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PART ONE 
 

As a parent and long-time teacher, I’ve observed hundreds of students progress from elementary school through college. Some students 
arrive prepared at their first academic experience outside of the home (at whatever age) and some do not. Patterns emerge, and the 
main one is this: the students who succeed have acquired a basic knowledge and skill set at each level of their education. 
 
I’ve been thinking out lately what that knowledge and skill set looks like — the bare bones scope and sequence of a K-12 education. I 
want to share these observations with parents who are beginning their educational journey, parents who are anxious that they are doing 
too little, parents who are anxious that they are doing too much, and parents who are just plain anxious. 
 
My premise: At each level of education there is a basic set of skills and content that students need to have mastered before continuing to 
the next level. I like the term “sequential mastery” for this idea. Shortcutting sequential mastery creates obstacles to success in your 
student’s academic journey. 
 
We all know this. We all know that students are supposed to learn multiplication in elementary school (usually third grade).We know, 
if we stop to think about it, that a student who hasn’t memorized multiplication tables in third grade is going to struggle with fractions 
in fourth grade and be unsuccessful in algebra in ninth grade. 
 
The problem is that our anxiety kicks in when we listen to the many voices telling us what ELSE we should or should not do at each 
level. These voices might include family members, friends, educators, curriculum vendors, un-schooling proponents, classical 
education proponents, Charlotte Mason proponents, or families who choose homeschooling so that their students can devote large 
amounts of time to a non-academic pursuit. All of these communities have much to offer, but with so many competing voices, it 
becomes essential for us to identify the minimum components of sequential mastery at each level of education. 
 
My thesis: In order to remain academically successful, elementary and early middle school students should focus on study and work 
habits, language, and math. Late middle and high school students should focus on logical thinking, critical reading, academic writing, 
and spiritual formation. 
 
My advice: 
▪ Do the basics. 
▪ Do them well. 
▪ Do them together. 
▪ Do them for real and not for show. 
▪ Do more of basics than anything else. 
▪ Do them in order. 
▪ Do them with unhurried time. 
▪ Do them (for the most part) at the appropriate age. 

 
The good news: Sequential mastery, while not glamorous, is not a daunting task. You can accomplish this by following the mantra: 

 
 Consistency, Completion, Focus. 
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PART TWO 
 
There are two ways we fail at sequential mastery: 
 
1) We short-circuit sequential mastery by concentrating on the process of education rather than the goals.  
This is understandable because, as homeschool parents, we don’t necessarily have a clear picture of what those goals are. Because we 
feel uncertain, we focus on the process itself and hope for the best. 
 
Some of us focus on our curricula, because it’s safe. We think, “If we just finish these books or programs, we’ll be successful.” 
 
Some of us focus on activities, because they’re fun. We try to take every museum class and go on every field trip and take a day or week 
off for every family event, because “isn’t that why we homeschool in the first place?” 
 
Some of us want it all! We try to shoe-horn in all the curricula and all the activities. We’re usually exhausted and burned out. 
 
2) Because we’re not schooling with specific goals in mind, we can end up being either too anxious or too lax. 
The anxious parent can miss the mark by letting the curriculum drive rather than serve learning.  They ask, “Did I get all the lessons 
done?” when they should be asking, “Did my student master the skill?” Anxious parents tend to fill the schedule with extras that crowd 
out the work of mastering basic skills. 
 
The lax parent can miss the mark by assuming that basic skills are easy to make up or grow into later if a student misses them now. They 
will also fill the schedule with extras that crowd out the work of mastering basic skills, just like an anxious parent. 
 
Three ways we succeed at sequential mastery: 
 
The key to sequential mastery is consistency, completion, and focus. 
 
1) Consistency: A little bit often. 
“A little bit” means keeping lessons short so they can be completed successfully (we’ll get back to this later). “Often” means consistent 
repetition until a skill is thoroughly mastered. 
 
I enjoy an article called “Study Skills: Your Brain Can Learn Mathematics” which Lial series places near the beginning of many of its 
textbooks. The gist is that if you practice a new skill many times, changes in your brain allow signals to move faster and with less 
interference. Thinking can now occur more quickly and easily, and you will remember the skill for a long time. The process is like the 
muscle memory that develops in music or athletic practice. That’s why, for basic skills, you should do a little every day instead of 
putting in the same amount of time on a subject all in one large chunk. 
 
2) Completion: Finish what you start. 
Don’t agonize over curricula. Choose one and finish it. When we jump from program to program, we can leave holes that don’t get 
plugged. Avoid second-guessing and work with what you have. Knowing your child allows you to make adjustments when necessary to 
accomplish your goals. 
 
3) Focus: Grade-appropriate basics 
Focus on the basics appropriate for each level.  Details in Part Three. 
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PART THREE 
 
We’re discussing sequential mastery. This means that students should master particular skills and content at each level of their 
education. We’ve considered how we fail at sequential mastery and how we succeed at sequential mastery. Now, let’s look at 
the minimum skills and content that students should master in elementary and early middle school. 
 
During the crucial first six or seven years of education, we must focus on the basics in three areas:  
study and work habits, language, and math. 
 
1) Study and Work Habits 
Good habits are as important as any academics! 
▪ Completion: finish the task at hand; practice meeting deadlines. Don’t agonize over selecting activities or assignments or 

crafts. Choose ONE and finish it. Plan appropriate length (short) assignments so that young students get in the habit of 
completing what they begin. Remember “A little bit often.” Gradually add longer deadlines and reinforce the importance of 
meeting them. Ask: “Did you finish the assignment according to all the requirements?” 

▪ Mastery: learn with a goal of mastery, not just a checklist of work. Emphasize the goal not the process. Ask: “Did you get all 
your 2s table correct this time?” NOT: “Did you finish your math?” Ask: “Can you tell back your reading for me?” NOT: “Did 
you finish your reading?” This means that you, the parent, need to engage with the content along with your student, at least 
enough to understand what mastery of that content would mean. 

▪ Excellence: rework until the standard is reached. The standard will vary from grade to grade and from student to student, 
but get in the habit of having students rework until they meet the standard. This might mean doing fewer assignments. This 
might mean doing shorter assignments that can be reworked until the standard is reached. Ask: “Is this your best work?” Model 
delight in beautiful, thorough finished work. 
 

Students ARE learning study and work habits every day. The question is: are they good habits or poor habits?  We instill poor habits 
every time we allow students to hurry to get through a long assignment rather than mastering the concepts, complete the assignment 
sloppily in order to finish, or not finish the assignment at all. 
 
It would be far better to: 
▪ Slow down – do fewer problems, read shorter sections, answer fewer questions. We’re building habits of focus, which are just 

as important as the checklist. 
▪ Finish the assignment “on time” (whatever that means in each context). We’re building habits of completion, which are just as 

important as the thing we’re hurrying off to. 
▪ Rework to a high standard. We’re building habits of excellence, which are just as important as the material itself. 

 
Good study and work habits are your student’s most important tool in academic endeavors (and in life!). The habits our students 
form in elementary school are the habits they will take with them to junior high, high school, college, and the work place. Would you 
agree that these habits are more important than being able to recite all the presidents in order? 
 
Teachers in classroom settings see this every day. They know that the most successful students are not necessarily the brightest ones but 
the ones who have good habits, who consistently complete their assignments to a high standard and focus on learning the material rather 
than just checking it off. 
 
2) Language  
In your language arts studies in elementary and early middle school focus on two things: 
▪ Listening and reading fluency and comprehension. Reading fluency and comprehension begin with a strong 

foundation in phonics. After that, students should spend a significant portion of their elementary years reading at their level 
and listening to you read slightly above their level. Beyond these, I would like to propose the technique of narration as a simple 
way to help students develop listening and reading comprehension, attention to texts, and the foundations of writing skills. 
There are lots of great resources online for learning about narration. 

▪ Writing mechanics: These are the components of excellent writing that students must master in elementary school: 
▪ Parts of speech. This gives us vocabulary to use in discussing writing and literature. 
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▪ Basic punctuation rules. It’s ideal to integrate these into copy work and dictation instead of using worksheets. 
▪ Basic structure of sentences. By this I mean simple and compound nouns, verbs, and sentences and the subject-verb-

object pattern. 
▪ Idea of paragraph unity. Students at this level should be able to identify or create a topic sentence supported by the 

rest of the sentences in a paragraph. 
 

That’s it! Don’t stress about different forms of writing, writing journals, story writing, book reports, or research papers.  Use any of 
these forms, but whatever writing you do should be aimed first at mastering these simple goals. 
 
Junior high and high school classes, whether at home or outside, will take those basic skills to the next level–if they’re there! If those 
basic skills are not there, your student will be struggling to learn them WHILE learning the more demanding forms of reading and 
writing. Like all basic skills, these basic language skills are not difficult, but they require consistency and completion: a little bit often! 
 
3) Math  
In math, focus on three things: 
▪ Math Facts 

▪ Addition, subtraction, multiplication, division.  You should look for speed and accuracy on all of these. 
▪ Skip counting, which helps with fractions and counting money. 

▪ Fractions 
▪ Addition, subtraction, multiplication, division. 

▪ Decimals 
▪ Addition, subtraction, multiplication, division. 

 
What about History and Science? 
These topics are more “sexy” than basic skills and more fun for mom and students, but if you let these topics crowd out those basic 
skills, students will flounder even in these subjects as they leave elementary school. 
▪ Mastering math facts and good study habits is much better preparation for high school science classes than a full schedule of 

science classes and activities in the elementary years (as great as those may be). 
▪ Mastering reading comprehension and good study habits is much better preparation for high school literature and history than 

elementary textbooks or clubs (as great as those may be). 
▪ Mastering parts of speech, punctuation, sentences, and paragraph unity is far better preparation for high school writing than a 

whole boxful of “writing journals” or writing “historical fiction” stories. 
 

Use these subjects in elementary school as a means to practice basic skills in language (especially reading comprehension using oral and 
written narration) and math while introducing students to good literature and a broad range of history and science topics.  The goal in 
the early years is not mastery of a body of knowledge in history and science. The goal is mastery of basic skills, habits of learning, and a 
growing curiosity about the world we live in. 
 
A few notes: 
▪ This is not to say that these skills are ALL your students should learn in elementary school, but they certainly must master AT 

LEAST these basic skills in order to move forward successfully in middle school and high school. 
▪ Consider some form of evaluation in late elementary school (probably 6th but maybe 7th grade) to determine if your student 

has indeed achieved sequential mastery in these areas. If not, you need to put everything else on the back burner until they 
do. If your student is not reading fluently and with comprehension at grade level, this is your top priority. If your student has 
not mastered all math facts (+, -, x, /), this is your top priority. 
 

You can do this! It’s not expensive and it’s not complicated. You don’t need a degree in education, expensive supplies, outside classes, 
or tons of activities. You do need to be able to focus your attention on your student in a daily routine of a little bit often with these 
specific goals in mind. Anything you have time to do beyond these basics is icing on the cake, but make sure there is a cake to ice! 
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PART FOUR 
 
We’re discussing sequential mastery: Mastering the skills and content appropriate for a given academic level. We’ve finished our 
discussion of the minimal skills and content for elementary school. Let’s take a look at late middle school and high school, which 
prepare students to read, think, and write critically. 
 
Students should take the “normal” high school subjects – English, math, history, science, a foreign language, and an elective or two. I 
won’t discuss the sequence of those classes here. It’s standard.  
 
It’s worth discussing at this point, however, that high school and college are not interchangeable.  While a college chemistry class and a 
high school chemistry class may have the same name, they are NOT equivalent even if, at times, they cover the same body of 
knowledge. A student may read Paradise Lost in high school and then again in college without wasting anyone’s time. The skills students 
should develop and the engagement they should practice at each level are quite different.  
 
Here are the skills students should be mastering in the high school level of any given course. By the time they arrive at “college-level 
classes,” student should be competent in these skills. Quality colleges may not teach these skills directly, because students should come 
to college with them. 
▪ Logical thinking: Students leaving high school should be able to recognize and form a sound argument. 
▪ Critical reading: Students leaving high school should be able to identify themes and motifs. They should read for 

assumptions, worldviews, and philosophies. 
▪ Academic writing: Students leaving high school should be able to form an argument with a thesis and support. 
▪ Spiritual formation: Students leaving high school should have built a solid understanding of their own worldview through 

age-appropriate teaching and discussion. They should have wrestled with their own and others’ answers to the big questions of 
life: 

What is the nature of God?    What is the basis of ethics and morality? 
What is the nature of man?    What is the meaning of evil and suffering? 
What is the nature of the universe?   What happens when we die? 

What is the meaning of history? 
 
These high school skills can be intimidating. Many homeschooling families reach the point where they need or want to outsource one or 
more junior high or high school courses for various reasons: 
▪ Subject knowledge of a passionate teacher 
▪ Accountability that comes when your student answers to someone else 
▪ Feedback from an experienced teacher 
▪ Classroom experience: synergy and, yes, even “socialization” 

 
If you decide that outside classes are right for your family, here are some things to keep in mind. 
▪ Outside classes are a supplement to homeschooling, not a substitute for school. 
▪ Sequential mastery means that an 8th grade class will teach 8th grade skills and content to 8th graders, NOT missing skills 

from grades 1 through 6 or children who are too far outside the appropriate age for 8th grade. 
▪ Outside classes are a three-legged stool: 

 Teachers provide subject knowledge and resources, concentrated class instruction, accountability, and feedback. 
 Students take responsibility for learning. The hours that classes meet each week provide a springboard for student learning 
at home. 

 Parents take responsibility for inspecting and monitoring work. Students do what you inspect, not what you expect. “Do 
you have your homework completed?   Let me take a look at it.” “Did you get any work back today? Let me take a look at 
it.”   

 
A final note about the high school years: Don’t over-schedule your students. Do the math: add together a realistic estimate of 
homework time in each class. Then add to that figure family time and Sabbath rest. Hours left over are for jobs, sports, hobbies, 
activities, and hanging out.   
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PART FIVE 
 
We’re discussing sequential mastery: Mastering the skills and content appropriate for a given academic level. We’ve finished our 
discussion of the minimal skills and content for both primary and secondary grades. Let’s look at three of the questions you might have 
if you’ve stuck with me this far: What if we’re behind?   What if we’re ahead?   What about earning college credit in high school? 
 
Uh-oh. I think we’re already behind. Now what? 
 
Remember that grace is sufficient for all things! Practically speaking, don’t assume you can just push your student through a class by 
having him sit in the seat every week. Math is not going to get easier for a student who has not mastered math facts. Reading 
comprehension is not going to get easier for a student who can’t narrate the content of what he just read. Writing is not going to get 
easier for a student who has not mastered basic sentence and paragraph construction. 
 
Evaluating whether a student is missing skills and content requires digging a little deeper than a letter or percentage grade. If your 
student has been getting Cs and Ds, resist the temptation to make it a character issue immediately. Instead, look at the content of the 
assignments and the skills it takes to manage them. Has your student ever learned, as such, how to make a schedule for her homework 
time? Has your student ever mastered comma rules? Has he consistently practiced reading for comprehension before finding himself in 
situations where he must comprehend quickly and in high volumes? 
 
Just because a student is missing a skill or a chunk of content doesn’t mean that you, the student, or another teacher has failed. 
Depending on how tuned in you are, it may just mean that NOW is exactly the right time to acquire that skill. It may also mean that the 
student struggled more in a previous year than anyone realized or mastered another core skill instead. 
 
Take a deep breath and then take action. Get an accurate assessment of what skills are lacking. Make a concrete, incremental plan to 
shore up those areas. Work with teachers and tutors to help your student master the missing skills. When choosing whether to  1) back 
up and master “earlier” skills, 2) to forge ahead, or 3) try to do both at once, choose the first option whenever you can. 
 
Wow! My 5th grader has already mastered all the elementary school basic skills. Should he start high school? 
 
Not in outside classes! There is more to a successful experience in outside classes than academics. Outside classes require a level of 
mental and social maturity that can’t be hurried. Homeschool classes are different, but they are still a community of learners who learn 
best when everyone is “on the same page” or at least in the same chapter in the area of mental and social maturity.  
 
If you feel that your 5th grader simply must begin Algebra, then explore those topics at home in a relaxed and non-threatening 
atmosphere. You’ll probably discover that there are skills surrounding the topic at hand that just aren’t there yet. Relax! There are lots 
of ways to continue to practice arithmetic before jumping into the deep end of the pool. 
 
My high schooler can earn college credit. Isn’t that a great deal? 
 
Well, not necessarily. 
▪ Practical considerations: Ask pointed questions and press for specific answers about exactly how these college credits can be 

applied and transferred. If they can only be applied at one school, you are limiting your student’s choices in the future. If they 
can only be applied as elective credits, you aren’t doing your student any favors and may not be saving any money. Those 
elective credits are valuable once the student gets to college. They are opportunities to pursue minors and concentrations and 
explore topics of interest. 
 

▪ Logical considerations: Just like other outside classes, college courses take skills mastered in the previous level (in this case, 
high school) to the next level. The vast majority of students work hard at mastering high school skills in high school. If the 
college course actually requires college-level work, how will a student master high school-level skills needed to be successful 
in college-level work? High school students don’t master high school skills by being given college-level assignments. They need 
instruction in the high school skills we just discussed. If the college course is actually teaching high school-level skills, it isn’t 
really a college course and saying it is leaves your student unprepared for the rigors of real college courses. The only student 
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who might benefit from earning college credit in high school is the student who has already mastered the high school-level 
skills in that area of study and/or is a very mature thinker. 
 

▪ Spiritual considerations: Most college classes are not considering basic worldview questions for the purpose of helping students 
understand what they believe. If not now, when? 
 
 
 
 

Wrap Up 
 
▪ Learning is like a chain of basic skills that is only as strong as its weakest link. Sequential mastery is critical, but not 

daunting. It’s simple, low-tech, and inexpensive. 
▪ The key is: 

Consistency – “A little bit often.” 
Completion – “Finish what you start.” 
Focus– Grade-appropriate basics. 
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