HOMESCHOOL
CO-OPS

How 1o StaArT THEM, RUN THEM
AND Not Burn OuTt

This book is laid out in a 6” by 9” page format.
For printing, you may wish to print two pages per sheet in landscape
orientation



Praise for
Homeschool Co-ops: How to Start Them, Run Them and Not
Burn Out

“Carol comes with wisdom and understanding of the homeschool
movement as well as expertise in the field of accounting” —Linda
Lacour Hobar, author of The Mystery of History

“I only wish I had the information presented in this book years ago
when we were first starting out on this adventure!” —Mary Hood, au-
thor of The Relaxed Homeschooler

“Carol Topp is wonderful, buy her book, it’s worth 4 times the price,
subscribe to her blog, download her ebooks”—Janet Hellerman,
www.CHAMPSHomeschool.com

“This book is a must have for anyone wishing to start, maintain, or
save a dying co-op.” -K. Davis HomeschoolBuzz.com

“A must read for new groups or those that have been around for
quite a while!” —Kathie R, Kingdom Homeschool Association Member

“This book has been invaluable. Do not start a co-op without it. Why
reinvent the wheel, you don't have to. Mrs. Topp has done the heavy
lifting for you. It has paid for itself a hundred times over!/”—Amazon
review

“...packed with helpful advice from experienced homeschool lead-
ers who, like good friends, warmly share their wisdom and knowledge.
It is a comprehensive resource that you will surely find yourself refer-
ring to again and again over the years.”—Teri O., www.Knowledge-
House.info



HOMESCHOOL CO-OPS

HOW TO START THEM, RUN THEM AND NOT
BURN OUT

CArRoL Toprp, CPA

AMBASSADOR PUBLISHING
CINCINNATI, OHIO



Copyright ® 2014 by Carol Topp.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed
or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, record-
ing, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written per-
mission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in
critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copy-
right law.

Scripture taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION®,
Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 International Bible Society. Used by permission
of Zondervan. All rights reserved

Printed in the United States

Second Edition, 2014

ISBN: 978-0-9829245-8-7

Ambassador Publishing, Cincinnati, Ohio

Library of Congress Number: 2008925392

Book Layout ©2013 BookDesignTemplates.com
Cover Design: Suzanne Parrott, First Steps Publishing
Author Photo by Cathy Lyons, Lyons Photography

Disclaimer and Limitation of Liability

This book is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information
about the subject matter covered. The author is not rending legal,
accounting, or other professional advice.

The fact that a company, organization or website is mentioned does not
mean that the author endorses the information or services provided. The
resources mentioned in this book should be evaluated by the reader. Readers
should also be aware that organizations and web sites mentioned may have
been changed or ceased operations since the publication of this book.

Every effort has been made to contact cited quotes for permission of use.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

INEFOAUCTION .ottt ettt ettt enes v
Chapter 1: Benefits of CO-0PS ..c.ceveverirererirueeeieererinieeeieieieeeenenens 7
GroUup LEAINING ...cceeveieueiriinieieienteenteterenteeesestesesseseesesseessenees 8
Shared Experience of Teachers ........ccovvveueeecnennnieeeennes 11
Encouragement .........iviiniiniiniinniiinicnicniicncnnccnecneene 12
FUN it 14
Chapter 2: Disadvantages of CO-0PS....cceeueeerererereererenereererenanns 17
Unrealistic or Unmet EXpectations........ceeeverereeeeueuemerenenennns 18
Surrendering CONtrOl.........cccceveviririrueueeeueeereninieeeeeieeeeseeees 19
Different Styles ...ttt 20
SOCIAlIZATION. c...uuiriniiieieicecee ettt 21
Time and Money COMMItIMENT ......c.eveueurmrereccrcrcrererereueseuennnne 21
Too Much Like School .......ccovueirurieeiiiiririeeecccceeeees 22,
Chapter Three: Different Types of CO-0PS .cccovvvrveueveeenerirenunnen 25
Small Homeschool CO-0PS....ccouvirirrerrieeeeiriririeieieieeeeeenens 25

Medium Homeschool CO-0PS ...ccuiueeririririeieeieeeinieieseieenenen. 30



Large Homeschool CO-0PS .cccouevrerueuemeueinininieireeieieieeenieieeeaenes 35

Volunteers or paid teachers ........cccccvveeeueeeccncncnninireeeene. 41
Not All Things for All People .......ccccovueeininiricccccrcrererenennnne. 42,
Chapter 4: Your First Planning Meeting.......coceceueueveerererurueuennes 45
Gathering Help ....cccocovreinneecninseecccceeeeeeeeceeeee 45
DeCISIONS, DECISIONS..uiiivuviiirriierreiereeesareesssreessaeeesseessssesssseees 48
EXPECLAtIONS ..utvinriuiretrieneeteieteterenteesseeesestesessesteesseeesensenes 49
Agenda for First Planning Meeting......coceceeeererereruruererenenenes 50
The Four W’s and H ......cccovvieeininicninicceceneecenencecnenes 51

Chapter 5: What’s in a Name? Names, Missions and Purposes 57

What's in @ Name? .....c.ceverieirinenireeeeceeieiereieieeeeseseseeesesenene 57
Defining YOUr MISSION ..c.covvuevevereuereiriririeieseneseeesissssesesesesenens 60
Limiting YOUT PUFPOSE ....cccovrueirrrreinirieinteieeneeieeeteieeeeeneennes 62
Identifying Who You Are by Writing Bylaws .........c.ccceueuueee. 65
Chapter 6: Leadership: Why You Can’t Do This Alone............... 75
Choosing a Leadership Team.......cccoeueueueueeneneneneneeneieeccnenenns 77
Qualifications for Leaders......uouveeveriereeriereerieeesieesesseenenes 79

Membership REQUIFEMENTS .....c.ccererererueueeeueneenerireeieeeaeenenen. 82



Statement OFf Falth oo e e e 84

Writing a Policy Manual .......coeeeeeinnnninecccceneeeees 85
Chapter 7: Co-0p Offerings......ccccevevverereeueeeeneniririeieieeeerereens 87
Classes Based on a Currictltim ......cceeeveeervrveeninneeniereeneenenenns 87
ClubS in CO-0P weveereeeieieiiririeieeceeeertteeeee et 89
ClasSES DY AGE .ttt 89
Classes Y TOPIC ATEQ ...cueueereeveueieieeiirinieieieeeeetsteeeseseneaenene 97
Additional ACTIVITIES ..c.cueucucucueeeeereieieieieieteeeesesesesereseseaeseeene 102
Chapter 8: Money Management......oco.ceeeueeeenerereeeeuenemenecnenenns 105
Small group Management .......oceeeeueueeeeerererieeereneneeesenennns 105
Medium group management......c.coeeeeeueeeurererercreeeresenenenns 107
Preparing a Budg@et......occceevevininieieieieeecinieieeeeeeeeesesenene 110
BOoOKkeeping BasiCS....ceurueueueuerereririeeeneieieueeenisieeeseaeseneseenenens 113
Large Group Management........coevuevuinienienienienienenensensennennens 116
More INformation........cceeeeeererercccccueueueeeieeeieieeseseeeaeaenene 120
Chapter 9: Managing Volunteers and Conflict ........ccccccuuneee. 123
Managing VOIUNTEETS.....cceeururueueueereirieeeieieieeeneseeieaeeesenenene 123

Managing ConfliCt......covveueurueeieneniririeieieeeererteeeiee e 129



Personal Peacemaking .......coceceueueueueeneneninineneeneneecncnieneeenenes 130

Chapter 10: Ready for the Next Step?......cccccueueuruerrerenerencrccncnce 137

Do You Need to Be a 501(c)(3) Tax-exempt Organization? .. 137

Benefits 0f 501(C)(3) STAtUS .cecuvivuvevevieeeieeereeeeeeeeeeereerneesaeesnenns 138
Disadvantages of 501(C)(3) Status......ccceeeeeuruevevemerererereeneuenenes 140
501(c)(3) Status: Are You Ready? .....cccccoevevivereruereeeeeneninnennens 142,
Common Non Profit FOrmats......ceceeueeeerereririneereneeenenennnns 143
Nonprofit INCOTrPOration .....oeeueveeereerereririeiereneneneeressssesesenes 145
Checklist for 501(C)(3) STATUS vevivrirriererreerreereereeeesreseesseesnens 147
ReSOUICES...couviiiiiniiiiiiiiiiictcrcccc s 149
Chapter 11: Avoiding BUurn OUt .......ceeueueeeeeereninieieiereeeeennnnns 151
Symptoms of BUIn OUL ...c.eveveveueueeeiiinieieieieeeereseeiesese e 151
Ten Ways to AvOid BUITI OUL ...cucucueueueueururieiriiicccceenerenenens 152
Don’t Do it All Yourself .......cccoueveeeinieeninieeieieeeeeeieeenens 154
Three Building Blocks for Success......coevueeerenenirereruruenenenen. 155
SUMMATY oottt 156
About the AUTROT ...t 157



Introduction

WHAT IS A HOMESCHOOL CO-OP?

A homeschool co-op is a group of homeschooling parents who join
together to share teaching duties. These co-op parents need a source
of helpful ideas, tips, and guidance. They want to know what others
have done, what works and what doesn’t. Individual homeschooling
parents lack the time to search hundreds of web sites and read about
how various groups began. Instead, parents need a single resource to
help them out whether they are thinking about joining a co-op, want-
ing to start a co-op, or are already running a co-op.

How THIS BOOK CAN HELP YOU

Home School Co-ops: How to Start Them, Run Them and Not Burn Out
can help homeschool leaders manage a successful co-op. It discusses
the benefits and disadvantages of co-ops. There is advice on how to
Starting Them such as how to find potential members, how to organ-
ize, where to meet, and what problems to anticipate. This book also
covers how to Run Them. You'll read about daily operations for all size
groups, conflict resolution, and volunteer management. This book
also discusses legal and accounting issues for various co-op sizes such
as taxes, budgets, collecting fees, and paying teachers.

Sprinkled throughout the book is advice from other homeschool
leaders. Their advice can help you to Not Burn Out. Experience has



shown that having a board (or leadership team), some governing poli-
cies (formalized as bylaws and a policy manual) and an annual budget
can all help prevent burn out of homeschool co-op leaders.

WHAT'S IN THE NEW EDITION?

When I wrote Homeschool Co-ops in 2008, I was still homeschooling
my daughters. Now, they are homeschool graduates, both in college,
and I am no longer homeschooling, so I switched from the present
tense to the past.

I still interact with homeschool leaders every day though my web-
site, leader online groups and by meeting leaders at homeschool con-
ventions, so I added some additional information based on what I
learned from these leaders. Website links have been eliminated or up-
dated and several changes from the IRS in Chapter Ten are included.
Additionally, some of the uniquely Christian content has been adapted
to appeal to all audiences.

If you are thinking about starting a homeschool co-op or already
leading one, you will find help on these pages. You can also visit my
website www.HomeschoolCPA.com for more articles, books and re-
sources on running a homeschool organization.

Carol Topp, CPA
Cincinnati, Ohio



Chapter 1: Benefits of Co-ops

“WHEN MY CHILDREN were saying their bedtime prayers, they
thanked God for our homeschool co-op,” shared my friend Maren.
“That’s when [ knew we’d be coming back next semester.” Maren’s chil-
dren knew that co-op was special to them. They enjoyed seeing their
friends, learning from other parents and participating in their classes.
Their mother also benefited from belonging to a homeschool co-op.
She received encouragement, support, information and made friends,
too.

There are many benefits of being a part of a homeschool co-op.
Some are readily apparent, and some show up after many months of
involvement as relationships grow. I was a member of a homeschool
co-op for many years and my most valued benefits were the friends
that I made and their support of my homeschooling efforts. I've shared
burdens, ideas, and laughs. Obviously, from its very name, a co-op
(from the word “cooperate”) is a group of people working toward the
same goal. I enjoyed being with like-minded people once a week. It
helped me to remember that I was not alone or isolated in my home-
schooling experience.



8 | Homeschool Co-ops: How to Start Them, Run Them and Not Burn Out

GROUP LEARNING

One of the greatest benefits of belonging to a homeschool co-op is
the opportunity for group learning. Many parents join a co-op simply
to give their children some time in a group. Quite simply, children
make friends at co-op. Students cannot wait for co-op day to arrive so
they can see their friends. They may not realize it, but they can also
benefit from learning from adults other than their parents. My daugh-
ters have been blessed to learn from talented, generous teachers. In
addition, co-ops offer opportunities for group discussion and compe-
titions.

SOCIALIZATION

The most apparent benefit of a homeschool co-op is socialization.
For years the homeschool movement has been criticized for the lack of
opportunity to socialize. Critics believe that homeschooled children
are isolated and need more interaction with their age-peers. The
homeschool movement answers these critics in many ways. Some-
times we turn the question around and examine the unhealthy inter-
actions occurring in many public schools. We proclaim that
socialization is overrated and point out bullies, fights, disrespect,
cliques, and so on as examples.

There are homeschoolers who are concerned about social interac-
tion, and they seek out opportunities for their children to be a part of
group activities. Thus we see the growth of homeschool sports leagues,
classes, clubs, and of course, our focus, homeschool co-ops. These
group activities balance the time spent learning alone or with the fam-
ily. Most co-ops meet once or twice a week, therefore giving students
a “taste” of group learning without being overwhelming.
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FRIENDS

My daughters have benefited greatly by belonging to co-ops be-
cause of the friends they have made there. I can honestly say that [ am
pleased with their choice of friends, many of whom are not all the same
age. In our co-op, we grouped grades, typically three years, together.
When in sixth grade, my daughter had friends in fourth, fifth and sixth
grades. I did not have experiences like that in my childhood. Most of
my friends were exactly my age. Having friends two years younger was
not considered “cool.” How fortunate my daughters are to be free of
those social stigmas!

My neighbor and fellow homeschooler, Kirsten, was concerned
about her oldest daughter, Linnea, making friends of her own. Linnea
had been adopted from overseas as a teenager and was fitting into
family life very successfully, but she needed to make friends. I was so
pleased to tell Kirsten about our homeschool co-op and the wonderful
group of friendly high school students we had there. They visited the
next week and joined immediately. I was thrilled when two weeks
later, I saw Linnea being hugged good-bye by other teenage girls. One
of these friends was a bridesmaid in Linnea's wedding six years later!

LEARNING FROM ANOTHER ADULT

Another social benefit children receive from a co-op experience is
less readily apparent, but still extremely valuable: healthy relation-
ships with other adults. The other parents who volunteer as teachers
and helpers in a co-op serve as role models, mentors and teachers. I
think it is very healthy for children to have adults they respect outside
their own family. Youth leaders and coaches serve this role and so can
co-op teachers. I realize that I am not my children’s only teacher. My
children have learned from college professors and they will be exposed
to trainers in the workplace someday. I want them to appreciate the
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different personalities that teachers possess. I also want my children
to understand that they can learn from different types of people.
Children can greatly benefit from group study. The best source is
homeschool co-ops. On the Bright Ideas Press website, owner Maggie
Hogan shares some input from other veteran homeschoolers. One ex-
perienced co-op member, Beth, expresses this benefit of co-ops:

Co-ops also require your children be accountable to someone
other than mom or dad. In a co-op, children learn how to juggle
many different teachers with different teaching styles. Co-ops al-
low your child to work in a group setting with children around
their own age. They also learn to deal with “jerks,” bullies, and
other undesirable traits other children have (never our own chil-
dren!). Teachers tend to put more effort into teaching groups of
children than into teaching just one. These are just a few of the
benefits I have found this year. I would never homeschool with-
out co-ops again!’

GROUP INTERACTION

When my daughter approached high school she wanted to discuss
literature with someone other than me. She was right; it is awfully dif-
ficult to have group discussions without a decent-sized gathering! Co-
ops provide a wonderful opportunity for your student to engage in
group discussions and other classes. One mother, Debbie, enrolled her
daughter in our co-op because we offered a book discussion class for
high school students. She discussed how the class sounded like some-
thing her daughter needed. We also joked that the books sounded so
interesting that we mothers wanted to attend the class too! Our co-op
has held several classes that work best in a group setting including lit-
erature discussion, public speaking, gym games, and team building.
One mother invented a class called Bee Alert where she had a different
type of competition each week. Sometimes it was a spelling or geogra-
phy bee, but she also branched out into other topics. These types of
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learning opportunities cannot be done as well in a home setting, but
they work beautifully in a homeschool co-op.

SHARED EXPERIENCE OF TEACHERS

Although co-ops offer the benefits of group learning to your chil-
dren, you as their parent and teacher also reap rewards. You can use a
co-op to share in the experiences of other parents. Because everyone
has many varied gifts and interests, a co-op provides an outlet for the
participating adults to use their talents to bless others. Your children
can benefit greatly from taking a class with someone who has a pas-
sion for the subject as well as the experience to guide them.

SPECIAL SKILLS

When I joined our co-op, I found a gem in the Spanish teacher, Mrs.
Tann, who majored in Spanish in college and volunteered as a teacher
at our co-op. My daughter, Emily, had been learning Spanish from a
computer program and although she was doing well and making good
grades, her Spanish greatly improved after starting Mrs. Tann’s class.
I noticed that she started speaking a few phrases and naming objects
in Spanish. Mrs. Tann had Spanish skills that neither my husband nor
I possessed. The Spanish class experience was invaluable because he
studied French, not Spanish, and I did not study a foreign language at
all! Mrs. Tann had a passion for teaching students Spanish; she must,
since she volunteers her time and talent!

TALENTS

My daughter Sarah loved Mrs. Lyons, her art teacher at co-op. Art
is a subject I could never seem to get around to teaching. Personally, I
like art and even have some (small) talent in drawing and painting. I
felt guilty for not doing art more often in our homeschool. Then we
joined a homeschool co-op and met Mrs. Lyons! She has a marvelous
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talent for artistic expression in many forms. Her encouragement
helped students find ways to improve their skills. We are thrilled that
Mrs. Lyons used her talent in this way.

Our family has benefited from women (and a few men) with a pas-
sion for teaching a particular subject as well as the skills and experi-
ence to teach it to others. Of course, a co-op needs not only teachers,
but administrators, decision-makers, and encouragers, to name a few.
These talented people may not be given a specific job description, but
can be found volunteering in the nursery, paying the bills, hiring
teachers, and attending board meetings. Everyone can benefit when
talented members share their gifts.

ENCOURAGEMENT

In addition to gleaning from the experience of teachers, another
benefit of co-ops is the encouragement that they offer to homeschool-
ing parents, particularly mothers. A friend said she didn’t think she
would have made it through her first year of homeschooling without
her co-op. It wasn’t her children but she who needed the encourage-
ment and support of other homeschooling mothers.

CONTINUE HOMESCHOOLING

One co-op director believes that if a co-op helps even one mother to
continue homeschooling, then all the work has been worthwhile. Spe-
cifically, she tries to support parents of high school students, many of
whom drop out of homeschooling because the subject material grows
more difficult at the high school level. For example, some parents feel
ill-prepared to tackle algebra and biology with their students. Many co-
ops try to help these families by offering high school classes in foreign
language, upper math and advanced lab science. Other co-ops offer
fun subjects such as photography, yearbook, drama, and art to keep
kids interested.



Carol Topp, CPA | 13

MOTHERS SHARE BURDENS

Of course, it is not just parents of high school students that need
support; parents of younger children need assistance also. Emulating
another homeschool co-op, my co-op offered a room for mothers to
“Chew and Chat,” where we could eat and talk. More importantly, we
shared each other’s burdens there. Although we sometimes offered
suggestions and new ideas, we often were just a sounding board.
Mothers were free to share their homeschooling struggles in our Chew
and Chat room, because the group understood them without criticism.
We also organized meals for a family in need and donated school sup-
plies if a family was suffering a financial setback.

EXCHANGE INFORMATION

While co-op mothers may share burdens, they also exchange infor-
mation. One of the best things about a co-op is the wonderful ex-
change of ideas. Almost all my best recommendations about a new
curriculum, program, class, or website have come from co-op mothers.
Sometimes I saw one mother bringing in a textbook to share with an-
other mother. It was wonderful and very encouraging to both parties!
One time, a co-op mom showed me two bags of math games and cur-
riculum that she had been given by other mothers in the co-op. Her
fifth grade daughter was struggling with basic math facts and other
mothers came to the rescue with manipulatives and alternative math
ideas. She was thrilled that she could borrow these items to try out on
her daughter without spending a fortune.

The encouragement mothers get from a homeschool co-op is fre-
quently an unexpected bonus. While they may have joined a co-op for
their kids’ sake, they receive something too. Encouragement, infor-
mation and support are invaluable hidden benefits of joining a co-op.
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FUuN

In addition to the educational benefits of group learning, shared
experience and encouragement, co-ops can be a lot of fun! Your stu-
dents should have creative teachers and see co-op learning as enjoya-
ble! Even so-called boring classes like math can be made playful when
presented as a game. Another mom and I taught a Math Games class
for 4th -6th graders. The first time we offered it, we had six children.
The class size was just right and we had a great time. The next semes-
ter we doubled in size. I guess word got around that it was a fun class.
Maybe it was during our end-of-semester program when each class
member held up their favorite math game that they had played in class
(chess, dominoes, tangrams, paper games, card games, calculator
games, etc.). Yes, even math can be fun.

SPECIAL EVENTS

Many co-ops offer fun activities such as field trips and special
events. Co-ops offer talent shows, plays, and recitals. Several host Val-
entine’s Day events and Christmas parties as well as visits to a nursing
homes and Christmas caroling. One co-op is starting a 4-H club, while
another has an American Heritage Girls troop and a Boy Scout troop.
Going beyond these activities, some co-ops offer days at the beach,
pool, park, or ski slopes! The list is endless, and all in the name of fun
and learning.

Because some events take more planning they can benefit from the
many helping hands at a co-op. Science fairs, spelling bees, debate
contests, and Bible or academic quizzes come to mind. Because par-
ents are already gathered in one place weekly, co-ops become an ideal
venue for planning such activities. Additionally, the co-op probably
has a variety of talents in their membership, which can provide the
manpower. (See Chapter Seven “Co-op Offerings” for more ideas on
activities a co-op can offer.)
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The benefits of belonging to a homeschool co-op include —among
others—group learning, experienced teachers, encouragement and
fun. There are many more benefits that experienced co-op members
could add to this list. Although some blessings are readily apparent in
your children’s faces, others develop over a longer period of time. Fur-
thermore, some benefits you will not even acknowledge until your co-
op experience ends and you realize that you are missing something.
Regardless of the appearance of these benefits, I hope you gain all
these advantages and more.






Chapter 2: Disadvantages of
Co-ops

PERHAPS THE LAST chapter on the advantages of homeschool co-
ops has left you so starry-eyed that you are asking, “Are there disad-
vantages to belonging to a co-op?” Well, joining a co-op is a little like
getting married. After the wedding and the honeymoon comes the
marriage. Marriage is a blessing, but it is best if you are well prepared
and approach it with your eyes wide open. The same is true with home-
school co-ops. Life may be great for a while in your co-op with a har-
monious group meeting all your expectations. Great! At this point
youre on your honeymoon. Soon little annoyances may creep up, or
things may not go the way you had expected. You may become disap-
pointed. The honeymoon is over, with only the hard work of marriage
(or co-oping) there to greet you!

Never fear. Like being married, the problems of co-oping can be re-
solved if you know what to expect. As a matter of fact, having unmet
expectations is the number one complaint of dissatisfied former co-op
members. In this chapter, I will discuss some of the disadvantages of
co-oping.

17
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UNREALISTIC OR UNMET EXPECTATIONS.

Like a spouse, no co-op will meet all your expectations. Before join-
ing a homeschool co-op, you should examine your motivations and de-
sires in joining a co-op. Ask yourself, “What is most important to me
and my family? What do I want most out of this co-op experience?” As
you contemplate these thoughts, I suggest you write them down.

What [ want most from my co-op is:

Additionally, I'd like:

Perhaps you most desire social relationships for your children.
Then when you are dissatisfied about the start time, the amount of
homework or the lack of singing for preschoolers, focus on your
strongest desire. Is that expectation being met? If so, release the other,
lesser expectations.

When I joined a homeschool co-op, I wanted group interaction for
my children as well as classes that I was not teaching at home, like art
and speech. Since the co-op met those expectations, I was happy. On
the other hand, some co-op members were not as satisfied with the
experience. Among co-op members’ varied expectations, some may be
obvious and clear, while some of our hopes go unstated and often mis-
understood.

One of our co-op members felt very strongly that our co-op should
meet in a location close and central to all of our homes. In other words,
her primary expectation was of a geographically tight community.
While this may seem a bit Utopian with a group of 37 families, it was
her desire. More importantly, she thought that others shared the same
assumption. How disappointed she was when the co-op board decided
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to change locations! Our new location was not close or central any-
more (but it was a great facility and less expensive). This member felt
strongly enough about her hopes of being close geographically that she
left our co-op after four years of membership and formed a small co-
op of her own. Ultimately, this new co-op ended up a better situation
for her because it met her expectations.

SURRENDERING CONTROL

Ironically, surrendering control may seem like an advantage to
some people who will gladly hand over certain subjects like algebra,
biology dissection or foreign language. Of course, turning over teach-
ing responsibility for difficult subjects can be a relief. In fact, access to
advanced classes may be the reason you sought out a co-op to begin
with!

While granting teaching responsibility to others may seem benefi-
cial, turning over control is another matter. Face it: homeschoolers like
control! We like to direct our children’s environments, their exposure
to the world, and their friendships. We pick carefully the curriculum
they use. I once met a woman who really wanted every subject her child
studied to be firmly grounded and rooted in the Bible including verses
for every chapter of science, etc. While this woman may have found
her perfect curriculum for use at home (there are several to choose
from), she would not have enjoyed a co-op because she would have had
to relinquish some control.

If releasing control over certain subjects is an issue for you, then
you can do one of two things: Release your hold or find a co-op that
will use the curriculum you desire. In Chapter 7 “Co-op Offerings,” I
discuss co-ops that are formed around particular curricula.
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DIFFERENT STYLES

One year, I noticed my daughter coming home with a lot of crafts
she had made at co-op. “Is this from your Ohio History class?” I asked,
looking at a cute, painted clay bowl and a burlap-covered booklet she
had made. “Sure, we’re studying Ohio’s Native Americans,” she re-
sponded. Personally, I would have been spending more time on US
Presidents born in Ohio. After all, Ohio is called the Birthplace of Pres-
idents, claiming eight Presidents with origins in the state. Although I
was not the teacher, in crept the thought, “I'd do it differently.” Well, I
was not in charge of the class. Another teacher had volunteered to
teach Ohio History. In fact, my daughter enjoyed her class. I may not
have liked another teacher’s choices, methods, or materials, but I was
not running the class, so I had to accept the teacher’s decisions. As my
pastor preaches, unless you are going to be part of the solution, do not
be a part of the problem by criticizing. He also tells us, “It’s not about
you!” That little reminder should be posted at every co-op. The very
word co-op (short for cooperation) means we are working together to
accomplish a goal—home education, in our case. I do not always get
my way at co-op because it is not all about me!

“Don’t run! Don’t bounce the ball inside! Stop kicking your sister!”
I have uttered these commands while at co-op, and not just to my own
children. I am one of those people who has no problem exerting au-
thority over unruly children. After all, I am an adult, and we work to-
gether in our cooperative organization to keep everyone safe and
peaceful. Conversely, I know that not everyone feels the way I do. Some
people are extremely reluctant to discipline another person’s child.
Granted, I would never lay a hand on a child, but I do let them know if
they are out of line. If you do not like assisting other parents in this
way, or if you are very sensitive about other parents' verbally disciplin-
ing your child, then you had better think carefully about a co-op com-
mitment.
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SOCIALIZATION

Obtaining socialization opportunities and group interaction is of-
ten the primary reason a family joins a co-op, but socialization can also
be a source of problems. First of all, remember that some children will
be a terrific influence on your children. My daughter has made great
friends at our co-op, and I am pleased with the friends she has. At the
same time however, your son may be learning language you would ra-
ther not hear! Be prepared that not every student involved in your
homeschool co-op is going to be a good influence on your child. Some
co-ops address this by interviewing each child before enrollment. Alt-
hough this practice has some merit, it is time consuming and unrelia-
ble. Some co-ops interview the parents, but I know several wonderful
parents whose children are wild! The personality or behavior of the
parents is no guarantee that the children are little angels. Be aware
that negative socialization can exist in a homeschool co-op just as it
occurs in any school or large group setting.

Because of the potential for negative social interactions, you may
need to spend some time after co-op discussing issues with your child.
Remind your child what is acceptable behavior and language for your
family. If a problem such as bullying, teasing, or foul language persists,
bring it to the attention of the co-op leadership. You can read more
about dealing with conflicts and problems in your co-op in Chapter 9
“Managing Volunteers and Conflict.”

TIME AND MONEY COMMITMENT

A commitment to joining a co-op will involve your time and money.
First, there will be an investment of time on co-op day itself. If your co-
op requires you to teach a class, it will take preparation time outside of
co-op day. Joining a co-op means that others are depending upon you
to uphold your commitment. If you do not show up at co-op one week,
someone else will need to fill the gap. If you skip too many times, you
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may even be asked to leave the group! My family blocked out Friday
morning and early afternoon for co-op. That means we missed out on
plays, classes, and field trips offered on Fridays, but we stuck to our
commitment. One family could not rejoin our co-op when we moved
from Thursdays to Fridays. The family took frequent three-day week-
ends and could not attend on Fridays. I missed that family, but I re-
spect them for not joining the co-op when they knew they could not
commit to being there every week.

In addition to a time commitment, co-ops require money. While
most of the co-ops I am familiar with keep costs low, a co-op cannot
run without charging some fees. Overall, I think co-oping provides tre-
mendous benefits for the money, but some homeschoolers are finan-
cially strapped and find even a small fee difficult to manage.

There are homeschool organizations that hire teachers and do not
require the parents to volunteer. There are homeschool programs that
see their purpose as relieving mothers of their educational responsi-
bilities for a few hours a week. While this is an honorable goal, the cost
of these programs is significantly higher than a volunteer-based
homeschool co-op. Realize that you will pay with time, money or per-
haps some of each.

Too MUCH LIKE SCHOOL

Some co-ops have a very school-like structure. My co-op once met
in a building owned by a small Christian college. The rooms had chalk-
boards and desks, giving a very school-like feel. Many of our parents
and teachersliked the building and classrooms because it was efficient
to conduct classes in a schoolroom. If you are a free spirit or an un-
schooler, you may not feel comfortable in a classroom setting. Before
joining, visit the co-op in action to get a sense of the surroundings and
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the environment. You may decide that the benefits outweigh the neg-
ative feelings of a structured environment, or you may conclude that
you can live with a little structure once a week.

In a co-op class you might not be able to spend as much time on a
subject as you might like. New York teacher John Taylor Gatto said it
best in Dumbing Us Down:

The third lesson I teach is indifference....When the bell rings I in-
sist they drop whatever it is we have been doing and proceed quickly
to the next work station. They must turn on and off like a light
switch....Bells inoculate each undertaking with indifference.?

Homeschool co-ops like Mr. Gatto's public school are frequently
structured around the almighty clock. We move kids to the next class
on schedule so that they get the most out of their experience that day.
When dealing with large groups, a co-op must rely on structure and
timetables to keep things running smoothly. A small co-op or single
subject co-op can be more flexible and free form. Decide for yourself
how strongly you feel about being under a time constraint. The struc-
ture may even be a benefit to you or your children. In cases like this
you can see how even potential challenges can ultimately benefit you
and your children in your co-op experience.

Belonging to a homeschool co-op can have some challenges, but
challenges can bring benefits. What is a disadvantage to co-oping for
some people such as surrendering control, can be a benefit for another
homeschooling mother. Some co-ops may seem too structured for one
family, while another family could benefit from more organization in
their lives. Joining a homeschool co-op will take commitment, but
hopefully it will be time and money well spent.

It may not be problem-free to start or run a homeschool co-op, but
most homeschool parents find that co-oping is worth the commitment
and expense! Homeschool co-ops are becoming more and more popu-
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lar because they are meeting the needs and expectations of home-
schooling families. I hope you go into this adventure with a full under-
standing of the costs and benefits. In the following chapters you will
read a lot of stories and advice from homeschool leaders. It is my hope
you can learn from their experiences and lead a happy, successful
homeschool co-op.



Chapter Three: Different
Types of Co-ops

Co-ops come in all sizes. Some are as simple as a gathering of two
families to teach their own children. Others are medium sized, with
about five to ten families. Because medium co-ops are still small
enough to be intimate, everyone knows each other. The co-op may be
able to meet in a home. By the time you assemble more than 10 or 12
families, you have what I consider a large co-op. The size of a co-op can
influence many issues such as the need for formal structure, more de-
tailed money management, written rules, and policies.

SMALL HOMESCHOOL CO-OPS

Small co-ops usually have a single focus with its members sharing
a common interest. Perhaps the children are all of a similar age, or pos-
sibly they all enjoy studying the same subject, like art. Typically these
co-ops are usually limited enough to meet in someone’s home, albeit a
large home or at least one large room! Because of their size, small co-
ops have an intimate, comfortable feel.

25
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Frequently these small co-ops need no formal structure. Decision-
making, finances and start-up are quite simple. The person who starts
the group is usually the founder and leader all in one. While she may
make all the decisions herself, she might instead use consensus to de-
cide issues. Usually everyone gets an equal say in matters. A small size
makes finances easy to manage. Sometimes money is collected for
supplies, but no formal bookkeeping or accounting is performed. The
small co-op may not even have a separate checking account. Often, fi-
nancial matters are handled in cash. If you want to see how much
money the co-op has made then just look in the envelope marked “Co-
op” in the leader’s desk drawer. It’s that simple. An advantage of a
small co-op is that it be started in a very short amount of time, usually
a few weeks. Conversely, it can end just as quickly. Whenever the
leader decides she is finished co-oping, it dissolves. Frequently, the
small co-op lives and dies on the founding leader’s commitment.

One problem a small co-op may encounter is having to limit their
group size. What if others are desperate to join? Do you allow them to
come and expand the group? Or would you rather become exclusive for
the sake of the current members? There is no right answer; each co-op
is unique. While expanding a co-op is a joyful experience, growing
from a small group to a medium group can come with some trials.
With more families, you will need more organization. In addition,
youll need a larger space as well as someone to handle the money.
Some groups purposely stay small frequently as a decision made by the
founder or leader. If she is ready and willing to put in the effort to see
the co-op grow, it probably will. On the other hand, if she has no desire
to manage a larger group, then the co-op may stay small. Do not feel
you must grow to be successful. Consider the reasons you formed a co-
op to begin with. Focus on those goals. A co-op may not last forever.
Your desire should be to look back on the co-op season with pleasant
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memories. Sometimes, dragging the co-op into another year of exist-
ence can be a mistake. If the joy of gathering is gone and the co-op is
more work than pleasure, than it is time to let it die.

From co-op leader Robin Bray comes a wonderful story of how a
small co-op evolved:

The first (co-op) began when two burned out homeschooling
moms determined that they would not ever do any of those enrich-
ing activities they talked about with the children unless they set a
consistent, weekly date and stuck with it. My sister Jeanne and I
were the two desperate moms, and the kids were the five children we
had between us. We decided that, bottom line, we were going to get
together once a week and do something with the kids, if it was noth-
ing but let them play educational games together. So we came up
with something we called Learning Centers Day. We decided to set
up a few learning centers around Jeanne’s kitchen table, living room
and schoolroom. Then we would let the kids rotate from center to
center. Some centers were one kid centers; others allowed for more.
We loaded an educational game in the computer. That was one cen-
ter. We placed a variety of books in (a) chair and called it ‘The Read-
ing Chair.” Center number two! We put the V-Tech laptop computer
toy at a small desk, set up to review multiplication facts. There’s
three! I taught 'skip counting' for multiplication at one table, while
she played a phonics or spelling game with a child at another. So, we
had five centers. We rotated every 15 or 20 minutes. “Hey! That’s not
a co-op! That’s just two sisters and a bunch of cousins visiting to-
gether.” Well, you may see it that way, but we all got a lot out of it.
However, that’s not the end of the story. 3

Robyn goes on to tell us about how her co-op grew when other
homeschooling moms heard about their activities.

I don’t even remember who our first addition to the group was.
But whenever we were around other families, naturally we men-
tioned “Centers Day” and the kids talked about it, too. It was some-
thing we enjoyed, and they looked forward to it. We were constantly
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planning what we would do next, so it was a frequent topic of
conversation. Pretty soon, other moms were asking us, “What is
Centers Day?”, and our group began to grow. We asked the other
families to bring their favorite educational games to share. We
told the other moms, “Any time you have an activity you would
like to plan, go for it. We'll just close down one of our regular cen-
ters to make room for something different.” Centers Day was a
very flexible event. It did depend upon the participation of all the
moms, even if all one had to do was supervise a game or keep a
couple of toddlers occupied with clay or crayons. After a couple
of years of this, Jeanne decided not to continue having Centers
Day at her house, so another one of our group, Ginger, decided
to host it the next year. But, remember: all it takes is two desper-
ate, burned out moms to start a co-op.*

Robyn’s story shows how flexible and simple co-ops can be. Also, I
admire how Robyn and her sister transitioned leadership when the
time was right. Here is Robyn’s final word of encouragement includ-
ing a challenge:

You don’t have to call it a 'co-op' if that stresses you out. You
don’t have to call it anything. But it'll be easier to talk about it if
you have a name for it...Centers Day, Fun School, whatever! I
dare you! I dare you to start a two mom co-op and still be a two
mom co-op after four months. Even if you want to contain it, I
think it would be a hard thing to do. Youw'd have to guard your
mouth all the time to keep it a secret...but then the kids would
spill the beans. It would take the pressure off if you didn't even
have a goal of growing...just get with another desperate mom or
two and decide what the bottom line is going to be. We'll all be
waiting to hear how your experiment turns out!

Robyn’s challenge to keep your small co-op a secret is difficult.
Homeschooling is growing and co-ops are very popular. The children
like Robyn’s children enjoy co-ops and so do the parents! Another
homeschooling mother, Janine Calsbeek, shares her story about a
slightly larger co-op with seven families. She explains how her co-op
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made decisions and how they successfully addressed a few problems
that came up.

A couple of us called our friends and homeschool acquaintances
and got together for one (only one!) brainstorming meeting. Our
idea? To offer a series of classes taught by us. We figured our non-
classroom-oriented kids might benefit from a stint with a larger
group. They mightlearn things that work better when there are more
kids around. Might inspire each other? Collaborate? Socialize? Part
of the thought behind this co-op, too, was to offer choices, at least for
the kids who cared the most. So we offered a story discussion class
and mostly the older kids signed up, six of them. The group read,
they talked. It was something new for at least 75 percent of the class,
and it was a hit. Speech was another highlight, especially when Kris-
tin, the teacher, donned outfits to not wear when interviewing for a
job... and then there was the day she demonstrated uncool telephone
manners.

And we ended up with seven families, which meant we had seven
parents willing to teach a class, and seven classes to offer to the kids.
After coming up with a schedule and class descriptions, we circu-
lated them via e-mail. Certain classes were recommended for certain
ages, with flexibility, and the kids got a week or so to sign up. We
alternated the meeting site each week between the library in Orange
City and a church in Sioux Center. That worked too. We began Jan-
uary 9—the slowest time of the year in the North. From 2:30 to 3:20,
middle-school-age and older kids met for speech or wildlife rehab
class. The little ones, ages two to seven, attended A Day at the Pond.
Then at 3:20 there were new classes and more choices. The young
ones again got an animal theme, this time the farm variety, Green
Acres. Those age eight and up chose between story discussion, put-
ting together a newspaper and quilting.

The co-op hasn’t been without its challenges. At least one parent
would rather not do any teaching, and instead hire the teachers. She
has six kids and is busy enough, she said. For most of us, the chal-
lenge of adding one more thing to the schedule—the co-op—was
worth it. But we have options, like hiring a college student to teach
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instead. It’s also not easy to find a time slot that works, especially
with teenagers’ schedules. A couple of kids wanted to take two
classes that were offered in the same period. We just couldn’t re-
arrange the schedule to accommodate everyone. And the young-
est ones seemed to need a little more 'recess' than had been
originally scheduled. No nursery was needed this time, but that’s
another problem that’s easily solved.

The benefits dominated. I loved working with the kids on
projects, hearing their multitudes of ideas and seeing them fol-
low through. And I loved reading their writing, looking at their
photos and listening to their speeches, being part of their debate
and their laughter. Will we do it again? Definitely. We already
have a list for next winter of at least three families so far who are
definitely on.®

Janine’s co-op started out fairly small, but at a level of organization
that was manageable. I hope that from her story as well as Robyn’s ex-
perience that you see how easy it can be to start a small homeschool
co-op. The following chapters will help you get off to a good start. If
you find your co-op becoming popular and outgrowing its small-size
status, the following section will help you manage a medium sized
group.

MEDIUM HOMESCHOOL CO-OPS

A medium-sized co-op (from five to about twenty families) has
many advantages, the first of which being the ability to invite more
people into the co-op experience! Besides members, leaders can gain
rewards also. Obviously, a medium co-op has more hands and as we
know, “many hands make light work.” There are more families to carry
the load. Frequently the newly added families bring in fresh ideas.
Their contagious enthusiasm can rejuvenate a tired leadership team.
Furthermore, some medium-sized groups find they can add new pro-
grams, such as field trips, advanced classes or dramatic plays. Perhaps
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one of the new members will use her talents in teaching a new class or
writing a newsletter. At the same time, remember that medium groups
will face additional challenges in communication and organization in
proportional to their growth.

ORGANIZATION

A medium co-op will need a bit more structure and organization
than a small co-op. Make use of the newly added members by delegat-
ing responsibilities. Ask someone to serve as a treasurer. They should
open a checking account for the co-op (see Chapter 8 “Money Manage-
ment” for details). Additionally, a medium co-op may need registra-
tion forms to keep data straight. Ask a detail-oriented person to
organize your paperwork. You may also need a simple policy manual.
Decisions should not be made on impulse, but be carefully thought out
beforehand. Turn to Chapter 6 “Leadership” to get started.

COMMUNICATION

Once a group reaches about a dozen families, it ought to consider
communication via written newsletters, e-mail, and perhaps a web-
site. May groups use Homeschool-Life.com, a provider of homeschool
group websites to organize and communicate. One co-op leader, Lau-
rel Jew says,

Communication is crucial, and we work at it through monthly
board meetings and lunchtime Mom’s Meetings. This year we added
a'Get Acquainted’ potluck to which dads were invited...so they'd have
some idea who their families were hanging out with all year!
Through our members-only email loop and web site we post our syl-
labi, roster, schedule, homework, field trip invitations, and remind-
ers about supplies for next week. Board members have a separate
email loop for discussing group issues. Our co-op covers three dif-
ferent area codes and two counties. I find it hard to even imagine
how we’d cope without email. 7
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LIMITED AGES/GRADES

Frequently a medium co-op, although larger than a small co-op,
cannot offer a full program. They must still limit their offerings in
some way, either ages, grades or topics. Double Digits co-op in Ohio
limits their students to children ages 10 and up (hence the name Dou-
ble Digits). This helps them stay focused as they do not have to worry
about staffing a nursery or offering elementary classes.

LOCATION

A medium co-op faces one of its greatest challenges in finding a
meeting space. A small co-op can frequently meet in a home (albeit a
large one!). Even in a large home however, a gathering of more than
five families will feel crowded. If you grow to more than 10 families,
you will be looking for a larger meeting space. Most groups turn first
to free space in a library, community center, or church.

Churches are a very popular choice for medium sized co-ops. Usu-
ally churches are generous if a member asks for building space; they
are supportive of families and education. Best of all, the building is
sometimes empty midday when the co-op meets. In exchange how-
ever, some churches will charge a fee. After all, they have to pay utility
bills and a janitor to clean up after you. If your co-op is strapped for
cash (and most are), you can try to negotiate with the church. Offer to
clean the bathrooms, take out the trash, and clean the floors after co-
op each week in exchange for free or reduced rent.

Before volunteering your co-op families for janitorial duties, un-
derstand this comes at a cost. Many families are tired and want to go
home after co-op, not stay to clean up. Mothers with babies and pre-
schoolers find it difficult to vacuum the floors at home, let alone a large
meeting room. Many co-ops have families take turns with clean up.
Each family may have to clean up only once or twice a year. Our co-op
did this for two years. We thought it was working well, until mothers
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complained that they were at the church for two to three hours after
co-op doing the cleaning. Then, the church complained about the state
of the boys’ bathroom and blamed our group for a broken sink. We
paid for a new sink and started looking for a new location.

Some co-ops find that paying for clean-up either to their landlord
church or to a cleaning team is worth the money. One group hires a
member to clean up after them each week. The co-op pays her $50 a
week and she is happy for the income. Other groups work out a “vol-
unteer or pay” system. If a family cannot volunteer to clean up, then
they pay a cleaning fee instead. This way the co-op hires someone to
do the cleanup instead of the assigned family. The simplest but most
expensive solution is to pay the church’s maintenance crew for clean-
up. The expense is usually included in the rental fee. My church prefers
this arrangement with outside groups. As a matter of fact, they do not
allow groups using the building to move chairs, setup, or clean up. It
seems to work better for everyone if the professionals are just left to
do their jobs since they know the building and how to use the commer-
cial-grade cleaning equipment.

SEVERAL SUBJECTS

With a medium-sized homeschool group, you can offer a greater
selection of classes. You may decide to expand from a single focus,
such as science, to include literature or history as well. Robyn Bray
writes about a medium- sized monthly co-op that was organized
around different topics and activities. Her story is inspiring because it
opens the co-oping model to new ideas. While this co-op met only once
amonth, every meeting was a different topic. The co-op, although me-
dium-sized, was still flexible, allowing Robyn’s family to come when
they could.

This type of co-op requires a little more commitment from its
members. Each family, upon joining, commits to planning one or
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two events in the upcoming season. How many events each
member must commit to depends on how often the co-op plans
to meet and how many members are in the group. For instance,
ifyour co-op has 12 families, and you intend to plan one event per
month, then each family would need to commit to being in
charge of one event for the 12-month year. Or, if you wanted to
have two events per month over a 9-month period, each family
would need to be responsible for 1 or 2 events.

For the last year or so, I've been involved in this type of co-op.
The first year, I withdrew early in the year, as my mother- in-law
was very ill and I didn't know how long our family would need to
stay free to be available for her care. The co-op coordinator told
me I need not withdraw, just come when I could. She told me,
“You really only have to commit to the session you are in charge
of. We can sign you up for a slot later in the year.” But I did not
yet understand the level of freedom such a co-op permits, so I
dropped out.

Some of the activities this co-op has enjoyed are:
a trip to nearby planetarium
a session on manners at one member’s home
a session on simple machines, with centers set up to
demonstrate and experiment with each type of simple ma-
chine

o a study on wheat, including making pretzels and planting
wheat

o avisit to a local nursing home during December to sing
Christmas carols

o asession on gun safety and seeing police dogs at local mili-
tary base

o a session on manatees, which included video clips, taking
notes, and poetry.

While the older kids are taking notes, the younger may be do-
ing a word search puzzle with words related to the topic of the
day. Coloring sheets or a simple craft are also good ideas for the
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younger children. Of course, stories, poems, songs, and many games
can involve all ages.

One absolute for this type of co-op is that it is not a babysitting
service. All children must be accompanied by a parent, and each par-
ent will need to help out during the session. While the hostess of the
day does a more difficult activity with the older kids, someone else
may need to help with a craft for the younger kids. Each child thus
enjoys the group interaction, and the parents are able to support
both the hostess and their own children in the activities. This way,
it’s much easier to maintain order and make the event a more pleas-
ant experience for all. Besides, getting to know each other better is
an important part of the co-op experience.

Robyn’s mid-sized co-op did require a little more organization and
planning than a small co-op, but they used their larger size to offer
more programs. They also used the advantage of their medium size to
offer a larger selection of classes. Medium sized co-ops offer a lot of
flexibility while not being too difficult to manage. The next section will
cover the unique challenges of a large homeschool co-op and its ad-
vantages also.

LARGE HOMESCHOOL CO-OPS

Large homeschool co-ops of more than ten families require more
formal structure, money management rules, and written policies. A
large co-op is characterized not only by its size, but also by its offer-
ings. While these bigger groups will encounter some new challenges,
they will also see many more opportunities.

OFFERINGS

Large co-ops have the advantage of offering many different sub-
jects and activities to their members. While this is a great benefit, it
also means that there are more details to manage, such as teacher and
room assignments. I've seen large coops that offer up to four choices
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of classes for every age group. Their class list is a delightful smorgas-
bord of educational opportunities. If you wish for a strong academic
focus, you can probably find it in a large co-op. If, instead, you like to
keep your co-op experience fun and lighter academically, there are
probably art, music and game classes for you, too.

Debra Bell, an experienced large co-op leader, explains how co-op-
ing with other homeschoolers met her need for academic subjects at
the high school level.

Cindy and I had been co-oping for years, but our co-op was
primarily extra-curricular type stuff and supplemental to our
core program. Our new idea was to offer full-credit courses that
would provide a framework for all the work students would do in
that subject area throughout the school year. Plus, I was looking
for an out from teaching any more math or science - I'd had my
fill. What I really wanted was time to teach the literature I loved
and to develop young writers - my passion. As perplexing as this
was to me, we had another friend, Vickie, who was dying to have
someone else teach English so she could devote herself to science
classes (yuck!). And then we had another friend, Jane, who really
wanted to coach Math Olympiad teams and teach kids math
problem-solving strategies. Wow, instead of our kids benefiting
from our strengths, and suffering from our weaknesses; we de-
cided to pool our passions, talents and resources so all of our kids
could have teachers who actually cared about their subject matter
and knew what they were talking about most of the time. °

Debra’s co-op, called CHESS—an acronym for Creative Home Ed-
ucators Support Services—eventually grew into a well-structured
large co-op with a board, administrator, hired teachers and formal pol-
icies. She goes on to comment:

During my travels, I've seen a lot of different co-ops in oper-
ation, and we 2ll organize ourselves a bit differently. We can re-
ally benefit from sharing our experiences with one another. The
important point, though, is that co-operative classes, especially
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on the high school level, are an excellent way to meet genuine aca-
demic needs without giving up parental oversight of our children’s
education. 1°

One of the primary benefits of a large co-op is the wide selection of
classes that can be offered (see Chapter Seven “Class Offerings” for
more ideas of high school classes offered at homeschool co-ops). This
is usually the enticement for parents to join a co-op. Offering aca-
demic classes at the high school level also fulfills others’ needs and ex-
pectations. It encourages homeschooling though high school if the
family desires. High school level classes also provide social opportuni-
ties for teenagers without friends becoming too strong a focus in their
lives. However, a wide array of classes may attract more families to
your co-op meaning that you will need more structure and policies to
manage a larger group.

STRUCTURE

When California homeschooling mother Laurel Jew started the Lib-
erty Classical Academy she had five families. By the second year they
had reached 13 families, and found they needed more structure.

More families meant more students, but also more help. We re-
arranged classes to keep things participatory—not a drop-off or play
program—making sure every mom had teaching responsibilities.
New families fit fairly smoothly into the preschool and art teaching
slots, at first with one of the original five members as 'backup.’ In
Year Two we learned logistics like printing a schedule for each table,
starting an email loop, and what kind of lunches were easiest. We
also met a code enforcement officer (35 kids in a park on a school day
are a bit conspicuous), and found families would come and go but
we needed to offer grace to all—and insist on timeliness. We learned
to bring extra toilet paper and that even in California there are days
you want to be inside!



38 | Homeschool Co-ops: How to Start Them, Run Them and Not Burn Out

This year every class officially has a syllabus and a primary
teacher, alternate teacher, and helper, that's 3 classes per mom,
although those with toddlers participate in only two classes each.
We built in three-level backup to allow for sudden illness, vaca-
tions, discipline issues at the park, and even potty breaks. It also
keeps us moms from distracting others. Everyone is committed
to being present on time, all day, with chit-chat limited to

lunchtime (this works better, we found, when everyone is busy).
11

If after reading stories like Laurel’s you need more help with struc-
ture, then see Chapter Six, “Leadership,” which discusses forming a
board and writing a policy manual in detail.

LOCATION

Typically, a large co-op accommodates all ages from birth through
high school. You will need a meeting space that can accommodate chil-
dren of all sizes. One year, a church offered its facility to our co-op. The
location was convenient, the price affordable and the pastor agreeable.
The only problem was the lack of rooms for the junior and senior high
school students. They would have had to meet in separate corners of
the fellowship hall. As this situation was less than ideal, we were forced
to decline their offer and kept looking for a better facility. While
searching for a meeting place, remember also to consider the needs of
babies and toddlers. They need a safe environment preferably with
cribs, swings and toddler toys. Additionally, a large co-op may need a
large gathering space. Churches work well for many large co-ops be-
cause the sanctuary or gym can be a spot to assemble for announce-
ments as well as a place for drama or gym class.

As you search for a large location, yowll discover that space comes
ata premium. Most large co-ops find that they must pay rent. Consider
this expense when making out a budget for the year. In addition to
rent, you may have extra expenses in the form of cleaning supplies,
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trash bags, paper and office supplies. I discuss budgeting for these ex-
penses in Chapter Eight, “Money Management.”

Many landlords, even if they are churches, want groups using their

facilities to purchase general liability insurance. This type of insurance
provides protection against lawsuits involving bodily injury such as
slips and falls, and damage to physical property. If your coffeemaker
causes a fire, then the homeschool group may be liable for any damage
to the church’s building. Include insurance expenses in your financial
planning also. Please visit HomeschoolCPA.com/Leader Tools for an
article “Insurance for Homeschool Groups.” Also visit the blog at
HomeschoolCPA.com for posts about insurance for homeschool co-
ops.
My homeschool co-op moved locations four times in six years, so we
are familiar with the process of evaluating space and facilities for our
co-op. Our co-op board created a checklist of items to consider when
evaluating a co-op facility.

Checklist for a Homeschool Co-op location and facility

Location, Location, Location

Easy access for most members

Driving distance for most members

Parking

Facility Space

Number of Rooms

Condition of rooms

Nursery

Preschool

Elementary

High School

Lunch room

Gym

Gathering Place

Storage
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Bathrooms
Cost
Monthly rent
Insurance needed?
Utilities included?
Phone included?
Use of building’s equipment included?
Refrigerator/ Microwave
Copier
Sound/Audio/Visual equipment
Any additional expenses (repair, maintenance, etc...)
Relationship with Landlord
Supportive of homeschooling
Co-op member also church member (if landlord is a church)
Personality of contact person
Availability of contact person
References from previous tenants
Extra Duties/Issues
Clean up requirements
Set up requirements
Use policies (any areas off limits?)

I hope this checklist provides some items for your consideration
when searching for a co-op meeting place. There are many factors to
consider. Your leadership should discuss the importance each of the
factors listed above might be to your co-op members. My co-op found
that cost and the relationship with the landlord were very important
to the board since we are the ones dealing with the landlord. The need
for a supportive landlord is not understood by most of the member-
ship atlarge, because members tend to focus on distance and comfort-
able, clean rooms. I encourage you to focus on the needs of the co-op
at large when visiting potential locations.
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VOLUNTEERS OR PAID TEACHERS

Homeschool co-ops come in all shapes and sizes, and there really is
not one correct way to run a co-op. I have heard some leaders describe
“true” co-ops as being 100% volunteer-based with mothers doing all the
teaching. Conversely, I would not think you had fallen in esteem if
your group hired a paid teacher. I think variety is the spice of life, and
[ am amazed at the creativity of homeschool parents to use co-ops to
meet their academic needs. My co-op hired a few paid teachers. It
worked for us as we kept a mix of paid and volunteer teachers. There
are other programs however that lean heavily upon paid teachers. My
daughters attended a home school extension program when they en-
tered high school. This program is run with all paid tutors that conduct
classes for homeschool students twice a week. It became very popular
and outgrew its location when it reached 125 students and now meets
in five locations enrolling several hundred students.

Co-op member, Debra Bell, discusses some advantages of having
paid teachers and how her group’s leader handles them.

It's all well and good to use folks who volunteer their services.
However, it is easier for a volunteer to withdraw her services or fail
to follow through than it is for someone being fairly compensated
for her contribution. Again, bartering classes and other benefits that
do not cost money is often a good arrangement. Cindy (the co-op’s
co-leader) has wisely elected to make teachers her employees. I've
seen other situations where the co-op administration simply serves
as a broker of sorts for anyone in the area wanting to offer classes.
These teachers then set their own fees, determine which students
they will take, and function fairly autonomously. Cindy wanted to
have final say on class content and the philosophy of education that
permeates CHESS. This has allowed for a consistency throughout
our program and, I think, long-term satisfaction for our families. It
also gives Cindy the latitude to ask teachers to make adjustments
where necessary, because she is clearly the person in charge. 12
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A large, formal group like CHESS needs structure. Their leader
showed foresight and planning in hiring the paid teachers as employ-
ees. She knew the advantages of control, consistency and focus on the
mission of the co-op were important. You can read more about volun-
teers and the issues of hiring and paying employees in Chapter Nine,
“Managing Volunteers.”

If you are paying teachers, you will benefit from my ebook “Paying
Workers in a Homeschool Organization” It discusses the IRS forms
and paperwork you need to file. Find the ebook at Home-
schoolCPA.com.

NOT ALL THINGS FOR ALL PEOPLE

Although bigger homeschool co-ops can offer more, even a large co-
op cannot be all things to all people. For example, your co-op may offer
all grades, but be limited on size. One such group is The Learning Tree
Co-op in Ohio which has a waiting list every year. New members are
allowed to join only if they can teach a class. They cannot grow larger
because their co-op is sponsored by a church and they receive free
space and invaluable support from the church. Since they fill the facil-
ity on co-op day and cannot add another family, they must turn away
families every year. Being unable to join that co-op prompted one
homeschooling mother, Melissa, to start another co-op, which became
the one I joined! So good things can result from a seemingly bad situ-
ation. As a leader you should not feel guilty for limiting your group
size. Someone else will step forward to fill the need.

Paula, a co-op leader, had tears in her eyes as she told her story. She
desperately wanted to help the mother of an autistic son. Being a soft-
hearted woman, Paula wanted to allow the boy into her homeschool
co-op. The board viewed things differently however. They saw the po-
tential drain on the volunteer teachers, the distraction to the other
children, and the loss of focus on the co-op’s purpose that would occur
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if this boy were allowed to join. With regret, they had to explain to the
mother that this co-op was not suited to her son’s needs. The group
had to keep their focus as they were successfully serving 8o families.
That was their purpose and they wanted to continue in that path. “I
learned that, regretfully, we cannot be all things to all people,” Paula
shared at our leader’s support group meeting.

Ramona in Minnesota had a similar situation with special needs
families in her co-op. She confirms that a single group cannot be all
things to all people with her own experience.

You, as leaders, need to set very clear parameters about what you
want your co-op to be or not be. This is not mean-spirited or exclu-
sionary, but instead is creating a specific ministry to meet specific
needs. If you want an academically challenging, true co-op, then set
it up that way, and let someone else create a drop-in center. Quite
frankly, a paid teacher, tuition-based co-op is much harder to run,
since the level of administrative stuff goes up exponentially. When
folks feel they’ve paid for a service, they are much more apt to com-
plain about it, whereas if they are responsible for the outcome, they
have to fix it themselves!

Sometimes it gets uncomfortable having to "winnow" and deny
some families, but it’s easier than dealing with the emotional drain
that a poor choice can bring. Always keep in mind that you cannot be
all things to all people, and that someone else will fill the niche you've
left open. Academically, we teach to the highest level students, and
let the others audit or accommodate them in some way. Ironically,
although we do have many learning-disabled students, and they do
well with us, some of our co-op members left and started a new co-
op geared toward special needs kids. There was no rancor or hard
feelings, it has been a good deal for everyone! (I teach at both now!)
So, a ministry was created by our maintaining a narrow focus. 13

Ramona’s story of another co-op group forming because they saw a
need and decided to meet it is very inspiring. I hope you too see your-
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self and your co-op as meeting some important needs in your home-
schooling community. Whether your co-op is small, medium, or large,
it has a unique purpose and role to fulfill. The next two chapters on
organizing a planning meeting and defining your purpose will help
you decide many important issues such as your co-op’s goals and mis-
sion.



Chapter 4: Your First Planning
Meeting

You have decided to take the plunge: you are going to start a home-
school co-op! Good for you. Your efforts and willingness to take initia-
tive will be a benefit to many homeschooling families. Hopefully you
understand that the benefits of co-oping far outweigh the disad-
vantages. I hope that you have been inspired by some of the stories
from Chapter Three and have started contemplating your co-op’s
unique purpose. The next chapters on planning and finding a mission
will help you determine the specific characteristics of your co-op. A
good way to start is by thinking through your first planning meeting.

GATHERING HELP

In this and the following chapters I will make several recommen-
dations. Treat these as suggestions based on my personal experience
and reading from others’ knowledge. These are not rules; there is no
“one way” or “correct way” to start or run a homeschool co-op. I have
read many web sites about starting a home school co-op that state spe-
cific rules, such as “Do not let your co-op be more than five families.”

45
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That may be good advice if you want a small co-op, but it is not appli-
cable to everyone.

Flexibility is one of the beauties of homeschooling. You have the
freedom do what is best for you, your family and your homeschool
group. Since I do not know your particular needs, I could not properly
tell you what to do. Since I am merely offering advice I will try to keep
the “do it my way” attitude to a minimum. Now for my first bit of ad-
vice...

First of all, do not do this alone! Having a small group of people to
help you is absolutely essential in running a successful homeschool co-
op. Some people say, “If you want something done right, you have to
do it yourself.” That kind of thinking will be to your detriment because
you will burn out. You may even regret the day that you thought you
wanted to start a homeschool co-op. In order to counteract this des-
peration, you need other like-minded people to share this burden. Be-
fore announcing the start of a new co-op, gather help and seek out
people who might be interested in a co-op as members or leaders.

There are several ways to find families interested in starting a
homeschool co-op. Many co-op leaders started out very small with only
a few friends and with a short-term commitment of only one to two
months. A short-term commitment allows everyone involved to see if
they like being a part of the co-op. Before you begin, have a definite
closure to the trial co-op so that families can feel comfortable leaving
if they wish. If enough families enjoyed the short-term experience,
then they may be open to planning a longer term co-op experience of
several months. During this time, you can also determine members’
strengths and gifts. Some parents may enjoy leadership while others
may prefer classroom teaching or assisting.

Another way to find co-op partners is to talk individually to other
homeschooling parents. Call or e-mail them and ask, “Have you ever
belonged to a co-op? Would you like to be in one? Would be interested
in helping me start a new group?” When you ask for their help, be sure
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to emphasize the reason you called them. Emphasize their talent, ex-
perience or personality such as “You're always so calm,” or “You're so
organized that I know you'd be a great help to me.” Who can resist an
honest compliment? Also seek out parents that have belonged to a
homeschool co-op before. Their experience will prove very valuable.

Some homeschool co-ops start when the leader makes a general in-
vitation. A few years ago, a homeschooling mother with co-op experi-
ence sent out an e-mail to my homeschool support group stating she
was having an information night about the possibility of starting a co-
op in our area. She invited any interested parents to attend. About ten
homeschooling mothers showed up that night. It was a great start.

On the other hand, be aware of the potential problems in making a
general invitation at this early stage. You will receive lots of ideas, both
good and bad! You may encounter strong personalities who dominate
your group with their opinions, possibly killing the group before it is
born. I recommend that you save the large-group invitation until after
you have made some basic decisions and can answer common ques-
tions. I suggest you start with a small group of three or four interested
parents. Work out the details of time and place. Then announce to the
entire homeschool community the exciting news that a new home-
school co-op is starting. This chapter on planning and the following
chapter on finding a mission should be discussed and solidified in a
small group of leaders, not a large body. Here is some great advice
about gathering help from Nancy Carter, a veteran homeschool parent
and group leader:

Each group is so different with different needs & dynamics. Peo-
ple are all in different seasons of their lives. Start out by thinking
what would really be great for your family and then let your group
know what yow're willing to do. You can’t please everyone... 14

Nancy has excellent advice about determining what your family de-
sires in a homeschool co-op. Here is a short exercise to get you started
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thinking about your individual needs and your willingness to serve.
You might want to copy and hand out this short survey to a handful of
potential helpers. Their answers will help you discern who is willing to
help you start a homeschool co-op.

What do my family and children need from a homeschool co-op ex-
perience?

What do we NOT need?

What am I willing to do?

What am I NOT willing to do?

Potential helpers:
Name Talent/Experience Response

DECISIONS, DECISIONS

Once you have gathered some like-minded people, set out some
cookies and coffee and get to work! I recommend you print up a simple
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agenda like the one following, and hand it out to every person attend-
ing. Having a plan will keep you on track and focused on making basic
decisions.

It will be very easy to digress as people share ideas and expecta-
tions. Most likely you may find your group trying to focus on too many
details, sometimes called “majoring in the minors.” At this preliminary
point you are working on the big picture, the basic issues. Leave the
details for a later meeting. Get used to saying, “We’ll postpone that dis-
cussion for a later meeting,” and then write yourself a note to that ef-
fect.

Some groups mistakenly tackle an issue that should be considered
and discussed outside of the group meeting. One example is location.
Assign one person to seek out a location and report what she finds. The
entire group may go and see the chosen building, but only one person
needs to do the initial scouting.

EXPECTATIONS

Before your meeting, do some initial planning by asking the at-
tendees to share their expectations with you. Use a form like the one
following, and either e-mail it or ask the questions directly to potential
members. I think the answers will be very revealing. If there is a con-
sensus of needs and expectations, then you have a great start and can
move ahead swiftly. Conversely, if there are conflicting needs or ex-
pectations, then you will need to discuss those issues before progress-
ing. Here is how one homeschool group gathered input on the
expectations of their members:

When our group was just getting started, with about 20 families,
one thing we did at a parent meeting was to make a "wish list"—what
things would you like our group to do or offer? There was no promise
that our group would do these things, but I wrote them all down on
a white board as we talked, and then published the list in our news-
letter. It was really helpful to see what people wanted from a group;
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and over the next several years, just about everything on that list
came to be! 1°

EXPECTATION WORKSHEET:

What do my family and children need from a home school co-op?

What do we NOT need?

What do I hope for as a result of belonging to a home school co-op?
(friends, support, academic classes, etc.)

Notice that this exercise focuses on needs and results, not the
“nitty-gritty” of when and where. In thinking and talking initially
about needs and hopes, you will focus on the main goal of your co-op
and instead of getting lost in the details. You can read more about
goals in Chapter Five “What’s in a Name? Names, Missions, and Pur-
poses.”

AGENDA FOR FIRST PLANNING MEETING

Expectations: If you have gathered results beforehand, summarize
them here or record expectations during the meeting.

Four W's and H:
«  What
«  Who
«  When
«  Where

+  Howmuch
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List of Initial Classes to Offer:

THE FOUR W’S AND H

Asyou see on the sample agenda above, your group needs to discuss
the Four W’s—What, Who, When, Where and one H—How much.
These are crucial issues to be determined early. I will elaborate a bit on
each.

WHAT

This topic addresses the question, “What will we do?” The goal in
asking this question is to focus on a particular mission. Since you can-
not be all things to all people, you must focus your mission. Chapter
Five, “What’s in a Name? Names, Missions, and Purposes,” will help
your group focus on a mission statement which will probably require
another meeting to discuss fully. For now, discuss broad, general
ideas. Use the expectation worksheets to find a common goal. Put off
the discussion for the next meeting if it goes too long or if there are
vast disagreements.

For your first planning meeting, aim to come up with a general list
of classes that you would like to see offered initially. Your group size,
mission, and age focus will help you focus on a list of classes. If your
co-op is fun-oriented then your classes might include Art, Music,
Drama and Crafts. If you are academically focused, you might have
Math, Spanish, and Creative Writing. Try and come to agreement on
a few classes. You can focus on specific curricula later.

WHo

Discuss whom your co-op will focus on. Will it be age restricted?
Some co-ops want to offer classes and activities for elementary stu-
dents while others focus on junior and senior high school students.
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Most co-ops focus on entire families from nursery to grade 12. Will
your co-op be limited to those with a shared faith? Many homeschool
co-ops develop a statement of faith for their group. I discuss state-
ments of faith in Chapter Six “Leadership.”

Do not feel pressured to accommodate everyone. You simply can-
not meet everyone’s needs. You will be more successful and avoid burn
outifyou can define your target group from the beginning. Inevitably,
some people may complain if their desires or wants are not met. En-
courage them to start a group for their specific needs (hand them a
copy of this book!).

WHEN

Discuss when and how often you will meet. Most co-ops meet
weekly, but some gather every other week or only monthly. In contract,
some groups with high school academic subjects meet twice a week.
Also discuss the day and time. Is morning best? Is afternoon better?
Some groups prefer holding co-op in the afternoon because parents
can still manage to get a little “school work” done in the morning. On
the other hand, afternoon co-ops interfere with babies’ and toddlers’
naps. Furthermore, some co-op members find if they meet in the
morning, the day is shot and parents cannot get the children to refocus
on school subjects when they return home.

The day of the week for a co-op’s meeting may be driven by availa-
bility of space. If the location that rents you space is available only on
Fridays, then that is when your co-op will meet. The decision is made.
Alternately, if you have a choice of days then you will need to discuss
which day of the week is best. I am familiar with co-ops that meet on
every day of the week (except weekends!). Some prefer Monday and
start the week off that way; others prefer Fridays and end the week
with co-op! There is no perfect choice, but when your co-op will meet
needs to be discussed.
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Also discuss the duration of the co-op. Will it meet for the full
school calendar or only for a semester? Some co-ops meet for only six-
or eight-week periods twice a year. This schedule gives everyone a
break. If you are offering high school level classes for credit, you should
probably consider a longer duration of 14 to 18 week semesters.

WHERE

Many co-ops meet in churches, libraries and parks. Naturally, the
size of your group dictates the space needed. Perhaps your group is
small enough to gather in a house, but beware of problems in meeting
in homes. Too many unsupervised children can damage a house. Also
be aware of pets in a home as they can trigger allergies. Since I am al-
lergic to cats, my family could not participate in a co-op held in a home
with cats. If you must search for a place, start with your members’ con-
nections in your community. You could ask for each member to ap-
proach two or three churches, libraries or community organizations
that might have space.

Because all of the W’s—What, Who, When, and Where—are inter-
connected, deciding one issue will influence the others. For example,
if you want a family-oriented co-op for all ages, meeting weekly for
three hours and expect 20 families, your space needs will be signifi-
cant. If, instead, you limit your co-op to five families and they all have
children under ten years old, you could meet every other week at a
park. Perhaps one parent can agree to hold a class in her home for an
hour while everyone else is at the park. A co-op might decide to use the
same book to study animals in a monthly science co-op. The possibili-
ties are endless and can change as your group evolves.

How MUCH

Early on in you planning meetings, you must discuss how much the
co-op will cost. No one likes being surprised when it comes to paying
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bills. Naturally, the scope of your co-op will determine your expenses
and the fees you will charge members. Some groups set a fee and then
keep their expenses under the amount of fees collected. For example,
a small co-op could keep expenses to a minimum by only charging $10
per family for supplies. Conversely, because a larger group must rent
space, buy insurance and provide clean up, they might calculate their
total expenses and then divide them among all families equally.

Some co-ops charge fees by the family while others charge for each
student. Although charging by the family is easier for your treasurer to
track, charging by the student seems to work better for some co-ops.
Furthermore, some classes are more expensive than others. For in-
stance, an art class usually involves more costs than a writing class.
Should some parents pay an extra supply fee based on each class or
should everyone pay the same amount into a general fund? Discuss
these options. The Veritas Homeschool Co-op in Lebanon, Ohio
charges a family fee and an additional fee for individual high school
classes. This two-tier structure works for them and the possibilities are
numerous.

Involve your treasurer in these discussions (I hope you have already
asked someone to consider being a treasurer). His or her opinion on
the fees charged should weigh heavily, since the treasurer will create
the budget and control expenses. See Chapter Eight, “Money Manage-
ment,” for help in designing a budget. For your initial planning meet-
ing, try to reach a consensus on what families are willing to pay.
Determine what other co-ops in your area charge to get a feel for the
market. After you make these basic decisions, the treasurer can create
a budget.

Starting a homeschool co-op should not be a solo endeavor. You
should begin by finding like-minded, gifted people to help you lead
and make decisions. During your first planning meeting you will cover
many important topics starting with a discussion of expectations. In
addition the details of starting a homeschool co-op— What, Who,
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When, Where, and How much—should be firmed up. I hope you will
feel a strong sense of accomplishment. These are important issues that
will lead to a positive successful co-oping experience for both the lead-
ers and the co-op members






Chapter 5: What's in a Name?
Names, Missions and
Purposes

O Romeo, Romeo! wherefore art thou Romeo?
Deny thy father and refuse thy name;
What's in a name? That which we call a rose
By any other name would smell as sweet;
—Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare

Although Juliet hoped that Romeo’s name would not define him, in
reality names are meaningful. For your homeschool organization the
choice of your name is very important in establishing your co-op’s

identity!
WHAT’S IN A NAME?

DuAaL NAMES

Your organization will probably have at least two names: a legal ti-
tle and a Doing Business As (DBA) name. For legal purposes, a name

57
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should be very distinct so your group will not be confused with another
co-op or a school. My co-op’s legal name was Mason Ohio Educational
Home School Organization. That is quite a mouthful. On our checking
account we were called Mason Home School Co-op, while members
knew us simply as Mason Co-op. Why the difference? In the state of
Ohio, use of the word ‘co-op’ in a legal name is reserved for corpora-
tions who file under the Cooperative Corporation Law. The name co-
op can be only used by an organization that follows Ohio’s law’s for co-
ops. These usually apply to electric co-ops or rural co-ops involving
things such as sharing profits, membership voting, etc. Since my
homeschool co-op does not want to follow those guidelines, we cannot
use the word co-op in our legal name. In our DBA name, however, we
use the word co-op.
List some DBA names for your homeschool co-op here:

LEGAL NAME

Why do you need a legal name? For one, your group needs a legal
name to open a bank account. In addition, if you want to be recognized
as a non-profit organization by your state, you will need a legal name.
Also, if you want to pursue 501(c)(3) tax exempt status as an Internal
Revenue Service (IRS) recognized charity, you will need a formal
name. [ discuss nonprofit corporation and 501(c)(3) status in Chapter
10.

You may first encounter the need for a legal name when you apply
for an Employer Identification Number (EIN) from the Internal Reve-
nue Service(IRS). EINs are needed to open bank accounts, hire em-
ployees, and file for 501(c)(3) tax exempt status. An EIN is like a social
security number for businesses. Actually it is misnamed because you
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do not need to be an employer to obtain an EIN. They are offered for
free by the IRS. Go to www.irs.gov/taxtopics/tc755.html for more in-
formation on EING.

Record some ideas for your legal name here:

PICKING A NAME

If for no other reason, your homeschool co-op needs a name so your
family can call it something. A title will also let the homeschooling
community know you exist! There are all kinds of names to choose
from. Biblical names and themes are popular for faith-based co-ops
such as Koinonia, which means fellowship, or Veritas, which means
truth. Other examples include Wisdom’s Gate, Agape, Alpha, and
Lighthouse. Acronyms also work well. Here are some:

e Parents Offering Inspiration, Nurturing, and Training
(POINT)

e Creative Home Educators Support Services (CHESS)

e Higher Extension Learning Program (HELP)

e Homeschool Eclectic Lifelong Learners Organization (HELLO)

e Life-long Education And Discipleship (LEAD)

e Home Educators Applying Righteous Teaching (HEART)

e Home Oriented Unique Schooling Experience (HOUSE)

e Life Education And Resource Network (LEARN)

As an alternative to an acronym, many homeschool co-ops prefer to
use the name of their town in their name. My co-op is called the Mason
Home School Co-op. This type of name is distinct and simple to iden-
tify. Some groups do not use the word “co-op”, so they might call them-
selves Tuesday Group, Leaves of Learning, Learning Tree or New
Horizons. Also phrases such as “Extension Program” and “Resource
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Center.” are popular. One group named Providence Extension Pro-
gram, goes by the affectionate acronym PEP.
Brainstorm some acronyms or other names here:

NOT A SCHOOL

I recommend that you avoid any word that would confuse your co-
op with a school. Often, I see the word “academy” or “school” used in
names of homeschool co-ops. These terms name might imply that you
are a full service school. Homeschool co-ops are not schools because
schools have a lot of regulations that homeschool co-ops do not need
to follow. In choosing your name, do not pick anything that might con-
fuse your potential members or the homeschooling community at
large.

NOT ALREADY TAKEN

You need to make sure your name has not already used by another
organization. Typically, using your city and state name in your legal
title helps to avoid duplication. If you decide to become an IRS-recog-
nized charity you will need to do a name search to be sure your name
is not already taken. Visit your Secretary of State’s website. Most states
offer name searches for free. Also, you can visit the IRS’s tax exempt
web site (www.irs.gov/eo) and do a name search there.

DEFINING YOUR MISSION

Mission statements are a concise way to state your organization’s
purpose. They help focus and clarify the goal of your organization.
Mission statements must tell others who you are and remind your
leaders and members of your focus.



Carol Topp, CPA | 61

WHO AND WHY

A mission statement answers two questions:

Who are you? Are you defined geographically, by religious affilia-
tion, by age of students, by skills, styles or by curriculum choice? Who
is your target audience? Do you want to attract parents, kids, athletic
students, musical students, high school students, etc?

Why do you exist? Is it to encourage parents, support students, of-
fer information, conduct classes, promote homeschooling or provide
field trips?

Write down your WHO answers:

Record your WHY answers:

Although a mission statement should explain who and why you ex-
ist, it does not include how you will accomplish your purpose. The an-
swer to this question would be a general summary of what programs
your co-op will provide such as holding classes, running a sports pro-
gram, organizing field trips, etc. The detailed description of your ac-
tivities should be in another statement called a Program Statement.

T1iPS FOR WRITING A MISSION STATEMENT

e Use words like try, seek, influence and encourage.

e Keep your mission statement short, ideally one sentence or
about 50 words.

e Be accurate. Do not make your purpose unattainable or sound
loftier than you can accomplish. Your organization cannot be
all things to all people.
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e Put your mission statement everywhere. Include it on letter-
head, posters and on a sign at every board meeting.

SAMPLE MISSION STATEMENTS

Here are some mission statements from homeschool co-ops that
may give you inspiration:

The purpose of this organization shall be to provide support, information

and encouragement to homeschooling families.

This group exists to teach and disseminate educational materials to parents
of homeschooled children.

The mission of this homeschool co-op is to provide affordable, quality, fun-
filled academic classes to children in the homeschool community.

We exist to encourage, support and build up a community of Christian
homeschool families.

Brainstorm a few mission statements here:

LIMITING YOUR PURPOSE

You can’t please all of the people all of the time
-John Lydgate
As I have said before, a single homeschool group cannot be all

things to all people. The previous sections about defining your group’s
mission and purpose are to help you focus and limit your mission. This
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is a healthy practice. By limiting your group’s scope, you can better fo-
cus on the people you will serve. One co-op leader, Laura, put it best
when she said, “I know we can’t be everything to everyone. If you don’t
fit our group or our group doesn’t fit you, we will help you find a group
that does.”

Perhaps the best way to focus your purpose is to list all the things
your group will not be. This exercise is not meant to be exclusionary,
but to simply help you define your area of emphasis. Some co-ops have
a family focus and cover all ages, while others naturally limit them-
selves to a geographic region. Still others focus on a particular area
such as academics, science, or literature. At the other end of the spec-
trum, some co-ops are non-academic and offer the fine arts or extra
curricular subjects. Also some homeschool groups use parents are vol-
unteer teachers, while others hire paid teachers.

Make a list of what your group will not be:

Consider this list of items in determining your group's focus and
purpose:

e Age of students

e Geographic location

e Academic or enrichment focus

o Subject-specific (such as a science or literature)

e Parentor teacher led

e Focus on support for the parent

e Emphasis on classroom instruction

o Offer field trips or other programs

e Low cost or “market” price

¢ Inclusive (encompassing all faiths and backgrounds)
e Like-minded (shared a faith or belief)
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ONE GROUP’S STORY OF CHOOSING A MISSION

Linda Jordan from New Hampshire writes in Home Education
magazine about how her homeschool group (called the Homeschool
Resource Center) chose a mission statement. Note how she states her
“Who” and “Why” issues and also indirectly addressed what they are
not.

We had started out as a loosely knit group of mothers who
just wanted to get together and provide some social life for our-
selves, our children and other local homeschooling families, to
create a kind of once-a-week neighborhood where our kids could
play together and we could just hang out, chat, vent and seek ad-
vice. By halfway through the first year, it became apparent that
we needed to meet regularly outside resource center hours to
plan and to resolve issues that inevitably arose.

It also became apparent that we needed to put our vision into
words, in order to explain it to others and to evaluate how other
people’s ideas might fit in. What we came up with was this: ‘Our
vision is to create a space for families to gather where all feel in-
cluded, a place where children are free to decide for themselves
what activities they will be involved in; and to encourage devel-
opment of a homeschooling community.

We have revisited this statement numerous times in re-
sponse to specific requests or issues, and so far haven't felt a need
to modify it. We actively embrace the idea of ‘perpetual recess,’
because we feel that's what is most lacking in our home school
experience. In southern New Hampshire, children have ample
opportunity to participate in classes and field trips, but it's very

hard to find time for them to just hang out with other kids and
do kid stuff. 1

Linda saw a need in her homeschooling community for a place to
“just hang out.” She and the other leaders incorporated that purpose
in their mission statement. They obviously put some time and thought
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into their particular group’s focus. They didn’t even try to be all things
to all people.

IDENTIFYING WHO YOU ARE BY WRITING BYLAWS

The pinnacle of determining your group’s purpose and focus will
be by creating bylaws. Bylaws spell out how the organization will op-
erate and configure the board of directors. They also state the organi-
zation’s rules of internal operation. For example, the bylaws specify
the number of members of the board, the length of time each member
serves on the board, the officer positions, and how meetings are con-
ducted. Some states require bylaws, especially if your organization
plans to incorporate as a nonprofit corporation.

One of the first duties of the board of directors is to write and ap-
prove the bylaws. A ten-year-old homeschool group in North Carolina
benefited from creating bylaws right from the start:

When I [Beth H.] started our group 10 years ago with two friends,
we sat down and decided on a purpose statement and wrote bylaws,
based on what our vision was for the support group that was yet to
be. For instance, we decided that ours would be a Christian support
group that required a statement of faith. We decided that we would
not put a cap on the number of families we would accept. We decided
that we would have a seven member board of directors (okay, there
were only three of us, but this is what we were working toward!) and
that board members would have two-year terms and be voted on by
the membership. For our purpose, we stated that our group was
meant to encourage and support Christian home school families in
our area; that we would work together to provide social, academic,
and character-building activities for our children; and that we would
share information of interest to homeschooling families.

That first year, we had almost 20 families. One mom started a 4-
H group, we had PE [Physical Education] days at the park, we had
oral presentation days each month, we had a mom’s meeting one
night a month, and we planned a few field trips. The following year
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we added a Thursday afternoon co-op for eight weeks in the fall
and eight weeks in the spring. Activities came and went as par-
ents stepped forward to plan and lead. That group has now
grown to 250 families. Having written guidelines in place from
the very beginning has helped as we have grown, because every-
one knew up front what our purpose was, how we were struc-
tured, and how things operated. 17

This group got off to a great start because they focused on their
mission very early and wrote bylaws. They were obviously very suc-
cessful by growing from 20 to 250 families. The bylaws should not be
changed frequently, but should allow for the flexibility of programs as
Beth mentioned.

WHAT TO INCLUDE IN YOUR BYLAWS

e Name: the legal name of your organization, not the “Doing
Business As” name.

e Purpose: Be very specific. Use your mission statement.

e Location: city, county and state.

e Qualifications of members: Not all homeschool organizations
have official members. Some groups do not have membership
requirements and let everyone come to their events. Members
do not have to be given the right to vote. Sometimes it is cum-
bersome to get members together for a meeting or a vote. If you
do decide to have requirements for joining consider these qual-
ifications for membership:

o Payment of dues

o Agreement with a statement of faith

o Requirement to be legally homeschooling according to
state laws as opposed to just “homeschooling” or even just
“interested in homeschooling”)

o Membership in a state or national group
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o Membership in a particular church denomination (i.e.
Catholic) or religious faith (i.e. Jewish)

e Meetings: How often will the board meet? Is a quorum re-
quired? Is a majority vote required? Will proxy votes be al-
lowed? How will the meetings be announced and scheduled?

e Board of Directors and Officers. Consider the following issues:

o Will the be elected by members or be self-elected? Will
the terms be one year or more? Will there be a maximum
term of service to the board? Many boards set a limit of
three years of service and one year off the board before
serving again. This prevents an extremely long term with-
out change of leadership. I recommend that an officer
serve no longer than three years at a time.

o What are the position descriptions for president, vice
president, treasurer and secretary?

o What are the qualifications of board members? Should
they be a general member of the group for at least a year
before serving on the board?

o Can amarried couple both serve?

e Committees: How are committees formed? (“At the request of
the Board” is usually a good idea.)

e Tax exempt provisions: Include the following words from the
IRS if your organization will be filing for 501(c)(3) tax exempt
status. These words need to be in your Articles of Incorporation
filed with your state, but many groups repeat them in their by-
laws because the bylaws are read more frequently that the Arti-
cles of Incorporation. For details about nonprofit incorporation
see Chapter Ten “The Next Step: 501(c)(3) Tax Exempt Status.”

a. Upon the dissolution of ____, assets shall be distributed for one or
more exempt purposes within the meaning of section 501(c)(3) of the
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Internal Revenue Code, or corresponding section of any future fed-
eral tax code, or shall be distributed to the federal government, or to
a state or local government, for public purpose.

b.____ isorganized exclusively for charitable, religious, educational,
and/or scientific purposes under section 501(c)(3) of the Internal
Revenue Code. No part of the net earnings of ____ net earnings shall
inure to the benefit of, or be distributable to its members, trustees,
officers, or other private persons, except that the organization shall
be authorized and empowered to pay reasonable compensation for
services rendered and to make payments and distributions in fur-
therance of the purposes set forth in the purpose clause hereof.

¢. No substantial part of the activities of ____ shall be the carrying on
of propaganda, or otherwise attempting to influence legislation, and
the organization shall not participate in, or intervene in (including
the publishing or distribution of statements) any political campaign
on behalf of any candidate for public office.

d. Notwithstanding any other provision of this document, the organ-
ization shall not carry on any other activities not permitted to be car-
ried on (2) by an organization exempt from federal income tax under
section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code, or corresponding sec-
tion of any future federal tax code, or (b) by an organization, contri-
butions to which are deductible under section 170(c)(2) of the
Internal Revenue Code, or corresponding section of any future fed-
eral tax code.

WHAT TO LEAVE OUT OF BYLAWS

Your bylaws should not include day-to-day operating policies such
as:
e Dress codes
¢ Discipline policies
e Schedules
e Names of officers
e Startand end times
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e Specific location or meeting place
Put these items in another document called a policy manual. Policy
manuals are discussed in Chapter Six “Leadership.”

SAMPLE BYLAWS

As you create your own bylaws, look at sample bylaws of other non-
profit organizations. Many homeschool groups have put their bylaws
online which can easily be found by doing an internet search on
“homeschool bylaws.” Following is a sample set of bylaws that I created
by looking at several homeschool groups’ bylaws. It is available elec-
tronically in Microsoft Word format at my website http://www.home-
schoolcpa.com/. Feel free to edit it as your group sees fit

SAMPLE BYLAWS FOR A HOMESCHOOL CO-OP

Article 1 - Name, Purpose, Location
Section 1 - The name of this organization shall be

Section 2 — is organized exclusively for educational pur-
poses. The mission of is

Section 3 — The principle office location of shall be lo-
cated in County in the State of ______. The organization

may have any number of offices at such places as the Board may deter-
mine.

Article 2 - Membership

Section 1 - The qualifications for membership in this organization

are:

Section 2 — Membership to the organization is fee-based, requiring
dues.

(Optional) Section 3 — Members of the organization shall have the
right to one vote on matters submitted to a vote of the membership
including election of officers.

Article 3 — Meetings
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Section 1 — The date of the regular annual meeting shall be deter-
mined by the Board of Directors who will also set the time and place.

Section 2 — Regular meetings of the Board may be held at such place
and time as shall be designated by the standing resolution of the
Board.

Section 3 — Special meetings may be called by (Whom? the
Chair or the officers?).

Section 4 — Notice of all meetings shall be provided to each voting
member, by (mail, fax, email) at least ____ weeks/days prior
to the meeting.

Article 4 - Board of Directors

Section 1 - The business of the organization shall be managed by a
Board of Directors comprised of at least ___ and no fewer than ___
Board members. The Board is responsible for maintaining the overall
policy and direction of the organization. The Board shall delegate re-
sponsibility of day-to-day operations to the Executive Director and ap-
propriate committees. Board members shall receive no compensation
(other than reasonable expenses) for their service on the Board.

Section 2 — The Board shall meet at least ____ times per year at an
agreed upon time and location. Board members shall not miss more
than ____ meeting(s) per year.

Section 3 — All Board members shall serve for ____year terms (stag-
gered terms are optional) and can be eligible for re-election ______ times.

Section 4 — Any Director may be removed from office without as-
signing any cause by the vote of the Board at any meeting of the Board.

Section 5 — Any Director may resign at any time by giving notice to
the organization.

Section 6 — In the event of a vacancy on the Board (including situa-
tions where the number of Board members has been deemed neces-
sary to increase), the directors shall fill the vacancy.
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Section 7 — A quorum must be attended by at least ____ percent of
the Board members before business can be transacted or motions
made or passed.

Article 5 — Officers

Section 1 — The officers of the organization shall be ,
, , . (Titles of Chair or Presi-
dent, Secretary, Treasurer, not specific individual names) The Board of Di-

rectors shall appoint each of these officers. The Board may also
appoint other officers it deems necessary.

Section 2 — The Board of Directors shall appoint officers for a term
established by the Board.

Section 3 — Any officer may be removed from office without assign-
ing any cause by the vote of the Board at any meeting of the Board.

Section 4 — Officers of the Board will not be compensated via salary
for their service as an officer of the Board.

Section 5 - Board Chair/President

The Chair shall convene regularly scheduled Board meetings and
shall preside or arrange for other Directors to preside at each meeting
in the following order: Vice Chair, Secretary and Treasurer. The Board
Chair appoints Committee Chairs.

Section 6 — Vice Chair

The Vice Chair will chair committees on special subjects as desig-
nated by the board. In addition, the Vice Chair will facilitate meetings
in the absence of the Board Chair.

Section 7 - Secretary

The Secretary shall be responsible for keeping records of Board ac-
tions, including overseeing the taking of minutes at all board meet-
ings, sending out meeting announcements, distributing copies of
minutes and the agenda to each Board member, and assuring that cor-
porate records are maintained.

Section 8 — Treasurer
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The Treasurer shall make a report at each Board meeting. The
treasurer shall assist in the preparation of the budget, help develop
fund raising plans, and make financial information available to Board
members and the public.

Article 6 - Committees

Section 1 — The Board may create committees as needed, such as
fund raising, membership, and program committees. The Board Chair
shall appoint all committee chairs.

Section 2 — No committee shall have any power to: fill vacancies on
the Board, adopt amend or repeal the bylaws, amend or repeal any res-
olution of the Board, or act on matters committed by the bylaws or res-
olution of the Board to another committee of the Board.

Article 7 - IRC 501(c)(3) Tax Exemption Provisions

a. Upon the dissolution of , assets shall be distributed for one

or more exempt purposes within the meaning of section 501(c)(3) of
the Internal Revenue Code, or corresponding section of any future
federal tax code, or shall be distributed to the federal government, or
to a state or local government, for public purpose.

b. __ is organized exclusively for charitable, religious, educa-
tional, and/or scientific purposes under section 501(c)(3) of the Inter-
nal Revenue Code. No part of the net earnings of ____ shall inure to
the benefit of, or be distributable to its members, trustees, officers, or
other private persons, except that the organization shall be authorized
and empowered to pay reasonable compensation for services rendered
and to make payments and distributions in furtherance of the pur-
poses set forth in the purpose clause hereof.

c. No substantial part of the activities of ____ shall be the carrying
on of propaganda, or otherwise attempting to influence legislation,
and the organization shall not participate in, or intervene in (includ-
ing the publishing or distribution of statements) any political cam-
paign on behalf of any candidate for public office.
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d. Notwithstanding any other provision of this document, the or-
ganization shall not carry on any other activities not permitted to be
carried on (a) by an organization exempt from federal income tax un-
der section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code, or corresponding
section of any future federal tax code, or (b) by an organization, con-
tributions to which are deductible under section 170(c)(2) of the Inter-
nal Revenue Code, or corresponding section of any future federal tax
code.

Article 8 - Amendments

Section 1-These Bylaws may be amended when deemed necessary
by a majority vote of the Board of Directors. Proposed
amendments must be submitted to___ (Whom? Secretary, Board
Chair) and sent along with regular board meeting notices.






Chapter 6: Leadership: Why
You Can’t Do This Alone

QUITE SIMPLY, YOU cannot start and run a homeschool co-op by
yourself. A homeschool mother, who had started a group all by herself,
used an online forum to ask,

“I've had some members suggest that we create a board of directors
so that all responsibilities don't fall on me. Some of them are con-
cerned that I will 'burn out.' How do I start something like that?”

I have summarized some of the advice she received about leader

burn out and forming a board of directors:

It is not only important but also necessary that you surround your-
self with like-minded people.

Leaders have to leave for many reasons besides burn-out: they move
away; their children graduate; sometimes they or a family member
fall ill or they may need to care for elderly parents. You should have
ateam in place to replace a leader for any of these reasons.

If you have several people in leadership your group won't dissolve
even if the person in charge has to step down for some reason. Also,

75



76 | Homeschool Co-ops: How to Start Them, Run Them and Not Burn Out

continually raising up new leaders among your members ensures
smooth succession.

We have had a leadership team for many years. The workload is
shared among three to five people. No one wants the sole responsi-
bility for all the decision-making that goes on in a homeschool co-op.

This is all excellent advice from other homeschool leaders. I found
an excellent example in Moses, the Egyptian prince who led the Israel-
ites out of slavery. He could not handle the burden of leadership alone.
Moses was feeling burned out, exhausted, and frustrated when his fa-
ther-in law, Jethro saw the problem.

The next day Moses took his seat to serve as judge for the peo-
ple, and they stood around him from morning till evening. When
his father-in-law saw all that Moses was doing for the people, he
said, What is this you are doing for the people? Why do you alone
sit as judge, while all these people stand around you from morn-
ing till evening?

Moses answered him, ‘Because the people come to me to seek
God's will. Whenever they have a dispute, it is brought to me, and
I decide between the parties and inform them of God's decrees
and laws.’

Moses' father-in-law replied, What you are doing is not good.
You and these people who come to you will only wear yourselves
out. The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone.

Listen now to me and I will give you some advice, and may
God be with you. You must be the people's representative before
God and bring their disputes to him. Teach them the decrees and
laws, and show them the way to live and the duties they are to
perform. But select capable men from all the people—men who
fear God, trustworthy men who hate dishonest gain—and ap-
point them as officials over thousands, hundreds, fifties and
tens. Have them serve as judges for the people at all times, but
have them bring every difficult case to you; the simple cases they
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can decide themselves. That will make your load lighter, because
they will share it with you. If you do this and God so commands, you
will be able to stand the strain, and all these people will go home sat-
istied.” Moses listened to his father-in-law and did everything he
said. (Exodus 18:13-27)

Does this situation sound like you and your homeschool group?
When there is a problem, are you the “answer woman” (or man)? If you
find yourself exhausted and overwhelmed, follow Jethro’s advice and
pick some others to help carry the burden. One homeschool leader put
Jethro’s advice into practice. She worked for a year to train a replace-
ment so she would not burn out from exhaustion.

Basically, the idea is that she [the replacement leader] will be
walking side by side with me throughout the year, attending all plan-
ning meetings, being a secondary contact for questions. She will also
assume some duties that will help familiarize her with the member-
ship, i.e. assembling the membership roster and emergency call lists,
and assuming primary responsibility in organizing our fall meeting.
This will give her a year of walking through the process and always
knowing she has me to fall back on before assuming full leadership.
After a couple years of me asking, “Doesn’t someone else want to do
this?” I thought this might be a way to ease someone into leadership
without it seeming like such an overwhelming task.'®

CHOOSING A LEADERSHIP TEAM

ASK PERSONALLY

If you feel you need support, how should you go about finding
someone to help you? First, you should look over your co-op member-
ship roster for people with qualifications (see Qualifications for Lead-
ers later in this chapter). Make up a list of tasks needing to be done and
approach an experienced person. I recommend you contact a potential
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helper personally, by either calling or asking them face to face. Empha-
size their strengths and contributions to your organization and ask if
they would be willing to help in a leadership role.

DEFINE THE TASK

Keep tasks well defined and limited. Some people are reluctant to
volunteer for leadership because they fear there is no getting out later!
If you define a role specifically and limit the term (perhaps one year),
the potential helper may commit freely. A few years ago my co-op
found it difficult for the director to make morning announcements be-
cause she had so many other responsibilities at the start of co-op. After
looking around, our board noticed that one particular woman was al-
ways there on time (or early), had a strong voice and had already as-
sumed some leadership by organizing field trips. We asked her to take
over the job of doing morning announcements for the next semester,
complimenting her organizational skills and promptness! She agreed
and lifted a weight from our director.

FORM COMMITTEES

Most homeschool co-ops keep their leadership teams small so deci-
sions can be made easily. Every team should have at least three mem-
bers: a president, a secretary and a treasurer. In addition, some groups
prefer to add a vice president who will succeed the current president.
As responsibilities increase, the size of the team should grow as well.
Many groups like to add program, planning and membership duties to
leadership team members.

Most co-op boards create committees which meet outside of regu-
lar meetings to handle many tasks. Committee members may not be
regular board members. A co-op of 20 to 100 families might have a
leadership team of about four or five members and two to five com-
mittees. Some jobs can be performed by a committee of one person.
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One example of a committee doing an excellent job occurred when my

co-op needed to find a new location. We formed a search committee

of three people who worked for about three months together and

found us a great church to host our Friday co-op.

Possible Committees for a Homeschool Co-op:

Registration

Building use

Classes & teachers

Events

Hospitality

Financial

Fundraising

Membership

Welcoming new members
Homeschooling information
Field trips

Legislative liaison

Can you think of more tasks or committees? Most likely there are

several positions unique to your co-op. List them here, and then add a

potential person to fill each role. As you make your list, pray and ask

God to give you names.

QUALIFICATIONS FOR LEADERS

The nonprofit website, Board Source (www.boardsource.com), has

a list of personal characteristics to consider for your leadership team

or board:
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e Able to listen, analyze, think clearly and creatively; to work well

with people individually as well as in a group.

e Willing to prepare for and attend board and committee meet-

ings, to ask questions, and to take responsibility and follow

through on a given assignment.

e Possessing honesty; a friendly, responsive, and patient ap-

proach; community-building skills; personal integrity; a sense

of values; a concern for your group’s development; and a sense

of humor.
Besides these, I would add these qualifications:
e Shows up on time and comes prepared to co-op
e Committed to the group and homeschooling
e Friendly and well-liked
e Mature and can make decisions

e Available. Do not lay more responsibilities on a mother already

carrying a heavy load.

DUTIES OF THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Your leadership team may also be called a board of directors, but

whatever the name the responsibilities are common to all leaders of

nonprofit organizations. The basic responsibilities of nonprofit

boards include:
e Determining the organization's mission and purpose.

e Selecting the chief executive, sometimes called a Director or

Leader in homeschooling groups.

e Providing proper financial oversight. The board must develop

an annual budget and monitor spending during the year.

e Ensuring legal integrity and maintaining accountability. The

board is responsible for knowing and following any legal stand-

ards, especially if the co-op is a 501(c)(3) tax exempt organiza-

tion.
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e Recruiting and welcoming new board members and evaluating
their own performance as a board.

e Guarding the organization's reputation. The board should
know the organization's mission, accomplishments, and goals.

e Supporting the organization's programs and services. The
board's responsibility is to determine which programs are con-
sistent with the organization's mission and to monitor their ef-
fectiveness. Basically, the board members pitch in where
needed!

LEGAL RESPONSIBILITIES OF BOARDS

There are three legal responsibilities for leaders: the duty of care,
the duty of loyalty and the duty of obedience.

Duty of Care

In legal jargon this means “care that an ordinarily prudent person
would exercise in a like position and under similar circumstances.” Es-
sentially, a board member should exercise reasonable care when he or
she makes a decision as a steward of the organization. It also means
that the leaders will manage the funds to fulfill the organization's mis-
sion.

Duty of Loyalty

The duty of loyalty is a standard of faithfulness. A board member
should never use information obtained as a member for personal gain,
but instead must act in the best interests of the organization.

Duty of Obedience

The duty of obedience requires board members to be faithful to the
organization's mission. They are not permitted to act in a way that is
inconsistent with the central goals of the organization.

I like the way that the Bellevue Home School Enrichment organiza-
tion in Tennessee worded their constitution. You may also include
these duties in your bylaws:
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Article I: Responsibilities of the Board of Directors

Section I: The board shall be alert to the program’s needs and prob-
lems, and promote and provide for good parent-teacher relations. It
shall resolve problems that hinder a proper functioning of the pro-
gram.

Section 11: The board shall resolve any ongoing discipline problems
or other unresolved problems.

Section 11I: The board shall approve classroom standards, policies,
and procedures. 1°

MEMBERSHIP REQUIREMENTS

Determining who should belong to your group can become a sticky
situation. As I declared in Chapters Four and Five, I will reemphasize
that your group cannot be all things to all people. When you decide
whom to allow to join your co-op, make up a list of membership re-
quirements. Consider these requirements that I have collected from
several home school organizations:

e Paying dues or fees

e Signing a statement of faith (see the statement of faith section
below)

e Volunteering some predetermined amount of time (twice a
year, one hour a week, etc. depending on your program)

e Homeschooling as it is legally defined in your state (see the fol-
lowing section)

e Agreeing to the group’s policy statements which often include
dress codes, conflict resolution guidelines and codes of conduct

PUBLIC SCHOOL OR CHARTER SCHOOL STUDENTS AS MEMBERS

Allowing public or charter school students into your homeschool
co-op is certainly a hot topic in homeschooling right now. For years the
lines between homeschooling and public schooling were pretty clear.
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Now, however, technology has allowed public-schooled children to be
educated in their own homes. These programs might be called charter
schools or virtual schools. Not all virtual schools are public school ex-
tensions; The Potter’s School (www.pottersschool.org) is a good exam-
ple of a virtual homeschool program.

Charter or virtual public-schooled students feel as if they are home-
schooled because they learn at home, not in their public school build-
ing. While they might call themselves homeschoolers, I prefer to think
of them as “public school students learning at home,” but that is a bit
of a mouthful.

Ultimately, the question is whether public-schooled children
should be allowed to join your homeschool co-op. This is not an easy
decision, but some groups have decided to exclude charter/public-
schooled students. While these groups have several reasons for their
choice, most of their reasons have nothing to do with individual stu-
dents or their families, but rather their motives involve the hard-
fought rights of freedom in homeschooling. Since some homeschool-
ers feel very strongly that their rights and freedoms are being eroded
by charter/public schools, they are taking an important stand for what
they feel is right by excluding public-school students from homeschool
organizations.

This issue will mostly likely confront you when your board is asked
to admit a family that uses a charter/public school. A few years ago,
this happened to my group. Some co-op members knew the char-
ter/public-schooled family personally and wanted them in our co-op.
The mother had chosen to use our state’s virtual public school for fi-
nancial reasons because the computer and curriculum were all pro-
vided free of charge. You can imagine her distress when she was told
that she was “not really homeschooling” and could not join our co-op—
which requires members to be legally homeschooling in Ohio—be-
cause her children were public school students learning at home.
Those who knew her did their best to find another support group for
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her and kept in touch with her over the year. Eventually, she stopped
using the charter/public school and returned to traditional home-
schooling.

Another co-op in my state, Ohio, allows public-school-at-home stu-
dents tojoin their co-op. The leader told me that most of the time these
families leave the public school program and continue to traditionally
homeschool because it offers more freedom.

STATEMENT OF FAITH

Most Christian or faith-based homeschool groups have a statement
of faith in order to clearly spell out what co-op members believe. A
written statement of faith establishes a common ground and a shared
faith experience. As one member put it, “We are all like-minded in our
desire to home educate and in our faith.” In many co-ops, members
attend several different churches, yet agree on the basic ideas in our
statement of faith.

Some groups require all members to sign a statement of faith,
which are usually broad in nature and concur with the beliefs of most
members. Alternately, some groups compose a statement of faith for
the organization as a whole but require only that the member
acknowledge the statement’s existence; individual members are not
asked to sign the statement of faith. Because members recognize the
group’s religious beliefs, members of these groups should not be sur-
prised or offended if specific religious beliefs are introduced in co-op
classes.

Other groups require only their leaders to sign the statement of
faith, meaning the general membership does not have to agree on re-
ligious issues. This can work well for some people but not for others,
depending on the expectation of each member. If they expected that a
co-op teacher would not introduce alternative religious views, then
they will not be comfortable in an open membership group.
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An internet search of “homeschool statement of faith,” generated
264,000 hits! Apparently, there is no shortage of sample statements
out there to pick from. Use a few examples to craft your statement of
faith. Writing a statement of faith should be done thoughtfully and
carefully by the leadership board. Some co-ops also ask for input from
the co-op members at large. Including everyone in this important doc-
ument can build cohesion and a sense of community.

WRITING A POLICY MANUAL

After determining your group’s mission and deciding the four W’s
(What, Who, When and Where) from Chapter Four, the biggest job for
your leaders will be to create and approve a policy manual. This very
helpful document is the rulebook for your co-op. While, it is more de-
tailed than bylaws, it can be easily changed as the need arises. The pri-
mary purpose of a policy manual is to avoid problems before they come
up as well as give all co-op members guidelines on how to deal with
problems. The policy manual is written when cool, impartial heads
prevail, making a crisis or problem easier to cope with in a harmonious
manner.

WHAT TO PUT INTO YOUR POLICY MANUAL

e Volunteer obligations

e Parent duties

¢ Student responsibilities

e Teacher requirements

e Money and payment policies (When should payments be due?
Are there late fees?)

e Parent attendance or drop off policy

e Recess and lunch time rules (Can children play outside?)

e Clean up and building use (Some rented buildings do not allow
food; others want only clear liquids.)
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e Dress codes

o Student attendance and missed sessions

e Grading, homework and credits

e Behavior guidelines. (No running, noyelling, no punching, etc.)

o Sickness (when a child may not attend co-op because of illness,
fever, rashes, etc.)

o Conlflict resolution guidelines

SAMPLE PoLiCcY MANUALS

Although I will not reproduce policy manuals here, I will direct you
to several examples from homeschool co-ops. Some co-ops try to set
policies by example rather than specific rules.

Helping Hands Enrichment’s policies: http://webpages.char-
ter.net/hmschlmomof3/index.htm

The Thursday Connection Co-op: http://thursdayconnection.org/poli-
cies_and_procedures.htm.

The Family Christian Homeschool Co-op shares its policy manual and
has a "Policy Quiz" that highlights some important expectations in
a lighthearted way that is hopefully memorable. http://www.fami-
lychristianhomeschoolers.org/policies.html

Groups can live and die on leadership. Ensure the success of your
homeschool co-op by carefully choosing a leadership team and helping
your board member to be familiar with their duties and responsibili-
ties. Likewise, your membership at large should know what is required
of them. By establishing a written statement of faith and a policy man-
ual your co-op leaders can build a solid foundation for a successful,
healthy homeschool co-op.



Chapter 7: Co-op Offerings

This chapter is full of ideas gathered from dozens of homeschool
co-ops from across the country. There are lists of classes by age, topic
and curriculum. I list extracurricular activities that co-ops offer in ad-
dition to academic classes and even ideas for parent activities. This
chapter should get your ideas flowing, so I have left room for you to jot
down ideas of your own.

CLASSES BASED ON A CURRICULUM

Homeschoolers have a great variety of quality curricula to use,
many of which can be easily adapted for teaching in a co-op. Please
make sure you abide by the publishers’ guidelines when using curric-
ulum in a co-op class setting. Usually this means that each student
must purchase his own textbook—no photocopying allowed!

e The Mystery of History by Linda L. Hobar for grades 5-8 (or 3-12
with modifications). Author Linda Hobar taught this curricu-
lum at my homeschool co-op several times, so it is quite adapt-
able for a co-op.

87
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Mapping the World by Heart class for grades 7-12. Teach geog-
raphy using the Mapping the World by Heart materials. Stu-
dents learn to draw and label geography of countries, land, and
water.

A History of Science by Beautiful Feet for grades 5 and up. It
includes basic science principles; the history of scientific study;
and biographies of famous scientists like Archimedes, Galileo,
and Einstein.

Precepts for Kids for grades 4 to 6 using Wrong Way, Jonah!;
Jesus in the Spotlight; Jesus - Awesome Power, Awesome Love!;
Jesus — To Eternity and Beyond! all by Kay Arthur and Janna
Arndt. Children observe, interpret, and apply God’s Word.
Story of the World (Volumes I-IV) by Susan Wise Bauer for
grades 1-6. This curriculum includes discussion, map work,
crafts, games, and science experiments.

Great Science Adventures for grades 4 to 6 using the series by
Dinah Zike including Discovering the Human Body and Senses,
World of Plants, World of Space, etc.

Lord of the Rings writing class for grades 8 and up using a
course by Homescholar Books which includes literary analysis
and interpretation and epic literature, including The Iliad, The
Odyssey, Beowulf, and The Aeneid.

Institute for Excellence in Writing for grades 4 and up: This is
a writing curriculum concentrating on sentence structure and
the use of grammar in selected literature, outlining models of
literature and recreating paragraphs, and basic essay writing.
Apologia Science books including Exploring Creation with As-
tronomy, etc. for elementary ages and Biology, Chemistry,
Physics, etc. for high school students.

Tapestry of Grace by Marcia Sommerville is a through history
and literature program for all ages. The author also shares ideas
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for an end-of-year program to demonstrate what the students
have learned.

e Micro Business for Teens by Carol Topp encourages teenagers
to start and run their own businesses.

CLUBS IN CO-0OP

Many homeschooling families love the idea of “one stop shopping”
within their homeschool co-ops, meaning that all children’s activities
are on co-op day. This may means that clubs and other activities can
be held during co-op hours. Following are some examples of clubs and
activities that homeschool co-ops offer.

Awana

American Heritage Girls

Keepers at Home

Contenders

4-H

Band/Music ensembles

Bible Quiz

Boy Scouts

Junior Achievement

Book Club

Service Clubs

CLASSES BY AGE

In this section, I have compiled class ideas based on the age range
of students. These lists are by no means complete as co-op teachers are
very creative people and their ideas are endless

FOR (ALMOST) ALL AGES

By saying “for all ages,” I do not necessarily mean having all ages
together in one class, although some brave homeschool co-op teachers
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have done that! Instead, I mean that with modifications these subjects

can be taught to students from 5 to 18-year-olds. Most co-ops offer

these classes every year; they are the “staple” of co-op offerings.

Art

Bible Study
Choir/Singing

Crafts Drama

Dance

Drawing

Foreign Language especially Spanish

Gym

Music

Science

PRE-SCHOOL IDEAS

Art

Bible Stories

Gym

Music

Kindermoves: a class of games and musical activities including
stretching and moving to songs and basics skills including
throwing, jumping, running, batting etc.

Adventure with Books: unit studies on storybooks with map
work, art, cooking, and vocabulary that accompany each book.

Jot down some ideas you have for preschool classes:
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KINDERGARTEN TO THIRD GRADE IDEAS

Signs for Little Fingers: basic sign language words commonly
used in childhood (“please”, “thank you”, “drink”), animal
names, colors, days of week, and simple nursery rhymes or
songs

Math Mania: math tasks (addition, subtraction, multiplication,
division, measurements) using games

Character First: teach character qualities using stories with
songs, crafts and games

Ancient History (or any period in history): map work, crafts,
games and food of the world’s oldest cultures

Ballet Basics: basic ballet techniques, stretches, movements,
short dances and games

Me Gusta el Espanol (I Like Spanish): games, songs and role
playing, along with vocabulary

Exploring Words: pronunciation, spelling and meaning of new
words, dictionary skills, and Greek and Latin roots

Music Education: classical, jazz, folk, blues, patriotic, and well-
loved songs we learned as children

Gym: teamwork, sportsmanship and following directions

A Trip Around the World: basic geographic and cultural fea-
tures, facts, cooking and crafts

American History: video or DVD selections, arts and crafts, and
a sampling of foods

Songbirds: foundation in music through learning and singing
together

US Presidents: memorizing the names of all presidents in
chronological order

Hopefully these ideas have inspired you. Jot down some ideas you

have for Kindergarten through third grade classes:




92 | Homeschool Co-ops: How to Start Them, Run Them and Not Burn Out

FOURTH TO SIXTH GRADE IDEAS

Many of these class ideas for 4th to 6th grade students can be of-
fered in simplified form to younger students also. With modifications
they can also be offered to older students in grades 7th and 8th.

e Drawing with Color: drawing with oil pastels, explore color the-
ory, and good composition

e Cooking Around the World: make cuisine from countries from
around the world

e Fencing: the sport and art of fencing

e Introduction to Spanish: listening, speaking, reading and writ-
ing in Spanish

e Ballroom Dance: different types of ballroom dance

e Micro Worlds: learn how a microscope works

e Jazz &Hip-Hop: the fun of jazz with stylized hip-hop street
dance moves

e Literature: discuss books and study different writing styles

e Musical Theater: acting and singing, choreography, improvisa-
tion, vocal technique

e A History of Science (using A History of Science by Beautiful
Feet): the history of scientific study including biographies of fa-
mous scientists

e Precepts for Kids (using Wrong Way, Jonah!; Jesus in the Spot-
light; Jesus — Awesome Power, Awesome Love!; Jesus — To Eter-
nity and Beyond! by Kay Arthur and Janna Arndt): Observe,
interpret, and apply God’s Word

e Cultures Through Arts & Crafts: designs and traditions found
in the art and artifacts from the world’s cultures

e Simple Literature: Short stories focusing on basic literary
themes like the characters, setting and plot



Carol Topp, CPA | 93

e Discovering the Human Body (using the Great Science Adven-
tures)

e Chemistry for Kids: introduction to basic chemical principles

e Music Education: listen to and learn about various styles of mu-
sic, the biographies of famous musicians and the time periods
of music

e Writing an Essay (using Institute for Excellence in Writing):
sentence structure and the use of grammar, outlining, and
basic essay writing.

e Latin I: read simple Latin passages, present, imperfect, and fu-
ture verb tenses and learn vocabulary of about 125 words

e World Geography: fill in outline maps of all the continents, lan-
guage, religion, art, music, missionary work, climate, animal
and plant life and current events

e Physical Education: basketball; fitness walking; jogging; orient-
eering; rope jumping; soccer; softball; strength training; track
& field; volleyball; and physical fitness testing/training

e Poetry: define and describe ten types of poetry, recognize and
label rhyme/rhythm patterns

¢ Ancient Greece & Rome History and Literature (using Veritas
Press): weekly writing and reading assignments

Does this list get your “juices” flowing? Record your ideas for 4th
through 6th grade classes:

SEVENTH THROUGH TWELVE GRADE IDEAS

Here’s a mix of class ideas for older students, both academic and
just plain fun in some cases.
e Jewelry: a basic class in jewelry making
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Lights! Camera! Acting!: games, improvisation and acting exer-
cises

Guitar: learn new songs and finger picking

Mapping the World: geography using the Mapping the World
by Heart

Creative Writing: creative writing forms and literary devices
Government: memorize parts of the Constitution and the Bill
of Rights, and learn the history of the amendments

Public Speaking: communication skills to speak in public
Institute for Excellence in Writing: writing curriculum concen-
tration on sentence structure, outlining, essay writing, cri-
tiques and research papers

Bible Bowl: team competition of Bible questions

Exploring Creation with Physical Science: basic matter,
weather, physics of motion, Newton’s laws, electricity and mag-
netism, light and sound

Kids Kreations: basic cooking skills and kitchen safety; read and
follow recipes; operate various kitchen appliances and equip-
ment used in cooking.

Conversational Spanish: learn Spanish in the context of dia-
logue

Anatomy & Physiology: major systems of the human body; dis-
section of a frog, a fetal pig, and a cow’s eye

Advanced Public Speaking: speeches to give information, ex-
plain, encourage, and persuade

Ancient History: ancient civilizations through the fall of the Ro-
man Empire

Ancient Literature: ancient literature including the Epic of Gil-
gamesh, Plato, Virgil and Homer

SAT Prep: common math topics covered by the SAT

Simply Desserts: preparing a variety of desserts including
cakes, pies, pastries, and cookies
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e (Critical Thinking: activities, puzzles, games, reading

e Piano: private piano instruction

e A Midsummer Night's Dream: reading aloud and discussing
the play and viewing a movie version.

If you need a few more ideas here is a list of classes offered by vari-
ous homeschool co-ops for their junior and senior high school stu-
dents. Let your imagination roam!

Accounting

Aerobic Exercise

American History

Art Appreciation

Art History

Band

Basic Auto Mechanics

British Literature Chess

Choir

Civil War History

Construction/Woodworking

Dance

Doll Making

Drama

Drawing

Election Process/Politics

Embroidery

Entrepreneurial Skills

First Aid

Great Composers

Latin

Logic

Mock Trial/Moot Court

Music Appreciation

Music History
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Personal Finance

Photography

Puppets

Self Defense

Sign language

Stock Market Game

Voice

Wilderness survival training

This list is by no means complete! List your ideas for 7th through
12th grade classes here:

PARENT CLASS IDEAS

Make sure parents are not left out of all the fun! Some co-ops offer
classes for parents, too. Ideas include:

Aerobics or walking group

Bible Study

Creative Writing

Decorative Painting

Family Genealogy

Interior Decorating

Investing Club

Knitting, Crocheting

Learning styles

Personal Finances

Photography

Sewing

Make up your wish list below for adult offerings that interest you.
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CLASSES BY TOPIC AREA

A wonderful, active co-op, the Homeschool Enrichment Program
of Hays Hills Baptist Church in Texas?, lists all the classes they have
offered in the past. I have included their list by topic. There are neither
detailed descriptions nor ages given, so you can let your imagination
fly and just be inspired by the class titles. I like the titles “Boning up on
Bones” and “Junior Librarian”!

SCIENCE & NATURE:

Anatomy & Physiology

Bees, Bugs and Butterflies
Biology Lab

Body Science

Boning Up on Bones
Building Muscles

Creation Astronomy
Creation Science & Scripture
Earth Science

Flight & Rocketry

Habitats

Hands-on Science

Intro to Engineering Design
Intro to Physics
Introduction to Electronics
K'nex Levers & Pulleys
Microbiology
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Nature Study

Nature Study & Sketching
Ocean Animals

Outdoor Activities

Phantastic Physics

Science Experiments

Science with Magic School Bus
Science with Picture Books
Seven Days of Creation

Solar System

HISTORY ¢+ GEOGRAPHY:

Ancient Egypt
Baseball/Softball History
Big Kid Blast

Bill of Rights/Declaration of Independence
Civics

Colonial Kids

Government

Hands-on History

I Love America

It's a Small World

Kids Learn America

Kings & Queens

Kings & Queens of England
Map Skills

More Than Moccasins
Russia

States & Capitals

Story of the World

Texas History & Geography
Trip Around the World
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US Presidents

US States & Capitals
USA Geography

What About Sailing Ships
World Geography

Your Story Hour

LANGUAGE ARTS #FOREIGN LANGUAGE:

Aesop's Puppets

American Sign Language
Beginning Spanish

Book About Me

Book Visions

C.S. Lewis

Could I Be a Poet?
Expository Writing Workshop
Grammar for Boys & Girls
Intro to German

Junior Librarian

Latin Enrichment

Mark Twain

Read & Learn

Sign Language Performance
Spanish I

Spanish II

Speed Reading & Writing
Spelling Mania

Stories and More

The Great Gatsby

The Lion, the Witch & the Wardrobe
The Lord of the Rings
Writing Creatively
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FINE ARTS, DRAMA, ORATION & MUSIC:

Acting

Character Development
Creative Movement
Drama

Dramatic Play
Ethics/Debate

Handbells

International Art & Culture
Masterpieces

Music

My Favorite Books
Oration

Public Speaking

Puppet Drama
Shakespeare

Six Artists and Their Work
Square Dancing

Start with a Song
Storytime

Twist and Shout

ART, CRAFTS & HOBBIES:

Adventures in Art
Animal Art

Appreciating Art

Art with Different Media
Basic Guitar

Bible Crafts

Chess Club

Crafts
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Crochet

Cut and Create Holidays

Decorative Painting

History & Making of American Samplers
How to Make Greeting Cards

Puppets

Scrapbooking

Sewing I

Super Cool Art

Upside Down Doll

MATH ¢ ECONOMICS

Curious Math

Economics & You

Finances for Kids

Game of Life

Life Skills for Kids

Money for Real Life

Thinking Critically About Advertising
Times Tables

COOKING

Beginning Cooking
Book-n-Cook

Creative Cakes

Delectable Desserts

Gobble Up the Bible

Make & Bake with Little House
More Than Soup

Pizza! Pizza!

Simply Home Cookin'
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Vegetarian Cooking

PHYSICAL EDUCATION ¢~ OTHER CLASSES

An Old-Fashioned English Tea
Basketball/Football

Beginning Basics of Soccer & Basketball
Bootcamp Physical Training
Cardio & Conditioning

Charm & Poise for Girls
Computer Design & Layout

Hive of Busy Bees

Jump Rope Games

Mini Mysteries

Oops! Your Manners Are Showing
Physical Education

Presidential Champions

Princess & the Kiss

Where Are My Manners

Yearbook

Young Peacemaker

ADDITIONAL ACTIVITIES

Many co-op members are very creative when it comes to organizing
co-op activities. Niki, a homeschool leader, shares how she organized

an art show:

I sent out a flyer at the beginning of the year so the kids had
plenty of time to save their artwork. I did create some categories
such as crayon, pencil, chalk, collage, sculpture, etc. We also had
a challenge self-portrait. All was judged by age. The art was dis-
played around the room. We also did some mini art class for the
kids to get them excited about art. One was looking at artists, an-
other for the older kids was trying to create a sculpture like Henri
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Moore, and the younger did paint splats outside with ketchup bottles
and big smocks. The art is collected the day before and judged the
day before. So that when they come it is already judged and they can
go see their ribbons, enjoy others' art, and the mini-classes.?!

Ideas for co-op activities are endless, but here are some ideas that
others have tried:

Culture Festival

Drama Production

Field Trips

Geography Bee

Graduation Banquet

Graduation Ceremony

Honor Society

Open House

Read a Mile

Science Fair

Spelling Bee

Talent Show

Used Book Sale

SERVICE PROJECTS

Linus Project (Blankets)

Prayer Shawl Ministry

Nursing home visits

Bibles for China

Sponsor a child

Letters to service men and women

Valentines to shut-ins

Add to this list some activities your co-op might be interested in
hosting:
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I hope this chapter has given you some ideas of classes and activi-
ties that your homeschool co-op could undertake. Don’t feel over-
whelmed because no co-op does everything. Pick and choose what
your students, families and volunteer teachers find most interesting.
Remember that learning takes a lifetime!



Chapter 8: Money
Management

WHILE MANAGING THE money in a homeschool co-op can be
challenging, every group needs to be fiscally responsible for the funds
entrusted to them. A co-op should appoint a treasurer and keep a sep-
arate checking account. If your co-op is a medium or large group, the
financial responsibilities become increasingly more demanding.
These larger co-ops should establish a budget, keep good financial rec-
ords, and have a treasurer give regular financial reports to leaders.

I'll cover a lot of ground here, but do your treasurer a favor and pur-
chase my book, Money Management in a Homeschool Organization; A
Guide for Treasurers. You can find it at HomeschoolCPA.com. The book
goes into much more detail on important topics that will make the task
of being a treasurer much easier!

SMALL GROUP MANAGEMENT

When your homeschool group is very small, managing the funds
can be quite easy. Many small groups do not open a separate checking
account, but simply use cash to pay expenses. Since the dollar amounts

105
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are small, there is a level of trust. The leader could not embezzle much
money, because there is not a lot to steal!

CASH BaAsiIs

Some small groups operate on a cash basis. They collect only cash,
not checks, from members for shared expenses like park fees or sup-
plies. The unspent cash is probably kept in an envelope labeled “Home-
school Co-op Cash.” My neighborhood has a flower fund that operates
this way. About once a year, the organizer collects $5 or $10 from each
family. She simply drops a note in our mailboxes explaining that she
will send flowers and cards to anyone in the neighborhood with a
death or birth in the family. Because the dollar amounts are so small,
there is no accountability or record keeping. We trust this lady who is
volunteering out of the kindness of her heart. Unfortunately, with in-
flation causing prices to continually increase, $5 does not go very far
anymore. You may find your group out grows its cash-only system very
quickly. If that is the case, I recommend that you open a separate
checking account for your group.

SEPARATE CHECKING ACCOUNT

Once a homeschool organization has grown to about five or more
families they may incur expenses like postage, printing, materials, and
even rent. At this point, I would recommend a separate checking ac-
count. Sometimes, a treasurer will open a personal checking account
rather than a business account to save on bank fees. I do not recom-
mend this. If the treasurer has a personal account for handling the
homeschool co-op’s business, the cash in it could be seen as her per-
sonal income in the eyes of the IRS. I am sure she does not want that!

Most banks offer free checking accounts to nonprofit organiza-
tions. When you open a nonprofit checking account the bank may ask
for your organization’s Employer Tax Number (or they many call it a
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“Tax ID number” or even an “IRS number.”) Officially, it is called an
Employer Identification Number (EIN). This number is similar to a
Social Security Number except it is for a business or organization.
Even though your organization may have no employees, you need to
get IRS Form SS-4 to obtain an EIN.

T1ipS FOR GETTING AN EIN FROM THE IRS

To get an EIN, go to The IRS website (www.irs.gov) and search for
“EIN.” If you apply on-line, you will receive your EIN number immedi-
ately. I recommend you look at Form SS-4 before starting the on-line
application to be sure you have all the necessary information. Applica-
tions by mail can take a few weeks.

Under “Type of Entity,” check “Other Nonprofit Organization and
put “Educational Organization” in the blank, if you are an unincorpo-
rated organization. If you have applied for and received nonprofit in-
corporation in your state, then check the box for Corporation and put
“Form 990” for the form number to be filed. Form 990 is the annual
form that nonprofit organization file with the IRS. By entering Form
990, you are telling the IRS that you are a nonprofit. Under “Reason for
applying,” check the box “Banking purpose” and fill in the blank with
“opening checking account.” Finally, choose your name very carefully!
(See Chapter Five “What’s in a Name?”)

MEDIUM GROUP MANAGEMENT

As a homeschool co-op grows from small- to medium-sized, there
are more financial duties. A medium-sized homeschool co-op might
have five to twenty families. Usually, the group has survived its first
year and is ready to continue into the future. The amounts of incoming
cash as well as expenses add up quickly. While increased record keep-

ing is needed, it should be kept simple. A medium home school group
should:
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Open a separate checking account for non-profits, if you not al-
ready done so.

Appoint a treasurer.

Establish a budget at the start of every year.

Establish a simple record keeping system.

OPEN A SEPARATE CHECKING ACCOUNT

Keep the following recommendations in mind when opening a

checking account:

I strongly recommend purchasing duplicate checks. I know of a
homeschool co-op that did not have duplicate checks. Because
the treasurer was overwhelmed with other matters, she did not
record the checks in the ledger. When the group wanted to cre-
ate accurate financial statements, the treasurer did not know
where the canceled checks were kept. The bank wanted to
charge $5 per check to recreate copies from their system! Avoid
this predicament by using duplicate checks.

Use checks in numerical order. Do not rip off a check from the
top of the next book because you will never know if checks are
missing, forged, lost in the mail or written but never cashed.
Have the bank account statements mailed to someone other
than the treasurer. The co-op director would be a good choice.
This way, another person is seeing what the checking account
balance is every month.

Choose a bank that allows online checking which makes down-
loading transactions very easy. With this service there is no
need to type in every check or ATM transaction.

Apply for a debit card, but give it only to responsible people who
will not mix personal and co-op expenses. Those entrusted with
the co-op’s debit card must be careful to make only purchases
allowed for in the budget.
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o Never allow the treasurer to write checks to him/herself. In-
stead someone else with check signing privileges (perhaps the
co-op’s director) should make out checks to the treasurer. This
protects the reputation of the treasurer.

e Reconcile the checking account every month. Furthermore, the
treasurer should be required to give a reconciliation report to
the board on a regular basis.

Many medium-sized homeschool co-ops can use their check book
ledger to create their financial statements. Does the director want to
know how much money came in? Just add up deposits. If she wants to
know how much profit the group has, then she can simply look at the
checking account balance. This is a beautifully simple system if your
keep your checking account up to date! On the other hand, if the co-op
director asks questions like, “What did we spend on office supplies this
year compared to last year?” your record keeping will have to be a little
more sophisticated.

APPOINT A TREASURER

Record keeping for mid-sized homeschool co-ops works best when
the workload is shared. In a small group, the director or founder fre-
quently handles the finances, but as a co-op grows the financial re-
sponsibility should be shared between a treasurer and the director.
There are several reasons to appoint a treasurer:

e To divide the labor. Many hands make light work.

e To avoid mistakes. If the treasurer makes a mistake, then the
director may spot it.

e Toavoid fraud. We don’t like to admit that it might happen, but
sometimes even trusted people embezzle money. I hear of a
homeschool leader who skimmed money from the group ac-
count for personal use. The list of recommendations for check-
ing accounts (above) is some protection against fraud.
Appointing a treasurer and holding them accountable are other
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good defenses against theft. Treasurers should also serve a pre-
determined term of at most three years, ensuring that a new
person will look over the finances.
When you appoint a treasurer, look for a candidate with the follow-
ing qualities:

e Honesty and integrity

e Good head for numbers

o Ability to balance a checking account

o Skills in how to create a spreadsheet or

e Knowledge of financial software like Microsoft Money or
Quicken

¢ Analytical and precise thinking

e Organizational skills

ESTABLISH A BUDGET

In addition to appointing a treasurer to handle the co-op’s fi-
nances, a medium-sized group should also establish a budget. Does
the word “budget” sound like the word “diet” to you? It does to many
people. While they may see a budget as a restraint, killjoy or taskmas-
ter, it is really just a plan of how to allocate your money before you
spend it. In personal finance, the word “budget” is frequently called a
“spending plan.” Your homeschool co-op should have a spending plan
at the start of every year. This next section will show you how to get
started planning your budget.

PREPARING A BUDGET

START EARLY

Ideally, your organization should prepare a budget before your pro-
gram year starts. Although some people think that budgets track only
spending, they must also include a plan for income. Start by listing all
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the sources of revenue you can think of (dues, class fees, fund-raisers,
etc.). Do not be too optimistic, as conservative estimates will serve you
better than unrealistic goals.

PREDICT EXPENSES

Next, try to predict expenses such as postage, copying, insurance,
building use fees, and supplies. Think of everything you might spend
money on such as a website, appreciation gifts to volunteers and spe-
cial events. On the expense side, it is better allow more funds than not
enough. It might be helpful to consult with other homeschool co-ops
in your area or via the internet on their co-op expenses.

You could also ask the co-op’s volunteer teachers to give the treas-
urer an estimate of their class expenses. I recommend that you follow
the example of larger nonprofit organizations and churches that are
structured into departments. Each department submits an estimate of
expenses to the organization’s treasurer. As a church treasurer for four
years, I learned the important of letting each department estimate
their own expenses. You can practice the same principle in your co-op
at a simpler level. Have the treasurer ask each volunteer, teacher and
committee for an estimate of expenses. With this data she will be ready
for the next step of balancing a budget.

COMPARE AND ADJUST

After income has been predicted and expenses have been esti-
mated, the treasurer has the task of balancing the budget. Start by
comparing total revenue to total expenses, and adjust the two until you
have a balanced budget. I highly recommend planning for a small sur-
plus as a protection for the unexpected. If you cannot balance your
budget, you have two choices: cut expenses or increase income. You
could recalculate your income by increasing membership dues. Try in-
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creasing dues 25% and then 50% until the budget balances. Also con-
sider a fundraiser to bring in income. After increasing income as
much as you can reasonably hope to accomplish, you may need to con-
sider cutting expenses wherever you can. Go back to your volunteers
and ask for a 10% or 20% reduction in their estimated expenses. Con-
sider how to eliminate some projects, events or other areas of expense.

Budget for a Homeschool Co-op

Income
Contributions $25.00
Co-op fees $1,250.00
Special Events $50.00
Fundraiser __$100.00
Total Income $1,425.00
Expenses
Teacher Pay $200.00
Rent $500.00
Website fees $100.00
Copies/Office $150.00
Classroom Supplies $200.00
Insurance $125.00
Special Events $100.00
Total Expenses $1,375.00
Net Income $50.00

Some groups find they must be better shoppers for supplies or request
donations of classroom supplies to keep their expenses within the
budget.

Examine the following sample budget for a homeschool co-op

This budget shows a $50 surplus at the end of the year. Although
this seems like a good plan, the co-op would barely be solvent if an un-
expected expense arose. This organization also relies on contributions
and fund raisers which are uncertain sources of income. If this organ-
ization does not increase their income or receive a generous donation,
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they may not be able to cover their expenses. To remedy this potential
situation, they could increase their co-op fees, recruit more families,
or hold another fundraiser.

THE GOAL

The goal of budgeting is to plan the organization’s sources of in-
come as well as their expenses. Plan for a balanced budget and allow a
small surplus for the unexpected. A remainder of 5% to 10% of budg-
eted income is helpful. When I served as co-op treasurer, we always
planned for a small excess each year. One year we were very grateful
for that cushion when we had an accident involving carpeting and
printer ink. We rented a carpet cleaner and then hired a professional
carpet cleaner to remove an ink stain. None of these expenses were in
the budget, because it was an unexpected accident. The board even
discussed the need to have the carpet replaced if the cleaner failed to
fully remove the stain. We were able to consider that option because
we had a financial cushion. Fortunately, the professional cleaner re-
moved the stain to our great relief!

BOOKKEEPING BASICS

There is no need to take a bookkeeping class in order to manage
your co-op’s finances. Instead there is a simple method that involves
single entry bookkeeping, not double entry bookkeeping that is taught
to accountants. Simply gather some lined paper or a computer spread-
sheet and follow these easy steps:

1. List all your sources of revenue (income) and then all your ex-
penses. This is called your chart of accounts. Here is an example:

HOMESCHOOL CO-0P CHART OF ACCOUNTS

Sources of Revenue:
Co-op dues
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Fund raisers
Donations
Special events
Expenses:
Special events
Postage
Copies
Insurance
Website fees
Supplies (office, classroom and cleaning)
Rent
Refreshments

2. Take a stack of papers and give them titles for each item in your
Chart of Accounts. If you are using a computer spreadsheet, then label
different tabs on the worksheet for each expense or income category.

3. Make columns on each sheet. Label them “Date,” then “Check
Number” and finally “Description.” In these columns you will record
everything from your checking account and cash spending.

4. Total the entries once a month. The balances should then be
transferred onto a statement of revenue and expenses. This report
looks just like your budget except it shows the actual amounts received
as income and spent on expenses rather than your estimates. The
statement of revenue and expenses should have the same categories as
your budget to make comparisons easy. I recommend that a statement
of revenue and expenses be prepared monthly if the group is very ac-
tive and collects large amounts of money. If the group is smaller with
infrequent deposits and expenses, then the statement could be com-
pleted once every two or three months.

This system could be kept on a computer with a spreadsheet pro-
gram like Excel or the free open-source version Open Office Calc (see
www.OpenOffice.org ). Individual worksheet tabs can be combined
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into a summary sheet called the statement of revenue and expenses.
For easy comparisons, a column of the actual amounts can be lined up
next to the budgeted amounts.

USING PERSONAL FINANCE SOFTWARE

Many mid-sized groups find that personal finance software pro-
grams like Quicken, Mint.com or the free Ace Money Lite are helpful
for recording income and expenses. With software creating a report is
a very quick and easy. The programs are fairly easy to set up and may
be free.

I recommend you set up a software file just for the co-op, separate
from your family’s finances. Then set up accounts such as a checking
account, Paypal account and cash account. Categories for the co-op
will come from your chart of accounts. The set up may take a bit of time
because the programs have categories like Groceries and Auto Loan
that co-ops do not need. Fortunately it is simple to add and delete cat-
egories and customize the program to fit your needs. After arranging
accounts and categories, enter checks and deposits just as you would
do for your personal finances.

A medium homeschool co-op will be well positioned financially if
they open a checking account, appoint a treasurer and create annual
budgets. Keeping basic records on income and expenses will help the
co-op remain solvent and relieve financial worries for the leadership
team. If your group has already established these priorities, you may
be ready to face more financial issues such as collecting fees, creating
regular reports to the board and monitoring the budget more fre-
quently. All these issues as well as computer record keeping are cov-
ered in the following section.
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LARGE GROUP MANAGEMENT

Operating a large homeschool co-op is very much like running a
business. There are fees to collect, bills to pay, insurance to purchase
and perhaps employees to hire. Some of the issues a large homeschool
organization needs to tackle include:

e Collecting fees

e Maintaining computer records

e Reporting regularly on financial status
e Monitoring the budget frequently

COLLECTING FEES

Although a small homeschool co-op may have difficulty collecting
fees, a large homeschool group needs to pay extra attention to fee
structure. In a small group, it is quite apparent if a family fails to make
a payment, leaving invoices and payment tracking largely unneces-
sary. By the time your group grows to ten or twenty families, however,
you need a system to record who has paid and the amount. When I
took over as treasurer of our co-op, we had about thirty families. The
fee structure was simple, because every family paid the same amount.
However when I asked, “Do you record who has paid?” the leaders said,
“Oh no, we just trust that everyone will pay.” Although trust is a beau-
tiful thing in a co-op, records must be kept. The reasons include:

e People are forgetful. Sometimes I can’t remember if I paid my
co-op bill! Our co-op policy is that full payment must be re-
ceived within the second week of meeting. There are usually
two or three families that the treasurer had to track down be-
cause she had not received their payment. Usually, they had for-
gotten or misplaced the invoice in a pile of papers at home.

e Invoices track members’ discounts. Some discounts may be
given for extra effort. Some co-ops allow a director or other ded-



Carol Topp, CPA | 117

icated volunteer discounted co-op fees. In order to keep accu-
rate record of discounts, I recommend the use of a paper in-
voice. An invoice (or bill) should show the full co-op fee and then
list the discount subtracted from the fee, yielding the remain-
ing balance.

e Some families may ask for progress payments. Although my co-
op wanted full payment up front, your group may have at least
one family that would like to pay monthly or in installments. If
it is manageable, try to accommodate them. Naturally, your
treasurer must keep good records on how much they have paid
and how much remains to be paid.

I recommend that your treasurer give out invoices for each student
or family. A paper statement serves as a good reminder to pay the bill!
If you use Quickbooks or other accounting software, you can easily
print out invoices for each family. You might also record on a family’s
registration form that they have paid in full.

COMPUTER RECORDS

Even if you do not use a sophisticated computer program, a large
homeschool co-op needs to use a computer spreadsheet to track their
money at the very least. I discussed using a spreadsheet in the previous
section on money management for a medium sized group. Many
homeschool organizations find that using personal finance software
programs such as Quicken work very well for record keeping. You
might also consider using small business accounting software like
Quickbooks. It now has a several rivals including the on-line offerings
Freshbooks.com and Outright.com, or an open source free program
called GnuCash. These programs are used by millions of small busi-
nesses and are well suited to homeschool co-ops. Any accounting soft-
ware program can help you:

e Print checks, pay bills and track income and expenses
e Create invoices, budgets and reports
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e Track payroll and employee time

e Download credit card and bank transactions

e Track inventory and set reorder points

I would recommend using accounting software if you want to cre-

ate invoices, sell inventory (like books or T- shirts) or pay employees. I
have used Quickbooks for years as a co-op treasurer and find it essen-
tial for maintaining accurate records. To learn more about accounting
software, visit my website, (www.HomeschoolCPA.com) for my book
titled Money Management for Homeschool Organizations: A Guide for Treas-
urers.

REGULAR REPORTS

As part of its bylaws, a large homeschool organization should have
arequirement that the treasurer make regular financial reports. More
importantly, the leadership needs to hold the treasurer accountable. I
worked with a homeschool co-op that frequently asked the treasurer
for reports. The treasurer told them, “Everything is fine. We’re in good
shape.” With other worries, the board completely trusted the treasurer
and never asked for financial statements. After she resigned, the board
realized that their finances were a mess! The treasurer had not been
stealing or embezzling money but was very sloppy. There were miss-
ing checks, no details on deposits, no records of who had paid, etc. It
took a long time for the new treasurer to clean up the mess. In short,
leaders should request regular, frequent financial statements.

FREQUENT BUDGET MONITORING

Your leadership team should regularly compare your actual finan-
cial condition to your budget. This comparison-to-budget report will
look something like the statement of revenues and expenses but with
an extra column for the budget. Some co-ops present all the infor-
mation in one statement which is quite easy to do. If you have already
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input your budget figures, accounting software can quickly compile

Comparison of Actual to Budget

Income Actual Budget
Contributions $ - $ 25.00
Co-op fees $ 1,300.00 $ 1,250.00
Special Events $ 50.00 $ 50.00
Fundraiser $ 100.00 $ 100.00

Total Income $ 1,450.00 $ 1,425.00

Expenses
Teacher Pay $ 200.00 $ 200.00
Rent $ 500.00 $ 500.00
Website fees $ 100.00 $ 100.00
Copies/Office $ 100.00 $ 150.00
Classroom Supplies  $ 228.00 $ 200.00
Insurance $ 150.00 $ 125.00
Special Events $ 130.00 $ 100.00

Total Expenses $ 1,408.00 $ 1,375.00

Net Income $ 42.00 $ 50.00

such a report.

This homeschool co-op did fairly well and brought in more income
than they expected, but they had a few areas where they overspent in-
cluding classroom supplies, insurance and special events. Fortunately
the co-op budgeted in a small cushion and still ended the year “in the
black” with a small net income of $42.

IF IT’S IN THE BUDGET, CAN WE SPEND IT?

I have volunteered as treasurer on several nonprofit boards. One
board president honestly thought that if an expense was in the budget,
then she could automatically spend that amount. I had to be fairly di-
rect and remind her, “Just because it's in the budget, doesn't mean it's
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in the checking account!” She was spending money that hadn’t yet ar-
rived, believing that because “it was in the budget,” she had full license
to spend money.

Other directors that I have worked with loved to play around with
the budget, thinking budgets were flexible, living things. I have heard,
“Well, if we hold a fundraiser and bring in $500, can we buy a $500
computer?” I would remind the director that we had not yet met our
fund raising goal for the year to cover budgeted expenses, let alone pay
for additional items not included in the budget. A good treasurer will
counteract overspending temptations by keeping accurate records
and preparing financial statements, especially an actual-to-budget
comparison.

MORE INFORMATION

Managing money for any sized homeschool co-op is similar to
managing the income and expenses of a business. A separate checking
account will help manage the finances. Also, like in any business, it
necessary to keep accurate financial records. The treasurer must stay
on top of collecting income. Do your treasurer a favor and purchase
software; it will make the job much easier. Using software, your treas-
urer will be able to quickly generate financial reports and answer the
board’s many questions about your co-op’s finances.

To learn more about in managing your co-op’s money, visit my
website, (www.HomeschoolCPA.com) for my book titled Money Man-
agement for Homeschool Organizations: A Guide for Treasurers. You will
want to tell your treasurer about this book because he or she will find
it very useful.

The book has details on:

e Record keeping (with examples)
e Financial reports, including a sample invoice
e Comparing budget to actual spending reports



How to read financial statements
Using software like Quickbooks
Hiring workers

Insurance
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Chapter 9: Managing
Volunteers and Conflict

One of the most challenging and rewarding parts of being in a
homeschool co-op is managing other people! More than any other
topic—including finances, curriculum, discipline, and dress codes—
the number one problem faced by homeschool group leaders is inter-
personal conflict. At the same time, the greatest blessings from home-
school co-ops come from friendships and the inter-personal connec-
tions made there!

MANAGING VOLUNTEERS

EVERYONE COOPERATES

One piece of advice I consistently hear from successful homeschool
co-op leaders is to require commitment from the parents. Repeatedly
I hear comments like the following:

Insist that everyone in the co-op work, whether they are teaching,
helping, babysitting, or doing bookkeeping.

123
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A homeschool co-op requires members to co-operate, but this may
not be easy

A co-op where only some people volunteer is doomed to burn out
those volunteers

The atmosphere is truly cooperative if everyone helps out

Apparently successful co-ops have a very cooperative mindset.
Strive for a co-op that lives up to its name and is truly a cooperative
effort. There is a lot of work to be done in running a homeschool co-
op. The primaryjob in a co-op is that of the classroom teacher, but here
are many other jobs to fill.

VOLUNTEER TEACHERS

Because most co-ops depend on the volunteer labor of homeschool-
ing parents, many of the parents involved find themselves teaching or
helping at some point. For example, I taught Math Games, Personal
Finance, and Career Exploration at my co-op. I also helped in sewing
class, home economics, art, and the nursery.

Oftentimes, a volunteer teacher will run a classroom with a style
that fits her personality. Some people are structured; others are more
free spirited. Because I am quite organized and structured, I have my
class plans all ready by the first day of class. Others in my co-op “go
with the flow.” Neither approach is right or wrong, just different. From
my experience I have found that the free spirit mindset works much
better with younger children than with high school students. Most
high school students (and their parents) have expectations about what
specific material to cover in a class. In order to cover the material in a
timely way, high school students need a structured class. Some co-op
directors let the less structured volunteers teach classes that are flexi-
ble such as gym, art or game-oriented classes, leaving the more me-
thodic personalities to teach the more academic classes.
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Maggie Hogan, a veteran homeschool parent, offers these wonder-
ful suggestions in assigning volunteer teachers to specific classes:

Choose teachers wisely. Just because someone is both willing and
knowledgeable doesn’t mean they will be good teachers. Questions
to consider concerning teachers:

Do they like kids and have a good rapport with them?

Do they communicate effectively with both kids and parents?
Will they follow through?

Are they organized enough to do a good job?

Do they handle conflicts well?

Are they knowledgeable (or at least teachable) in the field they
will be instructing? 22

From my own experience, I would encourage a parent to belong to
a co-op as a non-teaching member for at least a semester. While a new
member should be given a volunteer job, she should not be entrusted
with teaching too early. As she proves faithful in a little matter, she can
be entrusted larger responsibilities.

One year my co-op was thrilled that a new member offered to teach
two high school classes. Since she was new, no one knew her person-
ality or her teaching capabilities very well. We were pleased with her
generosity but we were soon disappointed, because she became over-
whelmed with too many responsibilities. She was late to class, failed to
grade homework and tests, and didn’t calculate grades. Her helper
ended up taking over the classes when the volunteer teacher failed to
show up. I hope your co-op can learn from our mistakes and not face
a similar experience.
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VOLUNTEER JOBS

Not everyone in a homeschool co-op needs to be a volunteer
teacher. There are many tasks to do. As much as homeschool co-ops
vary, so do the possible volunteer positions. Common volunteer jobs
include:

Clean up crew

Set up and tear down team

Fund raising coordinator

Nursery caregiver

Lunch room or study hall monitors

Field trip organizer

Hospitality coordinator

Registration director

Building liaison

Nurse

Newsletter editor

Website coordinator

Special events planner

Yearbook advisor

Most likely you can add more volunteer roles for the parents in your
co-op:

VOLUNTEER OR PAy Up

Demanding some volunteer effort is a typical requirement in some
homeschool programs. Sometimes a family may prefer to pay cash be-
cause they are very limited on time.

Leaves of Learning is a drop off homeschool program that does not
require parents to stay and volunteer. Although the teachers are hired,
the program still needs the help of parents. They require each family
to contribute time or money:
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Family Job: To keep our tuition rates at a minimum, we require every
family to either be responsible for a specific job or to pay a family job
fee. The fee enables us to hire others to perform the needed work.
Families taking 3.5 hours or more per week pay $25 per school month
($225 per year) or take on a job equal to one hour a week work. Fam-
ilies with students taking 3 hours or less per week pay $15 per school
month ($135 per year) or take on a job equal to one half hour a week
work. 2

The possible volunteer jobs include cleaning (a very popular use of
volunteer labor), drama production and fund raising.

CAN YOU PAY A VOLUNTEER?

Many co-ops wonder if a volunteer be paid. Sometimes a co-op may
want to pay a generous volunteer who has given significant time to the
homeschool organization. While co-op members work hard and de-
serve some show of appreciation, volunteers are not paid. When a per-
son is paid, heis nolonger a volunteer; he or she is an employee. Hiring
an employee inevitably creates paperwork and tax filings. Usually a
small homeschool group does not want to attend to W-2 forms, Social
Security taxes or federal and state tax withholdings.

If a co-op leader or paid teacher is not an employee, he or she could
be classified as an independent contractor which involves less paper-
work and fewer tax filing requirements. Independent contractors are
self-employed individuals that perform a specific task without super-
vision. They are typically small business owners. If your paid co-op di-
rector is not a small business owner and your board directs or controls
her work, then she is not an independent contractor, but rather an em-
ployee of the co-op.

The IRS has a brochure “Independent Contractor or Employee”
(Publication 1779) at http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p1779.pdf. Also, I
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have written a short ebook, Paying Workers in a Homeschool Organiza-
tion, available www.HomeschoolCPA.com.
What can you do to show your appreciation in lieu of paying cash?
Here are some ideas:
o Offer your hardworking volunteers a tuition discount or free
membership in the co-op.
e Presentatoken of appreciation such as a gift certificate, flowers
or chocolate!
o Offer to babysit her children so she has a day or night out.
o Share the burden of leadership by delegating some of the lead-
ership tasks.
e Pay her way to a homeschool convention including the hotel
room and meal expenses.
Try to avoid the cash payments since they will be taxable income for
the recipient.

PAID TEACHERS

Some co-ops desire to hire a paid instructor for some classes. My
co-op had a guitar instructor that was paid directly by the parents for
the classes he taught at our co-op. Other co-ops make heavy use of paid
teachers as employees. Even if your co-op uses hired teachers and pa-
rental involvement is limited, the parents should be asked to cooperate
in the running of the co-op. One group describes the cooperation be-
tween parents and their paid tutors as follows:

It is important for students, parents and tutors alike to real-
ize that this is a unique partnership. All have come together for
the common goal of educating teenagers and preparing them for
whatever God has created them to do. Whereas sometimes in
schools a teacher-student-parent relationship is seen as adver-
sarial...this program is an actual partnership. We seek to uncover
and bring out the best in each other.... We look forward to our
partnership in the coming year.?
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This program, called Providence Extension Program (PEP), isnota
“true” co-op because the tutors are hired by the organization to teach
classes instead of relying on volunteer parents. My daughters were in-
volved in PEP for several years. As a parent I was required to:

e pay my tuition

¢ buy textbooks

e get my child to class on time

e supervise my student’s work

e provide at least five hours of volunteer time, either as a study
hall monitor or in helping to clean the building

If you do pay a teacher, be aware that there are tax forms to give to
the teacher and to the IRS. If you treat the teacher as an employee you
will be filing a Form W-2 and paying payroll taxes such as Social Secu-
rity and Medicare tax. Additionally you may be required by your state
to pay unemployment and workers compensation premiums on em-
ployees. If you hire your teachers as independent contractors your co-
op will give them a 1099MISC and send a copy to the IRS. My ebook
Paying Workers in a Homeschool Organization covers the details of tax
forms.

MANAGING CONFLICT

Unfortunately, nearly all homeschool groups face conflict at some
point. If you put a bunch of independent-minded, self-sufficient peo-
ple in a room together, you will have differences and disagreements!
Common causes of conflict include misunderstandings, usually due to
poor communication and differing expectations, values or opinions.
Sometimes competition over money, time or space can occur in home-
school circles and cause unrest. Also, sinful attitudes such as pride,
greed and selfishness can cause discord.

The best way to manage conflict is to be proactive and keep ten-
sions from growing. Many homeschool groups have instituted very
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clear policy manuals to avoid misunderstanding. Having conflict res-
olution policies and a clear mission statement can help everyone un-
derstand expectations and values. I have included a few samples of
conflict resolution policies at the end of this chapter.

How To MANAGE CONFLICT IN A HOMESCHOOL CO-OP

Even ifyoursis not a faith-based co-op you can greatly benefit from
Ken Sande, author of The Peacemaker: A Biblical Guide to Resolving Per-
sonal Conflict.?® He points out that there are three ways to respond to
conflict. Two of the methods, escape and attack, are inappropriate,
leading to heartache and trouble. Escape involves denial or avoidance
because some people prefer to avoid conflict rather than face it. They
may believe conflict is wrong or dangerous. Conversely, attackers are
more interested in winning than in restoring a relationship because
they see conflict as a competition, a contest or a control issue. Attack-
ing is frequently used by strong, confident people. Only the third
method of conflict resolution, peacemaking, is the proper way to settle
disputes. Peacemaking—which includes overlook, reconciliation, ne-
gotiation, mediation, arbitration and accountability—is the resolution
method commanded by God. The goal of peacemaking is to preserve
relationships and find a mutually agreeable solution.

PERSONAL PEACEMAKING

Mr. Sande divides peacemaking into two areas: personal peace-
making and public peacemaking. The former means resolving conflict
with the other party without making the dispute known publicly.
Three aspects of personal peacemaking include overlooking an of-
fense, reconciliation and negotiation.

Overlooking an offense:

Sometimes an offense is small or unintentional and can be resolved
by overlooking the wrong. Overlooking, which is a type of forgiveness,
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is a deliberate attempt not to dwell on an offense, talk about it or grow
bitter over it. You may ask yourself, “Is it really worth fighting over?”
and decide it is not. Overlooking an offense happens quite frequently
in homeschool groups. So long as you are not keeping a mental record
of offenses, overlooking them is an appropriate way to deal with con-
flict.

Reconciliation:

Some offenses are too large to be overlooked, perhaps because a re-
lationship has been painfully damaged. Reconciliation may involve
confession on your part. Have you said something unkind? Have you
gossiped about the person or problem? Have you tried to control oth-
ers? Reconciliation is not merely confrontation, but is rather gently re-
storing the relationship. Ask for God’s wisdom and a gentle spirit as
you approach the other party you need to be reconciled with. Be clear
and specific. Also consider using creativity through metaphors or sto-
ries to make your point.

Negotiation:

Although reconciliation frequently settles the personal side of a dis-
pute, negotiation may be needed to work out any material issues such
as money or property. Negotiation is a bargaining process to reach a
settlement agreeable to both sides. With this method, it is important
to first gather and focus on the facts of the dispute and then recognize
the needs of each party. Be prepared with several options and antici-
pate the other party’s reaction to your offer.

One woman shares her success with personal peacemaking in this
wonderful story:

[ remember many years ago when I was attending a church and
put into a women’s leadership position. One lady was not happy be-
cause I tried to turn the women’s ministry into a ministry instead of
a gossip session. She became bitter and started to tell many lies
about me. To our face she was my friend, behind my back she was
horrible. To make a long story short, God told me to start leaving her
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gifts (did I mention she was also my neighbor?) and so I did. I
started to praise God for her every day and at least twice a week I
would leave something on her doorstep or mail it to her. Always
anonymous. After about 3 months I noticed the lies had stopped
and in 6 months she came to me asking for forgiveness. We be-
came good friends after that and God brought total healing. She
died after that but she had forgiveness in her heart and I sadly
lost a friend. I learned many things through that very hard year,
none of the lessons would I want to change. The biggest key was
praising God for her (not asking God to change her) and invest-
ing in herlife. My attitude was one of wanting God to get the vic-
tory and Praise the Lord, He did!! I have since applied these
principles to various situations, in various ways. None have been
as severe as the first one, but God has always used that situation
to remind me how to handle it and to begin praising. Don’t get
me wrong, the praising isn’t always from the heart when you
start, but it must be from obedience. 28

Notice how the woman’s emphasis was on restoring a relationship
and not on “winning” or being in control. She was able to resolve her
conflict privately, but sometimes a conflict must be handled in a public
forum.

PUBLIC PEACEMAKING

Public peacemaking involves mediation, arbitration and accounta-
bility. Because these methods bring in outside parties to settle a dis-
pute, they should be used only after personal peacemaking has been
tried and has failed.

Mediation occurs when an objective, outside person is invited into
a conflict. The goal of the mediator is to facilitate better communica-
tion and to explore possible solutions. Matthew 18:15-16 provides guid-
ance for mediation:

“If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just be-
tween the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother
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over. But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that
every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three wit-
nesses.”

Homeschool groups can use mediation when needed. Here is one
story of how a homeschool support group used mediation:

Our support group experienced some interpersonal conflict this
year. There had been some tension between a couple of members
over a perceived slight and it suddenly escalated at a teen meeting
when one of these moms started to criticize another, a leader, who
wasn’t present. She was stopped by third, who firmly took the con-
versation in a different direction. What followed over the next 2 or 3
days was a series of e-mails and phone calls between four members
that turned into a name-calling shouting match, with bitterness, an-
ger, and deeply hurt feelings. I was called after this had all occurred,
and talked to each person individually to try to sort out the truth. It
was difficult because there was so much emotion and misunder-
standing involved.

Obviously, this brought the leadership council for our support
group to its knees (literally), and we spent a good bit of time individ-
ually and collectively in prayer. As a result of this, we are working on
arevamped Code of Conduct for the group that includes sections on
Behavior, Unity, Communication, and Reconciliation. One leader is
writing a series of articles for our newsletter on peacemaking and
biblical conflict resolution and Christian growth. We saw clearly that
although we are a Christian support group, our members come from
a variety of denominations and are in very different places in their
walk with the Lord.

One wise father commented that we shouldn’t be surprised when
conflict occurs, especially in a large group like ours. We are all sin-
ners who fall short of the glory of God. One member had exclaimed
during this episode, “I expect this kind of thing in the school system.
But I can’t believe this kind of thing goes on in a Christian home-
school group!” Well, neither being a Christian nor being a home-
schooler prevents us from falling into sin. But how we respond and
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deal with conflict is what people (including our children!) will
watch and remember, and what will glorify our Lord or bring him
shame.?”

When this homeschool leader was brought in as a mediator, she
spoke with wisdom to people both individually and collectively. She
and her leadership team also prayed extensively, which certainly
helped. Ultimately the goals of mediation—improved communication
and development of solutions—were achieved.

Arbitration is another form of public peacemaking similar to me-
diation. In this case, however, the arbitrator acts like a judge making a
decision thatis binding upon both parties. If your conflict has not been
resolved through private peacemaking or mediation, I would recom-
mend you wait before attempting arbitration. First read The Peace-
maker: A Biblical Guide to Resolving Personal Conflict and contact
Peacemaker Ministries (Wwww.Peacemaker.net) which has unpaid vol-
unteers who will act as arbitrators.

The final type of public peacemaking is accountability which in-
volves following the commands of Matthew 18:17: If he refuses to listen
to them, tell it to the church

This method should only be used when a professing Christian re-
fuses to be reconciled. In homeschool groups this could mean defer-
ring the conflict to the member’s local pastor or church. Alternatively,
the homeschool group may consider asking the offender to leave the
group. Experienced homeschool leader Kim Wolf offers the following
advice on using accountability in a homeschool group:

Now, this can be sticky! Personally, on the third strike our
board would come to her and ask her to kindly and quietly leave.
We may, at the next support group meeting or in the newsletter,
lovingly announce that because of a member’s choice to cause
dissension in the group, and she was asked in the spirit of Matt.
18:15-17 to stop; she chose not to stop and was kindly asked to
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leave. And leave it at that - no other explanation will be necessary for
the general group.

OK, here’s the really down side: it is possible that she might
spread malicious gossip about your group, but you will just have to
pray about it, forgive her and correct the rumors when you can. But
in the long run, you will be known by your fruit and the gossip should
roll off of you all like rain on the newly waxed car! 28

SAMPLE CONFLICT RESOLUTION POLICIES

Most conflict resolution policies created by faith-based home-
school groups use Matthew Chapter 18 as a model. Here is how a few
groups spell out their conflict resolution policies:

From The Learning Tree in Cincinnati, OH:

Unfortunately, personality conflicts and misunderstandings can
happen. Though rare, it is important that we agree on how to deal
with these situations should they arise.

The offended party must first seek to resolve conflict between the
two parties. If either party is unsatisfied or resolution cannot be met,
they then need to seek the assistance of an objective party (typically
the Director or other member of the Leadership Team) to mediate.

If necessary, the conflict will be taken to the other members of the
Leadership Team and they will make the final decision. 2

From South Coast Christian Educators Ministries in California

Disputes: From time to time misunderstandings or hurt feelings can
arise between members. When a conflict arises between you and an-
other member, we ask that you follow biblical outlines. Be slow to
anger, willing to overlook and offense, pray before you speak or act.
Matthew 18 outlines a fine pattern for conflict resolution. Seek to
speak to the person you have conflict with first. If a problem is still
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not settled, seek counsel from leadership. In most cases, disagree-
ments are just that: disagreements. Moving on is usually the best
course of action. Strive to be peacemakers. 30

From Home Grown Kids in California

Mediation: Parents who are unable to resolve a conflict on their own
will be referred to mediation. This is a group of three volunteers who
agree to be fair and impartial in helping to resolve conflicts within
the group. Should we ever need to call upon this group for conflict
resolution, the volunteers will be chosen at random, by having their
names drawn from a hat. All members agree to abide by the deci-
sions resulting from mediation. Anyone who is not willing to do so

will be asked not to attend any group functions until he/she agrees.
31

CONCLUSION

Peacemaking is the most successful technique to dealing with con-
flict resolution in your homeschool co-op. Encourage your members
to settle disputes by overlooking an offense, reconciling differences
and negotiating when needed. Develop a conflict resolution policy to
guide you through public peacemaking methods such as mediation,
arbitration and accountability.

Managing volunteers, paid teachers and conflicts can be exhaust-
ing to a homeschool group leader. To avoid frustration and burn out
over these issues, consider having some policies that encourage every-
one to contribute and cooperate. Read The Peacemaker by Ken Sande to
understand how to deal with conflicts. Finally, educate your members
and leadership team on appropriate method of solving conflicts peace-
fully.



Chapter 10: Ready for the
Next Step?

The hardest thing to understand in the world is the income tax.
—Albert Einstein

Do You NEED TO BE A 501(C)(3) TAX-EXEMPT ORGANI-
ZATION?

If you have already established a board, budget and bylaws, you
may be considering whether your homeschool co-op is ready for the
next step: gaining 501(c)(3) tax-exempt status as a qualified charity
with the Internal Revenue Service. While you may have heard terms
like non-profit, tax-exempt and 501(c)(3), you may be wondering what
qualified charity status could mean for your group—good and bad.
What are the benefits? What will it cost in dollars and time? Is your
group ready?

Becoming a formally recognized charity by the Internal Revenue
Service involves a lot of planning and paperwork. First, an organiza-
tion must ask whether they desire the benefits of 501(c)(3) status and

137
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also determine if they are prepared to carry out the responsibilities in-
volved in doing so.

BENEFITS OF 501(C)(3) STATUS

TAX EXEMPTION

The IRS allows nonprofit organizations that have applied for and
received tax exempt status to avoid paying federal income tax on their
profit or surplus. This could be a tremendous benefit to your co-op be-
cause it allows you to save up your surplus for some future use rather
than paying income tax. Some co-ops have big plans to purchase a
building or host a large event. Being tax exempt lets them keep all of
their profits instead of forking some over to Uncle Sam.

The IRS allows small nonprofit organizations the benefits of
501(c)(3) tax exemption without filing the official application if their
annual gross revenue is normally under $5,000. If your organization
has more than $5,000 in gross income in a year, it’s time to apply for
tax exempt status.

The IRS expects nonprofit organizations to apply to 501(c)(3) status
within 27 months of their formation, which is usually the date your or-
ganization files for nonprofit incorporation in your state. If you apply
after the 27 months, you may be liable for back taxes.

Many states also allow exemption from state income tax as well as
other taxes such as property, sales and franchise taxes.

CONTRIBUTIONS

One of the greatest benefit of 501(c)(3) status is not for the charity,
but for its donors. Any contributions of cash or property to a qualified
charity are tax-deductible to the donor. This is a significant benefit
and many organizations pursue the paperwork of 501(c)(3) status
simply to receive donations. You may have individuals or businesses
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that wish to make donations, but will not do so unless the donation is
tax deductible. In this case, you will need the IRS’s coveted qualified
charity status. Also, if you are seeking government or charitable foun-
dation grants, 501(c)(3) status will be a requirement.

SPECIAL PROGRAMS

Some special programs, especially fundraising opportunities, are
open only to 501(c)(3) organizations. My local grocery store’s “Rewards
Program” requires that a group be a 501(c)(3) tax-exempt organization
to participate. One homeschool co-op in my area applied for 501(c)(3)
status just to participate in this fundraiser. Since it brought in $3,000
a year for them, it was worth the time and effort to become a 501(c)(3)
tax-exempt organization. The popular Box Tops for Education now re-
quires homeschool organization to have 501(c)(3) status to participate.

In addition to store “reward” programs, our community has a dis-
counted office supply store open only to 501(c)(3) organizations. While
this store is a great place to buy inexpensive office supplies, furniture,
and paper, they sell only to 501(c)(3) organizations. I have also seen
large companies give away software and computers, but only to
501(c)(3) organizations.

DISCOUNTS

There are other desired benefits of 501(c)(3) status, including spe-
cial discounts on postage, rent, equipment and some taxes. The US
Postal Service offers a special reduced mailing rate to 501(c)(3) organ-
izations. Some landlords and businesses will cut their rental rates for
nonprofit organizations. Some states offer special status to nonprofits
such as sales tax exemptions on purchases made by the nonprofit,
while other states exempt nonprofits from property tax. Check with
your state’s attorney general’s office to see if 501(c)(3) status is required
for these benefits.
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PRESTIGE

One of the intangible benefits of the 501(c)(3) status is prestige.
When I see a nonprofit organization list that they are a 501(c)(3) non-
profit organization, I know that they are serious in their mission. Be-
cause they have met the IRS requirements, they are well organized and
have a solid financial system. I know that they expect to have some lon-
gevity, and they went to extra effort to be accountable. The 501(c)(3)
status gives me assurance that the organization is trying to run a re-
sponsible organization.

DISADVANTAGES OF 501(C)(3) STATUS

While there are numerous benefits for obtaining 501(c)(3) status,
the process involves impediments too. These disadvantages include
fees, paperwork, government-imposed limitations, and annual re-
porting to the IRS and your state.

CosT

The costs to apply for 501(c)(3) tax-exempt status can accumulate.
The application fee alone to the IRS is $400 for organizations with
gross annual revenues under $10,000. The fee increases to $850 for or-
ganizations with gross annual revenues over $10,000. (Gross revenues
are the total amount of income the organization brings in before sub-
tracting expenses). In addition to the IRS fee, are the fees for state in-
corporation, which can vary widely. My home state of Ohio charges
$150 for nonprofit incorporation, while our neighboring state Indiana
charges only $30. Many organizations hire professional assistance
from either a lawyer or an accountant to help them with the IRS appli-
cation (Form 1023). These professional fees can range from $500 to
$1500 or more. On my website, [ compare prices for several profession-
als that assist nonprofits in the 501(c)(3) application process. Visit
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www.HomeschoolCPA.com and click on the Services page. My current
fees are listed there also.

PAPERWORK

The paperwork to apply for 501(c)(3) status can be daunting. The
application form for the IRS (Form 1023) is 28 pages long, while the
instructions for this form are another 38 pages! In addition, Form 1023
asks for these documents:

e Bylaws

o Articles of Incorporation or “organizing documents”
e Policy manuals

e Mission or purpose statements

e Explanation of activities

e History of your organization

o List of board members' names and addresses

e TFive years of financial statements

e List of donors and amounts donated

Because of the daunting amount of paperwork required, some or-
ganizations find they first need to spend time assembling the infor-
mation before they can begin the 501(c)(3) application process.

LIMITATIONS

Some of the greatest drawbacks to 501(c)(3) tax-exempt status are
the limitations the IRS imposes. Particularly limiting is the political
involvement of 501(c)(3) organizations. The IRS prohibits qualified
charities from engaging in certain political activities. While a 501(c)(3)
organization can lobby for or against legislation, it cannot endorse a
candidate for a local, state or federal office. Nonpartisan educational
activities, however, are allowed.
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ANNUAL REPORTING

Another disadvantage of 501(c)(3) status is the yearly reporting.
Since 2007, the IRS has required all nonprofit organizations (churches
are exempt) to file an annual information return called Form 990. This
is not a tax return, because tax-exempt organizations are generally not
required to pay income tax®2, but the form certainly looks like a tax re-
turn! The IRS asks detailed questions about activities, finances, fund-
raising, donations and board members. Fortunately organizations
with annual revenues under $50,000 can file a much simpler on-line
postcard called the 990N. It is only 8 questions and will take you about
5 minutes to complete. Failure to file the Form 990 or 990N for 3 con-
secutive years will result in automatic revocation of tax exempt status.
Visit the IRS website at IRS.gov and search on “990N” for details.

Please do not let this list of disadvantages discourage you from pur-
suing 501(c)(3) status! I do not mean to discourage you, but I want to
make you aware of the obstacles in the path ahead. Most groups find
these limitations and disadvantages easily overcome and believe that
the considerable advantages far outweigh the drawbacks.

501(C)(3) STATUS: ARE YOU READY?

The IRS application for 501(c)(3) tax-exempt status is not an easy
process. In fact, the IRS designed it to be difficult! According to IRS
statistics, about 70% of applications for tax-exempt status are not
granted. This is usually because the applicants drop out of the system,
not because the IRS rejects them. Actually the IRS approves 99% of ap-
plicants who complete the process. Normally, applicants abandon
seeking tax-exempt status because they decide the process is not
worth it and become discouraged by the IRS’s questions and requests
for more data. Sometimes, applicants cannot meet the IRS require-
ments for bylaws, board members’ names, conflict of interest policies,
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etc. In order to have success with the 501(c)(3) application, your home-
school co-op must be well organized. I have complied a checklist to de-
termine if your organization is ready to apply for 501(c)(3) tax-exempt
status:

Is YOUR GROUP READY FOR 501(C)(3) APPLICATION?

e Do you have a board of directors and a method to elect the
board?

e Does your board meet regularly and keep minutes of your
meetings?

e Do you have five years of financial history, or if you are a young
organization, can you predict two years of budgeted financial
statements?

e Do you have a mission statement?

e Would you be willing to forgo endorsing political candidates?
(501(c)(3) organizations may not endorse political candidates)

¢ Do you have enough money to pay the IRS filing fee of either
$400 or $850, a state incorporation fee and the cost of profes-
sional assistance if needed?

If you said no to any of these items, your organization is not yet
ready for 501(c)(3) application. If you first work to prepare your group,
become better organized and gather the paperwork, then the applica-
tion process will go smoothly.

COMMON NON PROFIT FORMATS

A nonprofit organization can exist in several different formats,
from a simple, informal, unincorporated organization all the way to a
large, structured, tax-exempt organization. To help you sort out the
various terms, I have created this diagram. The bottom of the pyramid
represents the least organized type of homeschool group. As you climb
the pyramid, the structure increases by adopting bylaws, forming a
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board, obtaining nonprofit incorporation and ultimately applying for
tax-exempt status.

*501(c)(3) Tax Exempt
Status

Large, board, bylaws, finan-
cial staterments, Incorporated

Non-profit
Incorporation
filed with your Secretary of
State

Formal Unincorporated Organization:
Medium-sized, checking account, board, bylaws

Informal Unincorporated Organization: Small,
cash based, no formal board, no bylaws

Typically, homeschool groups start at the unincorporated level (at
the base in the pyramid diagram). At the top two levels, homeschool
organizations will engage with state and federal governmental agen-
cies. At the state level, your organization will work with your secretary
of state’s office if you become a nonprofit corporation. At the upper-
most level of the pyramid, your group will deal with the IRS when you
file for 501(c)(3) tax-exempt status.

ALTERNATIVES TO APPLYING FOR 501(C)(3) STATUS

If your organization has annual gross revenue of more than $5,000,
you have four options:
e File Form 1023 with the IRS and become a 501(c)(3) tax exempt
qualified charity.
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e Determine if another type of tax exempt status with the IRS
such as 501(c)(4), a social welfare organization or 501(c)(7) a so-
cial club better describes your organization.

e Reorganize your organization to stay small (i.e. keep your gross
income under $5,000 per year).

e Payincome taxes.

Note that the first three options still require your organization to
file an annual Form 990 (or 990N) with the IRS. My book The IRS and
Your Homeschool Organization discusses each of these options in detail
so that you can make the best decision for your organization. If you
desire a private consultation to weigh the pros and cons, Please con-
tact me at http://homeschoolcpa.com/contact/ to arrange a telephone
consultation.

NONPROFIT INCORPORATION

Before you apply for 501(c)(3) tax-exempt status, your organization
should consider becoming a nonprofit corporation.

INCORPORATION: WHAT IS IT?

When you started your homeschool organization you were consid-
ered an “unincorporated association” (the bottom two levels of my pyr-
amid). Common law sees you as a gathering of people with common
interests. Sounds like a homeschool co-op! Becoming a corporation
means that you are establishing a separate legal identity. Incorpora-
tion also allows your group to put “Inc.” behind their name. In a sense
incorporation is like progressing from a “Mom & Pop Store” to “Mom
& Pop, Inc.” The business operations may stay the same, but a sepa-
rate, legal entity has been created. Incorporation is handled by your
state government, usually the Secretary of State’s Office.
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INCORPORATION: DO YOoU NEED IT?

There are several reasons why a homeschool co-op might consider
becoming a nonprofit corporation. These include legal protection for
hiring employees or buying real property, and desiring continued ex-
istence. If your homeschool co-op has a financial surplus at year-end,
you should consider incorporating as a nonprofit corporation and
then apply for tax exempt status with the IRS. Your state government
will consider your group a profit-seeking venture until you notify them
otherwise.

Incorporation also allows you to legally protect your leadership.
The corporation, rather than individuals, will be held liable for any le-
gal or financial problems that may arise. The directors of a corporation
have limited liability, meaning that if your corporation is blamed for
someone's injury or loss, only the assets of the corporation—not your
personal assets—will be at risk.

Other reasons to incorporate include buying property or hiring em-
ployees. If your co-op is incorporated then the corporation—not the
individual leaders of the co-op—becomes the property owner or the
employer. Also, a desire for the organization to exist beyond the cur-
rent leadership may cause your organizations to consider nonprofit
incorporation. When granting nonprofit incorporation, state govern-
ments usually require three board members, which helps the health
and longevity of your group.

WHAT DOES INCORPORATING INVOLVE?

Primarily, the disadvantages to nonprofit incorporation are the
cost and the official forms. The paperwork is usually fairly simple as
most states require only a one-page form listing the legal name of the
organization and the officers’ names.

Word of caution: If you plan an applying for 501(c)(3) tax exempt
status with the IRS, there is special language of about four paragraphs



Carol Topp, CPA | 147

that the IRS will expect to see in your Articles of Incorporation filed
with your Secretary of State. Without this language (concerning pur-
pose, lobbying limitations and disposition of assets), the IRS will not
grant tax exempt status. Your application will be delayed until you re-
file amended articles with your secretary of state. These delays can be
frustrating and expensive.

Often, your secretary of state will not tell you of these IRS require-
ments because the state does not require the specific language; it is an
IRS requirement. My website www.HomeschoolCPA.com has sample
Articles of Incorporation for you to use. In addition, your Secretary of
State’s office will have information on incorporating as a nonprofit or-
ganization. The fees for incorporating run from $10 to $400, while the
process may take two to six weeks.

Becoming a non-profit corporation may be in your organization’s
future. There are some fees and minor paperwork involved, but the
benefits are worthwhile, especially if you have a financial surplus, wish
to have a separate legal identity or protect your leadership. Incorpora-
tion is also helpful if you plan to rent property or hire employees. Ad-
ditionally, I recommend that organization seeking 501(c)(3) status
with the IRS begin by seeking nonprofit incorporation status with
their state.

CHECKLIST FOR 501(C)(3) STATUS

After assisting more than 40 nonprofit organizations to achieve
501(c)(3) qualified charity status, I created this checklist of tasks. Your
organization may already have completed several of these steps and
could be well on your way to IRS tax-exempt status.

e Choose a name for your nonprofit. (See Chapter Five) Re-
search the IRS Charities web site (www.irs.gov/eo), the internet
and your state’s Secretary of State’s Office to be sure your name
has not already been taken.
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Choose a board of directors. Often only three people (a presi-
dent/chairman, a treasurer and secretary) are needed, although
it is better to have more members, including a vice-presi-
dent/chair.

Write Articles of Incorporation, including a statement of your
purpose. See Chapter Five for help writing a mission statement
and visit www.HomeschoolCPA.com for sample Articles of In-
corporation.

Incorporate as a nonprofit organization in your state. Submit
Articles of Incorporation with the required fee to the appropri-
ate office in your state government, which is usually the Secre-
tary of State’s Office.

Begin filing the IRS Form 990 or 990N annually. The form is due
4 % months after the end of your fiscal year. Failure to file this
Form 990 for 3 consecutive years will result in automatic revo-
cation of tax exempt status.

Obtain a federal Employer Identification Number (EIN) by sub-
mitting IRS Form SS-4. Go to www.irs.gov and search on “EIN.”
You can apply on-line.

Develop organizational bylaws, the rules by which you will op-
erate. See Chapter Five for sample bylaws.

Hold your first board meeting. Vote to approve the bylaws.

Set up a budget. (See Chapter Eight)

Read all you can on filing for tax-exempt status. Review IRS
Publication 557, instructions for filing for tax-exemption. Also
see my list of resources at the end of this chapter.

Have your board vote to apply for 501(c)(3) tax-exempt status.
File IRS Form 1023. Pay filing fees of $850 if you anticipate hav-
ing revenue of over $10,000 per year, or $400 if you anticipate
having revenue of less than $10,000 per year.
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e Register as a charity within your state, if required. See
www.HurwittAssociates.com, a website that lists nonprofit fil-
ing requirements for each state.

RESOURCES

The IRS has two helpful booklets: “Applying for the 501(c)(3) Tax-
exempt Status” (Publication 4220) and “Compliance for 501(c)(3) Tax-
exempt Organizations” (Publication 4221). These are available on the
IRS website at www.irs.gov/eo or by telephoning 800-829-3676 for no
cost.

Also these books offer more assistance:

The IRS and Your Homeschool Organization: Tax Exempt 501c3 Status for
Homeschool Organizations by (yours truly) Carol Topp, CPA available
at www.HomeschoolCPA.com.

Prepare Your Own 501(c)(3) Application by Sandy Deja. An ebook writ-
ten by a former IRS employee. Essential if you prepare your own
application. Available at http://so1c3book.org/

How to Form a Nonprofit Corporation by Anthony Mancuso

Nonprofit Kit for Dummies by Stan Hutton and Frances Phillips






Chapter 11: Avoiding Burn
Out

Leader burn out can be a serious detriment to a homeschool co-op’s
success. No one can continue leading if she is exhausted by excessive
demands on her time and energy. Too often a co-op will fall apart with-
out its leader. The final chapter in this book is perhaps the most im-
portant topic facing homeschool co-op leaders: avoiding burn out.

SYMPTOMS OF BURN OuT

Sometimes we do not recognize the symptoms of burn out because
our everyday lives are very full. In addition to raising our children, run-
ning a home, maintaining our marriages and relationships, and serv-
ing our communities, homeschool leaders take on additional
responsibilities. It is no wonder that leaders resign complaining of fa-
tigue, depression and frustration. Common symptoms of burn out in-
clude:

e Loss of interest, vision or enthusiasm
e Neglect of your own children and their homeschool time.
e Increased complaints from your husband or children
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e TFrustration and feelings of failure

e Depression or constant negative feelings

e Moodiness, irritability or increased worry

e Health problems such as insomnia, headaches, frequent colds,

physical exhaustion
e Declining performance
Itis important to distinguish between temporary “busy-ness” or fa-

tigue and full-fledged burn out, which is accumulated strain and stress
that affects other areas of your life. After nearly every co-op day, [ was
exhausted. One fellow board member took a nap after co-op, but she
was only temporarily fatigued. We joked that we loved when co-op
started, but we also love when it ended! A symptom of burn out would
be the loss of the initial enjoyment and anticipation that co-op day
should bring. I know that I was tired at the end of a long co-op day
because I invested so much into my students. I really enjoyed teaching
and I experienced a good type of fatigue.

TEN WAYS TO AvOID BURN OUT

Throughout this book, I have included advice from homeschool co-
op leaders. All their advice, if heeded, will help you avoid frustration,
fatigue and stress. I have condensed their advice into a list that is easy
to read. Feel free to share it with your fellow leaders so that you can
hold one another accountable.

1.  Approach the idea of leading a homeschool co-op with your
eyes wide open. Know the advantages and disadvantages of
co-oping. (Chapters One and Two)

2. Have clear and realistic expectations. Write down what you
expect from a co-op experience. Read the section on Expecta-
tions in Chapter One.
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Plan ahead. Have a mission statement. Decide what you will
do, whom you will serve, as well as when and where you will
meet. (Chapter Four)

Get help. You cannot do this alone. If you try to do it all, you
will be exhausted and frustrated. (Chapter Six)

Focus on your purpose. You cannot be all things for all people.
See Chapter Five for help in writing a mission statement and
defining your purpose as a group.

Make policies. Written procedures will help the group rely on
a plan instead of quick decisions made while in a crisis. Chap-
ter Six has some ideas on policies.

Create a budget. Mismanaging money can be the downfall of
a homeschool organization. Have a plan of where the money
will come from and where it will go. Be sure to include a buffer
for the unexpected. See Chapter Eight for help in establishing
a budget.

Be prepared for conflict. You will have disagreements in any
group of people. If you manage disagreements in a thoughtful
way, conflict can strengthen your group. Chapter Nine has ad-
vice on conflict resolution.

Learn to manage volunteers. You will be working with volun-
teer teachers and parents. Delegate tasks to them that fit their
skills. Do not try to do everything yourself. Read Chapter Nine
for advice.

Pray and ask God for help. God invites us to ask for His wis-
dom, discernment and help. Why not take advantage of the of-
fer and ask for help?
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DoN’T DO IT ALL YOURSELF

A good leader does not try to do everything by herself, but rather
she leads by delegation. A homeschool leader needs to pass out respon-
sibilities to other members so that the co-op will run efficiently. Here
are a few ideas that co-ops have tried to delegate responsibilities:

Discourage your director from taking on additional teaching re-
sponsibilities. In my co-op, we freed our director from teaching so that
she could be available to handle co-op issues during the co-op day. In
the past we had leaders that loved to teach but were unapproachable
during their class time. Instead, our leader is now free to walk the halls
and look in on every classroom. She assesses the needs of the teachers
and students as she visits each room. She captures the pulse of the co-
op by being freed from other responsibilities.

The positions of director and treasurer should be split between two
different people. As I discussed in the chapter on money management,
this division of labor has several benefits. Although avoiding mistakes
and embezzlement were mentioned, an important reason to split
these tasks is to share the workload.

A homeschool co-op board should assist the leader or director in
making decisions. Handling decisions should not be the sole respon-
sibility of one person. Trying to call all the shots was one of the mis-
takes that Moses made, as I discussed in Chapter Six on leadership. A
director should be free to make small determinations based on the
group’s policy manual, but topics outside the scope of the written pol-
icies should be discussed with the board. My co-op arranged to have
our board meetings during co-op hours. It was an excellent decision
because we made more decisions as a group and took some responsi-
bility off of our leader’s shoulders.

Lovingly approach your leader if she is taking on too much respon-
sibility. At times our co-op board has been more than happy to let the
director do everything. Unfortunately, we hastened her burn out by
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not encouraging her to delegate responsibilities. We have learned that
if someone has an idea for a new activity, we ask the membership for
a volunteer to head up the project. If there are no volunteers, the new
activity never happens. As a board and as a co-op leader, your job is to
oversee others in doing their jobs but not to do everything yourself.

THREE BUILDING BLOCKS FOR SUCCESS

Out of all the limitless advice regarding leading a homeschool co-
op, the three most important items can be summarized in the ABC’s of
successful homeschool co-ops.

ABCS OF SUCCESSFUL HOMESCHOOL ORGANIZATIONS

A Board: Follow the example of Moses, who could not handle the
burden of leadership alone. He appointed leaders to help manage the
nation of Israel. You should do the same and establish a board of di-
rectors. Choose people of integrity with gifts of organization and dis-
cernment.

Bylaws: One of the first jobs of the board is to write out your bylaws.
These are the general guidelines of the organization. Your bylaws
should cover such issues as: membership, voting, meetings and officer
positions. Also include a focused, clear mission statement in your by-
laws.

Create a Budget: Your organization should prepare a budget before
your program year starts. Predict your sources of income (dues, class
fees, fundraisers, etc.). Then estimate expenses such as insurance,
copying, building use fees and supplies. Compare income to expenses
and adjust until you have a balanced budget or even a small surplus as
protection for the unexpected.
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SUMMARY

The advice given in this book and summarized in this chapter
should help you to be a successful homeschool co-op leader. Starting a
homeschool co-op may be one of the greatest experiences of your life.
My desire is that you look back on your co-op experience with fond
memories. I hope you make wonderful friendships, bless many fami-
lies and encourage children to love learning. Belonging to a home-
school co-op can be the salvation of many frustrated and lonely
homeschooling mothers and may encourage some families to stay
homeschooling that otherwise might drop out. Some visionaries see
co-oping as a means to help the homeschool movement grow and en-
courage future generations.

As bountiful as the blessings of homeschooling and co-ops are,
leading a homeschool co-op should never become your sole focus. If
you find yourself suffering from the symptoms of burn out because
you are serving others, you are over-committed. Follow the advice
given in this chapter and delegate responsibilities to others. You will
be happier, more relaxed and a better, stronger leader if you do not try
to do everything yourself. I wish you the best of success!
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