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Foreword by Dr Adam Boddison

Throughout my professional career working with children, home education has been a recurring theme. I have met families where the decision to home educate has been related to the complex learning difficulties of the child, and I have met families where the decision has been related to the high learning potential or the academic giftedness of the child. The reasons given for making the decision to home educate are broad ranging and often related to specific contextual circumstances. The truth is that home-educated children do not have a particular set of characteristics that are distinct from children taught in schools. Both groups span the full range of needs, abilities and cultures, and both deserve a high-quality education. It is important to remember that all learners are unique individuals who will thrive in different contexts, so home education has a crucial role to play as part of a fully inclusive education system.

The decision about whether or not to home educate a child can be complex, and there are often many competing factors to consider. Families can find themselves in situations where they are trying to optimise educational outcomes, happiness and social development for their child alongside a whole host of other considerations. As if this task were not challenging enough, the potential costs and benefits are not well understood by society at large, so parents and carers may have to tackle misconceptions about home education from their wider circle of family and friends.

There are, of course, many success stories, such as those of Emma Watson, Taylor Swift and Serena Williams, all of whom were home educated and have achieved excellence in their chosen careers; however, home education is not an easy option, and if it is poorly delivered, it could cause more problems than it solves. Conversely, if it is in place for the right reasons and properly delivered, home education has the potential to deliver an unparalleled level of personalised provision, and it could certainly be the making of a child.

Reflecting on my own time as a schoolteacher, I am acutely aware that children can spend a significant proportion of their time at school and away from their families. For some children, this delicate balance between home life and school life works well, but for others school education can come at the expense of stronger family relationships, so I am delighted to see that Gill Hines and Alison Baverstock have emphasised the importance of the family relationships within this handbook.

The handbook comes at a time when the school system is in the midst of major change and at a time when the number of children being home educated is accelerating. Regardless of whether the rationale is dissatisfaction with the school system or a desire for fully personalised provision, it is widely acknowledged that home educators want to provide a high-quality learning experience for their children, and this handbook is an excellent resource for making this aspiration a reality. Reading the handbook in its entirety will be valuable for both current and prospective home educators, but the handbook is arguably an excellent resource as a day-to-day reference guide, too. The format is accessible, using a question-and-answer format where appropriate and drawing on personal experience through case studies to provide context. The tone is non-judgemental and explores options from different perspectives rather than seeking to prescribe a particular right or wrong approach.

Ultimately, parents and carers are looking to make decisions that will be right for their children’s education and will prepare them well for the future. For those opting for home education, The Home Education Handbook is a useful companion containing a wealth of knowledge, experience and expertise that could transform a good home education into a great one.

Dr Adam Boddison, Chief Executive of National Association of Special Educational Needs
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Introduction

If you are thinking of home educating your child, your initial surprise might be at how easy it is to turn intention into reality. Taking your child out of school (or ‘deregistering’ as it’s officially termed) requires giving formal notice to the proprietor of their current (or enrolled) school, usually the head teacher, informing them of your intention to take personal responsibility for their education in future and asking that they be removed from the school’s register of enrolled pupils. Thereafter, there may be visits or inspections to check that all is going well, depending on your child’s needs and your local council policy, but if there are no concerns, you may find that you are left to get on with delivering education from your home as you see best. You will find that there are lots of resources and support groups to help you do just that. From good-value educational materials to communities of parents willing to share their experience, there is no shortage of advice. Why therefore is this book needed?

Clarification of the objectives of the home-school experience for the parent and child. In an exam-driven world, opting for a different kind of educational experience can allow a gifted child to shine, a creative child to develop their skills and interests, and a child in need of extra care and attention to get just what they need to thrive and achieve. Being clear of your aims and intentions in relation to the decision to home educate is vital in developing the right learning environment for your child.

Objective guidance, based on our long experience of working with children and young people, and of providing advice and support to parents, teachers and schools. Our strong empathy with those seeking to deliver home educating, for whatever reason, enables us to offer considered advice in seeking to identify the broad characteristics of a ‘well-educated’ young person as a guiding principle, and supporting parents who have taken the decision to home educate to identify and exploit development opportunities and plan creative ways to fill the potential gaps in provision that might arise from not being part of a large institution.

Full consideration of the socialisation of home-educated children is an issue that is widely mentioned (often as the ‘s’ word) but not always fully engaged with. We consider how socialisation means more than having nice manners or an ability to converse with adults, and we explore how to support the home educated child in the development of age-appropriate social skills, promoting their ability to make and maintain friendships and to build relationships with their peers.

Exploration of both why and how best to ensure you and your child remain up-to-date and engaged with the world. Whatever your reasons for thinking about home educating, and there can be many, both those seeking this solution and the wider society need to think about the longer term and how to integrate all within the community. Home educating does not have to mean isolation, and we will offer top tips for developing rounded adults who are comfortable with the world.

Consideration of emotional resilience and how to build it within home educated children. Resilience is now widely identified as the key characteristic of engaged effective citizens. It’s needed in the workplace and at home, and it correlates with an individual’s ability to self-sustain and develop a positive attitude to life. Emotional resilience is the ability to get along with others without feeling hurt or diminished by their behaviour. With extensive experience of running workshops on how to encourage resilience, Gill is particularly well placed to offer advice. Many children are home educated because they are unable to manage in mainstream schools for a number of reasons, most of which are beyond their control. For these children the development of self-belief and emotional resilience are imperative if they are to integrate later in life.

Advice on motivation, for all involved. Parents managing home educating for their children need to think about how they can motivate them to learn, how to ensure the learning is both fun and interactive, and how they can maintain their own stamina in delivering and maintaining an experience of benefit to all.

Throughout the process of writing this book we have interviewed and shared thoughts with many home-educating parents and with young people who have experienced home education. You will find these interviews boxed for easy access.


A FATHER’S EXPERIENCE OF EDUCATING HIS DAUGHTER AT HOME

How did the decision to educate your child yourself come about?

Our daughter had been in primary school for two and a half years, but was having anxiety and friendship problems that were affecting her sleep, her mental health and her overall happiness. She is naturally bright and responsive to learning, but did not react at all well to the formal structure of a school day, the slow pace of learning to make sure others can keep up and the inability to focus on subjects that interested her more than others.

She was very sensitive to perceived injustices or to moments of unkindness from her friends – the kinds of things you could help her address quickly as a parent if present at the time, but which she instead would dwell on all day and often not tell us until bedtime, when her worries and fears would prevent her getting to bed at a reasonable hour. It was unhealthy and damaging to her overall well-being, and while her school did introduce some measures to help her address her worries, and to give her a small amount of more personal attention, it was causing us great heartache to see her so unhappy. But when a relative who is also home educating talked to us about the benefits, we looked into it further, and realised just what a good fit it could be for us. My wife comes from an informal education background and was able to commit herself to being available for our daughter 100 per cent of the time, so we felt that this would be a much healthier way for her to develop. Deregistering from the school was an instantaneous thing when it came to it, and after a period of adjusting and just getting school out of her system (known as ‘de-schooling’), we have settled into a regular routine where we let her determine how a day progresses for the most part, and she finds the ways in which she wants to learn.

At what stage did you start to home educate?

She had experienced reception and year 1 of school and was just over halfway through year 2, so she left school at the age of seven. She’s eight as I write this, so we’re approaching a year out of the school environment.

How do you manage your daughter’s time?

There are numerous ways to approach home education, and some styles can be more timetabled and based around having certain subjects studied on particular days – without the negative connotations of a formal ‘school’ day. Our personal approach is very much to ‘un-school’ our daughter, and let her find her own learning style. There are no timetables, rigid lesson plans or examinations.

What are the advantages of home educating for your family?

The advantages of home educating are endless. Our daughter is able to find her own learning style, is able to feel comfortable in her surroundings, her activities and her friendships, without being forced to do certain things at certain times, and to keep pace with 30 other children. She is able to mix with and learn from people of all ages, rather than just a select group of people of exactly her age group, which seems much more natural. She is able to pursue a subject or a project fully and in many different ways, and learning becomes an all-day thing, no longer stuck in a 9am to 3pm structure. There is much more time and opportunity to take advantage of activities and travel because we are no longer limited just to weekends and school holidays to do things with her. Local home education groups have provided lots of chances to try things out that she would rarely get a chance to do in a school environment, and ensure she doesn’t miss out on chances to socialise and make close friends.

What are the challenges?

It’s not practical for everyone. We are lucky that we were able to have one parent available full-time to be there for her, but for families with two working parents, the option to do this would be much more limited – not impossible, but certainly much more complicated to arrange. Dealing with the local authorities is also fraught with worry. We’ve not had a bad experience of that ourselves yet, but we have heard of others who have, and we have tailored our responses to the local authority very carefully as a result. It’s not uncommon to have requests for samples of work or for home visits. Neither is a legal requirement, though, and it’s important to get involved with local and national home education groups for advice from your peers, and to have a clear grounding on what is reasonable to share with the local authority. Of course, they need to ensure that you aren’t neglecting or abusing your child, but there’s a balance to be struck between ensuring that isn’t the case and interfering to the degree that the parent is basically enduring an Ofsted inspection. So often the stance is combative, and home educators can seem secretive or prickly as a result, but that shouldn’t be the case, and it’s largely driven by a lack of public awareness. This is still treated as a weird and wacky way of letting your kids be ‘feral’, instead of a caring, informed and evidence-based way of raising a child in the best possible style. Similarly, a key disadvantage can be the frowns and disapproval of friends or family members who simply don’t understand this, as it wasn’t what they did. Books like this are needed as much for sceptical grandparents as they are for parents considering home education.

How do you manage the education process?

We deliver it ourselves, my wife all day round, and me outside work hours. We don’t have tutors, although we know other people who do go down that route for particular subjects. Informally, all kinds of friends, family and others are involved in nurturing and educating our daughter, of course.

Has anything taken you by surprise?

There has been something surprising every day. The overall improvement in her level of happiness and confidence has been remarkable; she’s unrecognisable from the anxious, shy person she was a year ago. But what hasn’t changed is how kind, sensitive and loving she is – it’s been a delight to see how much she thinks of others when given more opportunity to make her own choices. There have been many moments when I’ve been impressed by her willingness and ability to learn something specific, without the pressure of ‘you must learn this now’. She’s currently learning to code, and within just a couple of weeks of teaching herself, she seems to understand all the mechanics and is making customised games to order.

Would you recommend home education?

Wholeheartedly. Technology means it’s a very different world from the one I grew up in, and one where learning is available to all in ways that were inconceivable even 20 years ago. The traditional school structure seems ridiculously antiquated as a result. I can see no logic in imposing a system of schooling upon a child that makes them unhappy, when they can build their skills and knowledge in a way that better suits them and end up a much more confident, able and rounded person ready to enter the workplace. There’s no obstacle to them taking exams or entering university if they wish, further down the line, but even if they don’t, I suspect that the CV of the future will be less about formal qualifications and more a portfolio of what you have done with your life.

Do you think it would be a different experience for just one child/more children?

Probably, but no more so than it’s a different experience simply parenting one child or more than one child. We only have one child, but we know many people with more than one child being home educated, and it seems to work very well, sharing activities, but also pursuing individual interests as much as possible. Sharing your time between a small number of children is still going to lead to a better learning outcome and more personalised attention than a teacher sharing their time with 30 children in a rigid way.

How do you maintain your daughter’s contacts with other children/people?

There are numerous home education groups you can join for regular contact or for one-off activities. There are networks on Facebook that are invaluable. There are lots of opportunities for socialising, and just being freed up from the routine of school runs and school terms makes this much more likely, in fact. Our daughter is far more confident around other people, and is developing much healthier relationships than she did in a fixed school environment.




 

 

 

Section 1

Home Educating a Child: Why, When, What and How?


1

The Benefits of Home Educating

There are currently no accurate figures available for the number of children being home educated in the UK, but most estimates vary between 35,000 and 50,000. Sources agree that these are rising dramatically year on year. Between 2011 and 2017, the numbers of home-educated children almost doubled, with a rise of 141 per cent of pupils in year 6 being deregistered over the same period. Speaking on Radio 4’s Weekend Woman’s Hour on 3 March 2018, Dr Helen Lees, Reader in Alternative Education Studies at Newman University in Birmingham, again confirmed uncertainty about how many children are involved but thought it likely to be 1–2 per cent of the relevant UK population.

The reasons why parents choose to withdraw their child from formal education are varied, but there are common threads running through the motivation of those involved. Our first chapter, therefore, provides background: on how the schooling on offer to our children might not be what’s needed for the future, and how many parents are viewing home educating as part of seeking more flexible solutions for the education of their child. There are some inspiring success stories to draw upon.

Those home educating often talk about the environment it offers for the development of the individual and the growth of entrepreneurialism, and it’s interesting to note that home education has produced a variety of people who have strongly influenced wider society. The former US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and the first US president George Washington were both home educated. Home education has been the pathway for many children (or parents) with specific talents for whom attendance at regular school might have been difficult. Examples include prominent and influential sports stars (e.g. Serena and Venus Williams, Maria Sharapova), entertainers (Taylor Swift and Justin Timberlake) and actors. The British actors Emma Watson and Millie Bobbie Brown were both home educated; Emma Watson is now a UN Goodwill Ambassador, and Millie Bobbie Brown was named as one of Time magazine’s most influential people in the world at the age of just 13. Both the actress Nadia Sawalha and the singer/television presenter Jamelia are home-educating parents.

Let’s also not forget that home educating was originally the norm. Whereas in the UK the 1870 Education Act established state provision for schooling for all children from five until 12 years, even after that date those with sufficient funds might continue to educate at home, either because they preferred it or due to the child’s inclination (for example, the Queen and her sister Princess Margaret were both home educated).

Let’s begin by exploring the benefits sought by those both considering and delivering home educating.

An alternative to the ‘sausage factory’ of modern schools

The education system, as well as individual schools, is exerting unprecedented pressure that many parents find counter-productive to the experience they want to secure for their child. School league tables, fixed developmental targets, larger class sizes with lower adult-to-child ratios, new educational initiatives that require changes in the way children are taught and which stress the teachers trying to deliver them, financial stringencies over budgets – all are leading to unparalleled pressures that affect everyone involved: school management, teachers, parents, carers, children – and wider society.

With increased concentration on English and maths, the broader curriculum is curtailed, and wider learning is made more difficult in the time available within the school day. Many parents feel schools provide an overly competitive and unhelpful atmosphere, with children acutely aware of where they sit within class achievement levels. They worry that ‘winning’, grades and SAT scores are being emphasised, which, although it might suit some children, does not suit all – and that in the process a delight in learning is being squeezed out. Schools are not moulding themselves to the needs of pupils and the wider community; children are being made to fit the system.


A HOME-EDUCATING MOTHER COMMENTS

Home education means you have more freedom to teach what you want to teach and when you want to. Looking back, I think I might have put them into secondary school slightly earlier, in order to access expertise around areas of the curriculum with which I was not familiar, but it was an enjoyable period that brought us very close as a family.



A better response to the fast-paced momentum of society

Modern society needs entrepreneurs who can motivate themselves rather than simply to prove that they are good at exams. The current education system, which requires young people to follow the rules and each syllabus, is not necessarily creating young people fit for the modern workplace. More and more often we are seeing successful individuals who have a portfolio of skills that can be adapted to a range of settings. Although there will always be a need for experts in all fields of knowledge, those predicting the worker of the future describe the kind of individuals that will be needed in an increasingly fast-moving world in terms of broad skills and open thinking.1 They talk of the need for individual resilience, self-motivation, flexibility, self-reliance, entrepreneurialism and a capacity for free thinking – characteristics that are likely to develop more from individuals recognising and developing their own aptitudes, abilities and interests rather than through an overwhelming emphasis on obedience and meeting prescribed goals.

Working at a child’s own pace

Parents often seek ways of using methods suited to their child’s individual learning style. Children undoubtedly learn in different ways, not all in the same way, and in recent years we have become used to discussions about those who are ‘visual’, ‘auditory’ or ‘experiential’ learners or ‘collaborative’, ‘competitive’ or ‘avoidant’ learners. But for all the effort put into identifying learning style and applying these to teaching methods, no beneficial results have really emerged. It is almost impossible to provide differentiated learning to each individual pupil. Although there might be common factors in learning, each individual will learn differently simply because each person, of any age, is different. Not only do their styles of learning and interest in learning vary but, just as with all of us, their learning will also fluctuate according to mood, family upsets or events, health issues, personal interest in the subject and energy levels. Whereas some children like rules, others do not; some children like to be told what to do, others to create ‘what ifs?’ and then to work out what happens next. Home educating can enable the matching of empathetic learning methods that suit the individual day by day, prioritising the child’s abilities, interests, passions and skills – something that is simply not possible within the existing school system with its time constraints, curriculum pressures and pupil numbers.

While considering the particular needs of individual children, it is important also to consider the best way of supporting very able children, who can appear disengaged from what is going on in the formal classroom for their year group, and hence irritate the teacher, simply because they are bored (in the same way that adults who are familiar with the issues in a meeting, and hence do not find it stimulating, might switch off). Such children may have a capacity to learn, and an intellectual potential that outstrips those of their classmates, but they might find social interaction much more difficult. One mother of such a child particularly recommended PPUK (Potential Plus UK, formerly the National Association for Gifted Children),2 especially the workshops and activities they organise for both children and their parents.

Prioritising experiential and self-directed learning

Children also develop by learning how to do things rather than simply being told or memorising, creating conceptual understanding through experiential and hands-on learning, working things out through trial and error and then reflecting afterwards. Learning through direct experience can be managed in schools up to a point, but in the time-and money-conscious modern school, experiential learning that can’t be done at a table or desk is unlikely to happen. The days of nature walks, field trips and community involvement are over for many children, as red tape and admin make anything in the real world outside the classroom so much more complicated to access. For the home-educated child, learning can be a 24-hour-a-day, seven-day-a-week exploration of the world around them, the people they interact with and the experiences they have, just by being alive.

Schools might want to offer children a range of opportunities and encourage children to choose which they want to pursue, but with the current stressed curriculum, and pressure on targets, there is less time to do this. In many secondary schools it is simply impossible for children to choose to study exactly which subjects they wish because of timetabling issues. If the economics lessons are taking place at the same time as the geography lessons, students will need to choose one or the other. Home educating, although it might not be able to meet every child’s requirements in situ, does offer time to develop, encourage and enable self-directed learning, thereby opening the door to a lifetime of new learning opportunities.

More individual attention

Children learn best in small groups or in one-to-one settings with others – impossible in the average-size class seen particularly in state schools. Private schooling is growing in popularity, with parents often attracted by smaller class sizes and pupil-to-adult ratios that give more time to individuals. Home educating offers the potential for working in one-toone settings or small groups most of the time. There may be drawbacks to this, some solutions for which we will discuss later in this book, but there are also many advantages, particularly for children with needs or abilities that require a level of special help and attention that mainstream classes struggle to provide.

Schools spend a great deal of time managing pupil behaviour, with many pupils under-achieving because of their own behaviour or the behaviour of others that diverts their attention. The home educated child might achieve far more learning in a shorter space of time then their traditionally schooled peers, simply because the need for constant behaviour management is not redirecting the available adult attention.

Evidence is clear that boys tend to receive more of a teacher’s time than girls, which may reinforce the widely projected stereotype that girls are less important than boys to both groups. In 2017, UK newspapers reported new evidence from the US, showing that at the age of five, children did not see any great difference between the sexes, but by the age of six girls were more likely to consider boys cleverer than girls and to steer clear of activities they deemed difficult.3

The flexibility to maximise family interaction and personal body clocks

The modern workplace increasingly requires versatility, with many people moving to flexible contracts that no longer depend on a nine-to-five working day or full-time attendance at a particular base, and which can be fitted around both employer and employee preferences. Along similar lines, the freelance economy is growing.

At the same time, childcare is expensive, and there are parents who seek to match their working hours to their children’s routines, both to coordinate childcare and to ensure they have quality time at home and with their children. Home educating fits well into this pattern and is at its best when home-educating parents form networks with others nearby to provide variety for their children in terms of venues and input as well as opportunities to work, explore and study with others.

Home educating can make good use of the time available. Within formal school environments, a lot of time is taken up on administration: learning routines and roles, register taking, disciplinary issues, and repetition to cater for different abilities within the classroom. Home educating offers possibilities for creating a learning environment more centred on the individual child’s particular circumstances, with more parental-child interaction and more quality time – that fits with the body clocks of those involved.

In summary, those attracted by home educating are drawn by the possibilities it offers for exciting and engaging their children in learning, for fostering a love of learning that fits with the preferences of their child, which enables sufficient time to develop and pursue ideas and to nurture and develop the whole individual. Later chapters will concentrate on how to deliver and support this experience, how to encourage the children’s effective social interaction and understanding of others, and how to maintain the motivation and capabilities of those managing the experience of all involved.

The disadvantages of home educating

Having explored the benefits, it’s only fair to put the other side of the situation, and here are common issues that have been raised as we have researched our book.

The multi-tasking required


A HOME-EDUCATING MOTHER COMMENTS

One difficulty was that as a parent who was home educating I had to be everything to them – mother, counsellor, classroom teacher, PE teacher and school nurse – at times this did not permit enough distance and could feel overwhelming.



The associated costs

Employing tutors and buying courses for your home educated children can be expensive, as can the cost of entering examinations (paid for by the local authority if they are being taken through schools), so many parents do not realise that there is an associated cost. For information on how to develop a curriculum and manage external tutors, and for options for sharing the process, see Chapters 5 and 6.


A MOTHER WHO REGULARLY COUNSELS PARENTS WHO HOME EDUCATE COMMENTS

A parent who decides to home educate ideally needs another parent who is both working full-time and fully (and particularly emotionally) supportive. If you decide to home educate, although you are saving the local authorities a lot of money by not taking up any of the state provision to which your child is legally entitled, there is no additional funding for your child’s specific or general needs.

A particular difficulty, if you are home educating, is trying to get an EHPC (Education, Health and Care Plan – what used to be referred to as a ‘statement’), partly because they are complex documents to fill in, but also because some of the information you need to provide comes from the local authority, and that is much easier to obtain if you are established within local authority educational provision. Yet without an EHPC the various treatments that would really benefit your child (such as speech and language provision, and holistic treatments) become impossibly expensive.



A loss of income

If a parent gives up their job to manage their child’s education at home, they will lose their income, and this can also result in missing the workplace and experiencing social isolation. Although a parent who gives up their work to educate their child at home can protect their government pension rights by ensuring state child benefits are paid to them, they will probably not continue to build up their personal or company pension, which can lead to significantly reduced income once pension age is reached.

Limited access to their peer group

Children need to learn to get along with each other, to manage conflict, cooperate, collaborate and compromise – the four Cs that are just as important as the three Rs. Schools have never really fully allowed children to learn social behavioural skills, as rules and behavioural restrictions are designed to keep the peace and maintain it rather than to encourage free socialisation. There are lessons in many schools, mostly under the heading of Personal Social and Health Education (PSHE), which help children develop their knowledge and understanding of behaviour, although it has been known for many years that children learn social behaviour from other children by interacting and observing, not through adults ‘teaching’ them or instructing them. While learning to interact and share needs to be happening long before school starts, changes in family and wider social structures may result in fewer opportunities for truly free play without constant adult supervision. The ‘helicopter parent’ is a modern phenomenon: the parent who hovers above children’s interaction seeking to sort out difficulties and ensure that children get along, thus blocking the natural learning in managing relationships and asserting the wants and needs within groups that children need. Too often home becomes more like school rather than school becoming more like home.

A recent 20-year study conducted through Princeton University4 has shown a clear link between young children with good social skills and future success in education and employment as well as a reduction in addiction and abuse problems.

At the same time, there is increased peer pressure on parents to be over-protective – to feel that they are responsible for everything their child says and does. In the process we have lost sight of how children interact with each other, with a growing view that children are inexperienced adults rather than children.

Children need to develop as children first, and enabling them to do this is an important part of encouraging them to develop as rounded individuals. Those pursuing home educating may feel this is best done within a less pressurised and time-rich environment. But home educators need to keep in mind that in a traditional school there may be children of all backgrounds with all kinds of unusual ways of behaving. Although this can obviously have problems for one’s child, those home educating need to think about how to ensure a diversity of experience for their children as a preparation for meeting all kinds of people in later life, not just those who have come from families with similar ideas.

Potential physical and social isolation

If you are home educating because of geographical isolation, the effect can be increased. For guidance on how to build a community, see Chapter 9.

For those home educating children with special needs, it can be difficult to share teaching/responsibilities with other parents in a similar position, and feelings of isolation can be particularly profound. What is more, those taking this route might not initially have chosen it but rather felt pressurised into doing so through the increasing unsuitability of provision offered.


A HOME-EDUCATING MOTHER COMMENTS

My seven-year-old son, my third child (who has two much older siblings) has attention deficit disorder and a range of other special needs, all of which were discussed with, and I thought understood by, his local state primary school before he started as a ‘rising five’. He is not aggressive, rather over-enthusiastic, so, for example, when story time happened at the end of the day he wanted to be part of the action, to make the noises of the animals, rather than sit quietly on the mat and listen. I found increasingly that he was being excluded – from school trips (on the grounds that they were not educational so he would not benefit) and from wider class activities (so during story time he had to sit in a corner of the classroom with a key worker and do something else rather than be part of the group activity). Of course, this impacted on his relationships with his classmates and their parents. I raised this with the teachers, and as it kept happening I found I had to do so again and again, but it reached a point where I was just fed up with battling on his behalf and decided to educate him at home myself. Before I made the decision to do so I looked up to see what provision there was locally for him to attend groups and meet other children, and for us both to meet other parents in the same position. Luckily, I found several groups that we could join.

For his education, which I now manage myself, I use materials that are suited to his particular needs and learning style, and we get along reasonably well. The groups we come to, so we get out of the house, are very important.



Parenting a child with special educational needs can be a very lonely and draining experience, and in the process the parents might neglect themselves, their own needs and their relationships. It’s widely acknowledged that at least half of those parenting a child with special educational needs are themselves single parents, as the strains of parenting impact very significantly on most relationships.

Feeling criticised

Many home educators report stress from friends and family who feel free to criticise a decision to home educate without investigating either the needs that led them to take such a decision, or the associated processes and outcomes. News coverage of occasional tragedies that feature home-educated children (for example the Turpin Family in California, 2017)5 can lead to all home-educating parents feeling generally criticised, with an implied, and evidently wrong, assumption that all home educated children may be abused and there are no abused children attending mainstream schools. For guidance on how to promote your child’s social skills, see Chapters 9 and 11.

Attracting attention from social services

This might be perceived as hostile to your endeavours and overall philosophy, and hence experienced as stressful. For guidance on how to manage a productive relationship with your local authority, see Chapters 3 and 4.


CASE STUDY: JESSICA

Jessica, aged 22, is the eldest of three children and was home schooled for the last two years of primary school, missing years 5 and 6. Gill asked Jessica what were the best things about being home educated:


•    Being able to follow her own interests – she was into geology at the time.

•    Having lots of creative outlets and drama – she remembers putting on plays with other children from her home education network.

•    The flexibility – she loved being outside all summer.

•    More time – she appreciated being able to take more time to settle into a task. She was diagnosed as being dyslexic three weeks before her finals and, looking back, she thinks this also affected her performance at school.



When asked about the not-so-good aspects of the time, she commented that the relationship with her mother was not so good, intensified through home education when they were together all the time. She also commented that when she started secondary school there were lots of social conventions that she didn’t understand. She remembered someone from the local education authority coming to visit and being scared of the process.

In terms of how she was taught, it was entirely flexible. She attended dance classes from the age of five until she was 15, so that provided a stable group in her life. She went on visits to museums with her mother, they had lots of science equipment at home because of Mum’s role and at some point she remembers someone from her network having a touring science bus (for experiments on board, as used in rural communities or to go to schools that are likely to benefit)6 to their home and enjoying that.

Jessica and her mother regularly met up with other parents and children from a local home-school network, and she made some friends from that group. They often did visits to places of interest or worked together in a small group.



Jessica’s experience highlights a couple of important factors about home educating that we will address throughout this book:


1.    Whilst many parents and children experience closer relationships through home education, if the relationship between educating parent and child is troubled or conflicted, these issues can be exacerbated by increased contact.

2.    Removing a child from school because they are experiencing difficulties with peer interaction may only defer problems if the child is to be later reintegrated into school. Social skills don’t simply ‘grow’ as a child matures but are developed by a process of experience and reflection. Taking a child away from free peer interaction to an environment where peer contact is tightly controlled by adults – in this case deciding when and where interactions take place – and having parents present throughout will not help a child develop coping strategies or normative behaviour with peers, though it may well result in a young person who is extremely confident and socially adept with adults. We have devoted a lot of time in this book to helping home-educated children develop the skills they need to interact equally well with others of their own age.



Interestingly the years 4, 5 and 6 in UK schools (from approximately 8 to 11 years) are the years in which there is a marked increase in independent social experimentation, and they are therefore important years for developing peer group interaction skills. Gill reports that these are the ages at which most of the individual clients she works with begin having problems with being part of groups.


CASE STUDY: PRISCILLA

Priscilla is a trained secondary school teacher (RE) and the former housemistress of a girls’ boarding school. She and her husband home educated their four daughters (now ranging in age from 18 to 25).

We asked her about the advantages of home educating: ‘An early advantage is children not having to leave the home environment before they are ready and not having to suffer separation anxiety. Home-educated children generally know where they belong.

‘In the process of home educating you get to know your child really well, their learning habits, preferences and interests, and hence can match the educational experience and intended outcomes to the individual, developing a curriculum and wider educational experience that really suits them.

‘In the process, the relationship between parent and child changes. I had been a teacher, so was used to classroom management, but I found my style had to develop into encouraging my daughters to participate in their learning and keeping them on task, without maintaining classroom discipline in an overly formal manner.

‘For parents who are home educating, all the additional learning they acquire is a big advantage; they are constantly learning themselves.’

In talking about the downsides, Priscilla said that home education can be isolating. ‘Discussions of home education always home in on the need to socialise the children, and this was a particular priority for us. Our girls went away on drama courses and camps, and interacted with as many people as possible. As a family we also spent several months in France
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