California. But it is 
also an answer to a perennially difficult question, the same question that produced the Liberty Dollar 
and the black flag, and the American Atheists stupid little atomic logo. What is the iconic image for an 
antinomian movement, a movement that rejects any single particular way of doing things? For the 
Rasberry Exercises, the image of liberatory education is a bucolic, pastoral landscape. And they are not 
alone.

When the landmark homeschooling case Wisconsin vs. Yoder was decided in 1972, a crucial part 
of the ruling concerned the rural, communitarian nature of Amish life. In fact, the court's decision was 
worded to emphasize this rural  lifestyle,  precisely in order  to limit  the scope of the Yoder ruling:

[A] feature of Old Order Amish communities is their devotion to a life in harmony with nature  
and the soil, as exemplified by the simple life of the early Christian era that continued in America  
during much of our early national life. Amish beliefs require members of the community to make their  
living  by  farming  or  closely  related  activities.  Broadly  speaking,  the  Old  Order  Amish  religion  
pervades and determines the entire mode of life of its adherents.....

Amish  objection  to  formal  education  beyond  the  eighth  grade  is  firmly  grounded in  these  
central religious concepts. They object to the high school, and higher education generally, because the  
values they teach are in marked variance with Amish values and the Amish way of life; they view  
secondary school education as an impermissible exposure of their children to a "worldly" influence in  
conflict  with  their  beliefs.  The  high  school  tends  to  emphasize  intellectual  and  scientific  
accomplishments, self-distinction, competitiveness, worldly success, and social life with other students.  
Amish society emphasizes informal learning-through-doing; a life of "goodness," rather than a life of  
intellect; wisdom, rather than technical knowledge; community welfare, rather than competition; and  
separation from, rather than integration with, contemporary worldly society.

In subsequent homeschooling literature, a comparable rurality and “harmony with nature” was 
often emphasized and even assumed: authors wrote lesson plans assuming the presence of open spaces, 
forests, streams, wildlife, or even visible stars. The rural clearly seems to be considered the default  
space  of  homeschooling  in  the  literature  from  the  1970s:  there  are  many  references  to  urban 
homeschooling, but these are usually flagged along the lines of “see, you can even homeschool in the 
city.”
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We can contrast this with the literature of the inner-city free-school movement in its various 
flavors, starting with the Escuela Moderna and running through White Lion to Kozol. Paul Goodman's 
ideal  of  the  university  was  an  entire  city  consciously  presenting  itself  as  a  space  of  incidental  
education. Kozol powerfully denigrated the rural as an apolitical, affluent, white space, in contrast to 
the  space  of  the  cities,  which  were  politicized,  impoverished,  and  black  or  Latino.  He  writes  of 
“pastoral and isolated Free Schools in their gentle and attractive settings of hillside,  farmland, and 
warm country-meadow.” Such a vision, which could practically be the caption to the picture from the  
Rasberry  Exercises,  Kozol  equates  with  the  total  abandonment  of  revolutionary  struggle.  In  one 
passage he speaks of Vermont Free Schools as “a sandbox for the children of the prison guards at 
Auschwitz.” Throughout  Free School, and throughout much of the surrounding literature, the rural is 
described only as  a  possible  destination  for  political  apostates.  It  is  never  a  place  of  origin.  It  is  
assumed that both the authors and the readers are urban. (Notably, Kozol describes  white poverty as 
occurring only within or on the edges of major cities; there is hardly any consciousness of rural poverty 
in Free School.)

In  both  the  homeschooling  literature  and  the  free-school  literature,  the  suburbs  are  almost 
invisible. This is no accident. To some large extent, white flight into the suburbs in the 1960s was 
organized around a kind of ethnic cleansing of the public school system, and the suburban population 
benefited  from  a  relatively  new  and  luxurious  infrastructure  of  public  education,  which  was  an 
important  focus  of  their  community.  They  had  fewer  immediate  reasons  to  turn  to  alternatives.

These contrasting conceptions of the space in which alternative education might occur provide a 
background for my immediate interest here: the spaces of unschooling. From its outset, the discourse of 
unschooling, as a subset of homeschooling, emphasized the rural. A family's 1978 letter to  Growing 
Without Schooling, the major journal of unschooling, is especially telling:

We've been interested in this idea [communal unschooling] for several years, but out home near  
Boston, Mass. never seemed like the appropriate setting. Our suburban neighbors were usually too  
involved with the school way of raising their children to even consider the kind of informal learning  
arrangement we had in mind. We soon discovered, moreover, that many parents who were teaching  
their own children shared our desire to live in a more rural environment where they could garden,  
raise farm animals, and, in general, live a more self-sufficient life. (GWS Issue #7)

In  1981,  John  Holt  responded  to  reassure  a  suburban  reader  who  worried  that  “Most 
unschoolers seem to live on farms growing their own vegetables (which I'd like) or have unique life-
styles in urban areas...” In 1991, the first sentence of Grace Llewellyn's Handbook invites the reader to 
imagine “a soft green planet...an orchard resplendent with every kind of fruit in the universe.”

There are two clear resonances between the philosophies of unschooling and the image of the 
rural. Both can be seen as emphasizing self-sufficiency, autonomy, and a rejection of major institutions. 
Moreover,  since  as  early  as  Rousseau,  unschooling  literature  has  made  appeals  to  naturalistic 
arguments, and such arguments work most readily in a “natural” space. This identification is a common 
trope  of  unschooling  literature,  from Holt's  motto  “Birds  fly,  fish  swim,  humans  learn”  to  David 
Albert's book And the Skylark Sings With Me, and even to the choices of extraneous graphics found in 
unschooling periodicals, websites, and the like.

But this identification of unschooling with rurality has begun to shift. The recent phenomenon 
of support centers for unschoolers, such as North Star, is an urban one, and these institutions closely 
resemble free schools.  By 1999, Llewellyn wrote:  “Urban unschooling is  growing rapidly—people 
used to think of homeschooling as exclusively a rural trend, and if that was ever the case, it isn't now.”

Was it ever the case? To examine this question, I looked at a random sample of zip codes from 
the 1980 and 2000 directories of Growing Without Schooling. These directories are (as I hope I have 
shown below) a reasonably good proxy for the actual location of unschoolers, probably the best one we 



have. I had presumed that they would be biased in favor of the rural, since rural families might feel a  
greater need to advertise their presence in a national journal, where urban families would have other 
venues to find allies.

The picture that they show is complex, and rather different from any of the assumptions above. 
In both 1980 and 2000, unschoolers seem to be trimodal in terms of their density: we find them in rural 
areas, in low and medium-density urban areas, and again in metropolitan centers. They don't appear in  
low-density suburban areas, and they are also absent in lower-density metropolitan areas. This pattern 
is softened slightly over the two decades, but its general shape is preserved.

What is especially striking is that in 1980, almost one in three unschooling families lived in the 
two most rural deciles, but one in four lived in the highest decile of density. Suprisingly, then, there is 
was  a  large  contingent  of  metropolitan  unschoolers  even  as  unschooling  professed  to  be  a  rural 
movement.  Their  location  tells  its  own story.  Some  of  them were  in  university  towns  (Berkeley, 
Cambridge,  Minneapolis,  Seattle)  where  it  is  easy  to  imagine  that  the  profusion  of  educational 
resources and student culture lent itself to unschooling. Others are in affluent professional communities 
like Alexandria, Virginia; Somerville, Massachusetts; or Newport Beach, California. But about half the 
group was found in industrial and trade cities like Newark or Baltimore.

This data is a bit startling, and it is hard to know how to best interpret it. Clearly a large bloc of 
urban unschooling  families  used  to  exist,  and yet  they did  not  exert  an  obvious  influence  on  the 
discourse  of  unschooling  at  the  time.  I  suspect  that  unschoolers  in  the  1970s,  like  much  of  the  
counterculture, valorized the notion of rural homesteading, and their media selectively highlighted that 
experience  and  vision.  Even  as  Kozol  excoriated  homesteaders'  decision  to  move  to  rural  areas, 
unschoolers appear to have been keeping quiet about the fact that one in four of them lived in a major  
city.

Over two decades, the fraction of unschooling families living in the tenth decile (center cities) 
dropped to 7%. However, this smaller fraction of urban unschoolers must have become substantially 
more visible vis-a-vis their rural colleagues: hence Llewellyn's comment in 1999, and other similar 
observations. This shift in discourse at  cross-currents to the underlying demographic shift is worth 
examining.  One  piece  of  the  explanation  probably  lies  in  the  new  generation  of  unschoolers.

Both Kozol and Holt were speaking to an urban audience, some of whom were contemplating 
moving to the countryside.  The 30% of unschoolers who lived in highly rural  areas in 1980 were 
probably composed largely of recent refugees from the city. This is difficult to prove directly, but it  
seems also certain from the letters and articles in GWS, and from the demographic shifts of the era.
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With much the same logic, we can guess that in 2000, very many of the second-generation 
unschoolers were born and raised in relatively rural areas. For them, the countryside did not represent  
an “exodus to the woods and hills”—Kozol's phrase—but rather a place of origin. Their relationship to 
the city was not “treason against natural society”—Goodman's phrase—but rather one of curiosity,  
dread, or indifference.

As I have shown below, unschooling disseminated across the United States fairly rapidly, and it  
is hard to imagine that a wholly rural movement could move that fast. There are parallels with social 
movements such as the Anti-Federalists or Populists, that also identified strongly with the rural, but had 
urban nexuses. Thinking of the anti-Federalists in particular, I am left wondering to what extent all of 
these  movements  come to  identify  with  the  rural  because  the  rural  is  the  “appropriate  space”  for 
naturalistic  arguments.  Certainly  it  would  appear  that  to  unschoolers,  the  forest  glade  is  a  more 
powerful image than the library, even though most of them live a lot closer to a library than a forest  
glade. As Walt said:

When I heard the learn'd astronomer,
When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me,
When I was shown the charts, the diagrams, to add, divide, and measure them,
When I sitting heard the learned astronomer where he lectured with much applause in the lecture room,
How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick,
Till rising and gliding out I wander'd off by myself,
In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time,
Look'd up in perfect silence at the stars.

No doubt I have felt that myself; to some extent I have arranged my life around that feeling. But 
it is unaccountable, and I do not mean the word in Whitman's sardonic sense. Naturalistic arguments 
are compelling, but rarely enduring. But these are a question for another day.
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