Self-Directed Education Is Instinctual
When my older daughter was born I knew nothing about parenting. Once we were settled
in our hospital room after birth, I actually asked the nurses if I had permission to pick her
up! Needless to say, I was very green when it came to parenting and babies.
Those ﬁrst few days of new motherhood were overwhelming and ﬁlled with self-doubt until
I met a lactation consultant/nurse who forever changed the course of my parenting. I am
quite certain I would be a very diﬀerent parent and have a very diﬀerent life if it wasn’t for
her guidance and support. What miracle did she perform?She taught me to listen to my
baby and trust my powerful parenting instincts.
From then on, I stopped listening to so-called experts who told me that my baby should
only nurse every two hours and I started feeding her on-demand, whenever she wanted to,
which in those early weeks was all the time. I stopped placing her in a lonely crib where
she never slept well, and instead brought her into our bed where she slept peacefully–and
so did we. I put the stroller in the basement and wore her everywhere in the sling. I
listened to my baby and unlocked those ancient parenting instincts I didn’t even know I
had.
Six months later I happened to be reading an article that explained the key tenets of
Attachment Parenting. As I read the list, I realized that I was doing all of those things: babywearing, bed-sharing, on-demand breastfeeding, being responsive to baby’s cries. My
instinctual parenting practices actually had a name–and a wealth of resources and research
to go with it!
The same is true for Self-Directed Education. While I had been interested in alternative
education and homeschooling since college and graduate school, it wasn’t until I watched
my own children learn and grow naturally, and saw the incredible things they were able to
do without being taught, that I began to wonder about learning without schooling. Sure
enough, I realized that this natural learning process I witnessed in my own children had a
name and an entire body of historical and contemporary research to accompany it.
The key advantage of Self-Directed Education is that it empowers parents and children.
Parents learn to trust their children’s natural learning instincts while tapping into their own
instincts about how to best nurture their children’s growth. Children learn to trust
themselves, retaining their innate creativity and desire to explore and understand the
world around them. Parents provide freedom and opportunity, children follow their
interests and passions. And the vast resources of both real and digital communities support
both parents and children in this process.

In our media-saturated culture, with opinions and theories and tips and advice bombarding
us from every corner, we can take comfort in the simple and time-honored practice of
trusting our children and ourselves. We can follow our own instincts and allow our children
to follow theirs, watching as they learn and discover and create without coercion. We can
use Self-Directed Education resources–not to tell us what to do–but to validate what we
already know and do.
We can listen to our children and to our powerful parenting instincts.
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